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Prologue

There is a time in the unfolding history of the mighty Old Mage of Shadowdale that some
sages call "the years when Elminster lay dead." | wasn't there to see any corpse, 0 | prefer to call
them "the Slent Years." I've been vilified and derided as the worst sort of fantasizing idiot for
that stance, but my critics and | agree on one thing: whatever EIminster did during those years,
all we know of it is...nothing at all.

Antarn the Sage
from The High History of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

The sword flashed down to ded death. The roszel bush made no defense beyond emitting a solid
sort of thunking noise as tempered sted diced through it. Thorny boughs fdl away with dry cracklings, a
booted foot dipped, and there was a heavy crash, followed, as three adventurers caught ther breath in
unison, by a tense sllence.

"Amandarn?' one of them asked when she could hold her tongue no more, her voice sharp with
gpprehenson. "Amandarn?'

The name echoed back to her from the wals of the ruin..wadls that seemed somehow watchful ...
and waiting.

The three waded forward through loose rubble, weapons ready, eyes darting this way and that for
the tdlltale dark ribbon of a snake.

"Amandamn?’ came the cry agan, lower and more tremulous. A trap could be anywhere, or a
lurking beast, and...”

"Gods curse these stones and thorns ... and crazed Netherese builders, too!" a voice more
exasperated than pain-wracked snarled from somewhere ahead, somewhere dightly muffled, where the
ground gave way into darkness.

"To say nothing of even crazier thieves" the woman who'd called so anxioudy boomed out a reply,
her voice loud and warm with relief.

"Wedth redistributors, Nuressa, if you please," Amandarn replied in aggrieved tones, as stones
shifted and rattled around his dawing hands. "The term ‘thief is such a vulgar, carear-limiting word."

“Like the word ‘idiot"?* a third voice asked gruffly. "Or 'hero'?" Its gruffness lay like a mock growl
atop tones of liquid velvet.

"lyriklaunavan,” Nuressa sad severdy, "weve had this tak dready, haven't we? Insults and
provocative comments are for when we're lazing by a fire, safe a home, not in the middle of some
deadly sorcerer's tomb with unknown Netherese gpells and guardian ghosts bristling dl around us.”

"I thought | heard something odd,” a deep, raw fourth voice added with a chuckle. "Ghogts bristle
far more naigly than they did in my father's day, | must say.”

"Hmmph," Nuressa replied tartly, reaching one long, bronzed and muscled arm down into the gloom
to haul the dill sruggling Amandarn to his feet. The point of the gigantic war sword in her other hand
didn't waver or droop for an ingant. "Over-clever dwarves, I've heard,” she added as she more or less
plucked the wedlth redistributor into the air like a rather dim pack-sack, "die just as eesly.”

"Where do you hear these things?" lyriklaunavan asked, in light, sardonic tones of mock envy. "I
mugt go drinking there."

"lyrik," Nuressa growled waningly, as she set the thief down.

"Say," Amandarn commented excitedly, waving one black-gloved hand for slence. "That has aring
toit! We could cdl oursdves ... The Over-clever Dwarf!"

"We could,” Nuressa said witheringly, grounding her sword and crossng her forearms on its
quillons It was obvious anything lurking in this crypt...or mausoleum, or whatever it was yavning dark
and menacingly just ahead of them...wasn't adegp or unwarned anymore. The need for haste was past



and the chance for sedth gone forever. The brawny warrior woman squinted up at the sun judging how
much of the day was left. She was haot in her armor ... redly hot, for the firgt time since before last
harvest.

It was an unexpectedly warm day in Mirtul, the Y ear of the Missng Blade, and the four adventurers
scrambling in the sea of broken, stony rubble were swegting under their shared coating of thick dust.

The shortest, stoutest one chuckled merrily and said in his raw, broken trumpet of a voice, "l can
hardly elude my born duty to be the dwarf...so that leavesit to ye three to be ‘over-clever.” Even with the
triple mugter, I'm not before-all-the-gods sure you've wits enough...”

"Thetll do," the df standing beside him said, his tones as gruff as any dwarf could manage. "It's not a
name I'm in overmuch favor of, anyway. | don't want a joke name. How can we fed proud..."

"Srut around, you meen,” the dwarf murmured.

"..wearing a jest were sure to become heartily sck of after a month, a most. Why not something
exotic, something ..." He waved his hand as if willing ingpiration to burst forth. A moment later, obligingly,
it did. "Something like the Steel Rose."

There was a moment of congdering slence, which lyriklaunavan could count as something of a
victory, before Folossan chuckled again and asked, "Y ou want me to forge some flowers for us to wear?
Bdt buckles? Codpieces?’

Amandarn stopped rubbing his bruises long enough to ask witheringly, "Do you have to make a joke
of everything, Lossum? | like that name.”

The woman who towered over them dl in her blackened armor said dowly, "But | don't know that |
do, Sr Thie. | was cdled something Imilar when | was a dave, thanks to the whippings my
disobedience brought me. A 'sed rose' is a wdt raised by a steel-barbed whip." The mery dwarf
shrugged. "That makesit a bad name for a brace of bold and menacing adventurers?' he asked.

Amandarn snorted at that description. Nuressa's mouth tightened into a thin line that the others had
learned to respect. "A daver who makes sted roses is deemed careless with a whip or ungble to control
his temper. Such a wdt lowers the vdue of a dave. Good davers have other ways of causng pan
without leaving marks. So youll be saying we're careless and unable to control oursaves™

"Seems even more fitting, then, to me" the dwarf told the nearest stone pillar, then jumped back
with a strangled oath as it cracked across and a great shard of stone tumbled down a him, crashing
through a sudden flurry of tensdly raised weapons.

Dug swirled in the slence, but nothing else moved. After what seemed like a long time, Nuressa
lowered her blade and muttered, "Weve wasted quite enough time on one more dlly argument about
what to cdl oursaves. Let it be spoken of later. Amandarn, you were finding us a safe way into yon ..."

"Waiting tomb," Folossan murmured smoothly, grinning sheepishly under the sudden weight of the
three dark, annoyed glares.

In near dlence the thief moved forward, hands spread for balance, his soft-soled boots gripping the
loose stones. Perhaps a dozen strides ahead lay a dark and gaping opening in the Side of a broken-spired
bulk of stone that had once been the heart of a mighty palace but now stood like a forlorn and forgotten
cottage amid leaning pillars and heaps of fern-girt rubble.

lyriklaunavan took a few steps forward to better watch Amandarn's dow and careful advance. As
the dim, dmog child-sized thief came to a hdt just outsde the ruined wadls to peer warily ahead, the
maroon-robed df whispered, "I have a bad feding about this... ."

Folossan waved a dismissve hand and said, ™Y ou have a bad feding about everything, O gruffest of
eves”

Nuressa jostled both of them into dlence as Amandarn suddenly broke his immoahility, gliding
forward and out of Sght.

They waited. And waited. lyriklaunavan cleared his throat as quietly as he could, but the sound in
his throat dill seemed gartlingly loud even to him. An eerie, waiting stillness seemed to hang over the
ruins. A bird crossed the distant sky without caling, the beats of its wings seeming to measure a time that
had grown too long.

Something had happened to Amandarn.



A very quiet doom? They'd heard nathing .. . and as the tense breaths of time dragged on, heard
more of it.

Nuressa found hersdf waking dowly toward the hole where Amandarn had gone, her boots
crunching on the shifting stones where the thief had waked with no more noise than a fdling lesf. She
shrugged and hefted the war sword in her hands. Skulking was for others,

She was dmogt in under the shadow of the wals when something moved in the waiting darkness
ahead of her. Nuressa swept her blade up and back, ready to cut down vicioudy, but the face grinning a
her out of the gloom belonged to Amandarn.

"I knew you were annoyed with me" the thief said, eyeing her raised sted, "but I'm quite short
enough aready, thank you."

He jerked his thumb at the darkness behind him. "It's a tomb, dl right,” he said, "old and crawling
with runes. They probably say something aong the lines of "Zurmapyxapetyl, a mage of Netheril, deeps
here," but reading Old High Netherese, or whatever it's properly called, is more lyrik's kill than mine”

"Any guardians?' Nuressa asked, not teking her eyes off the darkness beyond Amandarn for an
indant.

"Nonethat | saw, but a glowblade's pretty dim. ..."

"Sdfe to throw in a torch?"

Thethief shrugged. "Should be. Everything's made of stone.”

Wordlessy Nuressa extended an open, gauntleted hand behind her. After afew scrambling minutes
Folossan put alit torch into it. The warrior looked at him, dipped her jaw in wordless thanks, and threw.

Hames whup-whup-whuppedinto the darkness. The torchlight guttered when it landed, then
recovered and danced hrightly once more. Nuressa stepped forward to fill the opening with her body,
barring the way, and asked smply, "Traps?'

"None near the entrance," Amandarn replied, "and this place doesn't fed likewell find any. Yet ... |
don't like those runes. You can hide anything in runes.”

"True enough,” the dwarf agreed in a low voice. "Are you satisfied, Nessa? Are you going to stand
adde and let usin or play at being a closed door until nightfal?"

The armored woman gave him a withering look, then slently stood aside and gestured grandly a
him to proceed.

Folossan put his head down and scuttled past, not quite daring to whoop. The normdly
gloomy-looking lyriklaunavan was hard on his hedls, trotting forward with fluid grace and maroon robes
held high to avoid tripping. It would not do to tumble and fdl heplesdy into a tomb where just about any
sort of snake or other foe might be lurking.

Amandarn wasn't far behind. In exasperated slence Nuressa watched them storm past and shook
her head. Did they think this was some sort of pleasure outing?

She followed more cautioudy, looking for doors that might be shut to imprison them, traps
Amandarn might have missed, even some sort of lurking foes, hitherto unnoticed. .. .

"Gods on ther glittering thrones” Folossan gasped, somewhere ahead. He made of the curse a
dow, measured bricklaying of awe, building awdl of utter astonishment that seemed to echo around the
dark tomb chamber for just an indant before something swallowed it.

Nuressa shouldered her way out of the sunlight, war sword ready. Trust them to cry no warning to
tdl her what peril awaited.

The chamber was high and dusty and dark, the torch dying a dow, sullen death & its heart. There
was a space that bore some sort of circular design in the floor tiles, framed by four smooth, dark stone
pillars that soared from the pave to the lofty, unseen cdling.

Away beyond those ever feebler flames rose dark steps crowned by what could only be the casket
of someone great and important...or a true giant, o large was the massve black stone, blotched with
deep emerad green, its curves aglitter with golden runes that flashed in time with the pulsing, fading light
of the torch. Two empty braziers tdler than she was flanked this dais, and over it hung the
dusty-shrouded ends of what looked like a curtain of mal but could, under the dust, be dmost anything
that would drape like fabric, hanging motionless from the distant, scarcely seen celing.



It was not the tomb that the gruff df mage, the awed dwarf, and the boyish thief were saring at. It
was something else, rather nearer than that, and above them. Nuressa shot a hard glance up & it, then dll
around the tomb chamber, seeking some other entrance or waiting peril. None offered itsdf to the tip of
her gleaming blade, so she grounded it and joined in the generd garing.

High above them, sarting perhaps fifty feet up in the air, hung what might be a scarecrow, and might
have once been a man. Two worn boothedls they could see, sanding on emptiness, and above that a
man-szed bulk of gray dust so thick it looked like fur, joined to the celing and walls by lazy, dusty arcs
of cobwebs that must be as thick as ropes.

"That was aman, once, | think," lyriklaunavan murmured, voicing what they were al thinking.

"Aye, s0, but what's holding him up there?' Folossan asked. "Surdy not those webs ... but | can
See naught e

"So it'smagic,” Nuressa said reluctantly, and they dl nodded in dow and solemn agreement.

"Someone who died in a trap or dl dud,” Amandarn sad quietly, "or a guardian, who's been
waiting al these years, undead or adeep, for the likes of usto intrude?’

"We can't afford to gamble” the df told him gruffly. "He could wel be a mage, and he's above us,
where none can hide from him. Stand back; al."

The adventuring band that had no name moved in four different directions, each member taking his
own path backward across the ever more dimly lit room. Folossan was fumbling in his voluminous
shoulder bags for another torch as lyriklaunavan raised his hands to cup empty ar, murmured something,
then spread his hands apart.

Between those hands something shivered and glimmered for a tumbling indant before it flashed, so
bright as to sear the watching eye, and legped through the dark emptiness like a 9zzing blade. The spell
dove ar and dl asit smote whatever hung so high above, bringing down a heavy rain of choking dust.

Clods of gray fur fdl like snow meting from high branches, pattering down on dl sdes as the four
adventurers coughed and wiped a thelr eyes and noses, shaking their heads and staggering back.

Something flickered nearby, in severd places. Sruggling to clear the dust from watering eyes and
see, the four adventurers could not help but notice two things through the swirling dust: the booted feet
above were dill exactly where they had been, and the flickerings were pulsing radiances playing rapidly
up and down the four stone pillars.

"Hemoved" lyriklaunavan shouted suddenly, pointing upward. "He moves! ['ll..."

The rest of hiswords were logt in a sudden grinding, rumbling noise that shook the floor tiles under
their boots. Thelight dancing down the pillars suddenly flashed into brightness, gleeming back from four
tensdy raised wegpons. Stone facings on dl of the pillars did down into the floor, leaving behind
openings that stretched the height of the pillars.

Something filled those openings, dimly seen as the radiances died away, leaving only the ruby
embers of the torch on the floor. Folossan dived for that torch, blowing hard on it and coughing in the
awirling dust with each breeth he took. He thrust a fresh torch againg the old one and blew on where
they met.

The others were peering suspicioudy a what filled the floor-to-ceiling channds in the pillars. It was
something pale and gligening that writhed in the channds like maggots crawling over a corpse. Pearly
white here, dun-hued there, like rice gligening under a clear sauce but expanding outward, as if flexing
and dretching after along confinement.

The new torch flared, and in the newly legping light Nuressa saw enough to be certain. "Lossum...
get out of there!"™ she shouted. "All of you! Back...out of this place...now!"

She had didinctly seen pale flesh ped and wrinkle back to unhood a green-gray eye ... and there
was another, and a third. These were forests of eyestalks.

And the only creatures she knew of tha had many eyes on stalks were beholders, the deadly eye
tyrants of legend. The others knew the same tales and were orinting through the settling dust toward her
now, al thoughts of tomb plunder and laden sacks of treasure forgotten.

Behind the hurrying adventurers, as Nuressa watched, eyes winked and came to life and began to
focus



"Hurry!" she bellowed, drawing in enough dust to make her next words a croak. "Hurry ... or dig!"

A glow suddenly encircled one eye, then another... and burst into beams of golden light that stabbed
out through the dugt, parting it like smoke, to scorch the heds of hurrying Folossan and the wal beside
lyriklaunavan. Amandarn darted past Nuressa, dinking of fear, and the warrior woman pressed hersdf
agang the wal so as not to block the passage of her other two desperately hurrying companions. The df
then the dwarf clattered past, curang in continuous babblings, but Nuressa kept her eyes on the pillars.
Four columns of awake and dert eyes were peering her way now, radiances growing around many of
them.

"Gods," she gasped, in utter terror. Oh let them be fixed here, unable to follow... .

A ruby beam of light from one eye stabbed at Nuressa and she ducked away, sparks erupting dong
the edge of her war sword. Sudden heat seared her pdm. As a dozen golden beams lanced through the
dugt at her, she threw the blade over her head, back behind her out of the chamber. She wheded in the
same motion to flee headlong after it, diving for safety as something burst near her left ear with a sound
like ralling thunder. Stones began to fdl in a hard and heavy rain.

It feds odd, to stand on air, neither solid like stone, nor the dight yidding of turf under one's boots.
In dry and dusty darkness ... where by Mystra's sweset kisses was he?

Memory flowed around him like a river, cdoaking him againg madness for so long that it would not
answver his bidding now. There was atingling in his limbs. Great power had struck him, forcefully, only
moments ago. A el mus have been hurled hisway ... so afoe mus be near.

His eyes, so long dry and frozen in place, would not turn in their sockets, so he had to turn his head.
His neck proved to be giff and set inits pose, so he turned his shoulders, wheding his whole body, as
the walls drifted dowly past, and dust fdl away from him in wisps and ropes and huge clods.

Thewadls drifting ... he was sinking, sttling down through the air, released from ... what?

Something had trapped him here, despite his clever waking on ar to avoid traps and guardian
spells. Something had seized on the magic holding him adoft and gripped it as if in manacles, holding him
immoabilein the darkness.

A very long time must have passed.

Y et something had shattered the spdll trap, awakening him. He wasn't aone, and he was descending
whether he wanted to or not, heading toward ... what?

He drained to see and found eyes looking back a him from dl sdes. Mdevolent eyes, set in
columns of pale eyestaks that danced and swayed with dow grace as they followed his fdl, radiances
growing around them.

Some strange sort of beholder? No, some of the stalks were darker, or stouter, or larger dl around
than others ... these were beholder eyestalks, dl right, but they'd come from many different beholders.
Those radiances, of course, could only mean him harm.

He dill fdt oddly ... detached. Not red, not here, but dill afloat in the rush of memories that named
him... Elminger, the Chosen One...or at least a Chosen... of Mysira, the dark-eyed lady of dl magic. Ah,
the warmth and sheer power of the Slver fire that flowed through her and out of her, pouring from her
mouth, locked onto his, to snarl and sear and burn its agonizing, exhilarating way through every inch of
him, leeking out nose and ears and his very fingertips.

Light flared and flashed, and Elminger fet new agony. His dry throat struggled to roar, his hands
clawed uncontrollably at the air, and his guts seemed &fire and yet light and free.

He looked down and found Slver fire raging and sputtering around him, spilling restlesdy out of his
somach adong with something pae, bloody, and ropy that mugt be his own innards. Fresh fire flashed,
and a searing pain and Szzle marked the loss of his hair and the tip of an ear dong the right Sde of his
head.

Anger seized him, and without thinking Elmingter lashed out, raking the ar with slver fire tha
shattered and scattered a score of reaching megical beams on itsway to claw a sruggling eyestalks.

Eyes mdted away, winking and weeping and thrashing with futile radiances sparking and flickering
around them. Bl wasted no time watching their destruction, but turned to point at another pillar and sear
its column of eyestalks from top to bottom.



He knew not what magics preserved dl these severed eyestalks, but Mystra's flames could rend dl
Art, and flesh both dive and undead. EIminger turned to scorch another column of angry eyes. He was
dill anking, his guts sagging out in front of him, and with each bolt of Slver fire something beyond the
pillars glowed in answer. Eye-born beams of deadly magic were stabbing at him in earnest now, falling
before the divine fire of Mystra. The angry crackle and the surflike risng and fdling roar of much
unleashed magic was howling about the chamber like a full-throated winter storm, sheking the wizard's
long-unused limbs.

A last column of eyes darkened and died, to droop and dangle floorward, weeping dark dudge that
mirrored ElIminger's own tile-drenching flow of vita fluids. He clawed at his own innards, tucking them
back ingde himsdf with hands that blazed with slver flames, and was dill about it, feding sck and weak
despite the roused, surging divine power, when his boot hed's found something solid at last. He sumbled,
dl balance gone, staggered, and dmogt fdl before he got his feet planted firmly. Dust swirled up anew
around him, crackling angrily as it met surging Slver fire. Beyond the pillars, runes graven on the steps
and casket of what mugt be atomb flashed and crackled with flames of their own, mirroring every roar of
Mystrasfire.

Gasping as agony caught at him, Bl bent his efforts to hedling the great wound in his middle, ignoring
the last few flickering eyes. The flowing siver fire would, he hoped, catch and rend their spdlls before he
was harmed. His blood had fdlen in a dark rain on the tiles during his descent, and he fdt emptied and
torn. The last mage of Athaantar snarled in wordless anger and determination.

He had to get himsdf whole and out of this place before the stored siver fire faded and faled him,
retregting to coil warmly around his heart and rebuild itsdlf. Whatever had entrapped him before could
wel do so again if he tarried, and his present agony had been caused by only one eyestak attack. He
turned dowly, bent over with siver flameslicking between trembling fingers, and held his guts in place as
he moved hdtingly toward the place where dim daylight was coming from.

Eyestaks flashed forth fresh beams of ravening magic to scorch floor tiles inches behind Elminger's
shuffling boots. Seding the last of his great wound, he dashed behind him with a sheet of dlver flame,
shidding himsdf from more attacks.

Behind him, unseen, the surviving eyestalks dl went limp and dark in the same ingant. In the next
breath, the runes on the tomb acquired a steady, strengthening glow. Smdl radiances winked amid the
metdlic curtain above it, dimbing and descending like curious but excited spiders, flaing forth ever
stronger.

Elmingter found his way out into the waiting light, haf expecting arrows or blades to bite at him while
he was 4ill blinking at the dazzling brightness of full daylight. Instead, he found only four frightened faces
daing a him over a disgant remnant of wal.

He tried to cdl to them, but dl that emerged was a dry, srangled snarl. B coughed, gargled, and
tried again, managing a sort of sob.

The df behind the wdl lifted a hand as if to cast a pdll, but the dwarf and the human male flanking
him struck that hand aside. A furious argument and sruggle followed.

H fixed his eyes on the fourth adventurer...a woman watching hm warily over the crazed and
crumbling edge of a great sword that had been struck by lightning or something of the sort not very long
ago...and managed to ask, "What. .. year ... isthis?"

"Year of the Missng Blade, in early Mirtul," she cdled back, then, seeing his weary lack of
comprehengon, added, "In Daereckoning, 'tis seven hundred and fifty-nine.”

H nodded and waved his thanks, on his sumbling way to lean againg a nearby pillar and shake his
head.

He'd been exploring this tomb...a century ago?... seeking to learn how the mightiest archwizards of
Netheril had faced death. Some inddious magicd trap had ensnared him so deverly that hed never even
noticed hisfdl into stasis. For years, it seemed, held hung frozen near the caling. Elminger the Mighty,
Chaosen of Mystra, Armathor of Myth Drannor, and Prince of Athaantar stood in midair, a handy anchor
for spiderwebs, acquiring athick cloak of dust and cobwebs.

Carelessidiot. Would that ever change, the hawk-nosed mage wondered briefly, if he lived to be a



thousand years old or more?

Perhaps not. Ah, well, at least he knew he was an idiot. Most wizards never even make it that far.
H drew in a deep breath, dodged behind the pillar as he saw the df glaring at him and raisng his hands
agan, and sorted through his memories. These were the spells...and that one would serve. He had a
world to see anew, and decades of lost history to catch up on.

"Mysdra, forgive me" he said aoud, cdling up the spell.

There came no answer, but the spell worked as it was supposed to, plucking him up into a brief
maelsrom of blue migs and slver bubbles that would whisk him elsewhere.

Abruptly, the figure behind the pillar was gone.

"I could have had him!" Iyriklaunavan cursed. "Jugt afew moments longer, and..."

"You couldve had us killed in a spdl dud, right here* Amandarn hissed. "Shouldn't we be getting
away from here? That man was freed from how we found him, those eyes sprouted from the pillars ...
what else iswaking up, in there?'

Folossan rolled his eyes and said, "Am | hearing rightly? A thief, walking away from treasure?’

The wedth redigtributor eyed him coldly. "Try saying it thus" he replied. " 'Hurrying away from
likdy desath, in the interests of Saying dive." "

The dwarf looked up at the slent warrior woman beside him.

"Nessa?'

She let out a deep, regretful Sgh, then said briskly, "We run, away, as swift as we can on these
loose stones. Come...now." She turned, a hulking figure in blackened armor, and began to shoulder her
way around pillars and stub-ends of fdlen walls.

"We're barely twenty paces from the strongest magic 1've seen in decades,” the df mage protested,
waving a hand a the darkness.

Nuressa turned, hands on hips, and said tartly, "Hear my prediction: it's not only the strongest magic
you've seen...it's the strongest youll ever see, lyrik, if you tarry here much longer. Let's get gone before
dark .. . and while we 4ill can.”

She turned away once more. Folossan and Amandarn cast regretful glances a the hdl they'd fled
from, but they followed.

Thedf in maroon robes cursed, took one longing step around the end of the wdl asiif to return to
the tomb, then turned to follow his companions. A few paces later he stopped and looked back.

He sighed and went on hisway, never seeing what came out of the tomb to fallow him.

The second torch died down. In the near tota darkness that followed, the runes on the steps of the
tomb blazed like so many dtar candles. From somewhere there came a rhythmic thudding, as if from an
unseen, digtant drum. The lightswinking and playing in the curtain above the dark stone casket began to
race about, washing down over the stone tomb as showers of sparks that sank into the runes they
touched and caused little flames to flare up briefly from the stone. A mig or wispy smoke came with
them, and afaint echo that might have been an exultant chant mingled briefly with the thudding.

The runes flared into blazing brilliance, faded, flashed dmogt blinding-bright...then abruptly went out,
leaving dl in darkness and slence.

The embers of the torch gave just enough light, had anyone been in the tomb, to see the massive lid
of the casket hovering just above its sides. Through the gap between them, something emerged from the
tomb and swirled around the room.

It was more awind than a body, more a shadow than a presence. Like a chill, chiming whirlwind it
gathered itdf and drifted purposefully toward where the sunlight beckoned. Living things that had been
inthe tomb not long ago dill walked ... for alittle while yet.



Book One: The Lady Of Shadows
One: A Fire At Midnight

Azuth remains a mysterious figure...sometimes benevolent, sometimes ruthless, sometimes
eager to reveal all, sometimes deliberately cryptic. In other words, a typical mage.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

"Tempus preserve ud"

"Save the prayers, fool, and run! Tempusll honor your bones if you don't hurry!”

Pots clanged together wildly as Larando cast them aside, rucksack and dl, and sprinted away
through the knee-deep ferns. A low branch took his hdm off, and he didn't even pause to try to grab at
it.

Panting, the priet of Tempus followed, sweat dripping from his stubbled chin. Ardelnar Trethtran
was exhausted, his lungs and thighs aching from dl the running...out he dared not collapse yet. The
tumbled towers of Myth Drannor were il dl around them ... and so were the lurking fiends.

Deep, harsh laughter rolled out of the trees to Ardenar's Ieft...followed by a charging trio of
barbazu, their beards dripping blood. They were naked, ther scaed hides gligening with the gore of
vidims as well as the usud dime. Broad shoulders rippled, and batlike ears and long, lashing tals bobbed
exultantly as they came bounding dong like playful orcs, black eyes sngoping with glee. They flung awvay
the bloody limbs of some unfortunate adventurer they'd torn apart and swarmed after Larando, shouting
exultant jests and boasts in a language Ardenar was glad he couldnt understand. They waved their
heavy, saw-toothed blades like toys as they hooted and snorted and hacked, and it took them only a few
moments to draw blood. Larando screamed as one franticaly flaling arm went flying away from him,
severed deanly by a shrewd drike.

The competing bearded fiend wasn't so deft, the warrior's other am was left dangling from his
shoulder, attached to his body by a few drips of bloody flesh. When Larando moaned and collapsed,
two of the fiends used their saw-toothed blades to lift imin an improvised cradle, and run dong with him
S0 the third barbazu could have some sport involving the warrior's innards and carving openings to dlow
them to briefly see the wider world.

Larando's head was ldling despite the brutd daps being dedt him, as Ardenar fled in a different
direction. The priet's last glimpse of his friend was of a beautiful winged woman...no, a fiend, an
erinyes...swooping down out of the trees with a sicklein her hands.

Giant gray-feathered wings beat above a dender body that was shgpdy and pae wherever crud
barbed armor didn't cover it. Scowling black brows arched with glee, a pert mouth parted as the
she-fiend's tongue licked her lips in anticipation, and she diced, twisted, and flew on, waving a bloody
trophy. Behind her, gore spaitered dl over the barbazu as they howled their disappointment, a headless
corpse thrashing and convulsing in their midgt.

"Tempus forgivemy fear, | pray,” Arddnar managed to sammer through white and trembling lips, as
he fought down nausea and ran on. It had been a mistake to come here, a mistake that looked very much
likeit was going to cogt dl of them their lives.

The City of Song was no open treasure pit, but the hunting ground of fiends. These maevolent
creatures would hide, letting adventurers venture fredy into their midst to wander the very ruins of the
riven city. Then they'd trap the intruders and take crud sport in daying them as a sort of hunt-and-run

game.
Tdes of such crudty were told in taverns where adventurers gether. That was why three famous and



very independent companies of adventurers had uneesly joined in a pact and gone into Myth Drannor
together. Surdy seven mages, two of them archwizards of note, could handle afew bat-winged ...

Most of those mages had been torn apart dready or Ieft to sumble around with eyes and tongues
plucked out, for the fiends to tease at leisure later. When the rest of us are dead, Ardelnar thought grimly
as he tripped over a fdlen statuette, hopped afew awvkward steps to keep his footing, and found himsdf
sumbling through the shattered, overgrown remnants of a garden fountain.

Oh, they'd found treasure. His belt pouch was bulging right now with a generous double handful of
gems...sapphires and a few rubies...torn from the chest of a mummified df corpse as its presarvative
meagics faded with afew last glows and Sghs. Thered even been a lone erinyes in that crypt, they'd dain
her...it... with confidence. With her wings hacked off in a shower of bloody feathers, she'd not lasted long
agand the blades of a dozen adventurers, for dl her hissng and spitting. Ardelnar could dill see the spurt
of blood from a mouth beautiful enough to kiss, and her blood smoking as it ran dong her dusky limbs.

Not long after that, the jaws of the trap had closed, with gloating fiends grolling out of every ruin,
glade, and thicket on dl sides. The adventurers had broken and fled in dl directions to the tune of cold,
crud laughter ... and the daughter had begun.

Back in the here and now, he was seeing the erinyes again. Four of them swooping past, gliding low.
Ardelnar ducked involunterily, but found himsdf ignored as they banked off to his right, gigdiing like
temple-maids...nude, beautiful, and deadly. They'd have passed for dusky-skinned women of the
Tashdar without those greet gray-feasthered wings. They were after the mage held been hoping would get
them both out of this fiend-haunted ruin. Klargathan Srior was a tdl, spade-bearded southerner who
seemed the mogt capable of dl the mages, as wdl as the most arrogant.

All that hauteur was gone now, as the mage ran wearily dong on Ardenar's right, hairy legs stained
with blood where hed gashed himsdf while dicing off his own robes so he could flee faster. Gold
earrings bobbed amid rivers of sweet, and a steady stream of mumbled curses marked the mage's flight
for his life The erinyes glided in, vesring apart to come a Klargathan from different directions,
razor-sharp daggersin their hands. Sport wasin their laughter and thelr cruel eyes, not outright murder.

Gasping, the mage stopped and took his stand. "Priest!" he bellowed, as a baton from his belt grew
of its own accord into a gaff. "Aid me, for the love of Tempud™

Arddnar dmog ran on, leaving the man's death to buy himsdf a few more breaths of flight, but he
stood no chance in this deep and endless wood without Klargathan's spells, and they both knew it. They
aso both knew thet this cold redization carried more weght than the command to serve in the name of
the Foehammer. The shame of that was like a cold worm crawling in Ardelnar's heart. Not that there was
time to brood or fashion denids.

He swdlowed in mid-stride, then dmogt fdl as he wheded around without dowing and ran to the
mage, sumbling over bones haf-glimpsed amid the forest plants, old bones...human bones. He had a
momentary glimpse of a skull ralling away from his foot, jawless and unable to grin.

Klargathan was whirling his gaff over his head with desperate energy, trying to smash adde the
dliding erinyes without having one of them dash open his face or pluck the weapon from his hands. They
were drding him like sharks, reaching out with their blades to cut at his dothing. One shoulder was
dready bared...and wet with blood from the dagger cut that had left it so.

Through the desperate chaos of thudding saff and flapping wings, the mage's eyes caught those of
the priest. "'l need ..." the southerner gasped, "some timel™

Ardenar nodded to show he understood and plucked off his own hdm to smash a one wing of an
erinyes. She flapped aside and he brought his warhammer up from his belt into her beautiful face, hard.
Blood sprayed and the fiend squdled. Then she was past them, flying blindly into a tumble dong the
ground and into awaiting tree, while her three companions descended on Ardelnar in a shrieking, dawing
cloud. He jammed the hdm over the face of one and ducked under her gliding body so close that her
breasts grazed his shoulder, usng her as cover againg the blades of the others. They struck at both her
and the priest, not caring who they cut open, and as Ardenar ducked away and rolled to hisfeet to avoid
being caught between those last two screaming, spitting she-fiends, he heard Klargathan sammering out
an incantation, ignoring the gurgling erinyes who plowed into the ground beside him, her sde dashed



open and black, smoking blood fountaining forth.

The lagt two sheffiends soared up into the ar to gain height enough to dive back down on this
unexpectedly tough pair of humans, and Ardelnar snatched a quick glance back a the overgrown, ruined
towers of Myth Drannor. More fiends were coming. Barbazu and barb-covered hamatula, far too many
to outfight or outrun, loped dong with tals lashing and blood-hunger in their faces. This fern-covered
ground would be his grave.

"Tempus, let this lagt battle be to your glory!" he cried doud, holding up his bloodied hammer.
"Make me worthy of your service, swift inmy griking, dert in my fighting, agile and deft!"

One of the erinyes tapped his hammer aside with her dagger, and leaned in to snicker as she
swooped past his ear, "My, my...anything ds=?"

Her voice was low, and lush, full of lusty promise. Its mockery enraged Ardeinar more than anything
ese ever had in dl his life He bounded after her, dmost leaving himsdf open to easy daughter at the
hands of the other erinyes, but instead she became the firg victim of Klargathan's spell.

Black, dimy coils of what looked like a giant serpent or ed erupted from the ferns not far away,
spirding upward with incredible speed. Now they seemed more like taproots, or the boughs of a tree
sprouting from nothing to full vigor in mere seconds.

One bough encircled the throat of the erinyes as she turned leisurdy to dice a Ardelnar, and
another looped about her ankle. The force of her frantic wing beats swung her around to where the black
tree was adready entwined around both of the previoudy grounded erinyes. Their bodies were visbly
driveing, sucked dry of blood and innards with the same unnerving speed as everything dse this
spell-tree did.

Sill trying to fly, the snared she-fiend crashed into a tangle of thickening trunks. Her head was
driven off, dangling to one side, and thereafter she moved no more.

"By the Lord of Battles, what a gpel!" Ardelnar gasped, watching tendrils svarm over the body of
the erinyes with that same lightning speed. More were waving in the air above them, encirdling the fourth
shefiend. Despite her frightened, wildly dashing struggles, the tendrils caught a her wings, pulled, and
dowly dragged her down. The priest of Tempus laughed and waved his hammer at the mage in sdute.

Klargathan gave him alopsided grin. "It won't be enough,” he said sadly, "and | haven't another like
that. We're going to die for the sake of afew gems and dven gewgaws."

The running fiends were dmost upon them now. Ardenar turned to flee, but the southerner shook
his head. "I'm not running," he said. "At least my tree keeps them from taking us from the rear.”

A sudden hope lit his features and he added, "Have you any sgpphires?’

Ardenar tore open his pouch and emptied it into the mage's hand. "There must be a dozen there)”
he said eagerly, no longer caring a whit when Klargathan raked through them and dumped everything that
wasn't a sgpphire onto the ground.

The southerner swept one am around the priest and hugged him fiercdy. "We're dill going to die
here" he said, bestowing a firm kiss on the startled priest's lips, "but at least well turn a few fiends to
smoking bones around us™ He grinned a Ardelnar's expression, and added, "The kiss is for my wife, tdl
Tempus to ddiver it to her for me, if you've time I€ft for another prayer. Hold them off again, please.”

He crouched down without another word, and Ardelnar hefted his warhammer in one hand and
unhooked his amdl belt-mace to hold ready in the other, taking a stance in front of the mage as
ever-thickening black tendrils curled around and over them like a cupping hand.

The tree shivered under the blows of many barbazu blades even as it grew, and gargoyle-like
spinagons, folding their wings and barbed tails flat, scuttled in dong the tunnd-like opening in its branches
to face the priest, who found fresh happiness...no, satisfaction... weling through him. He was going to
die here, but diewdl. Let it befal so.

"Thank you, Tempus" he said, blowing Klargathan's kiss to the air for the god of war to take on.
"Let thismy last worship please thee."

His warhammer swept up and crashed down. Spinagon claws raked his arm, and he smashed them
asde with his mace, baing driven back by the sheer force of five charging fiends. "Hurry, magel” he
snarled, sruggling to keep from being buried under dawing limbs.



"I have" Klargathan replied camly, nudging Ardelnar with one knee as he hurled a sapphire down
the tunnd of tendrils, and the world exploded in lightning.

From one gem to another held in the mage's cupped hand the lightning bolts blazed, crackling and
rebounding in arcs that raced back and forth rather than griking once. Though every har on both their
bodies stood on end, neither the mage nor the priest took harm from the spell.

The hiting, dawing fiend wrapped around Arddnar was protected from the lightning, too, but
Klargathan stepped forward and thrust a silver-bladed dagger hilt-deep into one of its eyes, then pulled it
out and drove it into the other. It collapsed, dithering down Ardenar's legs as the two adventurers
watched fiends...even one of the tdl barb-covered, point-headed hamatulas, its brigling shoulders
shedding tendrils with every spasm...dance in the thrdl of the lightning. Flesh darkened and eyes szzled
as the bolts flashed back and forth.

Then, as doruptly as it had erupted, the spdl ended, leaving Klargathan sheking his hand and
blowing on his smoking padm. "Good, large gems" he said with atight grin, "and we've more to use yet."

"Do we run?" Ardenar asked, eyeing a par of erinyes who glared down at him as they swept past
overhead, "or bide here?'

The next group of winged she-fiends was sruggling under the weight of a broken-off dven statue
larger than any of them. They let it go with deft precison. Good Myth Drannan stone crashed through
tangled tree limbs, itsfdl numbing both men despite thar dives for safety. They scrambled up to find the
fdling statuary had left an opening to the sky that spinagons were dready crcling, aoft, massng to dive
into.

The southerner shrugged. "It's degth ether way," he said. "Moving gives both sides more fun, but
tarrying here wins us more time, and we can shed more of their blood before we go down. Not quite the
way I'd planned to dance in the ruins of Myth Drannor, but itll have to do."

Arddnar's answering laughter was alitle wild. "Let's move™ he suggested. "I don't want to wind up
half crushed under a stone block, with them tormenting my extremities while | die dowly."

Klargathan grinned and clapped the priest on the shoulder. "So beit!" he said and shoved, hard. As
the startled Ardenar crashed heedfirg into black tendrils thet at least didn't claw a him, hdf a dozen
spinagons dammed down into the space where held been standing, ther crud forks stabbing deep into
the suddenly vacated ground, too deep to tear freein haste.

"Run!" the mage shouted, pointing up the tunnd. Ardelnar obeyed, steedying himsdf with his mace
agang the trampled ground as he sumbled over a forest root, then rushing headlong away from the
conjured tree. Behind him raced the mage, a sapphire clenched in his hand and his head cocked to look
back as heran.

When the outstretched claws of the hard-flying, foremost pursuing spinagon were dmaost touching
him, Klargathan held up the gem and said one soft word. Lightning erupted from it right down the fiend's
throdt.

Its sruggling gray gargoyle body burst apart in the roar of bolts lashing into it from both in front and
behind...for the mage had left another gem on the ground by the fdlen statue, where the fiends had
swooped down. Asthe dark, blood-wet tatters fdl away behind the rushing men, Arddnar saw the rest
of the spinagons tumbling and shuddering in the grip of those snarling bolts. He followed the mage around
a huge duskwood tree, onto a game trall that led more or less in the direction they wanted to go: away
from the ruins, in any direction, downright swiftly.

Arddnar saw the mage toss down another gem as they sprinted on, dodging around standing trees
and legping over fdlen ones, out among the barbazu now, in the deep and endless forest now redaiming
the riven city of Myth Drannor.

In the distance they saw ancther fleaing adventurer cut down. Then a barbed tall swept down out of
dark branches overhead to send Klargathan sprawling, and the two men were too busy for any more
gghtseeing. The firg lash of the cornugon's whip snapped the warhammer from Ardenar's numbed
fingers, and the second laid his shoulder open to the bone, clear through the pauldron and mail shirt that
should have protected it. The priest tumbled hdplesdy away, thrashing in his agony. This was a good
thing. It took himwd| clear of the first howling bolt of lightning.



The bolt crashed into the huge, scale-covered cornugon and toppled it, roaring, right into the
pit-of-spikes trap on the trall that it had been guarding. Impaed, it roared more desperately, its cry high
and sharp, until a bleeding Klargathan legped in on top of it, and drove his slver-bladed dagger into
another pair of fiend eyes. Those Sghtless orbs wept streams of smoke as the mage scrambled back out
of the thrashing tangle of shuddering bat-wings, long claws, and flaling tal in the pit, and shook the
moaning Ardelnar to his feet.

"Wed better run beside the trail, not on it," Klargathan gasped. "I don't suppose you brought any
heding-quaffs dong? Y ou need one about now."

"My thanks for confirming what amess | must be," the priest grunted, reding. "I'm afraid | wasn't the
one carrying the potions, but if youll guard me for afew breaths ..."

The mage's baton became a gaff again, and he stood guard, watching his last fading lightning bolts
snap back and forth dong the now empty trail as Ardenar hedled himsdf.

As they sumbled on, the priest felt weak and sick. Ahead, a steep hill rose, forcing them to run
around it or try to dimb its tree-girt dopes and somehow stay ahead of fiends who could fly. It was no
aurprise when Klargathan headed around the hill, panting raggedly now. Ardelnar followed, wondering
just how long they'd be able to outrun hdf the vacationing occupants of the Lower Planes.

They came out into a dearing caused by the crashing fal of a shadowtop tree, and Arddnar had his
answer. Unfortunately, it was a very find one.

Klargathan went down under the claws of haf a dozen pouncing cornugons. He hurled a handful of
gemsinto the ar with his last breath and died in the wild hall of lightning bolts that followed, sending his
dayers tumbling away in dl directions. The priest saw that, and managed one last, exultant shout. As
fiend-talons burst through his chest and his own hot blood welled up to choke him, Ardenar was briefly
gad hed heded himsdf before thisfind fray. It seemed somehow ... tidly.

Hislagt prayer to Mysira had been answered by a Slence as deafening as dl the previous ones. A
year passed snce hed awakened in a tomb full of maevolent eyes with no words from the goddess
Elminger so loved. Hed wept, on his knees, before wearily wragpping his cloak around himsdf and
seeking despondent, londy dumber out under a sky of rushing, tattered clouds, on a deserted hill out in
the ralling wilderlands. He was dozing when the Sgn had come to him. Unbidden, a scene had svum into
his drowsy mind, of im standing on a hilltop he knew ... and did not know.

It was Halidae's Height, a forest-covered hilltop south and a little west of Myth Drannor that hedd
stood on atime or two before, usudly with a laughing df lass on his am and a warm, gar-filled night
dretching out before them. In the scene tha had come to him there were no df maidens. Moreover,
something had toppled more than one tree on the Height and lit fires here and there, marring it from what
he remembered.

He knew hed journey thence without delay, come morning. He had to know what Mystra desired
him to do...and this at least was something. For the thousandth time B lamented Mystras slence and
wondered what héld done to earn it. Surdly not getting caught in a trgp for a few generations because
held followed her dictates to seek out ever more magic, in old places and hidden ones.

Y et he retained his powers, some even more vigorous than before...so there must be a Mydtra, with
her own powers intact and the governance of magic il in her hands. Why was she slent, keeping her
face hidden from him?

And just who was he to question what she might do, or not do?

A man, chdlenging the gods as other men did...and with about as much success. H fdl adeep
thinking of stars moving about in the heavens as part of a gigantic chess game played among the gods.
The last thing he remembered was seeing the sudden, tremulous trall of a shooting star...probably a red
one, not a dream'’s whim...dying, off to the east.

Halidae's Height was as scarred as the vison had shown him. He teleported in to stand beside a
duskwood tree that didn't seem to have changed one whit between his memory and the vison. A gentle
breeze was blowing, and he was aone on the hilltop. Elminger had barely glanced over its ravaged dope
and started to swing his gaze toward Myth Drannor, knowing, by now, the sadness held see, when the
breeze brought cries to his ears. Shouts of battle.



He sprang to the edge of the Height, where in happier days one could look out and down over the
aty. Tiny figures were legping and dying in the thinned-out forest below. Humans and...fiends, mongers
from the Lower Planes...were running about, the humans fleaing. Winged she-fiends were swooping here
and there. Lightning bolts suddenly stabbed out in dl directions from one knot of creatures, in a deadly
dar of death that sent fiends staggering and screaming. Other devils were daying humans down there,
disemboweling one last adventurer as he watched. Just in case any of the fleang men escaped, a door in
the air...amagicd gate...had opened at the foot of the Height, and a steady stream of fiends was pouring
forth from it.

H stared at the gate grimly, and raised his hands. "Gates," he told the ar softly, "I can handle™ He
worked a magic that Mystra hersdlf had given him and sent it splashing down on the maw that was 4ill
releasng hordes of fiends

It washed over the gate with a menacing crackle of spdl energy, and there were screams and roars
from the fiends emerging from it. Y et when the raging fires of the ol fdl away, long moments later, the
gate stood unchanged.

Elmingter gaped a it. How could...?

A moment later, he had an answer ... of sorts. The last flickering, floating motes of light caused by
his spdl brightened, rose up to face him, and shaped themsdves into letters in one of the elder dvish
tongues held learned to read in Myth Drannor, it was a language only he and severd hundred df dders
could read. Hoating in the air, the letters spelled out a blunt message: "L eave done.”

AsH sared at them in utter bewilderment, they fdl into shapeless tatters of light then faded away,
traling down into wisps of smoke to join the chaos and death below. Fiends looked up, snaling. This
could only be from Mystra ... couldn't it?

Wi, if not her, who else?

Thelagt prince of Athdantar looked down at the fiends cgpering in the ruins of Myth Drannor and
asked the world hitterly, "What good isit to be a mage, if ye don't use thy power to do good, by shaping
the world around ye?'

The answer came from the ar behind EIminger: "What good can it be, save by blind mischance, if
you try but lack eyes and wits powerful enough to see the shape you're sculpting?!

The voice was low and cdm but filled with a muscd hum of raw power that held only ever heard
before when Mystra spoke. It sounded mae and somehow both familiar and wholly new and strange.

Elminger spun around. He stood aone, the Heght was empty but for a few trees and the wind
dirring them.

He stared hard a the empty air, but it stayed empty.

"Who are ye, who answer me? Reved thysdf," he demanded. "Philosophy comes hard when the
lectures are ddlivered by phantoms™

Theempty ar chuckled. Suddenly it held two glimmering points of light, miniature stars that circled
each other lazily, then whirled around with racing speed and burst into a blinding cascade of starry motes
of light.

When the flood of brightness fdl away, EIminger beheld a robed man sanding behind it. He was
white-bearded and black-browed, and his cdm eyes shone very blue before they filled with dl the colors
of the rushing rainbow. As Elminger watched, the man's eyes darkened to black shot through with tiny,
dowly moving stars.

"Impressve," EIminder granted amiably. "Andye are ... ?'

The chuckle came again. "I meant it not as a show, nor yet as a heradd's cry of my identity ... but
gnce we seem to be spesking suchwise, why don't you have a guess?'

H looked the man up and down. Old, ancient even, and yet spry, perhaps as young as some
fifty-odd winters. White-haired, save for the brows, forearms, and chest, where the hair was black. He
was empty-handed, with no ringsin evidence, wearing Smple, spare robes with flared deeves and no belt
or purse, bare feet below...feet that could afford to be bare, because they hovered a few inches off the
ground, never quite touching.

Elmingter looked up from them to the wise face of therr owner, and said softly, "Azuth.”



"The same,”" the man replied, and though he did not smile, Bl thought he seemed somehow pleased.

Elminder took a step forward, and said, "Forgive my boldness, High One, if yewill .. . but | serve
Mystrain a manner both close and persondl..."

"You are the dearest of her Chosen, yes™" Azuth said with a amile. "She speaks often of you and of
the joy you've brought her in the times she's spent playing a being mortd.”

The prince of Athdantar fet joy and a vast rdlief. In hissgh of contentment and relaxation he dmost
stepped backward off the Height. At that moment a barbed whip arced around at his face, from the air
off to hisleft, and something unseen took him around the shoulders as he swayed on the edge of oblivion
then snatched him forward, away from the cornugon an ingtant before its reaching taons could thrugt into
Elminde’'s eyes. He found himsdf skimming across the scorched stones of the hilltop, Azuth receding
before him so they aways faced each other from the same distance.

"M-my thanks" B stammered, as they came to a gentle hdt. He fdt himsdf lowered into a
comfortable, lounging pogtion, lying on yidding but somehow solid air. Azuth was aso Stting on nothing,
fadng him, across a fire that suddenly sprang out of nowhere. Hames danced up from ar a handspan
above the unmarked rock of the Height. El looked at it, then around at a sky now ful of bat-winged,
scaed, hissng fiends, dawing at the air with widening, many-toothed amiles as they dived nearer.

"I don't wish to seem ungrateful or criticd, High One," he said, "but yon fiends can't fal but notice
thislight, and well have them visting.”

Azuth amiled, and for an ingant his aams seemed to flow with dowly marching lights, winking and
goakling. "No," he replied in the cam, mudcd voice tha was a once solendid and laced with
excitement... and at the same time soothing and reassuring. "This Haght, henceforth, is shielded againg
fiends...of dl kinds...so long as my power endures. Now hearken, for there are things you should know."

Elmingter nodded, bright-eyed in his eagerness. His manner brought the ghogt of a amile to the lips
of the Lord of Spells, who caused both of their hands to be suddenly full of goblets of wine that smoked
and glowed. The god began to speak.

Over Azuth's left shoulder, a hulking red mongter of a fiend flapped huge wingsin a booming clap of
fury, clawed at ar that seemed to ress it, and burst into flames. With fire raging up and down its limbs, it
gibbered, fangs spraying, green spittle, and a flash of unleashed magic burst from its taloned hands and
crawled across an unseen barrier for long moments before rebounding with a flash and roar that plucked
the pit fiend from its dawing perch on empty ar, sending it tumbling away through the ar like a tattered
lesf.

The god ignored this, as wel as the wails and moans of watching, drding fiends that followed, as he
addressed Elminger like a gentle teacher, speaking at ease in a quiet place. "All who work magic serve
Mystra whether they will or no," he sad. "She is of the Weave, and every use of it srengthens her,
reveres her, and exdts her. You and | both know a little of what is Ieft of her mortd sde. We've seen
traces of the fedings and memories and thoughts she dings to in desperation from time to time, when the
wild exultation of power coursng through the Weave...that is the Weave...threatens to overwhem her
sentience entirdy. No entity, mortal or diving, can lagt in her postion forever. There will be other
Mystras, in time to come.”

A hand that trailed tiny stars pointed to Elminger, then back at Azuth's own chest. "We are her
treasures, lad...we are what she holds most dear, the rocks she can ding to in the storms of wild Art. She
needs us to be strong, far stronger than most mortals ... tempered tools for her use. Being bound to us by
love and linked to us to preserve her very humanity, she finds it hard to be harsh to us..to do the
tempering that must be done. She began the tempering of you long ago, you are her 'pet project, if you
will, just as the Magigters are mine. She creates her Chosen and her Magigters, but she gives the training
of them to others, chiefly me, once she grows to love them too much or needs them to be distant from
her. The Magisters must needs be digtant, that creativity in Art be untrammeed. Y ou, she has grown to
love too much."

Elmingter blushed and ran afinger around the rim of his goblet. Fiends clawed the ar in the distance
as he looked down...and was abashed as he might not have been at another time...to find the vessd ful
of wine again after he had drunk deep.



Azuth watched him with a amile and said gently, "You are now wanting to hear much more of how
the Lady of Mydteries feds for you, and not daring to ask. Moreover, you are dso dying to know more
about what 'Magisters are and can find tongue to say nothing for fear of deflecting me from whatever
wonders | was going to reved if |eft to speak fredy. Wherefore you are riven and will remember but
poorly what follows ... unless| st you a ease”

Elmingter found himsdf wanting to laugh, perhaps cry, and grope for words dl a once. He managed
anod dmog desperately, and Azuth chuckled once more. Behind him, the ar roiled with sudden raging
green fire that came out of nowhere, and from its heart boiled two pit fiends, reaching out mighty-thewed
and sharp-clawed limbs to clutch a the Lord of Spdlls ... limbs that caught fire for dl of the time it took
Elminder to gasp in darm before they met with some invisble force that meted them away, bailing off
flesh and gore like black smoke. The screams were incredible, but Azuth's gentle, kindly voice cut
through them like lantern light stabbing into darkness.

"Mysdtra loves you as no other,” the god told the mage, "but she loves many, induding mysdf and
others neither of us know about, some in ways that would astonish or even disgust you. Be content with
knowing that among dl who share her love, you are the bright soirit and youth she cherishes, and | am the
old wise teacher, None of us is better then the other, and she needs us dl. Let jedousy of other
Chosen...of other mages of any race, gation, or outlook...never tant your soul.”

Elmingde’s goblet was ful again. He nodded his undergtanding to the god through its wisps of
smoke, as a score of winged she-fiends stabbed at the god with lances that blazed with red flame...and
the ar, with aslent lack of fuss, ate both weapons and fire.

One of the dusky-skinned fiend-women strayed alittle too close to Azuth in her boldness and lost a
wing to hungry empty air in a sngle blurred ingtant. Shrieking and sobbing, she tumbled away, fdling to
death below...a deeth that came rather more swiftly than the waiting ground, as other erinyes, eyes
blazing with bloodlust, swooped on her and drove ther lances home. Trandfixed, the stricken erinyes
diffened, spurted blood in severa directions, and fdl like a stone.

Ignaring dl of this, the god spoke serendly on. "Magigers are wizards who achieve a measure of
gpecid recognition...powers, of course, as we el hurlers measure things...in the eyes of Mystra, by
being 'the best' of her mortal worshipersin terms of magica might. Most achieve the title by defeating the
incumbent Magister and lose it by the same means...a process often fatd."

As cornugons and pit fiends raged around the Height, watching their spells claw vanly at the god's
unseen barrier, Azuth sipped from his own goblet and continued, "Our Lady and | are working to change
the nature of the Magigter right now...though not overmuch...to make the Magisters less killers-of-rivals
and more creators of new spells and ways of employing magic. Only one wizard isthe Magigter & atime.
By sarving themsdves, they serve to proliferate and develop magic ... and there is no greater way to
serve Mystra The purpose of her cergy is more to order and indruct, so that novices of the Art don't
destroy themselves and Toril many times over before they've mastered basic understandings of magic ...
but were this task not governing them, the priests of Mystra would bend ther taents more to what we
now leave to the Magiger.”

Azuth leaned forward, the fire brighter now, and said through the flames, "You serve Mystra
differently. She watches you and learns the human side of magic indl its hues from your experiences and
the doings of those you mest...foes and friends dike. Y et the time has come for you to change, and grow,
to serve as shell need you to, in the centuries ahead.”

"Centuries?' Elminger murmured and discovered suddenly that he needed the contents of his goblet
rather urgently. "Watches me?"

Azuth smiled. "Indiscretions with dluring ladies and dl. Set dl thoughts of that aside...she needs the
entertainment ‘you just being you' affords her more than she needs someone playacting to impress her.
Now attend my words, Elminger Aumar. You are to learn and grow by using as little magic as possible
inthe year ahead. Use what is needful and no more."

Elmingter sputtered over his goblet, opened his mouth to protest...and met Azuth's kindly, knowing,
amog mocking gaze. He drew in a deep breath, amiled, and sat back without saying anything.

Azuth amiled at that, and added, "Moreover, you are not to have any ddiberate contact with your



own pet project, the Harpers, until Mystra advises you otherwise. They must learn to work and think for
themsdves, not forever looking over their shoulders for praise and guidance from Elminger.”

It was Elminger’s turn to amile ruefully. "Hard lessonsin independent achievements and sdlf-rdiance
for usdl, en?' he ventured.

"Precisdy,” the Lord of Spells agreed. "As for me, | shdl be learning to guide and miniger to the
meges of dl Toril without Mystra to cdl upon, for atime.”

"She's...'going away'?" El'stone made it clear that he didn't believe a goddess truly could withdraw
from contact with her world, her worshipers, and her work.

Azuth's amile deepened. "An inevitable task confronts her,” he said, "that she dare not put off longer:
contingencies that mugt be determined and ordered, for the good and gability of the Weave. Neither of
usmay hear from her or see any manifestation of her presence or powers for some time to come.”

" 'Dare not'? Does Mystra serve the commands of something higher, or do ye speak of what the
Weave requires?'

"The Weave by its very nature places constant demands on those attuned to it and who truly care
for it ... and the nature of dl life and gability on this world it dominates. It is a ddight and a craft...and
omething of a game...to anticipate the needs of the Weave, to address those needs, and to make the
Weave something greater than it was when you found it."

T don't believe ye quite reveded the nature of the Lady's 'inevitable task, or whom...if anything...she
answers to and obeys," Elminder said with a amile of his own.

Azuth's own gmile broadened. "No, | don't believe | did," he replied softly, merriment dancing in his
eyes as heraised his goblet to hislips.

Elmingter found himsdf snking gently and being brought upright, to stand on the stony ground once
more with a landing as soft as a feather landing on velvet. Once, long ago, in Hastarl, the young thief
Elminger had spent several minutes watching a scrap of pigeon-down floating down onto a cushion, ever
0 dowly... and he dill judged those minutes well spent.

Azuth was sanding, too, bare feet treading an inch or so of arr. It seemed thelr converse was a an
end. Though he hadn't even looked a the raging fiends, they were suddenly tumbling away in dl
directions, wreathed in white flames, their bodies dwindling in sruggling slence as they went. The Sege of
the Height, it seemed, was at an end.

The High One didn't seem to step forward, but he was suddenly nearer to EIminger. "We may not
respond, but cal upon us. Look to see us not, but have faith. We do see you."

He reached out a hand, wonderingly, Elmingter extended his own.

The god's hand fdt like aman's . .. warm and solid, gripping firmly.

A moment later, Elminder roared...or tried to, the breath had been shocked right out of his lungs.
Siver fire was surging through him, laced with a peculiarly vivid deep blue streak that must be Azuth's
own essence or Sgnature. Bl saw it dearly as jets of flame burgt forth from his own nose, mouth, and
ears.

It was surging through him, burning everything it found, wrenching him in spasms of utter agony as
organs were consumed, blood blazed away, and skin popped as the flesh beneath boiled away ...
through smimming eyes, EImingter saw Azuth become an upright spindle of flame...a spindle that seemed
somehow to watch him closdy as it swooped nearer and murmured (despite its lack of any mouth E
could see), "Thefire cleanses and heds. Awaken stronger, most precious of men.”

The spindle whirled nearer, touching the nimbus of magicd fire around Elminder, fed by the Slver
jets 4ill erupting from him...and the world suddenly legped doft with a slver-throated roar, whirling
Elminder up into ecstasy and ragged ruin, torn apart into dark droplets spewed into a looping river of
gald ... gold too bright to look upon, outshining the sun.

The lagt Prince of Athaantar lay sprawled on the stones, sensdess, with slver fires raging around
him and two goblets floating nearby, a cruisng spindle of flame between them. The flames touched the
goblet EIminger had held, and it jumped a little and vanished into the conflagration, spewing forth fat
golden sparks some moments later.

Then the spindle of flame touched the flames raging around Elminger. They rushed into it, and the



reinforced, towering Azuth-flames collapsed with a roar that shook dl Halidae's Height, washing over
Elminger..who convulsed, but did not awaken...then gathered themselves. With snuous grace and
suddenly leisurely speed, the flames rose into a column and flowed up over the edge of Azuth's floaing
goblet into the seaming wine there. Length after length of roaring flame followed behind, vanishing into
theliquid.

In the end, dl that was left was that goblet, wisps of wine rigng off its brimful contents like smoke
whipped by a breeze.

It was the firgt thing EiImingter saw...and drank... the next morning.

The goblet vanished into the air during his last swalow, leaving nothing behind. Elmingter amiled a
where it had been, got up, and left the Height with a lighter heart and a body that fdt new and young
agan. He stopped at the firg gill pool of water he came across to peer down to look at his reflection and
be sure that it was his. It was, hawk nose and dl. He grimaced a his reflection, and it made the face it
was supposed to make back at him. Thank Mystra.

Two: Doom Rides A Dapple Gray

And in the days when Mystra revealed hersdlf not, and magic was left to grow as this mage
or that saw best or could accomplish, the Chosen called Elminster was left alone in the
world...that the world might teach him humility, and more things besides.

Antarn the Sage

from The High Higtory of

Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

When chill ruled mornings, mists lay heavy among the trees. Few folk of the Starn ever ventured this
far into Howling Ghost Wood, so the pickings were plentiful...and Immeira had never seen any howling
ghogts. Her sack was adready hdf-full of nuts, berries, and dphran leaves. Soon the moontouch blooms
would sprout in handfuls among the trees, followed by fiddle-heads and butter cones ... and to think
some folk...even some Starneir...clamed that only a hunter who could bring down a stag a tenday could
live off the woods.

Immeira rubbed an itch on her cheek thoughtfully, and looked back to where the trees thinned. Over
the fields beyond them, down in the vae where Gar's Road crossed the Larrauden, stood Buckrdam's
Stan.

"Forty cottages ful of nosy old women who weave clogks dl day while their sheep wander
untended,” the bard Talost had once described it. Longtime Starneir were dill angry over those words
and could be counted on to provide a few new and even more colorfully twisted misfortunes the gods
could...and should...vist on the over-critical bard, forthwith. As far as Immera could tel, Taost had got
it about right, but she had aready learned, and learned well, that truth wasn't necessarily highly prized
around the Starn.

Her father had disappeared while adventuring. He was part of a proper chartered adventuring band
who cdled themsdves Taver's Tdons after the brawling, aways guffaving old warrior Taver who led
them with the sun shining back off hisbad pate. In Immeira's memory Taver 4ill sat his saddle, bright and
bluff, but folk said he was bones and dust these eight years gone. None could tdl his bones from those of
the next six...her father anong them...who'd fdlen to the dragon's jaws that day.

The Starn had talked of Taver's Tdons for eight winters now, and some of them swore the Tdons
were fiendsin human form, hiding here to better corrupt the women of passng caravans and spread ther
dark seed over dl Faerun. Others were just as indgent that the Taons had been bandits dl dong, just
lurking hereabouts until they could learn dl about Starneir and the forest trals so as to found a bandit
relm back in the rea woods, not so far off. Some cdled this kingdom Taontar...to others it was



Darkride...but no one knew just where its borders started or who dwelt there or why they'd never come
down on the Starn with ready bows and hungry knives in the years since the Tdons had fdlen or solen
away or committed whatever grest crime kept them now in hiding.

Yes, truth was something a wagging tongue or two could change overnight in the Starn. The only
exception to that, so far as Immera could see, was the truth that lurked in the sharp and ready blades of
the Iron Fox and his men.

They'd come out of the east on Gar's Road some sx srings ago. A hendful of hardened
mercenaries with cold sted in their hands and a world-weary, merciless set to their colder eyes. The
leader was a tdl, fat man whose hdm peaked with an iron fox head, even his men cdled him only “the
Iron Fox." He rode into the courtyard of the little Shrine of the Sheef, ordered the feeble old priest
Rarendon out into the oring snows at sword point, and taken the place as his home.

Henceforth, he told the slent villagers at the Trough and Plough that evening, services to Chauntea
would be hdd out in the open fidds, as was proper. Former keeps were better suited to the purpose
they'd been built for: housng men of action such as he and his men, who henceforth would dwell in the
Starn and defend it, to the betterment of dl.

A little after highsun the next day, a cruddy lettered scroll of laws was tacked upon the door of the
Trough, It was digressngly short, prodlaming the Iron Fox the sole judge, lawvmaker, and authority in
Fox's Starn. That very night, a few who'd dared disagree with specific laws, or disapprove of the entire
afar, were left sprawled in their blood on the road or on their own steps...or smply disappeared. A few
of the best-looking young Starneir ladies were taken from their homes to Fox Tower and indgdled in
scanty gowns there, a cart of stonemasons arived a tenday later to rebuild it into a fortress, and tak
about the hidden evil of the Starn's only heroes, Taver's Taons, began.

Kindly, confused old Rarendon was taken into the old stables behind the mill, where the dwarven
millwright alowed orphans of the Starn...including Immeira...to live: In the month that followed, severd
able-bodied farmers whose lands lay close about Fox Tower died right after planting was done, when
their farmhouses mysterioudy caught fire by night, their doors were propped shut from outside, and ther
windows overlooked by hitherto undetected brigands equipped with crossbows of the same sort used by
the Fox's men. Two gosspy old Starneir women and blind old Adreim the Carver were flogged in the
Market for minor transgressons agang the laws. The folk of the Starn started to get used to
ever-present patrols of hard-eyed swordsmen, the seizure of not quite haf of dl the harvests they brought
in, and living in fear.

They made ther slent, feeble protests. "Fox's Starn” remained Buckrdam's Starn in the mouths of
one and dl, and the Fox's men seemed to ride about in a perpetudly slent, nearly deserted vdley.
Wherever they went, children and goodwives meted away into the woods, leaving toys discarded and
pots unwatched, whilgt the farmers of the Starn were dways in the farthest, muddiest back hollows of
their fields, too hard a work to even look up when a plate-armored shadow fell across them.

Like many girls of the Starn on the budding verge of womanhood, Immeira became another sort of
shadow...one that lurked in drab old men's clothes and kept to the woods by day, desping in barn lofts
and on low roofs by night. They'd seen into the eyes of their gowned older sisters, seen their scars and
manadles too, and had no desire to join a dance of warmth, good food and ready drink that cost them
their freedom and handed them brutdity, servility, and pain. Immeira had a figure to equa many of the
Fox's "playpretties’ now and took care to wear bulky old leather vests and shapeless tunics, keep her
har wild and unkempt...and keep hersdlf hidden in forest gloom or night dark. Even more then the sullen
boys of the vdley, the she-shadows of the Starn dreamed of the Tadons riding up the road someday
soon, with bright, bared swords at the ready, to carve the Iron Fox into flight.

Once or twice a tenday Immera sole through the pheasant-haunted eastern ridges of Howling
Ghogt Wood to where the Gar's Road topped Hurtle Tor and descended into the Redm of the Iron Fox.
The Fox's crud warriors kept a patrol there to keep watch over who came to the Starn and to exact a
tall from peddlers and wagon trains too weary or undermanned to refuse to pay.

Sometimes Immeira kept them occupied by making animd crashings in the underbrush and geding
any crossbow quarrds they were foolish enough to loose into the trees, but more often she Smply



hunkered down in slence and watched the antics on the road. Word must be getting around the lands
beyond the valey. Fewer and fewer peddiers were taking Gar's Road. The Starn hadn't seen anything
that could be called a caravan since the season after the coming of the Iron Fox.

Thismorning there had been a rime of ice dong the banks of the Larrauden and frost had touched
white sparkles onto many a fdlen lesf. Immeira had to keep rubbing her bare fingertips to keep warm,
knowing her lips must be blue, but the damp of the dow-warming day kept her footsteps in the forest
near-slent, so she was thankful. Once sheld gartled a hare into full crashing flight through the trees, but
for the mogt part she moved through the migts like a drifting shadow, dipping gentle fingers to pluck up
whet food she needed. A little hollow she'd used before afforded her a dirt couch from which to watch
the Foxling road patrol with ease. Propped up agang a mossy bank with the comforting weaght of the
tree limb she kept ready there, in case she ever needed a club, ready in her hands, she'd even begun to
doze when it happened.

There was a sudden stir among the 9x black-armored men, a jingling of mall that marked swords
diding out and their owners hurrying back into the roadside trees, to crouch ready while felow Foxlings
swvung into their saddles to block the road.

Someone was coming...someone they expected to have ether trouble or a bit of fun with. Immera
rubbed her eyes and sat up with quickening interest.

A moment later, alone man on a dapple gray horse topped the rise, along sword swaying a his hip
as his mount walked unhurriedly down into the valey. He was young and somehow both gentle and hard
of face, with a hawklike nose, and black hair pulled back into a shoulder tal. He saw the waiting men,
swords and dl, but neither hesitated nor checked his mount. Unconcernedly it plodded onward with its
rider empty-handed and amogt jaunty, humming a tune Immeira did not know.

"Hdt!" one of the Foxlings barked. "You stand upon the very threshold of the Redm of the Iron
Fox!"

"Wherefore | must..what?' the newcomer inquired with a raised eyebrow, reaching to take up a
rolled cloak from his saddle. "Abandon hope? Yidd up some toll? Join the locd nunnery?'

"Show alot less smart-jaws fird!" the Foxling snarled. "Oh, youll pay a tall, too...after you're done
begging our forgiveness ... and mewling over the loss of your sword hand.”

The newcomer raised his brows and brought his mount to a hdt. "A rather steep price to cross a
threshold,” he said. "Don't we get to fight each other firg?'

Immera rubbed her eyes again, in wonder. There was a generd roar of rage from the Foxlings, and
they surged forward, those afoot soringing from the trees. The newcomer backed his horse, and a amdl
knife flashed in his hand. He threw the cloak he'd taken from his saddle into the faces of the oncoming
riders, turned the dapple gray, and rode down one of the men on foot, the horse kicking vidoudy. Its
rider kicked at another Foxling to keep him clear, snatched something from his saddle, dashed at it, and
threw it a the man. A spurt of sand marked where it burst in the Foxling's face.

Then the newcomer was behind the line of Foxlings. One horse had bolted, throwing its rider. The
other two were tangled amid the reason for its flight: the length of barbed chain that had been indde the
cloak.

The newcomer leaned back with a matching length of chain in his hand to lash one of the mounted
Foxlings across the throat. The man toppled from his saddle without a sound, and the Foxling next to him
suddenly sprouted the newcomer's little knife in his eye.

Suddenly riderless, one mount reared and the other jostled it, trampling two fdlen Foxlings under its
hooves. Another knife flashed into the throat of the Foxling who'd taken the sand in his face. As he fdl,
another bag of sand wobbled harmlesdy past the shoulder of one of the two Foxlings who were left.

Used to bullying frightened men, their faces were white and their steps uncertain. As they advanced
dowly on the hawk-nosed man, he plucked another knife from a saddle sde sheeth and gave them a
welcoming amile.

At that, one of the Foxlings moaned in terror and fled. The other listened to booted feet crashing
away into the trees, looked into the blue-gray eyes of the man who'd so swiftly and eeslly dan his
felows, then hurled his sword at that coldly smiling face, wheeled round, and ran.



A bag of sand took the Foxling on the sde of the head after held managed only a few scrambling
grides, and hefdl heavily on the road. The dapple gray surged forward to dance on hisfdlen form, as its
owner turned in his saddle, sghed, and leaped for the trees, abandoning Gar's Road to the dead and
dying.

The hawk-nosed man ran lightly, another knife in his hand, on the trall of the Foxling who'd fled. It
wouldnt be wise to let one foe go free to warn others of his arrivad...not if a fifth of what he'd heard of
these vicious warriors of the Fox was true.

It wasn't hard to mark where the fleeing man had gone, panting and crashing in plenty were going on
among the dancing tree branches up ahead, as the dark-mailed man struggled up aridge.

A moment later the running man dipped into some sort of hole or gully with a startled yell.

Immeirds scream matched it, as the Foxling warrior suddenly plunged down into her hiding place.
She snatched up her tree limb as the sweeting man crashed down atop her, struck the side of his hdm so
hard the wood broke, and somehow got out from under histrembling weight.

She needed only a moment to plant the battered toe of her boot on a projecting tree root and boost
hersdf out, but desperately strong fingers grabbed her before she got that moment, and dragged her back
down. She kicked out with her feet and flaled about with her elbows as the man benesth her grunted and
snarled haf-coherent curses. Then she swung around to cdaw a his face. Immeira got a momentary
gimpse of one furious eye amid grizzled cheeks before a fig out of nowhere crashed into her temple,
sending her reding back againg the forest dirt with sun glare and shadows swirling in her eyes.

Immearawas dimly aware of an armored bulk moving toward her. She kicked out and in the same
mation rolled over to claw at roots and moss and try to get out of the pit again. One surge, another, and
she was on her kneesin the forest moss at the lip of the hollow, rigng. She came to a quivering hdt, with
agrip as crushing and crud as iron around her ankle, dragging her back.

Sted flashed past her head, and the grip was suddenly gone.

Immera sprawled on her face in damp dead leaves, as awet gurgling sound did back down into the
hallow behind her. A long sword dark with fresh blood was wiped on the moss to one sde of her, and a
surprisngly gentle voice said, "Good lady, will ye tarry here by yon duskwood? | have need of thy aid,
but urgent bettle yet to attend to."

"l...1..yes" Immera managed to say, shuddering, and a moment later gentle but firm fingers were
opening her moss-smeared right hand, laying the hilt of a dagger in her pdm, and dosng her fingers
around it Immeira stared down  it, a little dazed, as sudden slence descended on this corner of the
forest again.

The hawk-nosed man was gone, trotting lightly back through the trees toward the road. Immera
stared after him, licked suddenly dry lips, and could not help but glance back into the hollow.

The Foxling was a huddled heap, his throat drenched crimson with blood, and she suddenly fdt very
sck.

Retching into the leaves and ferns, Immera never saw the newcomer busly raling over bodies,
meking sure of death and plucking forth weapons. She was waiting by the duskwood when he came
back through the trees bearing a large bundle whose innards clashed stedl upon sted from time to time as
he moved. The stranger gave her agrin. "Wel met," he said politdy, sketching a courtly bow.

Immera stared a him, then snorted with sudden, helpless mirth. She found hersdf trying to manage
alow curtsy in return, despite her old breeches and flopping boots, and fdl over in the moss. They
hooted with laughter together, and a strong arm righted Immeira, leaving her saring into the eyes of the
hawk-nosed warrior.

"l.." Immeira began hestantly.

The newcomer gave her an easy grin, patted her arm reassuringly, and said, "Cdl me Wanlorn. I've
come hunting foxes ... Iron Foxes. What's thy name?

"Immeira” she replied, looking down at the dagger held given her, then back up & him, scarcely
able to believe that the salvation sheld watched for dl these years had come to the Starn so quickly and
S0 capably deadly.

"Isit safe to tarry here...not long...and tak?' he asked.



"Itis" Immeira granted, then summoned up her wits and will enough to ask a question of her own.

"Are you done?' she asked, sudying the man's face. It was not so young as it had first appeared,
and "Wanlorn" was an old folk name for "wanderer searching for something.” How could one man...even
one S0 killed at arms as this one...defeat, or even escape dive, from dl the men who raised blades for
the Fox?

Asif hed read her mind, the hawk-nosed man took Immeira gently by her upper ams and said
urgently, "I am indeed done...wherefore | need thy hdp, lass. Not to fight Foxlings with tree limbs ... or
even daggers, but to tdl me do the falk of the Starn wish to be rid of the Iron Fox?'

"Yes" Immerasad, alittle bewildered by how fast Faerun had been turned upside down in front of
her eyes. "By the gods, yes"

"And how many blades answer the Fox's cdl? Both ready-armed, like these, and others who may
hurl spells or be able to fire a crossbow or hold loyd in some other wise ... tdl me, please.”

Immerafound hersdf ailling out dl she knew and could remember or guess about the Iron Fox and
hisforces. The newcomer's dancing eyes and ready grin never faled, even when she told him that those
who wore the dark mail and the fox head badge numbered a dozen more than the six held dain, and that
no man remained in the Starn with brawn or courage enough to back a lone newcomer againg the Iron
Fox. Nor could she trust anyone beyond hersdf to ad him, for fear of tales being carried back by those
among the she-shadows who might well, after a hard winter, want to win warmth and fine clothes and
good food enough to betray someone they scarcely knew.

His grin broadened when she told him thet as far as she'd heard no sorcerer or even priest dwelt in
Fox Tower or anywhere near the Starn and that the Fox commanded no meagic himsdlf.

Immeratold Wanlorn, or whatever his name truly was, where the guards were posted and how
soon the Sx men would be missed. The hdf dozen Foxlings were lying in the trees with their hdms tossed
into the Larrauden and ther mounts...plus one unfamiliar dapple gray horse...tethered nearby. She told
him as much as she knew...of how the Iron Fox spent his evenings, where his four hunting dogs and the
crossbows, lanterns, and horses a Fox Tower were kept, and of lifein the Starn both these days and
before thefdl of the Tadons...until she was quite weary of answering questions.

Wanlorn asked her if there were any haystacks in the Starn that could be approached unseen from
these woods and that would escape being disturbed by farmersin the next day or two. She told him of
three such, and he asked her to guide him to the best of them as gedthily as possible, to hide his bundle
of seized weapons.

"What then?' she asked quietly.

"Twould be safest, Immeira” Wanlorn said directly, his eyes very steady on hers, "if ye then went to
wherever ye're supposed to dwell...not out in the woods where angry armed men with hunting dogs may
search...and never went near this hollow or the haystack again until the Fox is gone from the Starn,
whatever befdls me”

"Andif | refuse?' she dmost whispered.

He amiled thinly and said, "I'm no tyrant. In the Faerun | want to see, lads and lasses should be free
to wak and speak as they please. Y, if ye follow me or step forth to ad me, | cannot protect thee ...
for | am donein this, with no god to work miracles when battle turns againgt me"

"Oh, no?" Immera asked, lifting a hand that trem bled rather less than sheéd feared it would, to
indicate where the Foxling patrol had barred the road. "Was that not a miradle?'

"No," Wanlorn replied, amiling. "Miracles mogly grow when deeds are told of, through years of
retdling. If ye speak too fredy, it may become amiracle yet"

Who was this man, and why had he come here?

Immera met those cam blue-gray eyes for a moment...just now, they seemed rather more blue than
her mind told her they were...and asked smply, "Who are you, redly? And why ... why do you want to
face death here? What does the Starn matter to you? Or seek you revenge on the Iron Fox?'

Wanlorn shook his head dightly. "I firgt heard of him less than a tenday ago. | do as my heart leads
meto do, wherefore | am here. | wander to learn and to make the Redms be more as | desire them to
be. Unless the Starn proves to be my grave, | cannot stay here but must needs wander onward. | am a



man, thrugt onto this road by my birth and ... choices | have made." He fdl slent, and as her brows rose
and she parted her lipsto ask or say more he raised a hand as if to dill her and added, "Take me as ye
find me"

Immera held his gaze in slence for a handful of very long moments, then replied, "So then | shdll,
crazy man...and fed honored to have met you. Come, the haystack awaits"

She turned her back on him...she trusted no other man to so turn her gaze from him, especidly one
who stood close and armed behind her...and led the way dong trails only she and the beasts who'd made
them knew. He followed, danking dightly.

It would be s0 easy to clear the feast hdl of Fox Tower with afirebal and strike down the few sray
Foxling armsmen with lesser magics, but that was just the temptation Elmingter was here to ress. It had
been along summer since held talked with agod on a hilltop, but the habit of caling on spells to answer
every need or whim. without thinking, was dowly crumbling. Slowly.

The crudty and butchery of these men of the fox head were so fredy and so often practiced that he
need not worry about daying them out of hand. If he could.

One man, fighting fairly and in the open, would have little chance againg such dark battle dogs as
these.

Hmmm, yes, he thought, those dogs ...

It was alittle shy of highsun now, and the lass Immera was 4ill a his shoulder. She was a skulking
shadow with no less than a dozen daggers strapped and laced dl about her and his heavy chain in her
hands. Surely the men he'd dain this morn would be found in avery short time, and warning horns would
blow. At jugt about that time a trio of Foxlings would arrive from Fox Tower to relieve this guard post,
here at the opposite end of the valey from where held met with such a warm and bloody morning
reception.

"Rdievé’ ... an apt choice of word, that. One of the bored Foxlings who'd been gtting in the
roadside shade across the way was now up on his fet, unlacing his codpiece as he headed across the
hot, dusty road to this Sde to answer acal of nature.

Thistime nature was going to have alittle extra to say to him.

Elmingter rose out of the shrubbery with unhurried grace and threw one of his knives the moment the
men stopped and took up a stance. He cursed soundliesdy and hauled out another blade, knowing held
migudged his throw. The Foxling lifted his head in sudden darm as the firg knife flashed past...and the
second missed the eye it had been meant for, sinking hilt-deep in the man's cheek instead.

Asathick, wet scream arose, B snatched the chain out of Immeiras grasp and sprinted at the man,
knowing he hadn't enough time to manage this but had no choice but to try it anyway.

The man was flaling his way blindly back toward the road that both of his fdlow Foxlings were
crossing now, heading in the direction of the sounds of his distress with drawn swords and wary frowns.

They dowed as they moved out of the bright sun into the dappled shade of the trees, not wanting to
be struck down by a ready foe. The two stopped as thar felow Foxling staggered into view. E, running
hard, came up right behind him, usng his lurching body as a shield as he swung the chain out over it,
hard, smashing a sword arm down, then rushing to close with its sunned owner and drive a knife a the
man's face.

The man sprang away before B could strike, sheking his numbed arm and shattered fingers. The last
prince of Athdantar saw the angry face of the other Foxling glaing a him across the man hed firg
wounded, so he threw his knife hard into it.

The man went down with a ydl, more startled than hurt, arid B brought the chain up to smash the
men held disarmed across the face. Blood flew, a head lolled loosdy, and the man went down...followed
by Elminger, who had to hurl himsdf into the dirt to avoid the desperate swings of a broadsword wielded
by the man hed firg injured &t this guard post.

The man had torn El's dagger free and was spitting blood, haf-blinded by the tears of pain Sreaming
down his face, but he could see enough to know his danger and mark his foe.

H ralled, trying to get away from the sword that kept dashing a him. As he walowed in the dust
with his assailant staggering and hacking after him, he wondered when the third Foxling would reach him.



He knew held have to use one of his spdls then, Mystra or no Mysira, or die.

The man overbalanced after a particularly vidous swing and sumbled. B put his shoulder into the
dirt and spun around, kicking out with both feet. That cursedly persistent sword clanged and bounced by
his ear as its owner fdl heavily, grunting as the wind was driven from him. Bl kept spinning, bringing his
feet under him and running four paces away before he dared turn to look at his foes. Where was that
third Foxling?

Lying ill and slent on the road, it seemed, with a white-faced, panting Immeira risng from beside
him, bloody dagger in hand. Her eyes met El's through the dugt, and she tried to amile ... not very
successfully.

H gave her a wave, then pounced on the man who had chased him with the sword. He stabbed
down thrice with his own dagger, and when he looked up again, Bl saw that both he and Immeira were
dusty, sweeting, panting, and dive. They traded true smilesthistime.

"Lass, lass" H chided her, as they swung each other into an exultant embrace, "I can't protect yel"

Immerakissed his cheek, then pushed him away making a face at him through her wild-tangled har
and the Foxling blood spattered across her face. "That's far enough,” she told him. "'l can't protect you,
ether!”

H grinned a her and shook his head. He strode to the shade where the three Foxlings had been
gtting and chuckled in satisfaction.

"What, Wanlorn?' Immeira asked. "What isit?'

Elmingter hed up a crossbow and said, "I'd hoped they'd have one of these. Light armor, no lances
or horses... it stands to reason they'd have something to use againd, say, three amamen guarding a
caravan. Here, lass...nelp me with the windlass. We maynt have much time.”

Immeira ducked past him to scoop up a ding bag bulging with crossbow quarrels. "We don't," she
sad shortly. "Thar rdief isriding out here. | just saw them top the lagt rise ... the one by Thaermon's
fam. Theyll be on usin..."

"Then get my chain and take it back the other Sde of the road," Bl hissed, cranking the windlass for
dl he was worth. "Haste, now!"

The Starneir lass showed a little haste, moving with speed and grace despite the heavy, awkward
weight of the bloody chain. Bl crossed the road in a haf-crouch right behind her, the bow just about
ready.

He had one hand in the ding bag for a quarrdl, with Immeira coming to an awkward hdt to let him
get one out, when the fird rider bobbed up over a crest in the road and saw the bodies. The man shouted
and hauled on the reins, bringing his horse to a snorting, dmost rearing hat. His two companions drew up
beside him, and they gaped in unison at the sprawled Foxlings and the trees so close and so innocent on
éther Sde of them.

"Drop the chain and run,” B murmured in Immeiras ear. "Draop this bag soon and go anywhere to
avoid being caught. If we lose 9ght of each other, look for mein that grove west of the haystack. Go!"

Without waiting for her reply, Elminder stepped cdmly into the road and shot the most
capable-looking Foxling through the throat. Then he sprinted back to the trees, tossng down the bow,
and snatched up the chain from where Immera had let it fal. There was no Sgn of her but branches
dancing in the dim forest distance.

He took two running strides into the woods, then crouched down to ligen. He heard the expected
curses, but dso fear in the furious voices, and hooves pawing as horses were turned.

A moment later, the horn cdls Immera had told him to expect rang out over the valey, fast and
grident. The other dead patrol had been discovered. The bugling went on for along time, and B used the
din to cover a quick sprint through the trees beside the road, heading back the way these two horsemen
would have to come. Any hopes of fdling another on the way past were dashed, however, when they
burgt past hm & a gdlop, eager to return to Fox Tower before any more crossbow quards came
cdling.

The riderless mount followed them, depriving Bl of any chance to rummage in its saddiebag. He
stared after it, shrugged, and scurried to retrieve the quarrel from the dead Foxling's throat, then the mans



weapons, the crosshow, and its bag of quarrels. Luckily this man's fal had swept his night cloak from its
perch on his saddle, it served admiradly to bundle everything up in. El's chain, hooked to itsdf wrapped
the bundle asif it had been made to do so.

The bundle was heavy, but Immeira was waiting for him severd trees away to take the crossbow
and gaa a him asiif he was some great hero.

Elminder hoped she was wrong. In his experience, dl the greet heroes very soon became dead
heroes.

The feast hdl in Fox Tower had been in an uproar but frightened and angry men cannot snap and
sal a each other endlesdy without bresking into a brawl or fdling into tense, waiting silence.

The dlence now hung as heavy as a cloak under the flickering candle wheds. Ther hanging chains
cast long shadows down the stone walls as the Iron Fox...a great bulk of a man, more like a rotund bear
then afox...and his eight remaining warriors hunkered down over a roast that seemed suddenly tasteless,
and drank wine asif they dl wanted to drown in it. Servants hardly dared approach the table for fear of
being run through, and many a sudden glance was shot up at the dark, empty mingrels gdlery. The ladies
waited behind closed doors in the bedchambers beyond, dismissed from the board a the firg news.
They were dl dreading the humor that might govern their men when those who wore the fox head at last
cameto bed.

Nine men brooded over the long table as the candles guttered lower. The possble identity and
dlegiance of the lone, briefly glimpsed crossbowman had been endlesdy debated, the decison long since
made to lock the tower gates, maintain vigilant watch, and sly forth in armed force in the morning.
Doors were barred from within, locks checked, and keys retrieved onto this very table. Now dl that was
left was the waiting, the wondering who this unseen foe was, and the risng fear.

An ebow toppled a goblet, and haf a dozen men sprang up shouting, blades hdf drawn, before the
disgusted Iron Fox shouted them to ahdt. Men glared around at each other, black murder in their eyes,
then dowly sat down again.

Fearful heads drew back from the kitchen doors before someone might see them and go for a whip.
The kitchen had grown cold and quiet, but the three serving maids dared not leave.

The lagt time a lass had dared dip away early shed been hunted up and down the tower and
whipped urtil long after her clothes had fdlen away and the bloody skin benesth was in danger of
fallowing it. The Iron Fox had ordered that her bloody footprints not be scrubbed away from the passage
floors, 0 as to serve as ever-present reminders of the reward awaiting laxity and disobedience.

The serving maids cowered degpily on a bench just ingde the kitchen door, more terrified than the
men in the hdl. The warriors feared the unknown and what might be lurking nearby in night-shrouded
Starn, but the servants knew exactly what danger awaited them in the next room and knew they were
locked in with it. Theréd be a lot of dgpping and screaming behind those bedchamber doors soon, if
they were any judge, and...

With a sudden loud rattle of chain, one of the candle wheds plunged from its cusomary height
toward the table below. Foxlings boiled up, shouting, their swords flashing into their hands. One of them
sprinted across the room with a curse, followed by another. They were through an archway and gone
before the Iron Fox's shouted commands could be heard.

Theruler of the Starn had a huge, rough dab of a face, decorated with stubble, a thick and bristling
mustache, and eyes as cold and crud as dl bleak midwinter. The body beow it, sweeting in ful armor
even to gorget and gauntlets, was no smdler or more dainty. The curved metd plates held in the quivering
breasts and bely that would otherwise have shaken and rippled like a pale and obscene sea of flesh as
thelr host rose to hisfeet and leveled along and ruthless finger at the rest of the Foxlings. "The next man
to leave this room without my leave had best keep going, right off my land and into exilel D'you know
how stupid it is to rush off like that, whe..."

He jerked his head around &t the high, dill scream that interrupted him from the passage whence
the two men had gone. That hdl led to pantries and the back rooms of the tower ... induding Beldrum's
Room, aname l&ft over from a long-dead Chauntean priest where tables were stored and the chains that
held the candle whed's were spiked. A room, it seemed, that was suddenly held by foes. The Iron Fox



snatched up his hdm from the table before him and jammed it down onto his head.

His men followed suit and clustered in close about hm to hear his orders. "Dulim and
Aawlynson...to the gdlery. Shout down that it's clear when you get there. Gondeglus, Tarthane, and
Rhen...stand here with me. One of you look under the table, then well turn our backs to it and keep
watch. Llander, guard yon passage door. When the gdlery is secure, dl four of uswill join you, and we
fivewill scour Beldrum's Room.”

The Iron Fox fdl dlent, and silence followed his orders. His men seemed to be waiting to hear more.
Sudden rage dmost choked him. Was he leading sheep'

"Move, you whoresond!" he thundered. " Get gone about it! Movemovemove, move!™

Slence held for a flegting moment after the echo of his shout died away. Then everyone moved at
once.

Gondeglus groaned and reded backward, followed by Aawlynson, the hissng of the crossbow
bolts that had dan them loud in the echoing room. Then it was Rhen's turn to sprout a quarrd in the face
and fdl. None of them had hdmswith snout-visors in the southern style. The Iron Fox was wise enough
to raise his old and heavy broadsword up in front of his face before he scuttled sideways, turned, and
peered up a the gdlery.

He was in time to get a glimpse of a black-haired, hawk-nosed man bobbing up from behind the
gdley ral with a loaded and ready crossbow in his hands. This time his target was Durlim, but the tal
veteran ducked and dapped at the ar with his gauntlet, and the quarrd rang off his rerebrace and
shattered harmlesdy againg the far wall.

There were screams of fear from the kitchen, but the Fox didn't have time to see if they herdded an
intruder there or just fear at what was happening out here. No métter, the gdlery held a known foe, who
mugt have run out of ready-loaded crossbows and be scuttling for cover by now.

"Llander! Tarthane! Up those airs" the Iron Fox bellowed, brandishing his blade. "Now!"

His most loyd warriors were both noticegbly hestant to obey, but they mounted the dairs as
ingructed. The Fox took care to back himsdf in under the edge of the gdlery as he watched them
ascend, under the guise of ordering Durlim to get down the passage to the bottom of the back dairs to
the gdlery, inred haste.

He lumbered after Dulim as far as the archway that led into the passage, and crouched there,
peering up at the gdlery.

Llander and Tarthane were up there, moving cautioudy forward.

"WdI?' he bellowed. "What news?

It was then that the tapestry fdl on Llander. Tarthane sumbled back to avoid his friend'swild sword
thrugts, then lunged, driking past the chaos of heavy doth with his black war blade, hoping to stab
whoever was beyond it and swarming dl over the shrouded Llander.

That someone was adready fla on the floor, tugging at the runner-rug under dl ther feet. Tarthane,
dready off-baance, flaled about, made a grab for the raling to keep upright missed his hold, and
toppled over with a crash. The hawk-nosed man bounced up from behind the rolled tapestry and drove a
dagger into Tarthane's face.

LIander's sword burst blindly out of the tapestry to stab at the man, who jabbed his dagger through
the fabric in response, then vaulted over the ralling to land lightly in the feast hdl, give the Iron Fox a
cheery wave, and race away toward the front of the tower.

Enraged, the Iron Fox gave roaring chase, then stopped two strides short of leaving the hal and put
up his blade. No ... hed be running done into a part of the keep held sent his men away from, an area
offering dl too many places where a man with a knife could get above an armored foe and legp down.
No, it wastimeto seeif LlIander was 4ill dive and go find Durlim, and the three of them could find some
defensible room to hold againgt legping madmen with knives.

He lumbered back across the feast hdl, dashing backhanded behind him twice on the way, and
mounted the sairs where Tarthane lay crumpled and the tapestry was rippling dowly and weerily.

"Llander?' he cdled, hoping not to get a sword thrust in the face. "Llander?"

He heard a amdl sound behind him and lashed out vidoudy with his blade, hacking so hard that the



ged rang off the stone wal with numbing force, shedding a few tinkling shards of metd inits wake.

He was rewarded with a gasp. When he turned to see who it was, the Iron Fox found himsdf face
to face not with a hawk-nosed man or a bleeding corpse but with a young lass hed seen atime or two
before about the Starn. She was three safe steps down the stair, beyond his sword tip, and looked very
dern, ahand at her throat. As the Fox gazed at her, dill startled to see this wench here in his locked and
barred tower, she brought her hand dowly and deliberately down, and the front of her gown open with it.

His eyes faollowed her movement until the haberd smashing into his ankles from above sent him
cannoning helplessy down the stairs. He screamed out a curse as he swung his blade around to hack
away this latest attack. The Fox found himsdf once more nose to nose with the grinning, hawk-nosed
men. A dim dagger driven by a dender but firm arm plunged into the Iron Fox's right eye, and Faerun
whirled away from him forever.

Bregthing heavily, Immeira sprang away from the huge armored carcass and let it dang and dither a
litle way down the stair, gauntlets dutching vainly a empty air.

Then she looked quickly away and up at the man who was amiling down at her. "Wanlorn," she
moaned, and found hersdf trembling...a moment before she burdt into tears. "Wanlorn, we've done it!"

"Nay, lass" said the soothing voice that went with the arms that held her then. "We've but done the
easest part. Now the hard and true work begins. Yeve dan afew rats, is dl... the house they infested
mud dill be st in order.”

He plucked the fouled and dripping dagger from her hands and tossed it away, she heard it ring
agang the floor tiles below.

"The Redm of the Iron Fox is broken, but Buckralam's Starn must be made to live agan.”

"How?" she moaned into his chest. "Guide me. Y ou said you would not stay...."

" cannat, lass...not more than a season. Twould be better for theeif | left this night.”

Her ams tightened around him like avise.

"No!"

"Easy, lass" he sad. "Il stay long enough to see you take old Rarendon...and whichever of the
orphans and farmers ye can trust as an escort on the road -- to Saern Hill. Il write ye a note to give to a
men there, a horse breeder named Nantlin, ask him if his harp sounds as sweet as ever, and hell know
who the note is redly from. Hell bring folk to dwell here and women and men of honor and ready blades
to keep laws dl Starner approve of, to make the Starn strong again. There is a doom lad upon me
though, lass... | must be gone before he or any of hisfolk come into the vadley."

Immera stared up a him, her face drenched with tears. She could see plain sorrow in his eyes and
tight-set lips, reaching up two timid fingers to trace the set of his jaw.

"Will you tdl me your true name, before you go?' "Immerg” he sad solemnly, "I will." "Good," she
sad dmog fiercdy, reaching up her hands to his neck, "for I'll not give mysdf to a nameless man.”

A gnmile that did not belong to Immera swam through his dreams and sent EIminger into sudden,
coldly swesting wakefulness. "Mydira" he breathed into the darkness, saring up a the cracked stone
adling of the best bedchamber in Fox Tower. "Lady, have | pleased thee a last?'

Only sllence followed...but in it, sudden fire appeared, racing across the celing, shaping letters that
read: " Serve the one called Dasumia.”

Then they were gone, and EImingter was blinking up a darkness. He fdt very done...until he heard
the soft whisper agang his throat.

"Eminga?' Immeira asked, sounding awed and frightened. "What was that? Do you serve the
gods?

Elminger reached up his hand to touch her face feding suddenly close to tears. "We dl do, lass, he
sad huskily. "Wedl do, if we but know it."

Three: A Feast In Felmorel

If human, dragon, orc, and ef can in peace sit down anywhere together in these Realms, it



must be at a good feast. The trick isto keep them from feasting on each other.

Sdbryn the Sage
from Musings From A Lonely Tower In Athkatla
published in The Y ear of theWorn

"And just who," the shortest and loudest of the three gate guards asked with deceptive cheerfulness,
"an you?"

The hawk-nosed, neat-bearded man he was aring coldly at...who was sanding out in the pdting
goring rain, on foot and muddy-booted, yet somehow dry above the tops of his high and well-worn
boots...matched the guard's bright, fase amile and replied, "A man whom the Lord Esbre will be very
sorry to have missed at histable, if ye turn me away."

"A man who has magic and thinks himsdf clever enough to avoid answering a demand for his
name” the guard captain sad flaly, crossng his ams across his chest so thet the fingers of one hand
rested on the high-pommeed dagger sheathed at the right front of his belt, and the fingers of the other
could stroke the mace couched in a ding-sheeth on the left front. The other two guards aso dropped
their hands ever so casudly to the waiting hilts of their weapons.

Theman out in the rain amiled easly and added, "Wanlorn ismy name, and Athdantar my country.”

The captain snorted, "Never heard of it, and every third brigand cdls himsdf Wanlorn."

"Good," the man said brightly, "that's settled, then.”

He strode forward with such cdm confidence that he was among the guards before two hard
shoves...from gauntlets coming at him from quite different directions...brought him to an abrupt halt.

"Jug where dyou think you're going?' the captain snarled, reaching out his hand to add his own
shove to Wanlorn's welcome.

The bearded man amiled broadly, seized that hand, and shook it in a warrior's sdute. "In to see
Lord Esbre Femord," he said, "and share some private converse with him, good lad, whilst | partake of
one of his superb feadts. Y e may announce me"

"And then again," the captain hissed, leening forward to glare at the stranger nose-to-nose, "l may
not." Blazing green eyes stared into merry blue-gray ones for a long moment, then the captain added
shortly, "Go away. Get gone from my gate, or I'll run you through. | dont let rude brigands...or
clever-tongued beggars..."

The bearded man smiled and leaned forward to land a resounding kiss on the guard's menacing
mouth.

"Yere as driking as they sad yed be" the stranger sad dmog fondly. "Old Glavyn's a fire-lord
when he's angry, they said. Get him to spit and snarl and run ye away from his gate...oh, he's a proper
little dragon!™

One of the other guards sniggered, and Guard Captain Glavyn abandoned blinking, Sartled, a the
sranger to whirl around with a snarl and thrust his glare down the throat of a more familiar foe. "Do we
find something amusing, Feiryn? Something that so overwhems our manhood and training that we must
abandon our superiors and fdlows in the face of danger whils we indulge oursdves in a whaly
inappropriate and insuitingly demeaning display of mirth? The guard blanched, and a satidfied Glavyn
whirled back to fix the hawk-nosed stranger with a look that promised swift and waiting death hovering
only inches away "As for you, goodman... if you ever dare to...to violate my person again, my sword
shdl be swift and surein my hand, and not dl the gods in this world or the next shdl be enough to save
you!"

"Ah, Glavyn, Glavyn," the bearded sranger said admiringly, "what flow! What style! Splendid
words, dirringly ddivered. I'l tdl Esbr...the Lord so, when | St down to dine with him." He clapped the
cgptain on one shoulder and dipped past him in the same movement. The guard captain exploded into
red rage and snatched out his wegpons to ... or, rather, tried to. Somehow, srain and druggle as he
might, he couldn't make ether mace or dagger budge, or uncross his ams to reach for the short sword
dung across his back or his other dagger beside it. He couldnt move his ams at dl. Glavyn drew in



breath for what would have been a hoarse, incoherent scream, but for...

"My lords, what is dl this tumult?' The low, muscd voice of the Lady Nasmaerae cut through
Glavyns gathering wind and the rigng darm of his fdlow guards like a sword blade diding through slk.
Four men moved in slence to place themselves where they could best...that is without obstruction...stare
a her. Sender she was, in a gown of green whose tight, pointed deeves dmost hid her fingers but left
supple shoulders bare. A stomacher of intricate worked slver caught the gleam of the dying day, even
through the rain and migt, as she turned away dightly in the darkness and worked some samdl cantrip that
mede the candelabrain her hand burst into warm flame.

By its legping light eyes that were dark pools grew even larger, and indigo in hue...indigo with flecks
of gold. Lady Nasmaerae's mouth and manner seemed dl chaste innocence, but those eyes promised old
wisdom, dark sensudity, and a smoldering hunger.

A gmile rose behind her eyes as she measured her effect on the men a the gate, and she added
amog lightly, "Who are we, on a night such as this, to keep alone traveler ganding in the wet? Come in,
gr, and be welcome. Castle Felmord stands open to ye."

The hawk-nosed stranger bowed his head and amiled. "Lady," he said, "ye do me great honor by
thy generodty to a stranger...outpouring, as it is, of a trusting and loving manner that thy gate-guards
would do wdl to emulate. Wanlorn of Athdantar am |, and | accept thy hospitdity, swearing
unreservedly that | mean no harm to ye or to anyone who dwels within, nor to any design or chattd of
Felmord. Folk in the lands around spoke volubly of thy beauty, but | see their words were poor, tattered
things compared to the tirring and sublime vison that is...ye."

Nasmaerae dimpled. Still wearing that amused amile, she turned her head and said, "Ligten wdll,
Glavyn. This is how the racing tongue encompasseth true flatery. Idle and empty it may be...but oh, so
pretty."

The guard captain, red-faced and dill trembling as he fought with his immokbile arms while trying not
to appear to be doing so, glowered past her shoulder and said nothing.

The Lady Nasmaerae turned her back on himin a smooth lilt that wasn't quite a flounce and offered
her arm to Wanlorn. He took it with a bow and in the same moation he assumed the lofty bearing of the
candelabra, their fingers brushing each other for a moment...or perhaps just alingering indant longer.

As they swept away out of Sght down a dart-pandled inner passage, the guards could have
collet-lively sworn that the flames of that bobbing candelabra winked. That was when Glavyn found that
he conic suddenly move his arms again.

One might have expected him to draw forth the weagpons held so driven to loose these past few
breaths...but instead, the captain poured dl his energy into a vigorous, snarling-swift, prolonged use of
the tongue.

By the time he was findly forced to draw bregath the two guards under his command were regarding
him with respect and amazement. Glavyn turned away quickly, so they wouldn't see him blush.

Theams of Femore featured a their heart a man-timera rampant, and athough no one living had
ever seen such an ungainly and dangerous beast (sporting, as it did, three bearded heads and three
pike-bridling tails a opposing ends of its bat-winged body), the Lord of Femord was known, both
affectionately and by those who spoke in fear, as "the Mantimera.”

As jovid and as watchfully deadly in manner as his herddic namesake was reputed to be, Esbre
Femord greeted his unexpected guest with an easy afability. prasng him for atimdy ariva to provide
light converse whilst his other two guests this night were dill a-robing in ther apartments. The Lord then
offered the obvioudy weary Wanlorn the immediate hospitdity of a suite of rooms for rest and
refreshment, but the hawk-nosed men deferred his acceptance until after the feast was done, saying it
would be poor repayment of warm generodty to deprive his host of a chance to share that very
converse,

The Lady Nasmaerae assumed a couch that was obvioudy her customary seat with a liquid grace
that both men paused to watch. She amiled and slently cupped a fluted dven glass of iced wine beside
her cheek, content to ligen as the customary opening courtesies were exchanged between the two men,
down the long and well-laden, otherwise empty candldlit feasting table.



"Though ‘twould be considered overbold in many a hail to ask so bluntly,” the Mantimera rumbled,
"I would know something out of sheer curiosity, and so will ask: what brings you hither, from a land so
digant that | confess I've not heard of it, to seek out one castle in the rain?’

Wanlorn amiled. "Lord Esbre, | am as direct a men as thysdf, given my druthers. | am happy to
gate plainly that | am traveding Faerun inthis Y ear of Laughter to learn more of it, under holy direction in
this task, and am at present seeking news or word of someone | know only as 'Dasumia’ Have ye,
perchance, a Dasumiain Felmord, or perhaps a ready supply of Dasumiasin the vianity?'

The Mantimera frowned dightly in concentration, then said, "I fear not, so far as my knowledge
carries me, and must needs cry nay to both your queries. Nasmaerae?”

The Lady Felmord shook her head dightly. "I have never heard that name" She turned her gaze to
meet Wanlorn's eyes directly and asked, "Is this a matter touching on the magic you so &bly
demonstrated a our gates...or Something you'd rather keep private?"

"I know not what it touches on,”" their guest replied. "As we speak, 'Dasumid isa mydery to me”

"Perhaps our other guests...one deeply versed in maiters magicd, and both of them widdy
traveled... can offer you words to light the dark corners of your mysery,” Lord Esbre offered, diding a
decanter closer to Wanlorn. "I've found, down the years, that many ussful points of lore lie like gems
geaming in forgotten cdlars in the minds of those who sup a my board-gems they're as surprised to
recdl and bring to light once more as we are that they possess such specific and rare riches™

A fanfare sounded fantly down distant passages, and the Mantimera glanced a servants deftly
dragging open a pair of tdl, ebon-hued doors with heavy, gilded handles. "Here they both come now,” he
sad, dipping awhd-lusk, hdf-shdl and dl, into a bowl of spiced softcheese "Pray eat, good sr. We hold
to no formdlity of serving nor waiting on others here. All 1 ask of my guedts is good speech and attentive
ligening. Drink up!"

Sde by sde, and griding in careful step...for dl the world asif neither wanted the other to enter the
hdll ether firg or last...two tal men came into the room then. One was as broad shouldered as a bull, and
wore a high-prowed golden bt that reached dmog to his bulging breast. Thin purple slk covered his
might) musculature above it and flowed down corded and hairy arms to where gilded bracers encircled
forearms larger than the thighs of most men. Both belt and bracers displayed smooth-worked scenes of
men wrestling with lions...as did the massve golden codpiece benesath the man's belt. "Ho, Mantimera”
he boomed. "Have you more of that venison with the sauce that metsin my memory yet? | sarvel”

"No doubt," Lord Felmorel chuckled. "That venison need nat live only in memory longer, but lift the
dome off yonder greet platter, and 'tis thine. Wanlorn of Athdantar, be known to Barundryn Harbright, a
warrior and explorer of renown.”

Harbright shot a look at the hawk-nosed man without pausng in his determined driding to the
indicated plaiter, and gave a sort of grunt, more noncommittal acknowledgment than welcome or
gredting. Wanlorn nodded back, his eyes aready tumning to the other man, who stood over the table like
acold and dark pillar of fdl sorcery. The hawk-nosed guest didn't need the Mantimeras introduction to
know that this was a wizard dmost as powerful as he was haughty. His eyes hed cold sneering as they
met Wanlorn's but seemed to acquire a flicker of respect...or was it fear?...as they turned to regard the
Lady Nasmaerae.

"Lord Thessamd Arunder, caled by some the Lord of Spells," the Mantimera announced. Was his
tone just atrifle less enthusiagtic than it had been for the warrior?

The archwizard gave Wanlorn a cold nod that was more dismissal than gresting and seated himsdlf
with a grand gesture that managed to ogtentatioudy display the many strangely shaped, dlittering rings on
his fingers to everyone in the vidnity. To underscore their moment, various of the rings winked in a
random scattering of varicolored flashes and glows.

As he looked at the food before him, a brief memory came to Wanlorn of the jaws of wolves
sapping in hisface, in the deep snows outside the Starn in the hard winter just past. He dmost amiled as
he put that bloody remembrance from his mind...hunger, it had been smple hunger for those howling
beasts, no better and no worse than what had hold of hm now...and applied his own gaze to the
peppered lizard soup and crusty three-serpent pie within reach. As he cut into the latter and sniffed



goprecidively at the savory steam whirling up, Wanlorn knew Arunder had darted a glance his way, to
seeif this stranger-guest was suffidently impressed with the show of power. He dso knew that the mage
mug be Stting back now and taking up a glass of wine to hide a mage-gzed state of irritation.

Yet he only had to look a himsdf in a seeing-glass to know that power and accomplishment of Art
lures many wizards into childlike petulance, as they expect the world to dance to their whim and are most
Hfishly annoyed whenever it doesn't. He was Arunder's current source of annoyance, the wizard would
lash out a him soon.

All too soon. "You say you hal from Athdantar, good gr...ah, Wanlorn. I'd have thought few of
your age would proclaim themsdlves stock of thet faled land,’ the wizard purred, as the warrior Harbright
returned to the board bearing a glver platter as broad as his own chest, which fairly groaned under the
weight of near a whole roast boar and severd dozen spitted fowl, and enthroned himsdf with the creak
of a sdtling chair and the clatter of shaking decanters. "Where have you dwet more recently, and what
brings you hence, cloaked in secrets and unheralded, to a house so full of riches, if | may ask? Should
our hosts be locking away their gem coffers?’

"I've wandered these far reams for some decades now," Wanlorn replied brightly, sseming not to
notice Arunder's sarcasm or unveiled ingnuaions, "seeking knowledge. 1'd hoped that Myth Drannor
would teach me much...but it gave me only a lesson in the primd necessity of outrunning fiends. I've
poked here and peered there but learned little more than a few secrets about Dasumia”

"Have you s0? Seek you lore about magic, then...or isyour quest for mere treasure?”

At tha lagt word, the warrior Harbright glanced up from his noisy and nonstop hiting and
svdlowing for a moment, fixing Wanlorn with one leved eye to ligen to whatever response might be
coming.

"Loreiswhat | chase" Wanlorn said, and the warrior gave a disgusted grunt and resumed egting.
"Lore about Dasumia...but ingtead | seem to find afarr bit about the Art. | suppose its power drives those
who can write to set down detalls of it. Asto treasure ... one can't eat coins. I've enough of them for my
needs, done and afoot, how would | carry more?'

"Use afew of them to buy a horse," Harbright grunted, spraying an arc of table with amal morsdls of
herbed boar. "Gods above...walking around the kingdomd 1'd grow old even before my feet wore off at
the ankled"

"Tdl me" Lord Felmorel addressed Wanlorn, leening forward, "how much did you see of the fabled
City of Song? Most who even glimpse the ruins are torn apart before they can win clear.”

"Or did you just wander about in the woods near where you imagine Myth Drannor to be?'
Arunder asked silkily, plucking up a decanter to refill his glass.

"The fiends mugt have been busy hounding someone ese" the hawk-nosed man told the Mantimera,
"because | spent most of a day dambering through overgrown, largdy empty buildings without seeing
anything dive that was larger than a squirrel. Beautiful arched windows, curving balconies ... it mugt have
been very grand. Now there's not much lying about waiting to be carried off. | saw no wineglasses ill on
tables or books propped open where someone was interrupted in their reading, as the mingrels would
have usdl believe. No doubt the city was sacked after it fdl. Yet | saw, and remember, some dgils and
writings. Now if | could just determine what they mean...."

"You saw no fiends?" Arunder was derisve...but aso visbly eager to hear Wanlorn's reply. The
hawk-nosed man smiled.

"No, Sr mage, they guard the city yet. Twill probably be years, if ever, before folk can wak into the
ruins without having to worry about anything more dangerous than a gtirge, say, or an owlbear.”

Lord Femore shook his head. "All that power," he murmured, "and yet they fdl. All that beauty
swept away, the people dead or scattered ... once log, it can never be restored again. Not the way it
was"

Wanlorn nodded. "Even if the fiends were banished by nightfdl," he said, "the place rebuilt in a
tenday, and a ctizenry of comparable wit and accomplishments assembled the day after, we'd not have
the City of Beauty back again. That shared excitement, drive, and the freedom to experiment and fredy
reason and indulge in whimsy that's founded on the sure knowledge of one's own invulnerability won't be



there. One would have a players stage pretending to be the City of Song, not Myth Drannor once more.”

The Mantimera nodded and said, "I've long heard the tdes of the fdl, and have even faced a fdl
fiend-not there...and lived to tdl the tae. Even divided by their various sdfish interests and rivaries, | can
scarce believe that so grand and powerful afolk fdl as completely and utterly as they did.”

"Myth Drannor had to fal," Barundryn Harbright rumbled, spreading one massve hand as if holding
an invisble skull out over the table for their inspection. "They got above themsdlves, you see, chasng
godhood again ... like those Netherese. The gods see to it that such dreams end bloodily, or thered be
more gods than we could dl remember, and none of 'em with might enough to answer a Sngle prayer.
‘Sobvious, so why do dl these mages keep making this same mistake?!

Thewizard Arunder favored him with a dim, superior amile and said, "Possbly because they don't
have you on hand to correct their every little sraying from the One True Peth.”

Thewarrior's facelit up. "Oh, you've heard of it?* he asked. "The One True Path, aye."

The mage's jaw dropped open. He'd been joking, but by dl the gods, this lummox seemed serious.

"There aren't many of us thus far," Harbright continued enthusiagticaly, waving a whole,
gravy-dripping pheasant for emphasis, "but dready we wield power in a dozen towns. We need a redm,
next, and..."

"So do we dl. I'd like severd,” Arunder said mockingly, swiftly recovered from his astonishment.
"Geat me one with lots of towering castles, will you?"

Harbright gave him alevd look. "The problem with over- clever mages” he growled to the table at
large, "is their unfamiliarity with work...not to mention getting dong with dl sorts of folk and knowing
how to saddle a horse or put a hed back on a boot or even how to kill and cook a chicken. They seldom
know how to hold their drink down, or how to woo a wench, or grow turnips ... but they always know
how to tdl other folk what to do, even about turnip-growing or wringing a chicken's neck!"

Large, hairy, blunt-fingered hands waved about darmingly, and Arunder shrank away, covering his
obvious fear by reaching for a distant decanter. Wanlorn obligingly moved it nearer to the mage but was
ignored rather than thanked.

Ther host cut into the uncomfortable moment by asking, "Yet, my lords, True Peths or the natures
of wizards aside, what see you ahead for dl who dwdl in this heart of far-gorawling Faerun? If Myth
Drannor the Mighty can be swept away, what can we hold to in the years to come?"

"Lord Fimord," the wizard Arunder replied hadtily, 'there has been much converse on this matter
among mages and others, but little agreement. Each proposa attracts those who hate and fear it, as wdl
as those who support it. Some have spoken of a councl of wizards rding aland...”

"Hal A finetyranny and mess that'd be!" Harbright snorted.

"..while others see a bright future in dliances with dragons, so that each human redm is a dragon's
domain, with..."

"Everyone as the dragon's daves and ultimatdly, its dinner,” Harbright told his dmost-empty platter.

"...agreements in place to bind both wyrm and people againg hodlilities practiced on each other.”

"As the dragon swept down, its jaws ggping open to swdlow, the knight stared into his doom,
shouting vainly, '‘Our agreement protects me! You can't...' for dmog the space of three breaths before
the dragon gulped him up and flew away," Harbright said sarcadticaly. "The surviving folk gethered there
solemnly agreed that the dragon had broken the agreement, and the proposal was made that someone
should travel to the dragon's lar to inform the wyrm that it had unlanfully devoured the knight. Strangely,
no one volunteered.”

Slencefdl. The hulking warrior thrugt his jaw forward and shot the wizard a dark and leve gaze, as
if daring him to speak, but Thessame Arunder seemed to have acquired a sudden and abiding interest in
peppered lizard soup.

Wanlorn looked up at his host, aware of the Lady Felmord's continuing and attentive regard, and
sad, "For my part, Lord, | believe another such shining dty will be a long time in coming. Smdl reams,
defended againg orcs and brigands more than aught ese, will rise as they have aways done, sanding
amid lawless and perilous wilderlands. The bards will keep the hope of Myth Drannor bright while the
aty islost to us, now and in foreseegble time to come.”



"And this wisdom, young Wanlorn, was written on the wadls of the ruined City of Song?" Arunder
asked lightly, emboldened to speak once more, but carefully not looking in Harbright's direction. "Or did
the gods tdl you this, perhaps, in a dream?"

"Sarcasm and derison seems to run away with the tongues of wizards dl too often these days”
Wanlorn observed in casud tones, addressing Barundryn Harbright. "Have you noticed this, too?”"

The warrior grinned, more at the wizard than a the hawk-nosed man, and growled, "I have. A
disease of the wits, | think." He waved a quail-lined spit like a scepter and added, "They're dl so busy
being clever that they never notice when it strikes them persondlly.”

In unspoken unison both Harbright and Wanlorn turned their heads to look hard at the wizard.
Arunder opened his mouth with a sneer to say something scathing, seemed to forget what it was, opened
hismouth again to say something else, then instead put a glass of wine up to it and drank rather a large
amount in a putteringly short time.

As he choked, burbled, and wheezed, the warrior reached out one shovel-szed hand to dam him
solidly between the shoulder-blades. As the mage reded in his seat, Harbright inquired, "Recovered, are
you...in your own smdl way?'

Into the dangerous slence that followed, as the wizard Arunder struggled for bresth and the Lady
Nasmaerae lifted a hand both swift and graceful to cover her mouth, Lord Esbre Felmord said smooathly,
"I fear you may have theright of it, good sr Wanlorn. Smdl holds and fortified towns ganding done are
the way of things hereabouts, and things look to stay that way in the years ahead...unless something
befdls the Lady of Shadows."

"The Lady...?'

"A fdl sorceress,” the warrior put in, rasng grim eyes to meet those of the hawk-nosed man.

Lord Esbre nodded. "Bluntly put, but yes: the Lady of Shadows is someone we fear and either obey
or avoid, whenever possible. None know where she dwells, but she seeks to enforce her will...if not to
rule outright...in the lands immediately east of us. She's known to be... crud.”

Noticing that the wizard seemed to have recovered, Lord Esbre sought to restore the man's temper
by deferring to him with some jovidity. "You are our expert on things sorcerous, Lord Arunder...pray
unfald for us whatever of import you know about the Lady of Shadows."

It was time for fresh astonishment at Lord Esbre's feast table. Lord Thessamd Arunder stared down
a his plate and muttered, "There's no...I have nothing to add on this subject. No.”

The tal candles on the feast table danced and flickered in the heart of utter slence for a long time
after that.

A dozen candles flickered at the far end of the bedchamber like the tongues of hungry dragon
hetchlings

The room was andl and high-callinged, its wals shrouded in old but Hill grand tapestries that
Elminger was sure hid more than a few secret ways and spy holes. He amiled thinly at the serenity
awaiting him, as he strode past the curtained and canopied bed to the nearest flame

"Wanlorn am |," he told it gently, "and am not. By this seeming, in your service, hear me| pray, O
Mystra of the Mysteries, O Lady mogt precious, 0 Weaving Hame." He passed two fingers through the
flame and its orange glow became a deep, thrilling blue. Satisfied, he bent forward over it until it amost
seemed as if bed draw the blue flame into his mouth, and whispered. "Hear me, Mysira, | pray, and
watch over meinmy time of need. Shammarastra ululumae paerovevim driios.”

All of the candles suddenly dimmed, sank, guttered, then in unison rose again with renewed vigor,
building like spears of the sun to a brighter, warmer radiance than had been in the room before.

Aswarm firdight danced on his cheek, Elmingter's eyes rolled up in his head. He swayed, then fdl
heavily to his knees, dumping forward into a crawling posture that became a face firg dide onto the floor.
Lying sensdless among the candles, he never saw the flame spit a circle of blue motes that swirled in a
crce around him and faded to invighility, leaving the candle flame its cusomary amber-white in their
wake.

In a chamber that was not far away, yet hidden down dark ways of spell-guarded stone, flames of
the same blue were cailing and writhing inches above a floor they didn't scorch, tracing a Sgl both



intricate and subtly changing as it dowly rotated above the glass-smooth stones. They licked and
caressed the ankles of their creator, who danced barefoot in their midgt as they rose and fdl around her
knees. Her white slk nightgown shimmered above the flames as she wove a spdl that dowly brought
their hue up into her eyes. It spilled out into the air before her face like strange tears as the Lady
Nasmaerae whirled and chanted.

The room was bare and dark save for the spdl she wove, but it brightened jugt a trifle when the
flames rose into an upright ovd that suddenly held the dack face of the hawk-nosed Wanlorn, sprawled
on the stones of his bedchamber amid a dozen dancing candles.

The Lady of Femord beheld that image and sang something softly that brought the haf-lidded eyes
of the degping man closer, to dmogt fill the scene between the racing flames. "Ooundreth,” she chanted
then. "Ooundreth mararae!"

She spread her hands above the flames and waited for them to wel up to lick her pams, bringing
with them what she so craved: that dark rush of wit and raw thought sheld drunk so many times before,
memories and knowledge stolen from a degping mind. What secrets did this Wanlorn hold?

"Giveme" she moaned, for the flood was long in coming. "Give... me ..."

Power such as sheld never tasted before suddenly surged through the flames, setting her limbs to
trembling and every lagt hair on her body to standing diffly out from her crawling, tingling flesh. She
sruggled to breathe againgt the sudden tenson hanging in her body and the room around her, heavy and
somehow aware.

Sill the dark flood did not come. Who was this Wanlorn?

The image in the loop of flame before her was 4ill two haf-open, dumberous eyes...but now
something was changing in those endrding flames. Tongues of Slver fire were legping amnong the blue,
only a few at fird, but faster and more often, now washing over the entire scene for a moment, now
blazing up brighter as the wondering dancer watched.

Suddenly the dlver flames overwhemed the blue, and two cold eyes that were not Wanlorn's
opened In their midg. Black they were, shot through with twinkling stars, but the flames that svam from
them like tears were the same rich blue as were ailling from Nasmaerag's own.

"Azuth am |," avoice that was both musicd and terrible rang out of the depths of her mind. "Cease
this prying...forever. If you heed not, the means of prying shdl be taken from you."

The Lady of Castle Fmord screamed then...as loud and as long as she knew how, as blue flames
whirled her off her feet and hdd her captive and struggling upright in their grip. Nasmaerae was logt in
fear and horror and sdf-loathing, as the blue flames of her own thought-stedling spdll were hurled forcibly
back through her.

She shuddered under thelr ondaught, fdl dlent as she writhed in hdpless and spasmodic collapse,
then howled with a quite different tone, like alost and wandering thing. All the brightness had gone out of
her eyes, and she was drooling, a steady stream plunging from the corner of her twisted mouth.

The eyes that swam with stars regarded the broken woman for severd grim moments, then spat
forth fresh blue flames to enshroud her in aracing inferno that raged for only moments.

When it receded, the barefoot woman was standing on the stone floor of the spell chamber, her fiery
weavings shattered and gone. Her nightgown was plastered to her body with her own swesat, and her
hands shook uncontrollably, but the desolate eyes that stared down at them were her own.

"You are Nasmagerae once more, your mind restored You may consider this no mercy, daughter of
Avarae. I've broken dl of your bindings..including, of course, the one tha holds your Lord in thral.
Consequences will son be upon you, ‘twould be best to prepare yoursef.”

The sorceress stared into those floating, Starry eyes In helpless horror. They looked back a her
gernly and steedily even as they began to fade away, dwindling swiftly to nothingness. All of the magicad
light in the chamber faded and failed with them, leaving only emptiness behind.

Nasmaerae knet donein the darkness for along time, sobbing dightly. Then she arose and padded
like a wan-eyed ghogst dong unseen ways she knew wall, feding turns and archways with her fingertips,
seeking the diding pand that opened into the back of the wardrobe in her own bedchamber.

Thrugting through haf-cloaks and gowns, she drew in a deep, tremulous breath, let it out in a Sgh,



and lad her fingers on her mogt private of coffers, on the high, hidden shdlf right where sheld left it.

The maids had left a Sngle hooded lamp lit on the marble-topped sde table, the needle-dim dagger
caught and flashed back itsfant light as she drew it forth, looked at it dmost casudly for a moment, then
turned it in her hand to menace her own bresst.

"Edore" she told the darkness in a whisper, as she drew back her hand for the stroke that would
take her own life, "Il missyou. Forgive me"

"I dready have" said avoice like cold stone, close by her ear. A familiar am lashed out across her
chest to Intercept the wrigt that held the dagger.

Nasmaerae gave a little startled scream and struggled wildly for a moment, but Lord Esbre's hary
hand was as immovable as iron, yet as gentle as velvet asit encircled her wridt.

His other hand plucked the dagger out of her grasp and threw it away. It flashed across the room to
be caught deftly by one of the dozen or so guards who were mdting out from behind every tapestry and
screen in the room now, unhooding lanterns, lighting torches in wal sconces, and moving grimly to bar
any move she might make toward the door or to the wardrobe behind her.

Nasmaerae stared into the eyes of her lord, dill too shocked and dazed to speak, wondering when
the storm of fury would come. The Mantimeras eyes blazed through amig of tears, burning into her, but
hislips moved dowly and precisdy as he asked in tones of quiet puzzlement, "Sdf-daying is the answer
to misguided sorcery? You had a good reason for placing mein a spdl-thrdl?!

Nasmaerae opened her mouth to plead, to oill forth desperate lies, to protest that her deeds had
been misunderstood, but dl that came out was a torrent of tears. She threw hersdf againg him and tried
to go to her knees, but a strong hand on her hip held her upright When she could form words through the
sobs, it was to beg his forgiveness and offer hersdf for any punishment he deemed fitting, and to...

He dtilled her words with afirm finger laid across her lips and said grimly, "Well speak no more of
whet you have done. You shdl never enthrdl me or anyone se again.”

"l...believe me, my Lord, | would never..."

"You can't, whatever you may come to desire. This | know. So tha others may dso know it, you
gl try to place mein thral again...now."

Nasmaerae stared a him. "l...no! No, Esbre, | dare not! 1..."

"Lady," the Mantimera told her grimly, "I am uttering a command, not affording you a choice He
made a gesture invalving three of hisfingers, dl around her, swords grated out of scabbards.

The Lady Felmorel darted glances about. She was ringed with drawn sted, the sharp, dark points of
well-used war swords menecing her on dl sides. She saw a white-faced Glavyn above one of them,
trusty old En-art garing grimly at her over another. Then she whirled away, hiding her facein her hands.

"l...I... Esbre!" she sobbed. "My magic will be shorn from meif [..."

"Your life sl be shorn from you if you do not. Death or obedience, Lady. The same choice
warriors who serve me have, every day. It comes not so hard to them.”

The Lady Nasmaerae groaned. Sowly her hands fdl from her face and she straightened, breathing
heavily, her eyes dsewhere. She threw back her head to look at the caling and said in a amdl voice, "I'll
need more room. Someone pluck away this rug, lest it be scorched.” She walked ddiberately onto the
point of someone's sword until they gave way before her and she could get off the soft, luxurious rug,
then turned to face back into the ring and said softly, "I'll need a knife"

"No," Esbre snapped.

"The spell requiresit, Lord,” she told the calling. "Widd it yoursdlf, if it gives you comfort...out obey
me utterly when | begin the casting, lest we both be doomed.”

"Proceed,”" he said, his voice cold stone again.

Nasmaerae strode away from him until she stood in the center of the ring of blades once more, then
turned and faced him. "Glavyn," she said, "bring my lord's chamber pot hence. If it be empty, report o
back to us"

The guard stared at her, unmoving...out soun from his place and hastened to the door at a curt nod
from Lord Feimordl.

While they waited, Nasmaerae camly tore the soaked nightgown from her body and flung it away,



ganding nude before them dl. She stood flatfooted, neither covering hersdf modestly nor adopting her
usud sensud poses, and licked her lips more than once, looking only at her lord.

"Punish me" she said suddenly, "in any other way but this. The Art means dl to me, Esbre, every..."

"Be dill," he dmogt whispered, but she shrank back as if hed snapped a lash across her lips and
sad no more.

The door opened, Glavyn returned bearing an earthen pot. Lord Femord took it from him,
moationed him back into his place in the ling, and said to his men, "I trust you dl. If you see ought that
offersill to Felmord, strike accordingly...both of us, if need be" Bearing asmdl bdt knife and the pot, he
stepped forward.

"I love you, Esbre," the Lady Nasmaerae whispered, and went to her knees.

He stared at her sonily and said only, "Proceed.”

She drew in a deep, shuddering breath and said, "Place the pot so that | can reach within" When he
did so, she dipped one hand in and brought it out with a pamful of his urine. Letting her cupped hand rest
on the floor, she held out her other hand and said, "Cut my palm...not deeply, but draw blood.”

Grimly Lord Felmord did as he was bid, and she said, "Now withdraw...pot, knife, and al.”

As he retreated, the guards grew tense, waiting to lesp forward with their stedl at the dightest Sgn
from Lord Esbre. As her own dark blood filled her pam, Nasmaerae looked around the ring. Their faces
told her just how deeply she was feared and hated. She bit her lip and shook her head dightly.

Then she drew in another deep breath, and with it seemed to gain courage. "Il begin,” she
announced, and without pause dipped into a chant that swiftly rose in urgency and seemed fashioned
around his name. The words were thick and yet somehow dithering, like aroused serpents. As they came
faster and faster, amdl wigps of smoke issued from between her lips

Suddenly...very suddenly...she clapped her hands together so that blood and urine mixed, and cried
out a phrase that seemed to echo and smite the ears of the men in the chamber like thunderclaps. A white
flame flared between her cupped pams, and she lifted her head to look at her lord...only to scream, raw
and horrified and desperate, and try to fling hersdf to her feet and away.

The dsar-swirling eyes of Azuth, cold and remorsealess, were saring a her out of Lord Felmord's
face, and that musicd, terrible voice of doom sounded again, tdling her, "All magic hasiits price.”

None of the guards heard those five words or saw anything but grim pity in their Lord's face, as the
Mantimera held up a hand to stay their blades. The Lady Felmord had falen to the floor, her face a mask
of despair and her eyes unseeing, dying wisps of smoke rigng from her trembling limbs...limbs that
withered before their eyes, then were restored to lush vitdity, only to wither again in racing waves. All the
while as her body convulsed, rebuilt itsdf, and shriveled again, her screaming went on, risng and faling
in a broken paean of pain and terror.

The guards stared down at her writhing body in shocked slence until the Mantimera spoke again.

"My lady will be abed for some days" he said grimly. 'Leave me with her, dl of you...but summon
her maids-of-chamber hence to see to her needs. Azuth is meraful and shdl be worshiped in this house
henceforth.”

Somewhere a woman was twisting on a bare stone floor, with leveled swords dl around her in aring
and her bare body withering in waves as she walled ... esawhere motes of light, like stars in a night sky,
were whirling in darkness with a cold chiming sound ... there followed a confusing, fdling ingant of
mages casing pdls and becoming skeletons in their robes as they did so, before Elminder saw himsdf
ganding in darkness, moonlight faling around him. He was poised before a castle whose front gate was
fashioned in the shape of a giant spiderweb. It was a place he knew he'd never been, or seen before. His
hands were raised in the weaving of a spdl that took shape an indant later and el blasted apart the
gate in a burst of brilliance. The light whirled avay to become the teeth of a laughing mouth that
whispered, "Seek mein shadows.”

The words were mocking, the voice feminine, and Elmingter found himsdf gtting bolt upright a the
fodl of his unused bed, cold sweat plastering his dothing to him.

"Mysdra has guided me" he murmured. "I'll tarry no longer here, but go out to seek and chdlenge
this Lady of Shadows." He smiled and added, "Or my nameisnt Wanlorn."



Hed never unpacked the worn saddlebag that carried his gear. It was the work of moments to
make sure no hdpful servant had removed anything for washing and he was out the door, sriding briskly
asif guests dways went for late night walks around Castle Felmordl. Skulking isfor thieves.

He nodded pleasantly to the one servant he did meet, but he never saw the impassve face of
Barundryn Harbright watching him from the depths of a dark corner, with the fantest of satisfied nods.
Nor did he see the moving shadow that dipped out from under the staircase he descended to follow him,
bearing its own bundle of belongings.

Only a sngle aged servant was watching the closed cadtle gate. B peered dl around to make sure
guards weren't hiding anywhere. Seeing none, he hefted the doused brass lantern held borrowed from a
halway moments ago, swung it carefully, and let go.

The lamp plunged to the cobbles wel behind the old man, with a crash like the landing of a toppling
auit of armor. The man shouted in fear and banged his shin on a door frame trying to get to his pike.

When he reached the shattered lantern, limping and curang, to menace it with a wobbling pike, E
hed dipped out the porter's door in the gate, just one more shadow in this wet spring night.

Anocther shadow followed, conjuring a drift of mist to roll before it in case this wandering Wanlorn
looked bad for pursit. The briefest of flashes marked the casting of the shadow's spell...but the servant
with the pike was too far away to natice or to have identified the face so fledingly illuminated. Thessamel
Arunder, the Lord of Spells, had dso fdt the need to suddenly and quietly take his leave of Castle
Felmord in the middle of the night.

The lantern was a bewilderment, the limp painful, and the pike too long and heavy, old Bretchimus
was some time getting back to his post. He never fdt or heard the chill, chiming whirlwind that was more
awind than a body, more a shadow than a presence, and that, drifting purposefully, became the third
shadow that evening to pass out the porter's door. Perhaps it was just as well. As he leaned the pike
back againg the wal, its head fdl off. It was an old pike and had seen enough excitement for one
evening.

Torntlar's Farm covered sx hills and took a lot of hoeing. Dawn saw Habaertus Ilynker rubbing his
aching back and digging into the stony soil of the lagt hill...the one that adjoined the wolf-prowled wood
that stretched dl the way to Felmord. As he did every morning, Habaertus glanced toward Castle
Femord, though it was too far away to redly see, and nodded a greeting to his older brother
Bretchimus.

"Yourn the lucky one" he told his absent brother, as he did each morning. "Dwdlin' yon, with that
vad wine cdllar an' that dinking slkhips Lady orderin’ y'about, an' dl.”

He spat on his hands and picked up his hoe once more intime to see afew sray twinklingsin the air
that told him something strange was ariving. Or rather, passng him by. An unseen, chiming presence
swept out of the trees and across the fidd, swirling like a mig or shadow, yet curioudy eusive..for no
shadow could be seen if one stared right at it.

Habaertus watched it start to snake past, pursed hislips, then, overcome by curiogity, took a swipe
a it with his hoe.

The reaction was immediate. A sparkling occurred in the air where the blade of the hoe had passed
through the wind, loud chiming sounded on dl sides, then the shadowy wind overwhelmed Habaertus,
howling around him like a hound dosing on a kill. He hadn't even time for a grunt of astonishment.

As awind-scoured skeleton collgpsed into dust, the whirlwind roused itsdf with another little chorus
of chimings and moved on across Torntlar's Farm. In its wake a battered hoe thumped to the earth
beside two empty boots. One of them promptly fdl over, and dl that was left of Habaertus llynker fell
out and drifted away.

Four: Stag Horns And Shadows

| wonder: do monsters look different from inside?



CittaHothemer
from Musings Of A ShamelessNoble
published in The Y ear of the Prince

The farmer's eyes were dark with suspicion and sunken with weariness. The fork in his hands,
however, pointed very seadily toward Wanlorn's eyes and moved whenever the lone traveler did, to
keep that menace on target.

When the farmer findly broke the long, sharp slence that had followed the traveler's question, it was
to say, "Yuh can find the Lady of Shadows somewhere over the next hill," a sentence the speaker ended
by soitting pointedly into the dirt between them. "Her lands begin there, leastways. | don't want to know
why yuh'd want to meet her...an' | don't want yuh standing here on my land much longer, ether. Get yuh
boots yonder, and yuh in ‘em!™

A fant with the fork underscored the man's words. Wanlorn raised an eyebrow, replied, "Have my
thanks," in dry tones, and with neither haste nor delay got his boots yonder.

He did not have to look back to know the farmer was watching him dl the way over the crest of the
hill, he could fed the man's eyes drilling into his back like two drawn daggers. He made a point of not
looking back as he went over the ridge...and in lawless country, no sensble traveler stands long atop any
height, visble from afar. Eyes dert enough to be watching for strangers are seldom friendly ones.

As he trotted down the bracken-cloaked hillsde that was hisfird taste of the Lands of the Lady, he
briefly considered becoming a facon or perhaps a prowling beast... but no, if this Lady of Shadows was
dert and watchful, betraying his magicd abilities at the outset would be the haght of foolishness.

Not that the man who was Wanlorn, but who'd waked longer under the name of Elminger, cared
over much about being thought a fool. It was a little late for that he thought wryly, considering the road
held chosen in life..with his stedthy departure from Castle Felmord not dl that many steps behind him.
Mystra was forging him into a weapon, or at least a tool.. and in dl the forging held seen, those rains of
hammer blows looked to be alittle hard on the weapon.

And who wasiit long ago who'd said, "The task forges the worker"?

It would be so much eadier to just do as he pleased. usng magic for persond gain and having no
care for the consequences or the fates of others. He could have happily ruled the land of his birth,
mouthing-as more than one mage held met with did...the occasion d empty prayer to a goddess of meagic
who meant nothing to him.

There was that one thing his choice had given him: long life. Long enough to outlive every last friend
and neighbor of his youth, every colleague of his early adventure and magica workings and revery in
Myth Drannor.

And every friend and lover, one after another, of that wondrous city, too.

Elminger's lips twisted in bitterness as remembered faces and laughter and caresses rushed past his
minds regard, one after gods-be-cursed another ... and the plans with them, the dreams excitedly
discussed and wdl intended, that blow and dwindle away like morning mist in bright sunlight and come to
nothing in the end.

So much had come to nothing inthe end... .

Like the villagein front of him, it seemed. Roofs falen in and overgrown gardens and paths greeted
him, with here and there a blackened chimney stabbing up at the sky like a dark and battered dagger to
mark where a cottage had stood before fire came, or a vine-choked hump that was once a fiddstone
wadl or hedgerow between fidds. Something that might have been a wolf or may have been another sort
of large-jawed hunting beast dunk out of one ruined house as Elminger approached. Otherwise the
village of Hammershaws seemed utterly deserted. Was this what Lord Esbre had meant by the Lady of
Shadows seeking to ‘enforce her will" on these lands? Was every such place ahead of him going to be
deserted?

What had happened to dl the folk who dwelt here?

A few grides later brought him a grim answer. Something dull and yellow-gray cracked under his
boots. Not a stone &fter dl, but a piece of skull... wdl, saverd pieces, now. He turned his head and



walked grimly on.

Another dtride, another cracking sound, a long bone, this time. And another, a fourth ... he was
waking on the dead. Human bones, gnawed and scattered, were strewn everywhere in Hammershaws.
What held thought was a collapsed ralling on alittle log bridge across the meandering creek was actudly
atangle of skeletons, thar arms dangling down dmogt to the water. El peered, saw a least eght skulls,
sghed, and trudged on, looking thisway and that among leaning carts and yard-gates fast vanishing under
the bramble and cregping talgrass that had aready reclaimed the yards beyond them.

None but the dead dwdt in Hammershaws now. Bl poked into one cottage, just to seeif anything of
interest survived, and was rewarded with a brief glimpse of a dumped human skeleton on a stone chair.
The supple mottled coils of an awakened snake glided between the bones as the serpent spirded up to
ool a the top of the chair. It was seeking haight to better strike at this overbold intruder. As its hiss rose
loud in that ravaged room, EIminger decided not to stay and learn the qudity of the serpent's range and
am.

The road beyond Hammershaws looked as overgrown as the village. A lone vulture circled high in
the sky, watching the human intruder traverse a fading way across the ralling lands to Drinden.

A mill and busy market town, was Drinden, if the memories of dill-vigorous old men could be
trusted. Yet this once budling hamlet proved now to be another ruin, as deserted as the firg village had
been. B stood at its centrd crossroads and looked grimly up a a sky that had dowly gone gray with
tattered, smoke-like storm clouds. Then he shrugged and waked on. So long as one's paper and
components stay dry, what matter alittle ran?

Y et no rain came as B took the northwestern way, up a steep dope that skirted a stunted wood that
had once been an orchard. The sky started to turn milky-white, but the land remained deserted.

Hed been told the Lady of Shadows rode or walked the land in the company of dark knights hed
do wdl to fear, with their ready blades and eager treacheries and vidous disregard for surrenders or
agreements. Y et as he walked on into the heart of the domain of the Lady of Shadows, he seemed utterly
donein a deserted redm. No hoofbesats or trumpets sounded, and no hooves came thundering down into
the road bearing folk to chalenge one man waking aong with a saddlebag dung over his shoulder.

It was growing late and the skies had just cleared to reved a glorious sunset like meted coins
dimmeing In an amber sky as EIminder reached the valey that held the town of Tresset's Ringyl, once
and perhaps dill home to the Lady of Shadows. He found that it, too, was a deserted, beast-roamed
ruin.

Forty or more buildings, at hisfirg glance from the heights, dill stood amid the trees that in the end
would tear them dl apart. Stting amidst the clustered ruins were the crumbling wals of a castle whose
soaring battlements probably afforded something winged and dangerous with a lair. B peered at it as the
amber sky became aruby sea, and the stars began to show overhead.

The long-dead Tresset had been a very successful brigand who'd tried his hand at ruling and built a
dender-spired castle...the Ringyl...here to anchor his tiny redm. Tressardon had fdlen within days of his
desth.

Elminger's lips twisted wryly. Twould be an act of supremdy arrogant self-importance to try to
read lesson or message for himsdlf out of such locd history. Moreover, from here at least he could see no
spiderweb gate like the one in his dream st into the wadls of the ruined castle. It could take days to
explore dl of wha was l€ft of the town...assuming, of course, that nothing lived here that would want to
egt him or drive hm away sooner than that...and nothing he could see but the Ringyl itsdf stood tdl or
grand enough to possibly incorporate the gate in his dream. Or at least, he reminded himsdf with a sgh,
S0 it looked from here.

Hed timefor just one foray before true nightfal, by which time it'd probably be most prudent to be
esawhere ... perhaps on one of those grassy hilltopsin the distance, beyond the shattered and overgrown
town. A wise man would be setting up camp thereon right now, not scrambling down a dope of loose
stones...and mm humean bones...for aquick peer around before full night came down. But then Elmingter
Aumar had no intention of becoming a wise man for some centuries yet.... The shadows were dready
long and purple by the time Elmingter reached the valley floor. Thighthigh grass cloaked what had once



been the main road through the town, and El waded camly into it. Dark, gaping houses stood like graying
giants skulls on ether sde as he waked quietly forward, sweeping the grass sde to Sde with a gaff held
cut earlier to discourage snakes from griking and to uncover any obstacles before his feet or shins made
their own, more painful discoveries.

Night was coming down fast as Elminger walked through the heart of deserted Ringyl. A tense,
heavy slence seemed to live & its heart, a hanging, waiting tillness that swallowed echoes like heavy fog.
H tapped on a stone experimentdly but firmly with his staff. He could hear the grating thud of each drike,
but no answering echo came from the wals now close around. Twice he saw movement out of the corner
of his eye, but when he whirled he was facing nathing but trees and crumbling stone walls.

Something watchful dwdt or lurked here, he was sure. Twilight was seding into the gaps between
the roofless buildings now, and into the tangles where trees, vines, and thorn bushes dl grew thickly
entwined. Bl moved aong more briskly, looking only for walls lofty enough to hold the spiderweb gates
of his dream. He found nothing so tall... except the Ringyl itsdf.

Gnawed bones, most brown and brittle enough to crack and crumble underfoot, were strewn in
plenty dong the grass-choked street. Human bones, of course. They grew in abundance to form dmog a
carpet in front of the riven walls of the castle. Cautioudy Elminger forged ahead, turning over bones with
his gaff and sending more than one rock viper into a swift, ribbonlike retreat. Darkness was dosing
down around him now, but he had to look through one of these gaps In the wall, to seeif ...

Whatever had torn entire sections of wdl as thick as a cottage and as tal as twenty men was il
indde, waiting.

Wel, perhaps one need not be quite so dramatic. E smiled thinly. It's a weakness of archmages to
think the faie of Toril rests in ther pdm or on ther every movement and pronouncement. A
spiderweb-shaped gate would be sufficent unto his present needs.

He was looking into a chapel or &t least a high-cailinged hdl, its vaulted cdling intact and painted to
look like many trees with gilded fruit on their branches though strips of that limning were hanging down in
tongues of ruin. All this stood over a once polished floor in which wavy bands of maachite were
interwoven between bands of quartz or marble...a floor now mantled in dugt, falen stone rubble, birds
nests and the tiny bones of their perished makers, and less identifidble debris.

It was very dark in the hall. Bl thought it prudent not to conjure any light, but he could hardly miss
seaing the huge ovd of black stone facing himin the far wal. Sparkling white quartz had been set into that
wadl to form a cirde of many stars...fourteen or a dozen irregularly shaped twinklings, none of them the
long-spindled star of Mystra..and in the center of that circle a caving as broad as Elminger's
outstretched arms stood out from the wal: a sculpted pair of femininelips.

They were closed, dightly curved in a secret amile, and Bl had a gnawing feding that held seen them,
or something very like them, before. Perhaps this was a spesking mouth, an enchanted oracle that could
tdl him more...if he could unlock its words at dl, or understand a message not meant for him. Perhaps it
was something less friendly than that.

W, such investigations could wait until the full light of morning. 1t wastime, and past time, to leave
Tresset's Ringyl and its watchful shadows. Bl backed out of the gagping ruin, saw nothing lunging at him
out of the darkness, and with more haste than dignity headed for the hills

The heights on the far side of the Ringyl weren't yet touched by moonlight, but the glittering stars
cast enough light to make their grassy flanks seem to glow. B looked back severd times on his
determined march up out of the town, but nothing seemed to sir or fallow him, and the many eyes that
peered a him out of the darkness were no larger than those of rats.

Perhaps he would have time to win some sort of dumber, after dl. The hilltop he chose was amdl
and bare of dl but the ever-present long grass. He walked it in a amdlish ring, then opened his pack,
took out a cloth scrip full of daggers that glowed a brief, vivid sormy blue when unwrapped...radiance
that promptly seemed to lesk out of them, dripping and dancing to the ground...and retraced his steps
around the ring. He drove a dagger hilt-deep into the soil at intervals and muttered something that
sounded suspicioudy like an old and rather bawdy dance rhyme. When the ring was complete, the
Athdantan turned back adong it and drove a second ring of daggers in, angling each of these additiond



blades into the turf on the indde of the ring, so tha its blade touched the verticd sed of an
aready-buried dagger. He held out his hand, pam downward and fingers spread, said asngle, soft word
over them, wrapped his cloak around himsdlf, and went to bed.

"What, pray tel, are you reading?' The bading, bearded mage st asde a goblet whose contents
frothed and bubbled, looked up unhurriedly over his spectacles, devated one eyebrow at a fashionably
dow pace, and replied, "A play ... of sorts.”

The younger wizard sanding over him..more splendidly dressed and 4ill possessing some of his
own hair...blinked. "A 'play,’ Baerast? And 'of sorts? Not an obscure spellbook or one of Nabraether's
megty grimoires?’

Tabarast of the Three Sung Curses peered up over his spectacles agan, more severdy this time.
"Let there be no impediment to your dawning understanding, dearest Droon,” he said. "I am currently
immersed in a play, to whit The Stormy Knight, Or, The Brazen Butcherer." A work of some energy.”

"And more soilled blood," Bddrune of the Bent Finger replied, sweeping aside an untidy stack of
books that had amaogt buried a high-backed chair and planting himsdf firmly in it before it even had time
to wheeze a its sudden freedom. The crash of tomes that followed was impressive in both room-shaking
lidity and in the amount of dust it raised. It dmogt drowned out the two smdler thunderings that
followed, the first occasioned by the clearance of the footstool of its own tower of tomes by means of a
hearty two-footed kick, and the second caused by the collgpse of both back legs of the old chair.

As Bddrune abruptly settled lower amid scattered literature, Tabarast laid a dust-warding hand over
the open top of his goblet and asked through the railing cloud of dancing motes, "Are you quite finished?
| begin to weary of this nuisance.”

Bedrune made a sound that some folk would have deemed rude and others might judge impressve
and by way of daboraing on this reply uttered the words, "My dear fdlow, is this..this burgeoning
panoply of literary chaos my achievement? | think not. There's not a chair or table left on this entire floor
that isn't guarding its own ever-growing fortress of magicd knowledge a your behest, and...”

Tabarast made a sound like a serpent's skull being crushed under an eager boot hed. "My behest?
Do you now deny the parcenary of this disarray around us? | can confute any dams to the contrary, if
youve a day or two to spare.”

"Meaning my wits are that dow, or words so dow and laborious to come to your lips that...atch,
never mind. | came not to bandy bright phrases dl evening but to banish a little londy befuddlement by
taking awhile"

"A proluson I've heard before," Tabarast observed dryly. "Have a drink."

He pulled on the lever that made the familiar cabinet rise from the floorboards to stand between then
and ligened to Beldrune pounce on its contents from the far Sde with an absence of continued speech
thet meant young Droon mugt be very thirdy.

"All right.. . have two," he amended his offer.

The sounds of swalowing continued. Tabarast opened his mouth to say something, remembered
that a certain topic was by mutua agreement forbidden, and shut it again. Then another thought came to
him.

"Have you ever read The Stormy Knight?" he asked the cabinet, judging Beldrune's head to be
ingdeit.

The younger wizard raised his head from dinkings and uncorkings and gurglings, looking hurt. "Have
| not?' he asked, then cleared histhroat and recited,

What knight is that

who yonder comes riding
bright-arrayed in armor of gold

his sash the dripping blood of his foes?

There was a pause, then, "'l did itin Ambrara, once." You were the Stormy Knight?' Tabarast asked
in open disbdief, hissmal round spectacles diding down his nose in search of unknown destinations.



"Second Undergardener,” Beldrune snapped, looking even more hurt. "We dl have to dart
somewhere.”

Taking alarge and dusty bottle firmly in one fis, he plucked its cork and hurled the stopper back
over his shoulder where it hit the Snoring Shidd of Antdassiter with a bright ping, glanced off the Lost
Hunting Horn of the Mavran Maidens, and fdl somewhere behind the man-high, dust-covered mound of
scrolls and books that Tabarast considered his "Urgent Reading of the Moment." He drained the contents
of the bottle in one long and loud swalowing that Ieft him gasping, with tears trailing down hisface, and in
urgent need of something that tasted better.

A knowing Tabarast dlently handed him the bowl of roast hdavan nuts. Beldrune dug in with both
hands until the bowl was empty, then amiled gpologeticdly, burped, and took his worry stone from its
drawstring pouch. Thumbing its smooth, familiar curves seemed to cadm him.

Satling back in his chair, he added, "I've dways preferred '‘Broderick Betrayed, Or, The Wizard
Woeful."

"Thiswould be my turn,” the older mage replied with a dignified nod, and in the manner of an actor
on center stage threw out his hand and grandly declaimed:

That so fat and grasping a man

Should have the very stars bright in his hands
To blind us all with their shining

Blotting out his faults in plenty.

His huge and howling ghost

Doth prowl the world entire

but loves and lingers most

upon this very same and lonesome spot

Where gods loved, men killed, and careless elves forgot.
"Wdl," Bedrune sad after a little slence, "not to deny your impressve performance...your usud
paraph, and then some!...but it seems we've returned again to the subject we agreed was forbidden: the
One Who Walks, and just what Mystra meant by cregting a Chosen One as her most esteered morta

Tabarast dhrugged, his long and dender fingers tracing the wisps of his own beard thoughtfully.
"Men collect what is forbidden,” he said. "Always have, dways will."

"And mages more 0," Bddrune agreed. "What does that tdl us about those who follow our
professon, | wonder?"

The older mage snorted. "Thet no shortage of witty fools has yet fdlen over Faerun.”

"Hah!" Bddrune leaned forward, stroking one splendid dlk lgpe eagerly between forefinger and
thumb, the worry stone momentarily forgotten. "Then you grant that Our Lady will take more than one
Chosen? At lagt?!

"I grant no such thing," Tabarast replied rather tetily. "I can see a successon of Chosen, one raised
after another fdls, but I've yet been shown no evidence of the dozen or more you champion, dill less of
this Bright Company of star-harnessing, mountain-solitting arch-wizards some of the more romantic
mages keep babbling about. They'll be begging Holy Mystra to issue merit badges next.”

The younger mage ran one hand through his wavy brown hair, utterly ruining the syling the tower's
maid-of-chamber had druggled to achieve, and sad, "l quite agree with you that such things are
ridiculous-and yet could they not be used as a mark of accomplishment? Meet a mage and see seven
gars and a scroll on his sash, and you know where he sands?"

"I know how much time he's willing to waste on impressng folk and sewing little gewgaws onto his
undergarments, more like" Tabarast replied sourly. "Just how many upstart megdings would add a few
unearned stars to grant themsdves rank and hauteur accruing to power and accomplishments they do not
in fact possess? Every third one who knows how to semi that's how many! If we mug talk about



this...this young df-loving jackanapes, who seems to have been a prince and the dayer of the mighty
[lhundyl and the bed mate of hdf a hundred dim df lasses besides, the object of our discourse shdl not
be hislatest conquest or idle utterance, but his import to us dl. | care not which boot he puts on firs of
mornings, what hue of cloak he favors, or whether he prefers to kiss df lips or human ones...have we
undergtanding and agreement?'

"Of course,” Bedrune replied, spreading his hands. "But why such heat? His achievements...as a
Chosen One favored by the goddess Herself, mind...do nothing to belittle yours.™

Tabarast thumbed his spectacles back up to the bridge of his nose and muttered, "I grow no
younger. I've not the years I eft to encompass what that youn...but enough, Il say no more. | beg leave to
impart to you, my young friend, things about this One Who Walks of rather more importance to us both.
The priests of the Mantle, for ins..."

“The priests of the which?"

"The Mantle ... Mystrals Mantle, the temple to Our Lady in Haramettur. | don't suppose you've ever
been therein.”

Bedrune shook his head. "I try to avoid temples to Holy Mystra," he said. "The priests tend to be
nose-in-the-air sorts who want to charge me coffersful of gold for casting...badly...what | can do mysdf
with afew coppers of oddments.”

Tabarast flapped a dismissve hand and replied, "Indeed, indeed, dl too often ... and I've my own
quarrel with their snobbery...pimply younglings sneering down their noses at such as mysdf because we
wear red, everyday, food-stained robes, and not slks and sashes and golden cross-garters, like rakes
gone to town of an ardent evening. If they truly served wizards and not just awestruck young lasses who
think they might have fdt Mystras kiss, awakening a midnight this tenday ladt, they'd know dl true
mages look like rag heagps, not fashion-pretty popinjayd"

Beddrune looked hurt...again...and gestured down the front of his scarlet Slk tunic. The gesture made
it ripple glassly in the lamplight, its cloth-of-gold dragons gleaming, the glittering emerads that served
them as eyes awinking, and the fine wire wrought into spiras that passed for their tongues bobbing.
"And what am 1? No true mage, | suppose?'

Tabarast passed a weary hand over his eyes. "Nay, nay, good Droon...present company excepted,
of course. Y our bright plumage doth so outshine mine aged eyesthat | overlook it as a matter of course.
Let us have no quarrel over your learning or able mastery of relm-shaking magics, you are, before dl
the gods, a 'true mage,' whatever by Mydtra's gentle whispers to is. Let us by more heroic efforts resst
the temptation to drift away into other matters, and...if discuss the forbidden we must...spesk plainly. To
whit: the priests of the Mantle say that the One Who Walksisfree to act on hisown, thet is, to make just
as bad a hash of thingsasyou and | are free to do ... moreover, that it isholy Mystra's will that he be left
to blunder and choose and hurl recklessness on his own, to 'become what it is needful he become.’ They
want us dl to pretend we don't know who or what heis, if we should meet with him.

Beldrune rested his chin on one hand, a fresh and smoking goblet raised in the other. "Just what is it
thet they say he must become?' he asked.

"That's where their usefulness ends,” Tabarast snorted "When one asks, they go to their knees and
groan about 'not being worthy to know," and ‘the ams of the divine are beyond the comprehension of dl
mortas...which tels me right there that they havent figured it out yet...then they rush into an dmost
puppy-panting whirl of ‘oh, but he's important! The sgnd The agnd™

Beddrune sipped deeply from his goblet, swallowed, and asked, "What Sgns?'

Tabarast resumed the ringing voice of doom that held used to ddivered the lines from Broderick,
and intoned: "Inthis Year of Laughter, the Blazing Hand of Sorcery ascends the starry night cloak, for the
fird timein centuries! Nine black tressym landed upon the degping princess Sharandra of the South and
delivered themsdves of four kittens each upon her very bosom! (Don't ask me how she dept through
that or what she thought of the mess when she did wake!) The Waking Tower of Warglend has moved
for the fird time in a thousand years, taking itsdf from Tower Tor to the midst of a nearby lake! A taking
frog has been found in Candlekeep, wherein dso Sx pages in as many books have gone blank, and two
books appeared that have never been seen by any Faerunian scholar before! The Wdl of the Bonedance



in Maraedas run dry! The skeleton of the lich Buardrim has been seen dancing in...ah, bah! Enough!
They can keep it up for hourd”

"Gullet Well's gone dry?'

Tabarast favored Beldrune with a look. "Yes" he sad mildy. "Gullee Wdl has gone dry...for
whatever red reason. | saw the dead horses to prove it. So there you have it. Tdl me, good Droon, you
get out and about more than | do, and hear more of the gossip...however patry or ddiberately fabricated
it may be...among our fdlow workers-of-Art. How say the mages about this One Who Walks? What do
the trendy wizards think?'

It was Beldrune's turn to snort. "Trendy wizards don't think,” he retorted, "or they'd take care never
to be caught up in any trend. But as to what's being said ... of him, less than nothing. What our colleagues
seem to have heard out of whatever the priests have proclaimed can be boiled down to great secret
excitement and preening over the chance to be named a Chosen of Mydtra...and thereby get dl sorts of
oecid powers and indde knowledge. They seem to view it as the most exclusve club yet, and tha
someone is certain to privaidy contact them to join, any day now. If Mystra is sdecting morta mages to
be Her persona servants, endowing them with spells mighty enough to shatter mountains and read minds,
each and every mage wants to get into this oh-so-exclusive group without appearing in the dightest to be
interested in such status.”

Tabarast raised an eyebrow. "l see. How do you know I'm dready not a Chosen and reading your
mind even now?'

Bedrune gave his friend a wry amile "If you were reading my mind, Bagrast,” he said, "youd be
trying to smite me down, right now...and blushing to boot!"

Tabarast lifted the other eyebrow to join the first. "Oh? Should | bother to venture further queries?”
he asked. "l suspect not, but I'd like to be prepared if your incipient anger bids far to goad you into
muscular and daring feats that | must needs resst ... You do fed incipient anger, don't you?'

"No, not a moment of it," Beldrune replied cheerfully. "Though | could probably work up to it, if you
continue to guard that jar of hdavan nuts so closdly. Passit over."

Tabarast did so, fredy gving his colleague a sour look dong with it and saying, "l vaue these nuts
highly, one might even say they are precious to me. Con duct thy depredations accordingly.”

The younger wizard amiled wryly. "All mages, | daresay, conduct ther depredations while
conddering-if they take time to consider at dl..what they're about to seize or destroy to be precious.
Don't you?'

Tabarast looked thoughtful. "Yes" he murmured. "Yes, | do." He lifted an eyebrow. "How many of
us, | wonder, fdl so into exultation a our own power that we try to seize or destroy everything we deem
precious?

Bedrune scooped up a handful of nuts. "Mogt of us would consider a Chosen precious, would we
not?* he asked.

Tabarast nodded. "The One Who Waks is going to have an interesting career in time soon to
come" he predicted softly, his face very far from a smile. "Pour me something.” Beldrune did.

* %k * % %

Lightning rose and snapped out, splitting the night with a bright flash of fury. Bl blinked and sat up.
Blue arcs of deadly magic were legping and crackling from dagger to dagger around his ring, and in the
night beyond something was thrashing wetly...something that was being avoided by a score or more
dinking, prowling things that looked like ragged shadows, but moved like hunting cats. Elminger came
fuly awake fast, peering dl around and counting. The thrashing hadn't ended, and anything that could
aurvive such alash of lightning was something to be respected. Respected twenty-fold, it seemed.

He folded his cloak, dung it through the straps of the saddlebag in case hagty flight should be
necessary, and stood up. The prowling shadows were moving around his roused ring from right to left,
quickening their pace for a charge to come. Something was urging or goading them, something E could
fed asatensoninthe ar, agrowing, heavy, and fdl presence with the force and fury of a hailstorm about



to break. Shaking his hands and wriggling his fingers to leave them loose and ready for frantic cagting to
come, he peered into the night, trying to see hisfoe.

He could fed when he was fading it, its unseen gaze trandixing him like two hot sword tips, but he
could see nathing but railing darkness.

Perhaps the thing was cloaked in awal of these prowling shadows. It might be best to conjure a
high, glowing sphere of the sort folk caled a"witchlight,” just to see what he faced. Y et he had only one
such spdll. If hisfoe dashed it to darkness, El would be blinking and blinded for too long a time to keep
hislife againgt a concerted attack from many prowling things

Should he...then it came. The shadows swerved and moved in & him on dl sdes in a soundless
charge of rippling darkness.

Hiswards crackled and spat blue-white, legping degath into the night. Shadows diffened, reared, and
danced in agony amid racing, darting lightning. El Spun around to make sure hisring had held in dl places
agand thisinitid charge.

It had, but the shadow beasts weren't drawing back. Weeping as they perished, dwindling like
smoke before the fury of the lightning crawling through them, they clawed and convulsed and tried to hurl
themsdlves past the barrier. B watched and waited, as hislightning flickered and grew dim, dying with the
cregturesit was daying. By the Lady, there were alot of them.

It would not be long now before the ol faled utterly and held stand done againg the ondaught.
He had one teleport spdl that could snatch him from this peril aye, but only to a place back dong his
wanderings, leaving these Lands of the Lady in front of him once more, and who knew how much a foe
who was expecting him could mugter for his second vigt?

Here and there, as dying shadows roiled away into smoke, his spell was being brought to collgpse:
the daggers were risng from the ground, their cracklings and radiances fading, to legp a shadows. They
would fly hungrily, pointsfirdt, a anything outsde the ring, held best stay where he was and hope they'd
reap agood crop of shadow beasts before his unseen foe tried something else. Such as a spdl of its own.

Green, many-clawed lightning was born in the night...in the hand of something manlike, bare-bodied
and stag-headed that juggled its conjuration in wickedly long fingers for a moment beside its hip, then
hurled it at EIminger.

Snarling and expanding asit came, that bal of spdl lightning burst through the lagt tatters of his ring
shied without pause and rushed hungrily at the Athalantan, who was adready muttering a swift phrase and
angling his hand up, pdm danted out, in a curious gesture.

Lightning struck and rebounded, saringing away as if itd been struck, to go howling back the way
itd come. H could see red eyes watching him intently now and fdt the weight of a mirthless amile that he
could not see, as the figure Imply stood and let the lightning flow back into it to be swallowed up asif it'd
never been.

Elminger's raised, warding hand flickered with a radiance of its own, then was itsdf again. His spell
dill lurked, though, awaiting another attack ... or two, if this stag-headed foe struck swiftly.

The last few dinking shadows rushed to the stag-headed being and seemed to flow up and into it. El
used its moment of immokility to launch an attack of his own, tossing a dagger into the air that his Art
mede into thirty-three blades. He swept them dl, whirling and darting, down upon his foe.

Antlers dipped swiftly as the figure of shadows ducked away, emitting what might have been a low
growl or might have been an incantation. The thing diffened and sent out a high, sill cry that might have
been a human womean taking a blade in the back (for EIminger had heard such a sound before, in the city
of Hadtarl, severd centuries ago), as blades bit deep. There was a flash of unleashed magic, motes of
light raining to the ground like water dashing off a warrior's shidd in a heavy rain, and the whirling,
gtabhing blades were abruptly gone.

H pressed his advantage, winning this spell dud was certainly needful if he wanted to keep his
life...no mage bent on capture hurls lightning...and it would be the act of a fool to stand idy awaiting the
next spdl Slent Antlers here wanted to bury him with.

He amiled thinly as hisfingers traced an intricate pattern, ther tips glowing as the casting concluded.

Many, many of the things hed done since that day when a mage-ridden dragon had pounced on



Heldon and torn hislife asunder could be viewed as acts of afoal.

"I'm afool goaded by fools, it seems,” he told his haf-seen assalant pleasantly. "Do you attack dl
who pass thisway, or isthis a persona favor?”

Hisonly answer was aloud hiss. He thought it ended with the stag-headed being spitting at him, but
he couldn't be certain. His gpdl took effect then, with a roar that drowned out dl other sounds for atime.

Blue flames blossomed around those night-black, spiderlike fingers and on the antlers beyond. The
screams came in earnest thistime.

B risked time enough to look dl around, in case a lurking shadow was on the prowl...and so,
glancing back over his own shoulder, he escaped being blinded when a counterspell set the night aflame.

It consumed his wardings in an ingtant, sending him staggering back among the smoke of shattered
gpdls. Heet blistered hisleft cheek, and he heard hair Szzle as tears washed the Sght from hisleft eye.

Softly and carefully through the pain, EIminger said the waiting word that awakened the find effect
of the gpdl held dready cast...and the blue flames cloaking the extremities of hisfoe blazed up in an exact
echo of those that had just struck him.

The shriek that split the night was raw and awkward, born of red agony. B caught a brief glimpse of
antlers thrashing back and forth before the flames died and heard harsh gasping receding eastward, amid
the swish and crackle of grasses being trampled.

Something large fdl in the grass, at least twice. When Slence came a last B glided three quick steps
to the west and crouched, ligening intently to the night.

Nothing. He could hear the long grass dirring in the breeze, and the faint cry of some smdl wild
creature dying in the jaws of another, far off to the south.

At length, B wearily drew the last enchanted dagger he owned...one tha did nothing more than
glow upon command...and threw it in the direction the sounds had gone, to strike and there illuminate the
night.

He took care not to approach its glow too closdy and to keep bent low over the grass ... but
nothing moved, and no spdl or prowling shadow came legping out of the night. When he looked where
the dagger's light reached, dl that could be seen was a broken trail leading alittle way to a confused heap
of crumbling and smoking bones, or antlers ... or perhaps just branches. Something collapsed into ash as
he drew nearer, something that had looked very much like a long, dim-fingered hand.

Dangling strips of paint quivered, fel, and were followed enthusiadticaly by the vaulted celing itsdf,
legping to the floor below with a desfening, dust-hurling crash. In its wake, the entire Ringyl shook.

Hung stones were dill pattering down nearby buildings and crashing through bushes when the hdl
where an Athdantan had earlier seen stars rocked, groaned, and began to break apart. Gilded fruit
shattered as the wdl they were painted on burst asunder, splitting a dark ovd and spitting sparkling stars
into the night.

Sculpted stone lips quivered as if hestant to speak, seemed to amile even more for an ingant, then
broke into many fragments as the widening crack reached them and spat stony pieces out to roll and
crash across the trembling hal. The lips toppled, sghed into oblivion, and left a ggping hole in the wal
where they'd been.

Echoes of the earth's fury that had caused this deaving rolled on ... and out of the hole in the wall,
framed by afew surviving stars, something long and black and massive did into view.

With a growing, grding roar, it canted over on the sony rubble and rattled out into the room: a
black catafalque whose upthrust dectrum arms held doft a coffin and severd scepters for a few
impressve moments before toppling over on its Sde and crashing into and through the floor.

Shards of floor tile leaped into the air, chased by crawling purple lightning that spat out of the riven
coffin. Electrum arms, smashed and twisted in the fall, mdted as shattered scepters in ther grasp died
amid their own smdl and railing magicd blazes. One arm spat a scepter intact out onto the dust-choked
pave an ingant before falling protective magics flickered the length of the coffin, hung slent and grappling
inthe ar for a long, tense time of slence, then collgpsed in a amdl but sharp explosion that transformed
coffin, catafalque, and dl into dark dust and hurled it indl directions.

Amid the tumult, the scepter on the floor gave its own amdl Sgh and collapsed into a neat outline of



gently winking dust.
Slencefdl in earnest upon the riven hdl, and dl was dill save for the dust drifting down.

Not long afterward, the darlight grew stronger over Tresset's Ringyl, until a mote of blue-white
radiance could dlearly be seen drifting down out of the starry sky...descending smoothly, like a very
large, bright, and purposeful will-o-wisp, into the heart of the riven hal.

The light came to a smooth stop a handspan or so away from the floor and hung for a moment
above the dust that had been the scepter...dust that winked and flickered like blown cods beneeth its
nearness.

There was aflash, afant sound like bells struck at random, very far off, and the dust was a scepter
once more...smooth and new-lustrous, glimmering with stored power.

A long-fingered, feminine hand suddenly appeared out of empty air, asif through a parted curtain, to
grasp the scepter and take it up.

It flashed once like a winking star as it rose. Asif in answer the hand grew an ivory-hued arm, the
am a bare shoulder that turned, alowing a glossy flood of dark hair to cascade over it, and rose into a
neck, ear, line of jaw...then a beautiful, fine-boned face. Cold was her visage, serene and proud, as she
turned dark eyes to look around at the ruined hal.

The scattered quartz stars glowed as if in gregting as the rest of the body grew or faded into view,
turning with fearless, unconcerned grace to survey the shattered hal. A beautiful, dark-eyed sorceress
held up her scepter like awarrior brandishing a blade in victory and smiled.

The scepter flashed and was gone, the sorceress with it, leaving sudden darkness behind, and only
three glows flickering in that gloom: the scattered quartz stars. As the lengthening moments passed, those
fant fires faded and went out, one by one, until lifeless darkness reigned in Tresset's Ringyl once more.

"Hdly Lady," EIminder said to the stars, on his knees in what had once been his ring of daggers,
with the swesat of spell battle dill glisening on him, "I have come here, and fought...perhaps dain...at thy
bidding. Guide me, | pray.”

A gentle breeze rose and tirred the grasses. Bl watched it, wondering if it was a Sgn, or some evil
thing his words had awakened, or smply uncaring wind, and continued, "I have dared to touch ye, and
long to do so again. | have sworn to serve thee and will o, if ye will ill have me...but show me, | pray,
what | am to do in these haunted lands... for | would fain not blunder about, doing harm In ignorance. |
have a horror of not knowing."

The response was immediate. Something blue-white seemed to snap and whirl behind his eyes,
unfolding to reved a scene in its amoky rifts Elminger, here and now, risng from his knees to take up
pack and cloak and wak away north and east, briskly and with some urgency ... a scene that whirled
away to become day light, fdling upon an old, squat, untidy stone tower that seemed more cone or
mound then lofty cylinder. A large archway held an old, stout wooden door that offered entrance with no
moat or defenses to be seen...and that arch displayed a sequence of relief-sculpted phases of the moon.
Elminger had never seen it before, but the vison was cear enough. Even as it faded, he was leaning
down to take up his bdongings and begin his walk.

No more visons came to him. He nodded, spoke his thanks to the night, and set off.

Five: One Morning At Moonshorn

A mage can visit worlds and times in plenty by opening the right books. Unfortunately, they
usually open the tomes full of spells instead, to find ready weapons to beat their own world and
time into submission.

Claddart of Candlekeep
from Things | Have Observed
published circaThe Y ear of the Wave

Not three hills had the last prince of Athdantar put at his back when a chill, chiming wind whirled



and danced through the Ringyl, like a flying snake of frost and dimbed the grassy dopes to where
Elminger'sring had been.

It recoiled from that place, a Sartled wisp of cold garlight arching and twigting in the night air, then
dowly advanced to trace the outline of the wards that were now gone. Completing the circle, the wind
legped into its center rather hestantly, danced and swirled for a time over the spot where Elminger had
kndlt to pray, then, very dowly, drifted off along the way El's feet had taken him. It rose and flickered
once as it went, dmog asif looking around. Hungrily.

Out of the dawn migsit rose, dark and old and misshapen, more like a gigantic, many-fissured tree
sump than a tower. The deepless and sumbling man slently cursed Mystra's dictate to use no needless
megic for perhaps the hundredth time and winced at the blisters his boots were giving him. It had been a
long and weary way hence from the lands of the Lady of Shadows.

Aye, this was it: Moonshorn Tower, just as Her vison had shown him: relief-carved phases of the
moon proceeded around the worn stone arch that framed its massve black, many-strapped and bolted
door.

As he approached, that door opened and a yavning man stepped out, shuffled a short distance
away from the tower, and emptied a chamber pot into a ditch or cesspit somewhere in the tal grass. As
the pot-emptier sraightened, El saw that the man was of midding years and possessed of raven-dark
hair, good looks framed by razor-edged sdeburns, one normd...and deep brown...eye, and one eye that
blazed like a distant star, white and glowing.

He saw Elminger and diffened in wary surprise for a moment before griding back to bar passage
through the open door. "Wel met," he said, in carefully neutra tones. "Beit known that | am Mardasper,
guardian of this shrine of Holy Mystra. Have you business here, traveler?”

Elmingter was too tired to indulge in witty repartee, but he noted with some satifaction that the state
of the morming sunlight touching the tower matched the vison granted to him last night... or early thismorn
... or whenever. "l do," he replied smply.

"You venerate Holy Mystra, Lady of All Mysteries?’

Elminger amiled at the thought of how shocked this Mardasper would be if he knew just how
inimatdy a certain falling-down-exhausted mage had venerated Mystra. I do," he said again.

Mardasper gave him a hard look, that blazing eye stabbing out at the hawk-nosed Athdantan, and
moved his handsin atiny gesture that B knew to be a truth-senaing spell.

"All who enter here" the guardian said, gesturing with the chamber pot as if it was a scepter of
office, "mugt obey me utterly and work no magic unbidden. Anyone who takes or damages even the
amdles thing from within these wdls forfets hislife, or at the least his freedom, You may rest within and
take water from the fount, but no food or anything ese is provided...and you mus surrender to me your
name and dl written magic and enchanted items you carry, no matter how smdl or benign. They will be
returned upon your departure.”

“l agree to dl this" H told him. "My name is Elminger Aumar. Here's my spellbook and the sole
item of magic | yet carry: a dagger that can be made to glow as one desires, bright or dim. It can dso
purify water and edibles it touches and is guarded againg rudting, | know of no other powers."

“Thisis dl?' the fire-eyed guardian demanded, saring intently into EImingter's face as he accepted
the book and the sheathed dagger. "And 'Elminger’ is your true and usud name?'

“Thisisdl, and aye, EIminger | am cdled,” the Athdantan replied.

Mardasper gestured that he should enter, and they passed into a amdl chamber, dark after the
bright sunlight, that held a lectern and much dust. The guardian wrote down Elminger's name and the
date in aledger as large as some doors H had seen, and waved a one of three closed doors behind the
lectern.

That air leads to the upper levels, wherein are kept the writings you doubtless seek.”

H indined his head and replied wesarily, "Have my thanks"

Writings | doubtless seek? he thought. Wll, perhaps so....

He turned, his hand upon the pull-ring of the door, and asked, "Why ese would a mage come to
Moon-shorn Tower?'



Mardasper's head snapped up from the ledger, and his good eye blinked in surprise. The other one,
H noticed, never closed.

"I know not," the guardian said, sounding dmost embarrassed. "There's nothing se here.”

"Why came ye here?' B asked gently.

The guardian locked eyes with him in slence for a time, then replied, "If my stewardship here is
fathful and diligent for four years...two being dready behind me...the priests of Mystra have promised to
end the spdl upon me that | cannot break.” He pointed at his staring eye and added pointedly, "How |
cameto havethisis a private matter. Ask no more on this, lest your welcome run out.”

H nodded and opened the door. Probing magics sang and snarled around him for a moment. Then
the darkness ingde the door became a drinking, receding web that medted away to reved a
smooth-worn, plan stone stair leading up. As the last prince of Athdantar set his hand upon its rall, an
eye seemed to appear in the smooth stone just above his hand and wink at him.. but perhaps it was just
his over-weary imagination. He went on up the gair.

"Towork!" The bading, bearded mage in the stained and patched robe threw up the shutter and set
its support bar firmly in the socket, letting sunlight spill into the room.

"Aye Baeradt," the younger wizard agreed, wrgpping his hands in a cloth to keep dust from them
before he caught up the next support bar, "to work it is. We've much to do, to be sure.”

Tabarast of the Three Sung Curses peered over his spectacles atrifle saverdly and said, "The last
time you made such enthusiadtic utterance, dearest Droon, you spent the entire day with some Netherese
chiming-bdl child's toy, trying to make it rall by itsdf!”

"Asit was meant to do," Beldrune of the Bent Finger replied, looking hurt. "Is that not why we labor
here thus, Baerast? Is restoring and making sense of the scraps of elder magic not an exdted cdling?
Doth not Holy Mystra Hersdf amile betimes upon us?'

"Yes yes and aye besdes” Tabarast sad dismissvdy, waving away the argument like
three-day-old feast table scraps. "Though | doubt overmuch if she was impressed by a faled effort to
resurrect atoy." He hefted the last support bar. "Y et, passng on from that trifle, let us recollect together.”

He thrugt the lagt bar into its socket, settled it with a dap, and turned to the vast and uneven table
that filled mogt of the room, in severad places dmog touching the massve and crammed bookshelves
ranked dong the walls.

Sxty or more untidy piles of tomes rose here and there from a carpet of scralls, scraps of old
parchment, and more recent notes that completely covered the table, in places the writings were three
layers deep. The papers were held flat by a motley assortment of gems, ornate and aged rings, scraps of
intricate wire or wrought metd that had once been parts of larger items, candle-topped skulls, and
Sranger things.

The two mages thrust out their hands above the pages and moved them in dow cirdles, asif a
tingling in ther fingertips would locate a passage they were seeking. Tabarast said dowly, "Cordorlar,
writing in the falling days of Netheril... the dragonsblood experiments..." His hand shot out to grasp a
paticular parchment. "Herel"

Bddrune, frowning, said, "I was tracing a triple-delayed-blast firebal magic some loosgaw named
Olbert clamed to have made by combining earlier magics from Lhabbartan, lliymbrim Sharnult, and...and
... agghh, the name's gone now." He looked up. "So tdl me what dragonsblood experiments? Stirring
the suff into potions? Drinking it? Setting it aflame?’

"Introducing it into one's own blood in hopes that it would bring a human wizard longevity, increased
vigor, the same immunity to certain perils that some dragons enjoy, or even full-blown draconic powers,”
Tabarast replied. "Various mages of the time damed to have enjoyed successesin dl of those areas. Not
that any of them survived or left |ater evidence weve found yet, to bear out any such dams” He sghed.
"Weve got to get into Candlekeep.”

Bedrune smote his forehead and said, "That again? Baerast, | agree, wholeheartedly and with every
waking scrap of my brain. We do indeed have to be able to look at the tomes in Candlekeep...but we
need to do so fredy, whenever thoughts take us hence, not in asngle or skulking vigt. | somehow doubt
theyll accept us as the new co-Keepers of Candlekeep if we march in there and demand such access.”



It was Tabarast's turn to frown. "True, trug" he said with a Sgh. "Wherefore we've got to make the
mogt of these salvaged scraps and forgotten oddments.”

He sghed again. "No matter how untruthful and incomplete they may be.”

He poked at one ydlowing parchment with an dmost accusatory forefinger, adding, "This worthy
damant boasts of eating an entire dragon, platter by platter. It took him a season, he says, and he hired
the greatest cooks of the time to make it paatable fare by trading them its bones and scales. | began to
doubt him when he said it was his third such dragon, and that he preferred red dragon meet to the flesh
of blue dragons.”

Bedrune smiled. "Ah, Bagragt," he said. "Slill dinging to this romantic ddusion that folk who go to
the trouble of writing are superior sorts who dways set down the truth? Some folk lie even to ther own
diaries’

He waved at the caling and walls around them and added, “When dl this was new, do you think the
Netherese who dwelt or worked here were the great paragons some sages daim them to be...wiser than
we, more mighty in dl ways than the folk of today, and able to work dmost any magic with a snap of the
fingers? Not a hit of it! They were like us...a few bright minds, a lot of lazy-wits, and a few dark and
devious twigters of truth who worked on folk around them to make others do as they desired. Sound
familia?'

Tabarast plucked up a fdcon's head carved from a dngle pdm-szed emerad an age ago and
stroked its curved beak absently.

"I grant your point, Droon, yet | ask mysdf: what follows? Are we doomed to walow in digtortions
and untruths as the years pass, with but seventeen spdls to show for it...seventeen?”

Bedrune spread his hands. "That's seventeen more magics than some mages craft in a lifetime of
working the Art," he reminded his colleague mildy. "And we share a task both of us love..and,
moreover, are granted the occasona personal reward from Hersdlf, remember?”

"How do we know She sends those dream-visons?' Tabarast sad in a low voice. "How do we
redly know?'

Moonshorn Tower shook dl around them for the briefest of ingtants, with a deep rumbling sound,
somewhere a stack of books collapsed with a crash.

Bddrune amiled crookedly and said, "That's good enough for me. What do you want Her to do,
Baerast? Dole out a spdl a night, written across our brainsin letters of everlaging fire?"

Tabarast snorted. "There's no need to be ridiculous, Droon."” Then he smiled dmog wigfully, and
added, "L etters of fire would be nice, though, just once.”

"Old cynic," the younger mage responded with an ar of offended pomposity, "I an never ridiculous.
| merdy afford a degree of jality that has never faled to please even more discerning audiences than
yoursdlf, or should | say especially more discerning audiences than yoursdf.”

Tabarast mumbled something, then added more loudly, This is why we accomplish <o little, as the
hours and days pass unheeded. Clever words, clever words we catch and hurl like amdl boys at
skulltoss, and the work advances but little”

Bddrune gestured &t the table. "So take up some new scrap, and let's begin,” he chdlenged. "Today
well work together rather than pursuing separate ends and see if the Lady amiles on us. Do dart, old
friend, and | shdl keep usto the matter a hand. In this my vigilance shdl be steadfast, but as nothing to
my wroth."

"Iant that ‘wrath,” mboy?' Tabarast asked, his hand hovering once more above the table.

"Lessr beings, dearest mage of my regard, may wel indulge in wrath...I fed wroth,” Bedrune
replied loftily, then added with a snarl, "Now take up a paper, and let's be about it!"

Tabarast blinked in astonishment and took up a paper. "...That so surpasseth dl mine previous...
other mages decry such . .. Yet will | prevail, the truth being my guide and guardian,” methinks, methinks,
methinks, ho ho hum ... Hmmm. Someone writing in the South, before Myth Drannor but probably not
al that long before, about a spdl to put a mage's wits and dl in the body of a beast, to make it prowl a
hisbidding for a night, or stay longer or forever within it should his own body be threatened or logt.”

"Good, good," Bedrune responded. "Could it be Alavaernith, in the early days of working on his



Three-cats spdl? Or isit too effusve for that?'

"l suspect someone other than Alavaernith,” Tabarast said dowly. "He was never so open with his
screts asthis ...

Nether of them noticed a red-eyed, hawk-nosed man step into the room and lean for a moment
agang the door gl with an air of utter weariness, looking around at everything as he listened to them.

"And does he say anything useful?' Beldrune pressed. "Or can we cast this aside on the hegp in the
barrd ?'

Tabarast peered a the page, turned it over to make sure the back was blank, hdd it to the light
seeking oddities in (or hidden under) the writing, and findly handed it to his colleague with a sound that
was hdf sgh and hdf snort. "Nothing useful, beyond tdling us what someone was working on or had
thought of back then...."

The hawk-nosed man stepped forward to peer a the gilt-lettered spines of tomes wedged tightly
into the nearest bookshelf, then looked over at the table and carefully turned over a twisted, crumpled
cage of wrought metd that had probably once held the shape of a globe. Examining it carefully, the
sranger st it oftly back down and peered at the writings beneeth it.

"Now, this one" Tabarast said dowly, bent over the other Sde of the table, "is rather more
interesting. No, we shan't be hurling thisinto the barrdl quite so quickly." He held it up under his nose as
he straightened, then paused as Elminge’s boot made a dight sound and the dark-haired mage asked,
"How goes it, Mardasper? Keegping an eye on things, as usud, hmmm?'

When there was no reply, he turned, and both mages stared across the room a the
newcomer...who gave them a polite nod and smile, looked for a moment a an old and brittle scroll on
the table, then stepped sideways, seeking more interesting writings.

Tabarast and Beldrune frowned at the stranger in unison, then turned their backs, drew in side by
gde, and continued ther investigations in muttered tones.

H gave their doquent backs and shoulders a wry, exhausted amile, then shrugged and peered at
another parchment. It was something about Grafting a spike-studded torture coffin so that folk latched
into it were teleported esawhere rather than suffering impalement, and it was written with that squaring of
the letters that marked its origin as the south shore of the Sea of Fdlen Stars. The dlint of metdlic inks
shone back a him, and the page had reached that soft brown state just before crumbling begins ... as old
ashewas, or older. Bl looked at the next page, diding asde a Netherese ocular to do it.

He gave the beautiful item a second glance. The enchantments that would &fix it over a wearer's eye
were gone, but the gem would ill, by the looks of it, afford vison of heat, and even through wood or
gtone a handspan thick or less. With the curled filigree around it, it looked like a giant, degant tear that
would gligen endlessly on alady's cheek.

What alot of work. Grafting far in excess of its ussfulness, done for the sheer joy of mastering the
Art and creating something that would last... and there must be a thousand times a thousand such items,
scattered dl over aworld so rich in naturd magic that dl of them could be said to be frivalities

And was Elminger Aumar, in truth, one more frivolity?

Perhaps, and perhaps he was destined to leave behind little more than these endless dusty scraps of
parchment, the confused and unfinished idess of centuries ... yet that flow of mistakes and vain grivings
and occasiond triumphs or destructive disasters was the Art, with Mysira the gatekeeper of the Weave
fromwhichit dl came and to which it dl returned.

Enough. He was sanding in a parchment-littered room in Moonshorn Tower, here and now, and the
flow of magics or the very nature of Art were dike in their irrdevance His world was a place of hunger,
and thirg, feding cold or hot...or feding so gods-spitting tired that he could barely keep his eyes open an
indant longer.

Wait! There...hed seen that writing before. The fine, flowing hand of Elenshaer, who'd been so
good a crafting new and unusud wardings in Myth Drannor...until he'd been torn apart by a Phagrimm
hed rashly caged in too-feeble spdls to do a little experimentation ... a victim, some would say, of that
arogant assumption of even superiority and of the ethicd right to trandform, mutilate, or tamper with
"lesser beings,” even if they're not truly lesser beings, that afflicts so many of his race. An unfortunate



moment of migudgment and another of carelessness, others would term it. And who was to say which
view was right or if any of it truly mattered? Seeing the dender df laughing and gesturing, fluted wineglass
inhand, in his memory of a terrace that no longer stood, amid folk who no longer lived, Bl did aside other
writings to expose dl of Elenshaer's missve.

It was a péll, of sorts. Or rather, the beginnings of a "hook™" of Art that would alow an additiona
power to be added to an exiging ward by the cading of another spdl into the invisble hook...which
would then draw the spell Into the weaving of the ward and permit the caster to govern and adjust its
effects. EIminger read the spdl over slently until it approached its ending and stopped.

Elensheer had followed a common df mages practice. HEd set down the crowning part of the
cagting on another paper, kept esawhere. His abode would have hed thousands of such papers, with
Elenshaer's memory as the only link of what paper went with which. Thered even been a rogue mage in
the City of Song, Twillig, who'd sought power by pilfering such "ends' of spells, trading them to young
apprentices and others eager for more knowledge and power in exchange for lesser, but whole, magics.

The missng ending was dmost obvious to a mage who'd had a hand in crafting mythds and studied
with Cormanthan dves. A summation or linking bridge, probably "Tanaethaert shurruna rae" a
sheping gesture...thus...mirrored immediatdly and incorporated into the incantation with the utterance of
"Rahrada," then the declaration that would make the hook recede into the ward-weave and give its
cadter control of the spdl effectsit brought with it: "Dannaras ouuhilim rabreivra, tonneth ootaha Ia,
tabras torren ouliirym torrin, dalarabban yultah." A conduding gesture... thus...and it would be
done.

Hed spoken those words doud, though near-soundlesdy, and was startled when something spun
into being in the ar before him, a little more than the length of his hand above Elenshaer's incomplete
spdl. A little glowing congtruction hung in the air above the page: lines of fire looping into a tiny knot that
began to rotate as he watched it, to soin endlesdy and slently.

Sgh. If there was such a thing as a needless magic, this was it. Unthinkingly hed broken Mystras
decree, after enduring so much discomfort and danger to keep it. Gods blast!

As if that slent, savage thought had been a cue, the hook held created commenced to spit tiny
sparks a the parchment benegth it. Oh, that was dl he needed! In a room such as this with dry and
dusty paper inches deep on everything....

His hands were dready darting to shidd the thickly strewn parchments againg the sparks ... too
late. They landed, hopped, and...

Formed glowing words that were overlaying Elenshaer's writing as they advanced before his
agtonished eyes, leaving no smoke or sign of conflagration in their wake.

Leave. Now. Seek the Riven Stone.

The message flashed once, as if to make sure that he read it, blazed brightly, then dowly began to
fade away.

H read them one more time and swalowed. He could barely stand, but the command couldn't be
much clearer, he must leave this place without delay. He raised his head and looked regretfully around a
dl the lore he'd not be able to poke around in, now. No more sparks fdl from the tiny whirling hook, and
the two old wizards were dill hunched againgt him on the far sde of the room, mumbling secrets to each
other so heldd not hesar.

He looked down &t the letters of magicd flame again, found them jud fading into invighility, and
watched until they were quite gone. Then he gave the room a deep, soundless sgh, followed it with a
rueful grin, and crept out as oftly as the thief in Hagtarl he'd once been.

After the fourth page of unrelated lore, Tabarast murmured, "Will you look behind us and see where
this stranger has got to? If he's wandered back to the door, or out of it, this guarding of tongues shdl
cease forthwith. | fed like a guilty servant gossiping in an outhouse.”

"How can we discuss things if we can't speak fredy?' Beldrune agreed, peforming an daborately
casud glance back over his shoulder at the littered table. Then he sivung right around, and said, "Baeradt,
he's gone.”

Something in the younger mage's tone made Tabarast's head snap up. He turned around, too, to



gare across the room where they'd labored for so long, and find it empty of strange mages, but now
hometo...

"Thesgn!" Bedrune gasped, voice unsteady in awe. "The sgn! A Chosen was here among ud”

"After dl these years" Tabarast murmured huskily, dmogt dazed. In an indant hislife and his fath
and dl Toril around him had changed. "Who can it have been? That beak-nosed youngster? We must
follow him!™

Sowly, asif they dared not disturb it, the two old mages advanced around the table. By unspoken
agreement they waked in opposite directions, to come upon the spinning dgl from  different
directions...asif it might escape if they didn't pounce.

Thelittle whirling knot of blazing lines was lill there when they met in front of it to gape a it in awe.
"It maiches the vison completdy,” Tabarast murmured, as If there'd been some posshility of a mistake
or counterfeit. "There can be no doubt.”

He looked around the room at their piled, cluttered years of work. "I'm going to miss dl of this”" he
sad dowly.

“I'm not!" Beldrune replied, dmost bowling the older mage over in his rush for the door.
"Adventure...at lagt!"

Tabarast blinked at his fagt-receding colleague and said, "Droon? Are you mad? This is exditing,
yes, but our road's just beginning...itll be a hard fdl for you soon, if you're dancing this high in glee right

The Dark Gods take your gloom, Baerast...we're going adventuring? Beldrune shouted back up
the stairway.

Tabarast winced and started descending steps, a sour expresson sdtling onto his face. "Youve
never been on an adventure before, have you?"

Years of trave had made the hard-packed mud lane between Aerhiot's Fidd and Salopar's Fidd
snk down into its own ditch, until now the tangled hedges dmost met overhead, as disturbed birds and
squirrds fretted and darted dong in the perpetua gloom whenever anyone ventured dong the lane.

The oxen were used to it, and so was Nuglar. He trudged dong hdf adeep with his goad-stick in
the crook of hisarm, not expecting to have to use it, while the three massive beasts ambled dong ahead
of him, so haf-adeep, hardly bothering to switch ther talls againgt the biting buzzflies.

Something chimed nearby. Nuglar lifted one heavy eydid and turned his head to see what could be
meking the sound ... a wandering lamb, perhaps, collared with one of those tiny toy bdls the priests of
the Mother hung down their aspergilla? Severa younglings?

He could see nothing but a sort of white, sparkling mig in the air, whirling tongues of it that trailed
the chiming. It was dl around him now, loud and somehow crud, settling around him like a cold shawl...
and around the oxen. One of them sobbed in sudden darm as the chiming mis became a howling,
tightening whirlwind encirding it.

Nuglar shouted, or thought he did, and stretched out a hand to that ox's rump...only to fed a
deethly, searing chill, numbing in an ingant like icy winter water. He drew back hisarm.

It was a sump, blood sreaming from where his hand should have been. He opened his mouth to
scream, and awisp of that deadly whirlwind spun out of nowhere to plunge down his throat.

Less then a breath later, Nuglar's jawbone dropped away from a wavering, wind-scoured skull...an
indant before his skeleton collapsed into whirling dust, whipped together into crumbling oblivion with the
three oxen.

With a loud, triumphant chorus of chiming, like many exultant bells being rung together, a larger,
brighter whirlwind rose out of the lane and poured itsdf across Aerhiot's Fied, leaving the muddy lane
empty of dl but a stout, well-worn goad-stick. It danced in the ar in the whirling wake of the chiming
mig for an eerie moment, then fdl to the mud for other frightened farmersto find later.

A long time passed in the gloomy lane before squirrdls meekly scampered and the birds dared to
dng agan.

The Riven Stone mugt be a place, or more likdy a landmark...a rock cloven by a spring or winter
ice. A feature he'd never heard of, but then there was alot of Faerun he knew nothing about, yet.



Was Mysdtra going to make hm wak over every dride of it?

Almod reding in exhaustion, Elmingter trudged up a grassy dope, trying to keep in Sght of the road
that had brought him to the Tower ... and was now teking him on away from it. Leaving the tower had
been a matter of flat urgency, aye, but the Lady...or Azuth, speaking for her... knew held have to search
for the Riven Stone. Well, then, he couldn't be expected to find it immediately.

That was good, because he could barely find the dtrength to put one foot in front of another any
longer.

BH took another two dumsy steps, found himsdf diding back down the dope to the roadside,
sumbled, and a short rushing while later, fetched up hard againgt a duskwood tree.

It fdt good to lean againg the comforting bulk of the tree, when he was so gods-forsaken weary...
bark burned againgt his cheek, and B caught himsdf halfway dong a diding fal. Sprawling a-snore in the
road wouldn't be awise thing, inthisland of daggers ready for unprotected throats.

There was no branch handy to ding to, to dimb the tree or even keep himsdf on his feet... and
gpesking of that, his knees were darting to buckle ... ah, but wat. What had the Srinshee taught him
about a tree-shaping spell? Some smple change in the incantation of one of the spdls he was carrying,
Thodoat's Variant aye, that's what it had been cdled. "Doabro Thoadoat was awily old goat"...and that
little rhyme brought back the memory he needed: the change was thus.

It was possible that Elmingter snored gently twice or thrice during the incantation, but the duskwood
that appeared an indant later, leaning againg an identicd duskwood that had been there rather longer,
preferred deep slence to snoring, and so peace fdl by the roadside.

When he was in the steward's chamber, the wards dways warned him. They amog blazed in great
measure of approaching magic, this time, so Mardasper was through the door and standing behind his
lectern with the diadem on his head, its eyepiece over his accursed eye, and the Lady Scepter on his
head before the door opened...without any knock...and an df mage stepped within, cloak swirling
around him, and the gems sat into the gaff of living wood in his hand winking on and off in an
ever-changing display. The df met the steward's eye, let go of the gt&ff...it hung upright in the air, its lights
continuing to wink and twinkle...and watched for Mardasper's reaction with the faintest of sneers playing
about histhin lips.

The steward took care not to look impressed or even interested and managed to add a fant ar of
dismisd to his visud examination of the newcomer. With elves, status and control were aways issues.
Push-push-shove, disdain, sniff, sneer ... wdl, not this day, by Holy Mystral He looked young, but
Mardasper knew that even without pdlls to ater the body or appearance, one of the Fair Folk could
look this green and vigorous for centuries. He looked haughty...but then they dl did, didn't they?

"Wdl met," he said, in carefully neutrd tones. "Be it known that | an Mardasper, guardian of this
drine of Holy Mystra. Have you business here, traveler?”

"l do," the df said coldly, stepping forward. The steward willed the eyepiece to lift and gave the
newcomer the full benefit of his blazing gaze. The df dowed, eyes narowing a trifle, then came to a
smoath hdt, hand nat...quite...touching the butts of a trio of wands sheathed at his hip.

Mardasper resisted the urge to amile tightly and asked carefully, "You venerate Holy Mystra, Lady
of All Mysteries?' He used the diadem to truth-read, saving his own spells for any unpleasantness that
might prove necessary.

Thedf hedtated. "Betimes" he said a lagt, and that was truth. Mardasper suspected the newcomer
meant that held gone on his knees to Mystra a time or two in conditions of greet privacy, in hopes of
gaining an edge over rivd df mages. No matter, here, it would suffice.

"All who enter here," the guardian said, rasing the tip of the Lady Scepter just enough to make an
dven eye flicker, "mug obey me utterly and work no magic unbidden. Anyone who takes or damages
even the amdlest thing from within these walls forfats his life, or a the least his freedom. You may rest
within, and take water from the fount, but no food or anything dse is provided...and you must surrender
to me your name, and al written magic and enchanted items you carry, no maiter how smdl or benign.
They will be returned upon your departure.”

"I think not," the df said scornfully. "I've no intention of ever becoming any man's dave, nor of



yidding items entrusted to me, long venerated in my family, into the hands of anyone dse...least of dl a
human. Do you know who | am, sseward?’

"One of the Fair Folk, dmog certainly a mage and probably of Cormanthan lineage, on the young
sde-and greatly lacking in both prudence and diplomacy,” Mardasper replied blegkly. "Is there more |
should know?' He caused the spell-gems on the diadem to awaken and flicker, reinforcing them with the
aroused dazzle of the scepter. We may not al have blinking staves, youngling, he thought, buit...

Blven eyes flashed green with anger and that thin mouth tightened like the jaws of a sted trap, but
the df said merdy, "If | cannot proceed fredly...no."

Mardasper shrugged, lifting his arms from the lectern to cal the intruder's attention to the Lad)
Scepter once more. He did not want a spdl bettle even agang a feeble foe, and he didn't need the
ward-warnings or the hovering S&ff to tdl him this was no fegble foe.

The df shrugged elaborately, made his cloak swirl as he ogtentatioudy turned to go, and let his gaze
fdl way from the steward asif the man with the scepter were a piece of crumbling Statuary. In doing so,
his eyesfdl across the open register...and suddenly blazed as brightly as Mardasper's own accursed eye.

The df whirled around again, surging forward like a striking snake...and Mardasper practicdly thrust
the Scepter into his nose, sngpping, "Have a care, gr!”

"Thisman!" the df spat, stabbing a daggerlike finger onto the last name entered in the book. "Is he
il here?

Mardasper looked into that incandescent gaze from inches away, trying to keep the fear out of his
own eyes and knowing he was falling. He swalowed once then said...his voice surprisngly cdm in his
own ears..."No. He vidted only briefly, this morn, departing not long ago. Headed west, | believe.”

The df snarled like an angry panther and whirled away again, heading for the door. The daff
followed him, trailing black spell flames, two large green gems in its head coming dight to look uncannily
like eyes.

"Would you like to leave a message for this Elminder, if he should stop at the tower agan?’
Mardasper asked in the grandest, most doom-laden voice he could manage, as the df practicdly tore the
door open. "Many do."

The df turned in the doorway, and let the g&ff fly into his hand before he snapped, "Yed Tdl him
[lbryn Starym seeks him and would be pleased to find him prepared for our meeting." Then he stormed
out, the door booming shut behind him. Its ralling thunders told the tale of the violence of its dlosng.

Mardasper stared at it until the wards told him the df was gone. Then he ran a hand across his
sweat-beaded brow and amost collapsed across the lectern in relief.

The Lady Scepter flashed once, and he dmost dropped it. That had been asign, for sure...but had it
been one of reassurance? Or something e se?

Mardasper shook the scepter dightly, hoping for something more, but, as held expected, nothing
more happened. Ahh, tear in the Weave! Blagt! By Mystras Seven Secret Spdlls...!

He snarled incoherently for amoment, but ressted the urge to hurl the scepter. The last steward of
Moon-shorn Tower who'd done that had ended up as ashes pdtry enough to fit in a man's pam. His,
actudly.

Mardasper went back into his office under a heavy weight of gloom. Had he done the right thing?
What did Mydtra think of him? Should he have tried to stop the df? Should he have dlowed this
Elminger felow in at dl? Of course the man couldn't have been the Elminger, the One Who Walks,
could he? No, that one mugt be ancient by now, and only Mystras...

Mardasper swalowed. He was going to fret over thisdl night and for days to come. He knew he
was.

He set down the diadem and the scepter with exaggerated care, then sat back in his chair, sghed,
and stared at the dark walls for a time. The priests of Mystra had been quite spedific: a day in which
grong drink of any sort passed hislips did not count in the marking of his service here.

Indeed. Quite ddiberately he pulled out the three thick volumes a one end of the nearest bookshelf,
reached into the darkness beyond, and came out with a large, dusty bottle. To the Abyss and beyond
with the priests of Mystra and their nigdling rules, too!



"Mysra" he asked doud, as he uncorked the bottle, "how badly did | do?"

In hisfingertips, the cork shone like a bright star for the briefest of ingtants...and shot back into the
bottle so vidlently that his fingers and thumb were left bleeding and numb. Mardasper stared at them for a
moment, then carefully put the bottle avay again.

"So was that good ... or bad?' he asked the gloom in bewilderment. "Oh, where are the priests
when | need them?'

"Whoah!" Tabarast cried. " Woaaaaah..." His cry ended in a thump as his behind met the road
hard, hurling dugt in dl directions. The mule came to a stop a pace farther on, gave him a reproachful
look, and then stood waiting with a mournful air.

Bddrune sniggered as he overtook his winded colleague, urging it on with a amdl, feather-plumed
whip, his splendid boots outthrust like tusks on ether Sde of his mule "You seem quite fond of fertile
Faerun beneath usthis day, friend Baerast!" he observed jovidly...an indant before his mule came to an
abrupt stop beside the one Tabarast had latdy been riding.

Overbalanced, Beldrune toppled hdplesdy over his mount's head with a startled yel, somersaulting
onto the road with an impressive crash that made Tabarast wince, then sputter with repressed mirth as
the two mules exchanged glances, seemed to come to some sort of agreement, and with one accord
stepped forward, trampling the groaning Beldrune under hoof .

His groans turned to ydls of rage and pain, and he flailled wildly with his arms until he was free of
unwashed mule bodies and mud-caked mule hooves. "A rescuel” he cried. "For the love of Mysira, a
rescuel”

"Get up," Tabarast said grimly, pulling a his hair. "This Chosen mug be hdf the way to wherever
he's going by now, and we can't even stay in the saddles of two amdlish mules, by the Wand! Get up,
Droon!"

"Arrrghr Bedrune yeled. "Let go of my hair!”

Tabarast did as he was bidden...and Beldrune's head fdl back onto the road with a thump tha
sounded like a smdler echo of the one Tabarast had made earlier. The younger mage launched into a
long and incoherent curse, but Tabarast ignored him, limping ahead to catch the bridies of ther mules
before the beasts got over the next risein the road, and clean away.

"I've brought back your mule" he sad to the dill-snarling body on its back in the road. "I suggest
we walk beside them for atime ... we both seem to be alittle out of practice & riding.”

"If you mean welve been fdling off dl too often,” Beldrune snarled, "then we are out of practice...but
we won't get back in practice unless we mount up and ridel"

uiting the action to the words, he hauled himsdf into the saddle of Tabarast's mule, hoping the
change of mount would improve hisride atrifle

The mule swivded one eye to take in Tabarast danding beside it and someone ese loudly
occupying its back and didn't budge.

Bddrune ydled at it and hauled on the reins as if he was dragging in a mongrous fish. The mules
head was jerked up and back, but it started trying to twid the reins out of Beldrune's grasp, or draw
them into its mouth by repeated chomping, rather than move even a single step forward.

Bedrune drew back his hedls, wishing he was wearing spurs, and kicked the beast's flanks as hard
as he could. Nathing happened, so he kicked again.

The mule shot forward, legping up into the air and twisting asit did so.

Bedrune went over backward with what might have been a despairing sob, landed hard on one
shoulder, and rolled hdplesdy back down the road. His splendid doublet was rapidly becoming a
dung-stained rag as he tumbled dong an impressive length of road before negotiating contact...a solid,
leaf-shaking callision, to be precise...with one of a par of duskwood trees by the roadside.

Tabarast snatched at the reins of the growling mule..until now, he hadn't known mules could
growl-made sure he dill had hold of the other mules bridle, and looked back down the road. "Fnished
playing a bold knights on horseback?' he snapped. "WEe're on important misson, remember?’

An upside-down Beldrune, who'd been garing a |. booted feet a good way up the tree, above him,
looked back at his colleague groggily for a moment, then dowly unfolded himsdf back into the road.



When he was upright again, he raked showers of dust from his hair with one hand...wincing at the painsin
his back this activity caused...and snarled, "With dl the shouting you're doing, it's a safe bet that Elminger
int within forty farms of here!”

The tree seemed to flicker for amoment, but neither of the two esteerned mages noticed.

Six: At The Riven Stone

Let stones be riven and the world be changed,
When next two such as these mest,
With howling chaos in the sky
And deception a gliding serpent round their feet.

Author unknown
from the balad Many Mestings composed
sometime before The Y ear of the Twdverule

Sunlight stabbed down, and Elmingter smiled. He was ill in lands held never seen before, but more
then one farmer dong thisrisng road had assured him he was heading toward the Riven Stone.

Out of habit Bl glanced back to see if anyone was falowing him, then up a the sky, teking
bird-shape had been a favorite tactic of df mages who didn't look with friendly eyes on the firs humen
who'd walked into their cozy midst, and changed Cormanthyr forever. Right now, however, both places
seemed empty of foes-or any living creature, for that matter.

Briefly B wondered how far dong the road those two bumbling mages had gotten to yestereve on
their recdcitrant mules. He chuckled. The way Mystra's whims ran, no doubt he'd find out soon enough.

The sky was blue and clear, and a brisk wind blew just this side of chilly, a grand day for waking,
and the lagt prince of Athdantar was enjoying it. Ralling farm fidds with rubblestone walls spread out on
ather sde of the road, here and there, boulders too big to be moved thrust up out of the tillage like tomb
markers or the snouts of gigantic, petrified mongters of the underearth....

He was obvioudy remembering too many bards balads, and too few hours of plowing and haying.
The ar had that wet, earthy andl of fresh-plowed land, and if a certain Athdantan had to wak Toril
aone, days like these at least made one fed dive and not a doddering survivor staggering toward a
waiting grave.

The laughter of swift rushing water came to EiIminger’s ears from off to the left, and over the brow
of the next rise its source came into view. A stream rushed past, cutting away across the fidds in a amdll,
deep-cut gorge. Ahead, it ran beside the road for atime, initsfdl from what had to be amill.

Ah, good. According to the last farmer, this must be Anthather's Mill. A tal fiddstone building,
towering over afork inthe road. A fork, of course, which was bereft of any sgns.

The stream rushed out of the pool below the mill dam, a cresking whed tumning endlesdly in its
wake. Men smudged white with flour were loading a cart by the roadside, adding bulging sacks to an
dready impressive pile. The horses were going to have a hard pull. One of the men saw Bl and murmured
something. All of the men looked up, took their measure of the stranger, and looked back to their work,
none of them hdting in the hefting, tossing and heaving for a moment.

H spread his hands to show that he meant to draw no weapon, stopping beside the nearest man.
"Wdl met," he said. "'l seek the Riven Stone, and know not my road from here.”

The man gave him an odd look, pointed up the left-hand road, and said, " Tis easy enough to find,
aye-draght dong that, a good stride, until you're tanding in the middle of it. But yon's just a stone, mind,
there's nothing there.”

H shrugged and amiled. "I go following a vow, of sorts" he said. "Have my thanks."

The miller nodded, waved, and looked down for the next sack. Somewhat reassured, Elminder
strode on.



It took some hours of waking, but the Riven Stone was clear enough. Tdl and as black as pitch, it
rose out of scrub woods in a huge, hdmlike cone...cloven neatly in hdf, with the road running through the
gap. There were no farms nearby, and Bl suspected the Stone enjoyed the usud "heunted” or otherwise
fdl reputation such landmarks aways attracted...if they weren't deemed holy by one faith or another.

No ggils dtars, or 9gns of habitation met his view as he came around the last bend and saw just
how large the stone was. The deft must have been Sx man-heights deep or more, and the way through it
was long and dim. The indde surfaces of the stone were wet with seeping groundwaeter, and the faintest
of migs drifted underfoot there in the gap.

There, where someone was sanding awaiting him. Mystra provides.

Elminger walked steedily on into the gap, a pleasant amile on his face despite the girringsin him that
his freedom to wander would end here...and darker forebodings.

Those misgivings were not lessened by what met his eyes. The figure ahead was human and very
femde Alone and cloakless, dark-gowned, tdl and deek of figure, in a word, dangerous.

Had Elminger been sanding in a certain dark hdl in Tresset's Ringyl as a scepter fdl to dugt, rather
then panting on a hilltop over the remains of a stag-headed shadow, hed have seen this beautiful,
dark-eyed sorceress before. Asit was, he was looking into a par of proud, cold dark eyes...did they
hold a hint of mischief? Or was that suppressed mirth ... or triumph?...for the firg time.

Her legs, in black boots, were dmaost impossibly long. Her glossy black hair fdl in an unbound flood
that was longer. Her skin was like ivory, her fegtures fine, just the pleasant sde of angular. She carried
hersdf with serene fearlessness, one long-fingered hand playing dmogt idly with a wand. Aye, trouble.
The sort of sorceress folk cowered away from.

"Wdl met," she said, meking of those words both a chadlenge and a husky promise, as her eyes
raked him lesurdy from muddy boots to untidy hair. "Do you work"...her tongue darted into view for an
ingant between parted lips.."magic?’

Elminger kept his gaze steady on those dark eyes as he bowed. Mindful of Azuth's directive, he
replied, "A little"

"Good," the dark lady replied, making the word dmost a caress. She moved the wand in her hand
ever so dightly to catch his eyes, amiled, and said, "I'm looking for an apprentice. A faithful gpprentice.”

B didn't fill the dlence she Ieft after those words, so she spoke again, just atrifle more briskly. "I an
Dasumig, and you are...?"

"ElIminger ismy name, Lady. Just Elminger.” Now for the polite dismissd. "I believe my days as an
gpprentice are over. | serve..."

Siver fire suddenly surged indde him, its flare bringing back an image of the cracked stone calling of
the best bedchamber in Fox Tower, and words of slver fire writing themselves across the calling, vivid in
the darkness. "Serve the one called Dasumia™ B swallowed.

"..ye, if yell have me'" he concluded his sentence, aware of amused dark eyes saring deep into his
soul.

"Yet | mud tdl ye | serve Holy Mystra firg and foremost.”

The dark-eyed sorceress amiled dmogt lazily. "Yes, wel..wedl do," she sad coyly, "don't we?"

"I'm sorry, Lady Dasumia" Elminger sad gravely, "but ye mugt understand ... | serve Her more
closdy than mogt. | am the One Who Walks."

Dasumia burst into slvery gdes of laughter, throwing her head back and crowing her mirth until it
echoed back off the sony wals flanking the two mages. "I'm sure you are," she said when she could
speak again, gliding forward to pat Elminger's hand. "Do you know how many young mages seeking a
reputation come to me daming to be the One Who Waks? Wdl, Il tdl you...a dozen this last month,
fully two score the month before that, snows and dl, and one before you so far this month.”

"Ah," ElIminger replied, drawing himsdf up, "but they none of them were as handsome as me, were
they?'
She burgt out laughing again and impulsvely hugged him. "A dream-vison told me to look for my
gpprentice here...but | never thought 1'd find one who could make me laugh.”

"Then ydl have me?' H asked, giving no Sgn that hed sensed her hug ddivering many probing



magics More than one warm dirring in his innards told hm Mystras dlver fire was hard a work
countering hodtile attempts to control and influence...and to leave behind at least three means of daying
hm ingantly by her uttering trigger words. Ah, but it was a wonderful thing to be a wizard. Almost as
marvelous as being a Chosen.

Dasumia gave im a gamile that hed rather more triumph than welcome. "Body and soul I'll have
you," she murmured. "Body and soul.” She whirled away from him and looked back over her shoulder to
purr provocetively, "Which shdl we sample firgt, hmmm?'

* %k % % %

"Now, really, Droon! | ask you: would we have had such widespread magtery of magic, such
legions of capable or nearly capable mages, from sea unto sea and to the frozen wastes and uttermost
eadt, if Myth Drannor dill stood proud? Or would we have had closed, dite ranks of those who dwelt or
hed free admittance to the City of Song... and the rest of us I€ft to fight for what scraps the glittering few
deigned to toss to us, or that we could plunder from old tombs...and the liches lurking in them?' Tabarast
turned in his saddle to make a point, dmost fdl out of it despite the tangle of sashes and belts held lashed
himsdf on with, and thought it prudent to face forward again, merdy gesturing arily with one hand. His
mule Sghed and kept on plodding.

"Come, comel We speak not of gems, Bagrast,” Beldrune replied, "nor yet cabbages...out magic!
The Art! A ferrago of ideas, afeast of enchantments, an endless flood of new approaches and..."

"Free-flowing nonsense spoken by young mages” the older mage retorted. "Surdy even you, young
Droon, have seen enough years to know that generosity...truly open giving, not to an apprentice one can
keep beholden or even spdl-thrdled...is a qudity rarer and less cultivated in the ranks of wizards than in
any other assembly of 9ze or import in Faerun today, save perhaps an orc horde. Pray weary my ears
with rather less morology, if it troubles you not overmuch to do so."

Bddrune spread despairing hands. "'Is any view that differs from your own but worthless idiocy?' he
asked. "Or can it be...panoptic wind trumpet that you are...that some amdl shred of posshility remains
that some truths the gods may not as yet have reveded unto wise old Tabarast, shrewd old Tabaradt,
unthinking old Tab..."

"Why isit that the young away's resort so swiftly to persona offenses?’ wise old Tabarast asked the
world a large, loudly. "Name-cdling and ridicule greet arguments that speak to a point, not foremost a
person to attack or decry. Such a rude, unsettling approach makes a mountain of every monticule, a
pernicious tempest of every chance exchange of remarks, and blackens the names of dl who dare to hold
recusant views. | disgpprove drongly of it, Droon, | do. Such scrannel threats and blusterings are no
worthy subgtitute for well-argued views...and dl too often hold up a shidd for jgune, even retrorse
sciamachy, bereft of sense and waving bright purfle and clever verbiage where meaning has flown!"

"Uh, &, ahem, yes" Bedrune said weskly. When Tabarast was riled, two words in ten was far
going. "We were spesking of the influence of fabled Myth Drannor on the practice of the Art across dl
Faerun, | bdieve

"We were," Tabarast confirmed dmost severely, urging his mule over the summit of a montide with
a flourish of his tiny riding whip. The fact that it had broken in some past mishap, and now dangled
usdesdy from a point only inches above the handle, seemed to have utterly escaped his notice.

Bedrune waited for the torrent of grand but largey junkettaceous utterances that invariably
accompanied any of Tabarast's observations of smple fact, but for once it did not come.

He raised his eyebrows in wonderment and said nothing as he followed his colleague over the hill.
Hipsy...and plenty of it. Twas past timefor hipsy. He dapped &t the grand cloak rolled and belted &t his
hip, found the reassuring solid smoothness of his flask benegth it, and drew it forth. Tabarast had made
this blend, and it was a mite watery for Beldrune's taste, but he didn't want to have to St through that
argument again. Next time, it'd be his turn, and there'd be more of the rare and heady concoction he'd
heard caled "brandy,” and less water and wine.

Hmmm. Always assuming they both lived to see a next time. Adventure had seemed a grand thing a



day ago...but held been thinking more of an adventure without mules. He'd be a hipshot, broken man if
they had to ride many more days. Even with dl the belts and sashes and lashings...which of course gave
the demon-brained beasts a means of dragging mages who'd had the misfortune to fdl out of ther
saddles helplesdy dong in the dirt until they could haul themselves handover-hand to the bridles, receiving
regular kicks in the process...he'd fdlen off more than twenty times thus far today.

Tabarast had managed an even more impressve Faerun-kissng tota, he reflected with a smirk,
watching the old wizard bucketing down a steep descent with both legs gticking out like wobbling wings
on ether Sde of his patient mount. In another moment, he'd be...

Something that was dark and full of stars rushed past Beldrune like a vengeful wind, deding his left
leg a numbing blow and amost hurling him from his own saddle. He kept aboard the snorting, bucking
mule only by digging his hands into its mane like claws and kicking out in a desperate, seesaw fight for
balance.

Ahead of him, down the hill, he could see what was bearing down on poor, unwitting Tabarast: a
dim, dark-cloaked even rider bent low in the saddle of a ghodly horse, with a lightning-spitting staff
flosting dong at his shoulder. Beldrune could see right through the slently churning hooves of the
conjured mount as the df swept down on Tabarast, swerved at the last indant to avoid a hard and direct
collison, and stormed past, hurling mage and mule together over on ther sides.

Bddrune hurried to his colleague's aid as swiftly as he dared, but Tabarast was working some magic
or other that hoisted himsdf and the bewildered, feebly kicking mule upright again, and shouting, "Hircine
lout! Lop-eared, fatuous, rude offgaring of parents who should've known better! 11l-mannered tyrant of
the road! Careless spellcaster! | shdl impart some wisdom to your thumb-szed brain...see if | don't! It
amog need not be said that I'll school you In humility...and safe riding.. firg!"

Ilbryn Starym heard some of those choice words, but didn't even bother to lift his sneer into a amile.
Humans. Pae, blugtering shadows of the one he was hunting. He must be getting close now.

Elminger Aumar...ugly hook nose, insolence always riding in the blue-gray eyes, har as black and
lank as that of a wet bear. That familiar, hungry tang rose into Ilbryn's mouth. Blood. He could dmost
taste the blood of this Elminger, who must die to wash clean the stain his filthy human hands had put on
the bright honor of the Starym. As he topped arise, llbryn stood up in the stirrups that weren't there and
shouted to the world, "This EImingter must die!™

His shout rang back to him from the hilltops, but otherwise the world declined to answer.

Dusk dmog dways came down like a gentle curtain to close a glorious sunset & Moonshorn.
Mardasper liked to be up on the crumbling battlements to see those sunsats, murmuring what words he
could remember of lovelorn balads and the chanted lays of the passing of heroes. It was the only time of
the day...barring unpleasant vidtors...when he let his emotions out, and dreamed of what hed do out in
Faerun when his duty here was done.

Mardasper the Mighty he might become, stout-bearded, wise, and respected by lesser mages, rings
of power glittering on his fingers as he crafted staves and tamed dragons and gave orders to kings tha
they dared not disobey.

Or he might rescue a princess or the daughter of a wedthy, haughty noble and ride away with her,
usng hismagic to stay young and dashing but never taking up the robe and gaff of a mage, keeping his
powers as secret as possible as he carved out alittle barony for himsdf, somewhere green.

Pleasant thoughts, soul-restoring and necessaxily privae ... Wherefore Mardasper Oblyndrin was
apt to grow very angry when something or someone interrupted his time aone, up on the battlements, to
watch another day die into the west. He was angry now.

The wards warned him. The wards aways warned him. Raw power, not held in check or under
governance, dways made them dhriek as if in pan. Shaling a the happenstance, Mardasper was
thundering down the long, narrow back dair before the intruder could have reached the doorstep.
Precipitous it might be, but the back dtair led directly to the third door in the entry hdl, when the front
door was hurled open, to bang againg the wall and shudder at the impact, Mardasper was in place
behind his lectern, white to his pinched lips and quivering in anger.

He stared ouit into the gathering night, but no one was there.



"Reved," he said coldly, uttering aloud what he could have caused the wards to do dlently, seeking
to impress...or cause fear in..whoever was out there, playing pranks. It took megic of great power to
force open the Tower door, with its intertwined glyphs, layers of active enchantments, and the runes set
into its frame and graven on its hinges.

Too much power, he would have thought, to burnin any prank.

The wards showed him nothing lurking within their reach. Hmmph, perhaps that nose-in-the-air df
hed |eft a timed magic behind and miscast on the timing. He couldn't think of anything fast enough to amite
open a door and leave the reach of the wards so swiftly...and magic mighty enough to breach the door
from afar would leave traces behind in the wards. So would a teleport or other trandocation. The door's
own magics should prevent aspdl cast on it from surviving to take effect at any later time... so who...or
what...had forced the door open?

Mardasper caled on the power of the wards to close and sedl the mighty door. After it had boomed
shut, he stared at it thoughtfully without touching it for along time, then murmured words held never used
before, had never thought held have to use...the words that would force the awakened ward to expd any
magic-widding sentient in contact with it. The wards blazed white behind his eyes, finding nothing. If
spdlcadting beings were lurking nearby, they were either wel out in the night-shrouded forest...or here,
inthe Tower, indde the wards aready.

Mardasper looked at the door and swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. If there was an intruder in
Moon-shorn, he'd just sedled himsdf inwith it.

Gods above. W, perhaps it was time to earn histitle as Guardian of the Tower. There was alat of
useful...and misunderstood, fragmentary, or forgotten-magic herein, potential realm-shattering weagpons in
the right unscrupulous hands. "Mystra be with me" he whispered, opened the door that led into the man
dair, and started to dimb.

The mig chimed only occasiondly, and very softly, as it drifted across the parchment-strewn teble
like an ed ghogting its way among the rocks of an ocean reef. Occasondly it would pounce on a gem or
a twigted filigree item placed as a paperweight by Tabarast and Beldrune, and a cold turquoise light
would flare briefly. When the power drunk was very srong, the mis would swirl up in triumpharnt,
flamdike burgts of white, winking motes of light that would dance above the table in triumph for a
moment before dmming and dwindling into a drifting, serpentine mis once more.

From knickknack to gewgaw it darted, flaing as it drank, and growing ever larger. It was in
mid-swirl when the door of the room suddenly opened, and the Guardian of the Tower peered in.
Something in here had flashed, sailling a tongue of white light through the keyhole... .

Mardasper paused on the threshold and sent a seeking ol ralling out across the room. The mig
faded and sank down behind the table, becoming nigh-invishble... and when the spdl streamed through it,
it dlowed itHf to be scattered rather than to resst and be found.

The spdl washed into every corner of the room, then receded. In its wake, the wind sSghed softly
back together, not chiming even once.

Mardasper glared into the room, the flame from his blazing eye seeking what his spdll could not see.
There must be someone or something here, trand ocations wouldn't work insgde Moonshorn.

His accursed eye saw it immediatdy: a breeze that was no breeze, but a living, drifting, incorporesl
thing. In furious haste Mardasper lashed a it with a shatterstar spell...a magic designed to rend and burn
ghodtly and gaseous things.

The expected flames flared up, and the agonized scream with it. But the Guardian of the Tower was
unprepared for what followed.

Instead of collgpsing into sghing oblivion, the blazing, exploding mis drew together suddenly, rigng
with terrifying speed into the shape of a human head and shoulders...a head that was only eyes and long
hair, trailing down onto a bust.

Mardasper took a pace back, who was this ghost-woman?

Fingers that were more smoke than flesh moved in intricate gestures, tralling the flames of the
guardian's spdl, and Mardasper franticaly tried to think what spdl he should use...this ghost that should
not be able to withgtand his shatterstar was casting magic!



An indant later, the ghodly outline of the sorceress grew a jaw and began to laugh...a high, dill
mirth that was dmaogt lost in the sharp hiss of acid raining down on the guardian ... and the dhrieking death
thet followed.

Mardasper's mdting, smoking bones tumbled to the floor amid a torrent of acid that made the floor
erupt in smoke.

Over it dl rose a cold, mirthless, triumphant laugh. Some might have judged that wild laughter to be
amog a scream, but it had been a long time since the whirlwind had laughed doud. It was a little out of
practice.

Seven: Deadly Spells Forbear Thee

Evil is no extravagance to those who serve themselves first.

Thadrythyn of Thay
from The Red Book of aThayvian Mage

published circa The Y ear of the Saddle

It was a cool day in late spring...the third greening of Toril to come and go sSince two mages had met
in the Riven Stone...and the sky was ablaze in red, pink, and gold as the sun, in a leisurdy manner,
prepared to set. A tower rose like an indigo needle againg that sky of flane, and out of the west
something small and dark came flying to bank in awide loop around that tower.

Heads looked up at it: aflying carpet, with two humans seated upon it, ther figures dark againg the
fiery sky wherever the rays of the setting sun hadn't turned them the hue of beaten copper.

"Beautiful, is it not?' Dasumia purred, turning from surveying the tower. A green dint that E had
long ago learned presaged danger was dancing in her eyes. She did forward onto her elbows, cradling
her chinin her hands, and regarded the tower with an dmogt stisfied air.

"Lady, itis" ElIminger said carefully.

A teasng eye rolled up to stare into his own orbs. Y e gods, trouble indeed, Mystra defend.

His Lady Master pointed at the tower and said, "A wizard named Holivanter dwdls there. A merry
fdlow, he taught the beasts he summoned to build it dl sorts of comicd songs and chants. He keeps
taking frogs, and even gave afew of them wings with which to fly."

The carpet banked smoathly around the tower on its second orbit of the spire. The tower rose like a
farytde needle from neat, green waled gardens. Ruby-hued lamps glimmered in severd of its windows,
but it seemed otherwise tranquil, dmost deserted.

"The house of Holivanter ... pretty, isnt it?"

"Indeed, Lady," H agreed and meant it.

"Say him," Dasumia snapped.

H blinked at her. She nodded, and pointed down at the dim tower with an imperious hand.

H frowned. "Lady, I..."

Little flames seemed to flicker in Dasumids eyes as she locked her gaze with his One degant
eyebrow lifted.

"A friend of yours?'

"l know him not," B replied truthfully. There was no way he could send a warning, or a defense, or
hedling, the man was doomed. Why betray himsdf in futility?

Dasumia shrugged, drew forth a dark, smooth rod from a sheeth on her hip, and extended it with
languid grace. Something caused the air to curdlein aling, racing down, down .. .

... And the upper hdf of Holivanter's tower burst gpart with a roar, spraying the sky with wreckage.
Smdler purple, amber, and blue-green blasts followed as various scorched magics within the tower
exploded in ther turns. Bl stared at the conflagration as its echoes rolled back from nearby hills and
debris hurtled a them. Blackened fingers spun past the carpet, tralling flame. Holivanter was dead.

Dasumia rolled back onto one hip and propped hersdf up with one arm, the other toying with the



rod. "So tdl me" she told the sky, in slken-soft tones that made Elminger diffen warily, "just why you
disobeyed me. Does killing mages come hard to you?'

Fear stirred cold fingerswithin him. "It seems ... unnecessary,” H replied, choosng his words very
caefully. "Does not Mydtra say the use of magic should be encouraged, not jedoudy guarded or
hampered?'

Ah, Mystra. Her word had led him here, to serve this beguiling evil. HEd dmog forgotten what it
fdt like to be a Chosen of Mystra, but in his dreams, B often kndlt and prayed, or repeated her decrees
and advice, fearing it would entirdy dip away from him if he did not. Sometimes he feared that the Lady
Dasumia was deding his memories with cregping magic or waling them away behind migs of
forgetfulness, to make him entirdly her creature. Whatever the cause, it was getting harder, as the months
passed, to remember anything of hislife before the Riven Stone... .

Dasumia laughed lightly. "Ah, | see. The priests of the Lady of Magic say such things, yes, to keep
us from daying thieves who sted scralls ... or disobedient apprentices. Yet | pay them little attention.
Every mage who can rival me lessens my power. Why should | hep such potentia foes rise to chdlenge
me? What gain | from that?'

She leaned forward to tap Elminger's knee with the rod. He tried not to look at the little green lights
winking into life around it and wandering up and down its length amost lazly. "I've seen you on your
knees to Mysdtra, of nights™ she told him. Y ou pray and plead with her, yes, but tdl me how much does
setak to you?'

"Never, these days," H admitted, hisvoice as low and as smdl as the despair he fdt. All he had to
ding to were hisamdl treacheries, and if she ever discovered those...

Dasumia smiled triumphantly. "There you are-alone, left to fend for yoursdf. If there is a Mystra
who takes any interest in morta mages, she watches while the strong help themsdlves, over the bodies of
the weak. Never forget that, Elminger.”

Her voice became more brisk. "I trust your labors haven't fatered in my absence,” she commented,
gtting up...and rasing the rod to point a his face like a ready sword. "How many whole skeletons are
reedy?'

"Thirty-9x," Elminder replied. She lifted that eyebrow again, obvioudy impressed, and leaned
forward to peer into his eyes, dragging his gaze to meet hers by the sheer power of her presence. Bl tried
not to wince or leen away. In some ways, the Lady Dasumia was as, as..wdl, awesome at close
quarters and as irresidibly forceful in her presence...as Holy Lady Mystra Herself. How, a amdl voice in
the back of hismind asked, could that possbly be?

"You have been hard at work," she said softly. Td thought you'd spend some time trying to get into
my books and alittle more poking around my tower before you got out the shoves. Y ou please me”

H indined his head, trying to keep satisfaction-and relief...from his face and voice. She must not
have discovered his rescue work, then.

With his spells, her most obedient gpprentice had heded a servant and whisked him to a land
digant, laden with supplies and white with fear. Sheld taken the man to her bed but tired of him as the
Y ear of Migmaidens began, and one morning she had turned him into a giant worm and left him impaed
on one of the rusting spits behind the stables to die in dow, twiding agony. Bl had Ieft the transformed
body of a man who'd died of a fever in the servant's place. Restless and reckless meddling, perhaps.
Doom-seeking lunacy, that, too. Yet he had to do such things, some how, working smdl kindnesses to
make up for her large, bold evils

It hadn't been his firg samdl treachery againg her crudty ... but there was dways the chance that it
would be hislagt. "My honesty has dways outstripped my ambition,” he said gravely.

Her mockery returned. "A pretty speech, indeed,” she sad. "I can dmogt believe you follow
Mystras dictates to the letter.”

She diretched like a large cat and used the rod over one shoulder to scratch her back, putting it
within easy reach of EIminger. "You must have far more patience than | do,” she admitted, her eyes very
dark and steady upon him. "'l could never serve such an arbitrary goddess."

"Isit permitted to ask whom ye do serve, Lady Master?' H asked, extending his hands in a mute



offering to accept the enchanted rod.

She poked a her back once more, amiled, and put the rod into his hands. Two of the rings she
wore blinked as she did 0.

Dasumiaamiled. "A little higher ... ah, yessss" Her amile broadened as B carefully used the rod to
scratch the indicated spot, but she kept her eyes fixed on his hands, and the rings that had winked a
moment ago now flickered with a constant flame of readiness.

"It's no secret,” she said casudly. "I serve the Lord Bane. His gift to me was the dark fire that days
intruders and keeps more cautious mages a bay. Did you know there's some fool of an df who tests my
wards with anew spdl every tenday? He's been at it for three seasons now, as regular as the caendar,
admog as long as you've been with me" She amiled again. "Perhaps he wants your position. Should |
order you to dud hm?'

H spreads his hands and said, "If it's your wish, Lady. I'd as soon not day anyone unnecessarily.”

Dasumia stared a him in thoughtful slence for quite a long time as the carpet rushed on away from
the amoking sump of the tower and the dying day, and findly murmuring, "And deprive me of the
entertainment dven futility brings me? No fear."

She rose up on her knees in a Sngle smooth motion, plucked the rod out of El's hand, resheathed it,
and in the same continuous movement reached out with both hands to take hold of his shoulders. Her
dender fingertips rested lightly upon him, yet Elminder suddenly fdt that if he tried to move out of thar
grasp, he'd find them to be claws of unyidding iron. In three years, this was the closest contact between
them.

He hdd 4ill as his Lady Master brought her fare close to his, their noses dmost touching, and said,
"Dont move or speak.” Her breath was like hot mis on EIminger's cheeks and chin, and her eyes, very
dark and very large, seemed to be staring right into the back of his head and seeing every last secret he
kept there.

She leaned a little way forward, just for a moment, and their lips met. An imperious tongue parted
his own lips-and something that burned and yet was icy raced into his mouth, roaring down his throat and
cailing up his nose.

Agony...burning, shuddering, get-away-from-it agony! Bl sneezed, again and again, dawing at fabric
in a desperate attempt to keep from faling, knowing his whole body was shuddering. He was convulang
and sprawling on the carpet, sobbing when he could find breath enough ... and he was as hdpless as a
child,

Ydlow migs cavorted and flowed before his eyes, the darkening sky overhead kept legping and
turning, and he was thrashing againgt claws that held him with painful, immovable force.

For wha seemed an eternity he coughed and struggled againg the yelow haze, drenched with
sweat, until utter exhaudtion left him able to spasm no more, and he could only lie moaning as the
lessening surges of pain ebbed and clawed their ways through him.

He was EIminder. He was as weak as a dried, rolled-up leaf blown in the wind. He was...lying on
his back on the flying carpet, and the only thing that had kept him from fdling off it in his throes was the
iron grip of the sorceress he served, the Lady Dasumia

Her hands loosened on him, now. One I&ft his bruised bicep...in which it had been sunk inches deep,
like an anchor of iron throughout his thrashings...to trail across his brow, thrusting oceans of sweet away.

She bent over imin the gathering gloom of fdling night, as the breezes of the lofty sky did over
them both, and sad softly, "You have tasted the dark fire. Be warned, if ever you betray me, it sl
aurdy day you. Aslong as you worship Mystra more than you revere me, Bane's breath shdl be agony
to you. Three apprentices, down the years, have kissed me unbidden, none lived to boast of it."

Elminger stared up a her, unable to speak, agony dill ruling him. She looked into his eyes, her own
orbs two dark fires, and smiled dowly. "Y our loydty, however, outstrips theirs. You shdl dud my worst
foe for me and best him...when you are ready. Youll have to learn to kill firgt, though, swiftly and without
reckoning the cost. Hell not give you much time for reflection.”

At lagt H found the strength to speak. His voice was thick-tongued and hdting, but it was speech
nonetheless. "Lady, who isthisfoe?'



"A wizard Chosen by Mysdra as her persond servant,” the Lady Dasumia replied, looking away
toward the lagt traces of the setting sun. Benegth them, the carpet started to descend. "He left my sde to
do so and though he could not follow the narrow path the Lady of Magic set for him and is now called
the Rebel Chosen, he's not returned to me. Hah! Mystra mugt be unable to concede that anyone could
turn from blind worship of her."

Her eyes were burning as she turned back to meet EIminger's gaze, and added in tones once more
light and casud, "Nadrathen is his name. Y ou shdl day him for me."

The lagt prince of Athdantar looked at the night Sky rushing past and shivered once.

The rudling and croaking of night had begun in earnest in the thick stand of hiexd and thornwood
and duskwood nearest the castle. Asthe flying carpet descended toward the talest of the black towers,
apair of eyes blinked amid the fissured bark of a lightning-scarred duskwood and dowly sharpened into
acoldly angry dven face. Roused anger glittered in Ilbryn Starym's eyes as he said softly, "Your wards
may dill my ears, proud Lady, but my spells work wel enough when you are out over the wide world.
Don't count overmuch on your apprentice. Hislifeismine™

He glowered at the tdlest towers of the lady's castle long after the carpet was gone from view, urtil
hisglare did suddenly into a calmer look, a frown of thoughtfulness rather than fury. "I wonder if anything
inthat mage's tower survived?' he asked the night. "It's worth the journey to see...."

Dark-hued radiance flashed and curled like smoke, and the duskwood glared no more.

Dasumids castle rose up into the sky above them in dark, forbidding ramparts. Tabarast watched
the flying carpet disappear into its many-turreted heart and grunted. "Well, that was exditing,” he said.
"Anocther day of splendid and energetic furtherance of the Art, | must say."

Beldrune looked up from the tankard of megicaly warmed soup he was cradling and spoke in tones
of some asperity. "My memory may be faling me from time to time, esteemed Baeradt, but did we, or did
we not, agree to moan no more about wasted time and forgone opportunities? Our misson is, and
remains, clear. Cdlow idiot this One Who Waks may be, but he-and what he chooses to do...are the
mogt important developmentsin the Art indl Toril just now. | think we can afford to obey the dictates of
agoddess...the goddess...and miss a few years of peering at fading, dusty writings in hopes of finding a
new way of conjuring up floating lantern lights”

Tabarast merdly grunted in wordless acknowledgment. A few lights blinked into life high in the
turrets of Dasumids castle, and the night noises resumed around them. They kept slent for along time,
crouched on little stools at the end of the hedgerow that marked the edge of the nearest tilled fidd to the
Cadlle of the Lady, until Beldrune murmured, "Mardasper must have given us up for dead by now."

Tabarast shrugged and said, "He guards Moonshorn Tower, not we."

"Hmmph. Did he ever tdl you about hisfiery eye?'

"Aye. Something about a curse ... he lost a 3ol dud to someone, and his service as guardian was
payment to the priests of the Mysteries, to break the magic and restore him. Another poor mage-wits,
driven into the service of the Lady who governsusadl.”

Bedrune lifted his head. "Do | hear the fath of Tabarast of the Three Sung Curses retunding? The
divine graces of Holy Mystralosing their hold after dl these years?'

"Of course not," Tabrast snapped. "Would | be stting here the night through in dl this cold damp if
they were?' He thumbed the lid of his tankard open, took a long pull, and looked back at the castle
towersin time to see one of the glimmering lights go out.

They sat and waited until their tankards were empty, but nothing ese happened. The cadlle, it
seemed, was adeep. Tabarast findly turned his gaze from it with a sgh. "We're dl pawns of the Lady
who minds the Weave, though...aren't we? It just comes down to whether you delude yoursdf into
thinking you're free or not.”

"Wdl, | am free" Bedrune snapped, his lips tightening. "By dl means let these funny ideas prance
through your head, Tabarast, and govern your days if you want them to, but kindly leave me out of the
foolish puppet’ drawer in your mind. Youll live longer if you grant that other mages might have
scrambled out of it, too."

Tabarast turned to fix the younger mage with awise and keen old glare” Which other mages?”



"Oh, just the ones you mest,” Beldrune grunted. "All of them.”

Far from the turrets Tabarast and Bedrune were waiching, and farther dill from the shattered,
gmoking sump that had been the tower of Holivanter, another wizard's tower stood againg the night sky.

This one was a modest roughstone afar studded with many smdl, loosdy shuttered windows, sun
boxes of herbs hanging from their slls It stood done in the wilderlands, bereft of village or muddy lane,
and deer grazed contentedly around its very door...until amig risng slently out of the grass settled upon
them, and they sank down into oblivion, leaving only bones behind.

When there were no eyes et to see it, a chill, chiming whirlwind stole to the base of the tower and
begantorise.

Hoating up past dimbing roses and ivy in eerie dlence, it gathered itsdf in the ar like a coiling
snake...and lunged through a chink in a shutter hdfway up the tower, pouring itsdf into the degping
darkness beyond.

Dak chamber within opened into dark chamber, and the misty wind whirled, moaned as it gathered
its might in that second room, a place of books and scroll-littered tables and dust...and became an
upright, gliding thing of claws and jaws that did out into the spird dtair at the heart of the tower, and up.

At the top of the tower, candldight through an ill-fitting door danced reflections down the Staircase,
and an old and rough voice was speaking, aone, oblivious to the danger cregping closer, as clawed migs
camedliding.

At the heart of a chaked symbal set with many candles, an old man in much-patched robes was on
his knees, facing the chalk image of a pointing human hand. A blue radiance outlined the hand, and both it
and the chalkwork were his doing, for he had dwelt long adone.

"For years I've served you, and the Greet Lady, t0o," the wizard prayed. "I know how to smash
things with spells and to raise them, too. Yet | know little of the world outside my wals and need your
guidance now, O Azuth. Hear me, High One, and tdl me, | pray: to whom should | pass on my magic?'

His last word seemed to echo, asif across a greet guif or chasm, and the blue conjured radiance
suddenly shone dmost blindingly bright.

Then it went out entirdly as a wind rose out of the very floor, flowing from the chalked hand. The
candles flared wildly, spat flames, and went out under its rushing ondaught, and out of the darkness that
followed ther deaths came a voice, deep and dry: "Guard yoursdf, fathful Yintras, for danger is very
close to you now. | shdll gather your Art unto mein the time of your passing ... worry not.”

With a crackle of lesking energy and a strange singing of the air, something blown on that wind
flowed around the old wizard, winding around his trembling limbs to cloak himin warmth and vigor. With
an ease and agility he hadn't fdt in years, the old man sprang to his fet, raised his hands, and watched
tiny lightnings crackle from one arm to the other with pleased wonder in his eyes, amid the gathering
dimme of unshed tearsin hiseyes. "Lord," he said roughly, "I am unworthy of such ad asthis I..."

Behind him, the door of the spdll chamber split from top to bottom, shrieking its protest as more
than a dozen claws literdly tore it apart, tossng down the splinters to reved an open, empty door frame.

Something that glowed with a pae, wavering ghostliness stood at the head of the dair...something
large, menacing, and yet uncertain. A thing of daws and ever-shifting jaws and tentacles and crudly
barbed mandibles. A thing of menace and death, now advancing lesurdy into the spell chamber a an
amog gloating, dow pace.

Yintras Beddmrin watched death come for him, floating over wards that would have seared limbs at
atouch, and swalowed, trembling.

Lightning legped within him, as if in reminder, and suddenly Yintras threw back his head, drew in a
deep breath and spoke as loudly and as imperioudy as he could. "I an armored by Azuth himsdf, and
need fear no entity. Begone, whatever you are. Go from here, forever!”

The old wizard took a step toward the thing of claws, lightning dill legping from arm to arm. Ghogtly
radiance rose up in a menacing wal of claws and reaching tentacles...but even as it did so, it was
flickering, trembling, and darkening. Holes were opening in its overreaching sub-stance, holes that grew
with it.

With horrifying speed it expanded to loom dmos to the cdling, towering over the old man in the



many-patched robes. Yintras stood weatching it, not knowing what to do and so doing nothing.

A fad creed for an adventurer, and no better for wizards. He qualled, inwardly, knowing deeth
could come in moments, horrified that he might embrace it when he could have escaped it...just by doing
the right thing, or something.

Claws snatched at himin a horrible mass lunge thet Ieft im entirdly unaware that a tentacle that hed
grown savage barbs and long-fanged jaws was snaking around through the darkness to stab a him from
behind and below.

Lighining cracked, raged white-hot in the ar of the spdl chamber and was gone agan,
leaving...when his streaming eyes could see again...a feebly flickering gray migt cringing and writhing in the
ar by the door.

Yintras drew in a deep bresth and did one of the bravest and mos foolish things in his life thus far.
He took a step toward the mig, chuckled, then took another step, rasing his arms despite the lack of
lightning or any feding of surging or lurking power.

Themig gathered itsdf as if to do battle with him, risng and thickening into a smdl but solid mass,
like a ready-raised shidd traling away into formlessness. The old wizard took another step, and the
drange mig seemed to tremble.

He dtretched forth a hand as if to grasp it. In a sudden wash of frigid ar and a chiming of tiny,
bell-like sounds, the migt broke into a swirling stream and was gone out the door in aflash, leaving only a
mournful snarl inits wake.

Yintras watched it go and stared at the emptiness where it had been for a long anxious time. When
a lagt he believed that it was truly gone, he went to his knees again to speak his thanks. All that came out
were sobs, in a quickening rush that he found himsdlf powerless to stop.

He crept forward in the darkness on knees and fingertips, trying to a least shape Azuth's name.
Then he froze in surprise and awe. Where his tears had fdlen, candle after candle was soringing to life by
itsdf, in aglently growing string of dancing warmth.

"Azuth," he managed to whisper a lagt. "My thankd"

All of the candles went out in unison, then flared into life again. Yintras kndt in their midgt, touched
by glory and grateful for it. Sadness laced the edges of his bright ddight too, and beneath dl, he fdt
empty, utterly drained. He touched the smudged chak that had once been the outline of a pointing hand
and gtarted to cry like achild.

Eight: The Sundered Throne

Athroneisa prize that petty and cruel folk most often fight over. Yet, on bright mornings, 'tis
but a chair.

Ralderick Halowshaw, Jester
from To Rule A Realm, From Turret To Midden
published circa The Y ear of the Bloodbird

A shadow fdl across the pages EIminger was frowning over. He did not have to look up to know
who it was, even before a tress of glossy raven-black hair trailed across fading sketches and notations.

"Apprentice” Dasumia said beside his ear, in meodious, gentle tones that made H diffen in darm,
"fetch the Orbrum, Prospaer on Nameess Horrors, and the Tome of Three Locks from my side table in
the Blue Chamber, and bring them now to me in the Balcony Hdl. Do off any items you may wear or
carry that possess even the dightest dweomer, upon peril of your life!

"Aye Lady Master,” Bl murmured, glancing up to meet her eyes. She looked unusudly stern, but
there was no hint of anger or mischief about her eyes as she strode to a door that was seldom opened,
stepped through it, and pulled it firmly closed behind her.

The solid dlick of itslock coincided with Elminger redlizing he had to ask her what to do about the



guardian of the Blue Chamber. Her spell-lock he could probably break...a test?...but the guardian would
have to be danif he was to do something so time-consuming as to cross the room, pick up three books,
and attempt to carry them out again ... or it would be the one doing the daying.

If he dew it, sheld once told him, smdl mdignant sentiences would be released from mirrors and
orbs and tome' bindings dl over the castle. They might rage for months before they were dl recaptured
and spellbound once more to obedience. Months of logt time shed repay him for with the same duration
of torment... and Elminger had tasted the Lady Dasumias torments before,

Her favorite punishment seemed to be forcing him to fetch things on hands and knees that shed
thoroughly broken, so every movement was wobbling, grating agony, but sometimes...more often in
recent days, as the Year of Migmaidens abandoned spring for ful summer...she preferred strapping Bl
into a girdle of everheding then stabbing him in successon with a dim sword tipped with poison, and a
blade fashioned of jungle thorns as long as his forearm, dipped in flesh-egting acid. She seemed to enjoy
the sounds of screaming.

These reflections took E only the few seconds needed to stride across the room and open the door
Dasumia had passed through. Beyond it was the Long Gdlery, a passage studded with dternating
pantings and ovd windows. It was an enclosed flying bridge the height of twenty men above a
cobblestone courtyard, that linked the two talest towers of the castle. Ever since two once-apprentices
of the Lady had thought it a perfect venue for a dud and had dan each other amid conjured flames that
threstened both attached towers, the Lady had caused the Gdlery to be magic-dead: its very ar
quenched and qudled dl spells, so Dasumia could do nothing but walk its considerable length, hed have
ampletimeto cdl out to her before she...

He snatched open the door, opened his mouth to speak...and stared in slence a a dark, lifdess
and very empty gdlery.

Evenif sheld been as swift as the fastest Cdlishite message-runners, and thrown dignity to the winds
for a panting sprint the moment the door had closed, shed have been no father from him then
mid-passage. Thered just not been time enough for anything else. Perhaps sheéld banished the dead
meagic effect and not bothered to inform him. Perhaps...

He frowned and conjured light, directing it to appear at the midpoint of the passage. The cagting
was both smple and perfectly accomplished ... but no light blossomed into being. The gdlery was ill
desth to megic.

Yet...no Lady Dasumia. EIminger turned away from that door looking very thoughtful.

H used the heavy, many-layered wards that the Lady had set upon the Blue Chamber to soin a
modified maze spel that drew the guardian..a smdl, enthusiagtic flying madstrom of three barbed
dingtails raking claws, and a nasty dispogition...into "otherwhere' for along handful of moments. He was
out and down the hdl, with the door safely closed and the books under his am, before it won its
furioudy hissing freedom.

Twice cobwebs brushed his face on his brisk jaunt dong the Long Gdlery, tdling hm the Lady
Master hadn't passed this way recently...certainly not mere minutes ago.

The doors of the Bacony Hdl stood open, star-studded smoke swirling gently out, the Lady had
soun a pdll-shidd to protect her castle. This was to be a test, then, or a dud in earnest. He hdd the
booksin a stack out before him as he entered, and murmured, "l am come, Lady Master.”

The books floated up out of his grasp toward the bacony, and from its height Dasumia said softly,
"Close the doors and bar them, Apprentice.”

H glanced up as he turned back to the doors. She was wearing a mask, and her hair was dirring
about her shoulders as if winds were blowing through it. Spell-globes floated above and behind her, H
saw much of her jewery hanging in one, and the books were heading for another. Red magic was to be
unleashed here.

He sttled the bar and secured its chains without haste, giving her the time she needed to be
absolutely ready. When facing the spdlls of a sorceress who can destroy you at will, it's best to give her
little cause for irritation.

When he turned back into the room, the last glowspell had dimmed to a row of gimmering lights



around the balcony rail, he could no longer see the sorceress who stood somewhere above him.

"Itistime, and past time, Elminger, for me to assay this. Defend yoursdf as you're able...and strike
back to day, not gently.”

Sudden light burst forth from on high: white, searing light that boiled forth & him from the face,
bodice, and cupped hands of his Lady Master. Did she know of his treacheries?

Time enough to learn such things later ... if helived to enjoy a"later.” Bl spun a hand vortex to catch
it and sent it back at her, diving away when its fury proved too powerful for his defense, and broke his
vortex apart in a narling exploson that awakened shortlived fires here and there about the floor of the
Hdl. B spellsnatched one of them and threw it up a her, in hopes of spoiling another casting. It flickered
as it plunged wide, but its brief radiance showed him Dasumia sanding as rigid as a post, with Slver
bands of magic whipping about her...bands that became flaling chains as they rattled free of her and
hurtled down upon him.

He danced across the Hdl, to win himsdf the few moments they'd need to chase after him, then put
his hands together in a spellburst that shattered them. Held placed and angled himsdf so as to spit the
unused fire of his spdll up at the ba cony, wondering how long his dozen or so defensive or versdile spells
could serve him againg the gathered might of her magic.

This time, some of it reached her, he heard her gasp, and saw her throw her head back, har
awirling, in the blazing moment when her spell-shidld falled under the searing, dawing assault of his strike.

Then he glimpsed the flash of her teeth as she amiled, and fdt the firgt cold whisper of fear. Now
would come agony, if she could burst through his defenses to bring him down. And sooner or
later...probably sooner...she would bring him down.

Purple lightning spat out of dark nothingness in a dozen places dong the bacony rail, and lanced
down into the Hall, ricocheting here, there, and everywhere. Bl spun a swift armoring spdll but fet burning
agony above one elbow, and in the opposing thigh...and crashed bruisngly to the stone floor, biting his
tongue as he grunted back a scream. His body bounced and writhed hdplesdy as lightning surged
through it, he fought to breathe now, not to weave spells or craft tactics. Yet perhaps the tatters of his
falling, fading armoring could be used to hurl her lightning back...for sheld spent no time to raise another
spdl-shidd for hersdif.

H crawled and rolled, blindly and agonizingly, seeking to be out of the searing surge of the lightning,
to where he could gasp for breasth and make hislimbs obey.

A risng whigling sound just above his head told El his amoring had survived...and could turn
lighining aside quite effectively. He willed it down to above his head, to break the lightning that was
holding imin thral, then moved it to one side, ralling to Say in its shadow.

Lightning clawed a his foot for a moment, then he was free once more. Murmuring a paltry
incantation to make his amoring larger and longer laging, Bl rose into a crouch to peer a the last few
lightnings crawling about the Hall. It was the work of a few moments to deflect these so until they could
dl be cupped in his amoring and hurled back up a the bacony, raking it for the briefest of ingants
before they boiled away under the ondaught of the Lady Dasumias next spell.

This one was awadl of green dust hed seen before, short-lived and ungtable, but tumning dl living
things it touched briefly to stone. B cast awadl of force as fast as he knew how, bringing it into being
curved like a cupped hand to scoop dust aside and saill it back up onto the balcony.

As his "hand" moved one way, he trotted in another direction, hurling magic missles a where his
Lady Master must be crouching, to keep her from moving away from the area wherein her dust would be
delivered back to her.

A moment later, the glowing green cloud spilled across the bacony, and it was too late for Dasumia
to flee. B had the satisfaction of seeing her diffen and grow ill.

An indant thereafter, he was shouting in startled pain as sharp, dicing blades materidized out of the
ar on dl sdes. He threw himsdf to the floor and rolled, shidding his face and throat with tight-curled
ams as he willed his forcewdl back down out of the bacony like a swooping facon to batter asde
blades and shidd him.

Shrieking from overhead told him his tactic had worked, he gasped out one of his two dispe magic



incantations to clear the ar of flying, razor-sharp metd, then gaped in fresh surprise, as the disappearance
of the blades caused a shimmering serpent offered to fade into view in midair and snap down, lashing a
hisforcewad| until it shattered and failed.

As he dodged away from the magicd whip, El stole a glance at Dasumia up on the bacony, dill
leening gonily out with one hand raised. She hadn't moved an inch. These spdls hitting him now must be
linked, s0 that breaking or trammeling one awakens the next!

Was she unaware of the hdl around her, in her petrified state? Or could she dill exact some
measure of control over her magics?

H vaulted alash of the whip that struck the floor so close by that it Ieft his arm and shoulder tingling
and sprinted for the bacony stairs. The whip followed, cailing like a gigantic snake.

He took the broad steps three a atime, orinting for dl he was worth, and was &ble to dive behind
Dasumids stony feet before the whip could find him. It crashed down beside his face, the force of its
drike swirling up remnants of green dust. B found himsdf growing numb ... and struggling not to move
dowly, as he entwined one am around his Lady Master's legs and tried to dimb her, whils the whip
raged in the ar around him but did not grike ... and ElIminger found he could not move at dl.

The whip fdl away into motes of fading light, and there was a moment of peaceful darkness in
Bacony Hal.

"If my knees get chilled in future, I'll know who to summon,” a familiar voice said from close above
El's head, and he collapsed to Dasumids ankles and the bacony floor, as his limbs were aoruptly freed
from thral. She stepped away from him, turned with hands on hips, and looked down.

Ther eyes met. Dasumids held satisfaction and approva. "You're a sword ready enough to go into
baitle" she told him. "Go now, and deep. When you're quite ready, you shdl dud in earnest, elsewhere.”

"Lady Magter,” Elminger asked, as he clambered to his fedt, "is it permitted to ask whom | shdll
dud?'

Dasumia amiled and traced the line of his throat with one dender finger. "You," she said merrily, "are
going to chalenge Nadrathen, the Rebe Chosen, for me™"

The Blood Unicorn flapped above the gates of Nethrar and the arched gate of the paace at its
heart, tdling every Gaadornan that the King yet lived. Asthis bright summer day wore on, not afew eyes
looked up at those standards again and again, seeking to learn if the ownership of the Unicorn Throne
hed changed.

For a season and more the aging, childless King Bagrimgrim had lingered in the shadow of the tomb,
kept dive after being savaged by the claws of the green dragon Arlavauntaonly by his great strength and
the Art of Court Mage llgrist. The once-mighty warrior was a thin and falling husk now, unable to sre
children even with magicd aid, and preoccupied by ever-present pan.

In the time of Bagrimgrim's aling, Gaadorna had suffered under the skirmishes and
mischief-...crop-burning, and worse...of its five barons, dl risen in ambition to be king after Bagrimgrim.
All had blood ties to the throne, dl saw Gaadorna as rightfully theirs ... and Gaadornans hated and
feared dl of them.

Ingde the House of the Unicorn this day the tenson was a thing thick and heavy enough to be cut
with a knife...and there was no shortage of knives held ready in its dim, tapestry-hung hals. The King
was no longer expected to see nightfdl and had been carried to his throne and tied in place there by
sarvants, dtting with grim determination on his face and his crown dipping adant upon his brow. The
wizard llgrig stood guard over him like atall, ever-present shadow, his own somber black robes overlaid
by the linked crimson-unicorns mantle of his office, and suffered no hands but his own to sraighten the
crown or gpproach closdy. There was good reason for his vigilance.

All five barons, like vultures arding to bein at a dying, were prowling the palace this day. llgrist had
asked the eldest and most law-abiding among them, the huge and bearded warrior whom men cdled the
Bear, to bring his seven best amsmen to bolster the throne guard, and Baron Belundrar had done so. He
stood scowling around at the three doors of the throne room right now, hairy hands laced through the
hilts of the many daggers at his belt. He was watching his men as they stared stonily, nose to nosg, a the
far more numerous troops of Baron Hothal, who like their master had come to court this day in ful



armor, farrly brigling with cross-scabbarded blades. At the heart of where they stood thickest lurked
thelr magter in his own full armor, some Gaadornans said he never took it off save to don new, larger
pieces.

Other armamen were here too, though out of their armor...and looking as wary and uncomfortable
over it as so many unshdled crabs, among dl the battle-ready warriors. Some of them wore the purple
tunics of Baron Maethor, the suave and ever-amiling master of a thousand intrigues and even more
Gdadornan bedchambers. "Purple poisoners,” some folk of the relm called them, and not without cause.
Other servants...some of whom looked suspicioudy like battle-worn hireswords from other lands, not
Gddornans a dl...wore the scarlet of Baron Feldrin, the restless trickster who grew gold coins at the end
of his fingertips every time he stretched out his hands to take things, it seemed ... and his hands were
outstretched often.

Last among this felowship of ready deeth strolled the haughty magdings and quickblades of the
baron some folk a court deemed the most dangerous threeat to the freedoms enjoyed by dl Gadadornans.
Tholone, the scarred would-be mage and accomplished swordsman, who styled himsdf “"Lord" rather
than Baron, and had largely ignored the decrees and writ of the Unicorn Throne for dmogt a decade.
Some sad Arlavaunta had been cdled forth from her lar to attack the king by his spdlls...because
Bagrimgrim had been riding with many armed knights at his back to demand Tholone's renewed loyalty,
and long-withhdld taxes, when the dragon'’s attack had come.

"A flock of vultures” the king muttered, weatching the liveried lackeys drifting into the throne room.
"None of them people I'd choose to have ganding by, watching me die”

Court Mage llgrigt smiled thinly and replied, "Your Magesty has the right of it, to be sure” He made
asmdl hand 9gn to one of the throne guards who held the ba conies this day, to make stone cold sure no
baronid crossbowmen just happened to idly mount the back stairs to gain a better view of things The
officer nodded and sent three guards down those dtairs, one bearing a horn and the other two waking
with dow, measured tread, the banner of the Blood Unicorn borne stretched out in splendor between
them. It showed the legping crimson "horned horse” forever Slhouetted againgt afull moon, on a glittering
cloth-of-gold fiddd. When the banner had been lad flat a the king's feet, the guard with the horn blew a
sngle high, ringing note, to signify open court was now in session...and the king would entertain public
deputations and entreeties from dl folk, no matter how high or low.

There were afew commonersin the hal this day... folk who aways watched the king, or who'd not
have missed today's expected danger and excitement no matter what doom might confront them...but
none of them dared push forward through the throngs of baronid men. The throne faced a hdf-ring of
amamen who were glaring hard-eyed in every direction whilg fondling the hilts of half-drawn daggers dl
the while, if hed had the strength, King Baerimgrim would have risen and waked about mockingly
introducing them dl to each other.

Asit was, he just sat and waited to see who of the five drding vultures was boldest. War would
come no matter what was decided here today ... but he could do Gaadorna one last service and leave
its throne as strongly held as possible, to keep the bloodshed, if the gods smiled, paltry.

The Bear would stand with him, if need be. No prize, but the best of a bad lot. He bdieved in lavs
and doing theright thing ... but how much of that was rooted in hisfirm belief that as senior Baron among
the five, and head of the oldest and largest noble house, the right thing meant Belundrar on the throne?

It was hard to say which was the most dangerous threat: Tholone's loose-leashed magdings,
Maethor's spies and poisons, or Hotha's brute blades-enough-to-reap-all. And what sort of surprise
blade had Feldrin's gold been used to hire ... or was he supporting one of the others? Or were the Lords
of Laothkund or other covetous foreign powers deding with him?

Ah, it began. Striding out from among the tensdy waiting warriors toward Bagrimgrim came a
young, black-bearded man in the green and siver of Hothd -- one of the few who'd not come to court
this day full-armored for battle.

The envoy bowed low before the throne, and said, "Mogt gracious Mg esty, dl Galadorna grieves a
your condition. My Lord Hothd knows deep sorrow at the fate of royd Baerimgrim but grieves dso for
the future of fair Galadorna if the Unicorn Throne fals empty, to be fought over & this time...or worse,



offers gtting room to one whose mdice or blundering ignorance will lead the redm into ruin.”

"You make your concerns clear enough, gr," the king said then, his dry tones awvakening chucklesdl
over the room. "Bring you dso solutions, | trus?"

The reddening envoy responded sharply, "Magesty, | do. | speak on behdf of Hotha, Baron of
Gdadorna, who begs leave to take the crown at thistime, peacesbly”...his voice rose to ride over sounds
of derison and dispute from many in the chamber..."and with far regard for the rights and desires of
others. My lord requests this honor not idly, he has been mogt diligent on Galadorna's behdf and has
bade me reved thus in return for promises that bright-visaged peace and fair-handed judice dhdl
continue to flourish in the redm, he enjoys the full support of the most puissant lord Feldrin, Baron of
Gdadorna, which that noble personage shdl himsdf confirm.”

All eyes turned to Feldrin, who amiled in his cusomarily dy, sddong way, his eyes megting no one's
gaze...and nodded, dowly and ddliberately.

"Moreover," the envoy continued, "My lord hath spoken with the enemies of Galadorna, with an eye
to keeping them from our borders and out of our purses, that the land remain free and prosperous, with
no shadow of war-fear upon our thresholds. In return for most favored prices on silver and iron from our
deep forest mines, the Lords of Laothkund have agreed to a treaty of mutud peace and border respect.”

Cries of anger, oaths, and gasps of exaggerated horror made such a din in the chamber that the
envoy paused for some time before adding, "My Lord Hotha submits that as he leads a force that can
best keep the redm safe and prosperous, the crown should pass to him, and..for the good of
Gdadorna...his rule be proclaimed as legitimate by yoursdf, Grave Mgesty.”

There was another uproar, qudled in an ingant by the deep rumble of Baron Bdundrar as he
lurched forward to stand beside the throne. With obvious reluctance in his tone and anger in his eyes, he
sad, "l share the anger of many here that any Gaadornan would ded in secret with the wolves of
Laothkund. Yet..."

He paused to sweep the room with his glare, his green eyes fierce under his bushy black brows and
his battered nose jutting like a drawn blade, before he resumed, "Y et | will support this bid for the crown,
scheming though it may seem, so long as the rule of law and right be upheld. Galadorna must be ruled by
the strongest...and must not become aland of knifings and monthly intrigues or executions.”

As the Bear stepped back to better survey dl of the doors once more, a murmur of agreement
arose a hiswords...but again the talk dilled in a moment as another baron stepped forth and purred, "A
moment, brave Beundrar! You speak as if you see no acceptable dternative to this admitted scheming,
to guard the safety of fair Galadornain the years ahead. Wdll, then, lislen to me, and I'll provide an offer
ungtained by deding with enemiesin secret.”

Lord Tholone ignored Belundrar's indinctive snarl and continued, turning in a dow circle with his
hand out, to survey dl in the room. "Youve heard very red and loyd concerns for the safety of our
beloved redm. | share tha love for Gaadorna and worry for the security of us dl. Unlike others,
however, I've bused mysdf not with dark back-passage dedl's, but with assembling the finest company of
meages this Sde of the seal”

There was snorts and itting as many warriors expressed ther disgust at any reliance on wizards...
and the presence of hired outlander mages here.

A cold-eyed Tholone raised his purring voice a notch and continued firmly, "Only my mages can
guarantee the peace and prosperity we dl seek. To those who migrust magic, | ask this if you truly want
peace, do you hire and consort with battle-hungry warriors? Galadorna scarcely needs such bloody folk
asitslords”

He left a little slence then for murmurs of agreement but heard insteed, in that roomful of fearful
courtiers and Smmering warriors, only stony slence and quickly added, "I command magic enough to
make Galadorna not only safe but great...and to ded with any traitors in this chamber who plan to put
other interests before the security and rebuilding of the Redm of the Blood Unicorn.”

"Bahl Well have no twisted sorcerers ruling the relm!” someone shouted from the press of
armored men around Baron Hothd, and severd voices echoed, "Twisted sorcerers!” in tones of anger.
The king and the Court Mage llgris, who was standing by the roya shoulder, exchanged glances of



rueful amusement.

The tumult, which had reached the point of daggers dlinting here and there as they were drawn, fdl
abruptly Hill and slent once more.

The mogt handsome of the barons of Gdadorna had stepped forth, the amile that charmed
Gdadornan ladies dl too often flashing forth like a deft and graceful sword. Baron Magthor might well
have been a crown prince, S0 richly was he dressed, so perfect his flowing mane of brown hair, and so
smoothly confident his manner. "It grieves me, men of Gaadorna," he said, "to see such anger and open
lawlessness in this chamber. This blustering of those who walk around with ready swords, and the
merciless will to use them, is the very thing that must be stopped if the Galadorna we dl love is to be
saved from snking into ... aland not worth saving or dwdling in, just another warlord's den.”

He turned to look around the room, ruffled cloak swirling grandly, every eye upon him, and added,
"Therefore, my duty to the relm stands clear. | mugt and shdl support Lord Tholone...”

There was a gasp of surprise, and even Tholonés jaw dropped. Maethor and Tholone were
considered the two strongest barons by many, and everyone in the redm knew they were far from
friends,

"...the one man among us who can make a difference. | must go to bed this night knowing | have
done my best for Gaadorna ... and | can only do that if Lord Tholone willingy gives the most
trusworthy of usdl, good Baron Bdundrar, the post of senescha of Nethrar, in sole charge of dl justice
throughout the redim.”

There was an approving murmur, Belundrar blinked at Maethor. The pretty boy baron wasn't cdled
"the Silver-Tongued Poisoner of Galadorna' for nothing. What was he up to?

Maethor gave everyone a last amile and glided quickly back within his protective ring of handsome
adesin slks and leathers, with not-so-hidden daggers ready In their lace-wristed hands.

A dir of excited talk arose at this surprising...and to many, bright in promise...offer. A dir thet rose
sharply, only to fdl away into tense slence once more, as the last baron dipped through his supporters to
scuttle close to the throne, causng guards to diffen and turn until grist waved them back.

Feldrin's big brown eyes roved around the chamber. His hands fluttered as nervoudy and as
restledy as dways, as ther thin, weak-looking owner bent near the ear of the king. Feldrin's fine but
ill-fitting clothes were drenched with sweat, and his short black hair, usudly straight-plastered to his skull,
looked like a bird had been raking it for nesting materid. He was amogt dancing with fearful excitement
as he whigpered in the royd ear. On the other side of the throne, Iigrist bent close to ligen too, evoking
one nervous glance from Feldrin...but only one.

"Mog Just and Able Mgesty," Feldrin breathed, dong with a strong scent of pardey, "l too, in my
not-so-bold way, love Galadorna and would at dl costs see her escape the bloody ruin of war between
us barons-moreover, | have good information that at least three ambitious lordlings of Laothkund will ride
here with the best mercenaries they can mugter if we do take up ams ‘gaingt each other, to carve away
dl of Galadorna that they can hold. These three have a pact, their men shdl never turn on each other
whils any of uslive”

"And 07" the king growled, sounding very much like Bdundrar in his didike of threats and
whispered schemes. Feldrin wrung his hands nervoudy, his brown eyes very large as they darted this way
and that, peering to see who might be close enough to hear. He lowered his voice il further and leaned
close, llgrig pointedly raised one fig and let thering on its middle finger gleem and glow for dl to see. If
Feldrin drew dagger on the king, it would be the last thing he ever did.

"I, too, will support Lord Tholone, if you, sire, can agree to my conditions..which you will
appreciate must needs be kept secret. These are two: that Hothd be executed here and now...for he will
never accept Tholone where you st now, and will harry us dl for years, sailling the best blood of the
redm.."

"Induding that of one Feldrin?' the king muttered, a smile amost cregping onto his face.

danger to Gdadorna is the amiling snake yonder, Maethor. | need your royd promise that ‘an accident'
ghdl very soon befdl him. He has been atirdess and aways untrustworthy spinner of intrigues, master of



lies and shadows and poison, the land has no need of him, no matter who holds the throne." Feldrin was
amog panting now, streaming with sweet, out of fear a his own daring.

"And one Feldrin mogt assuredly has no need of such a pretty rivd a scheming,” llgris murmured,
30 quietly that perhaps only the king heard.

King Baarimgrim thrust out a hand suddenly and caught hold of Feldrin's chin. He pulled, dragging
the baron around to face him, and murmured, "I agree to these two conditions, so long as you stand
steadfast and no one ese dies by your hand, direction, or maneuverings. For your own good, | place one
condition upon you, clever Feldrin: when you straighten up from here, look worried...not pleased.”

The king thrust the whispering baron away, and raised a voice that hed a quaver of enfegblement,
yet ds0 the sngp of commeand: "Lord Tholone! Attend us here, for the love of Gaadornal”

There was a momentary excited ir...in some corners of the throne room, dmost a shout...then
bresthless slence.

Out of the heart of that waiting, watching sillness L ord Tholone came gtriding, face a pleasant mask,
eyes wary. There was afant Snging in the air around him, his mages had been busy. No doubt daggers
would prove futile fangsif thrown hisway now or in the near heresfter.

If...given the number of wizards and warriors ready for battle and on edge with excitement...there
would be a heregfter for anyone in this room.

The dlence was utter as Tholone came to a stop before the Unicorn Throne, separated from the
king only by the crimson and gold expanse of the Blood Unicorn banner.

"Kned," Bagrimgrim said hoarsgly, "on the Unicorn.”

There was a collective gasp of indrawn breath, such a bidding could mean only one thing. The king
reached to hisown head, and dowly...very dowly...did off the crown.

His hands did not tremble in the least as he raised it over Tholone's bent head...a head that had
grown a triumphant, dmost maniaca smile..and said, "Let dl true Gaadornans geathered here bear
witness this day, that of my own free will, | name as my rightful her thi..."

The crack of lightning that burst from the crown at that moment deafened men and hurled them back
hard againg the paneled wals. Baerimgrim and the Unicorn Throne were split in twain in a blackened,
writhing ingant, the crown ringing off the riven ceiling. As the blazing limbs of what had been the king
dumped down amid the sagging wreckage of the throne, the golden unicorn's head that surmounted it
sobbed adoud.

The court mage looked astonished for the firgt time, and snatched out a wand as he looked sharply
at the painted wooden heed ... but whatever enchantment had made it speak had fled, and the head was
cracking and collgpsing into faling splinters.

llgrist glanced swiftly around the room. Feldrin was lying lifdess on the floor, his arms two scorched
sumps and his face burned away, and Tholone was on his back, dawing feebly a glding from the
smoldering banner that had melted onto his face.

The court mage fired over them, cdling forth the fury of the wand in his hand, and a veritable cloud
of magic missles sang and snarled ther blue-white desth around the room. Not a few of Tholongs
megdings crumpled or did down the wal, wisps of smoke issuiing from their eyes and gaping
mouths...then the air was full of curses and swords flashing in the hands of running men.

Fire leaped up in acircle around llgrigt then, and the wand in his hand spat forth alast trio of magicad
bolts...they struck at mages who dill stood, and one féll...before it crumbled.

The court mege let its ashes trickle from his hand as he looked camly around the ring of angry
armed men and said, "No, Galadornais too important for me to dlow such a mistake. Bagrimgrim was a
good king and my friend, but... one migtake is dl that fdls most kings. | trust the rest of you, gentlesirs,
w..."

With a roar that shook the room, Belundrar the Bear launched himsdf through the flames, heedless
of the pain, and leaped at llgrig.

The wizard codlly took a sngle step back, raisng one hand. The knife in the baron's grasp,
sweeping Sddong at Ilgrig's throat, struck something that broke it, amid sparks, and sent the Bear's am
goringing back involuntarily, to hurl the hilt into the balconies. The fire that blossomed in the wizard's hand



caught the Bear full in the face, and his roar became a gurgling for the brief ingant before his blackened,
flaming body crashed face fird into the floor.

llgrid lifted a fadtidious foot to let it dide, blazing, past. "Are there any more heroes here today?' he
asked mildly. "I've plenty more death in these hands."

Asif that had been asgnd, the air filled with hurled daggers and swords, spinning at the court mage
from roaring men on dl sdes...only to ring off an invisble barrier, every last one of them, and fal away.

llgrig looked down at the body of Belundrar, which had broken his circle of fire and was busly
baing burnt in two by its flames, and murmured "Blasted to smoking ruin. A true patriot...and see how
much he accomplished, in the end? Come, gentlesird Let us have your submisson. | shdl be the new
king of..."

"Never!" Baron Hothd thundered. "I'll die before I'll dlow su...”

Ilgrigt's mouth crooked. "But of course,” he said.

He made atiny gesture with two of hisfingers, and the air was suddenly full of the twang and hum of
crosshows firing, from the throne guard up in the balconies, their faces white and blank, their movements
mechanicd.

Warriors groaned, clutched vanly a quarrels sprouting in their faces or throats, and fell.
Hitherto-concealed crossbows spat an answer from many baronid armsmen around the chamber...and
the hdmless Hothd, his head trandfixed by many bolts, staggered, then toppled onto his Sde.

Baron Maethor would have tasted as many flying desths had he not possessed an unseen barrier of
hisown that kept both hurled daggers and crossbow bolts from him. Many of his unarmored men fdl, but
others surged forward to drive daggers into the faces of Hothd's armored guardsmen or raced up
bacony gairs to carve out a bloody revenge on Galadorna's throne guard.

The chamber erupted in aflurry of hacking, stabbing stedl, the thunder of armored men running, and
screams...al too many screams. There was fresh commotion at two of the throne room doors, as royd
soldiers with halberds in their hands elbowed ways into the room...then a bright flash and roar that shook
the chamber even more than the lightning had and |eft dazzled men blinking.

Into the ringing echoes of the blast held caused, transforming a score of Baron Hothd's best knights
into so many bloody scraps of armor embedded in riven panding, the court mage shouted, "All of
you...hold! Hold, | say!"

Commoners, throne guards, and the men of Magthor who were Ieft, with their magter in their mids,
dl turned to look a the wizard. The ring of fire around llgrig was gone, and the mage was pointing
across the chamber, at...

The burned and broken body of Lord Tholone, now sruggling jerkily to st upright, its legs ill
much-twisted ruin. It turned sSghtless, despairing eyes to the watching men and worked jaws that had
aready drooled much blood for some time before trembling lips said the horribly flat and raitling words,
"Pay homage to King llgrigt of Galadorna, as| do."

Bondedy the body dumped...an indant before it burst apart in a blast that spattered many of the
aurviving warriors. One of them snarled, "Magecraft said those words, not Tholone!™

"Oh?" llgrig asked softly, as the twisted, blackened crown of Galadorna flev smoothly out of the
wreckage into his hand. "And if so, what will you do?

He straightened the crown with a sudden show of strength, and unseen spell-hands lifted the mantle
of court mage from his shoulders. It fdl unheeded to the floor as he stepped forward, settled the battered
crown upon his brow, and said loudly, "So let dl Galadornans kned before ther new king. | shdl rule
over Gdadorna as Nadrathen, a name I've known rather longer then 'llgrist.’ Bow down!"

The shocked slence was broken by the rugtlings and scrapings of severd armsamen going dumsly to
thar knees. One or two of Maethor's men kndlt, one was promptly knifed from behind by one of his
fdlows and fdl on his face with agurgling cry.

King Nadrathen regarded the knot of richly garbed men with a gentle amile and said to their midg,
"Wdl, Maethor? Shdl Gaadorna lose dl of its barons this day?*

There was a rudling from behind him. Nadrathen turned and stepped back in the same mation,
protective magics plucking his feet from the floor, to drift gently down a good pace back...and stare in



open-mouthed surprise.

The mantle of the Court Mage of Galadorna, let fdl by Nadrathen scant moments ago, was risng
from the floor again, to hang upright as though a rather tal man was wearing it.

As the wondering court watched, a body faded into view within the mantle..a hawk-nosed,
raven-haired human wearing nondescript robes and a fant amile "Nadrathen?' he asked. "Cdled the
Rebd Chosen?’

"King Nadrathen of Galadorna, as it happens,” came the cool reply. "And who might you be? The
shade of a court mage past?'

"l am cdled EIminger...and by the Hand of Azuth and the Mercy of Mystra, | chalenge thee to spell
dud, here and now, inacircle of my rais..."

"Oh, by dl thefdlen gods,” Nadrathen sghed, and black flames suddenly exploded out of his hands
with aroar, racing in athick cylinder, like a battering ram, at the newcomer.

"Die, and trouble my coronation no more" the new king of Galadorna told the sudden inferno of
black flames that erupted where his spdl had struck. All over the chamber murmuring asamsmen were
crouching low behind pillars and railings or dipping out doorways, and away.

Black flames howled up to the ceiling...and were gone, snarling up to some lofty otherwhere. The
men in the mantle of court mage stood unchanged, save that one eyebrow was now raised in derison.
"Ye have some aversgon to rules of combat or defengve circles? Or were ye in some haste to remodd
this part of thy castle?’

Nadrathen cursed...and stone blocks were suddenly raining down dl around them, plunging down
from empty ar to shake the chamber with ther thunderous landings. Stone shards sprayed in dl
directions as the floor shattered, more armsmen fled, shouting in fear.

No stones struck either Nadrathen or Elminger, it was the turn of the Rebel Chosen to lift his brows
insurprise.

"You come wel shidded,” he granted grudgingly. ‘UImimber...or whatever your name is...do you
know what | am?’

"An archmage of accomplished might,” Elmingter said softly, "named by Holy Mystra hersdlf as one
of her Chosen...and now turned to evil."

"I did not turn to evil, fool wizard. | an what | have dways been, Mystra has known me for what |
am from the firs." The king of Galadorna regarded his chalenger bleskly, and added, "You know what
the outcome of our dud must be?'

H swallowed, started to nod, and then suddenly grinned. "Y €re going to talk me to death?’

Nadrathen snarled, "Enough! Y ou had your chance, idiot, and now..."

The ar above them was suddenly darker and full of a host of ghosly, facdess floating figures,
cowled and robed, traling away to nothingness as they swooped, thrusting cold and spectra blades a
the hawk-nosed mage.

As those blades trandfixed Elminder, they did in without gore or resstance ... and became
dwinding smoke and sparks, taking their widders with them.

Nadrathen gaped in agtonishment. His words, when he could find them, came in a gasp. "You must
beaCh.."

Behind the sdlf-styled king of Galadorna, unseen by ether duding mage, a long-fingered femde
hand had did into view, protruding from the dtill-solid, upright back of the riven Unicorn Throne with blue
motes of risen magic dancing around it. Those long, flexing fingers now leveled a deliberate finger a the
back of the unwitting Rebel Chosen.

Nadrathen's eyes widened, bulging for one incredulous moment before dl his glisening bones burst
together out the front of his body. Behind them as they bounced, a bloody, shapeless mass of flesh
dumped to the floor, spattering El's boots and the throne with gore.

B sprang back, gagging, but the bones and the horrible puddie that had been Nadrathen were
dready dfire, blazing from within. Blue-white, wasted magic swirled above flames of bright slver as men
cried out in disgust and fear dl over the chamber. Bl watched athread of dlver rise draight up from those
flames to pierce the cdling and burn onward.



He never saw the sunlight stab down into the throne room from high above, he was staggering back
to fdl heavily on his knees by then, as magic that was not his own shocked into him, surging throughout
his gpasming, weeping body .

Baron Maethor swallowed. He dared not approach the man-high conflagration that had been "King'
Nadrathen, but this chalenger-mage was on his knees blindly vomiting slver flames onto the smoking
floor. Galadorna could be free of over-ambitious mages yet.

"Hand me your blade," he murmured to an aide without looking, extending his hand for it. Just one
throw would be enough, if ...

A tdl, dender feminine figure stepped from behind that conflagration, bare thighs above high black
boots flashing through dashes in midnight-black robes. "I think | shdl rule Galadorna," Dasumia sad
swedtly, blue motes dill swirling about one of her hands. "Ascending my throne in this Year of
Migmaidens -- this very hour, in fact. And you shdl be my senescha, EIminger of Gaadorna. Rise,
Court Mage, and bring me the fedty of yon surviving lords and barons...or an internd organ from each,
whichever they prefer.”

Nine: Glad Days In Galadorna

The wise ruler leaves time among audiences and promenades for receptions of
daggers...usually in the royal back.

Ralderick Halowshaw, Jester
from To Rule A Realm, From Turret To Midden
published circa The Y ear of the Bloodbird

Dark fire snarled and spat, and the dender df in dark robes staggered back, groaning. Ilbryn
Starym's three hundredth or so encounter with the wards of dark fire around the Castle of the Lady had
not gone well. Her power was dill too greet, even in her absence ... and where by the Trees Everlaging
was she, anyway?

He sghed, glared up at the dark, dender towers so high above himin the twilit sky, and...

Was sent dmost sorawling by a hard and sudden impact. He whirled to do battle with whatever fdl
guardian had charged him and found himsdf daing a the receding boots of one of the two
buffoon-mages who were a'so encamped outside the walls of Dasumias fortress.

Beldrune's excited shout floated back to the furious f. "Baerast! Hearken!”

Tabarast looked up from afire that just wouldn' light, sheking his scorched fingertips, and asked
somewhat tegtily, "Whéat isit now?"

"l was scrying Nethrar,” Beldrune of the Bent Finger panted, "as the dream bid me, and there's
news The Lady Dasumia has just taken the throne and named the Chosen One as her seneschd.
Elminger is Court Mage of Gaadorna now!"

llbryn stared & the trotting mage's back for a moment, then broke into a flud dash that swiftly
brought him abreast of Beldrune. He reached up, caught hold of one bobbing shoulder in its fashionable
dashed and pleated claret-hued Slk, and snapped,” What?

Spun around to face blazing even eyes by fingers that fet like taons of sted, Bedrune groaned,
"Let go, longeard Y ou've fingers like wolf javd™

[lbryn shook him. "What did you say?"

Tabarast fumbled in a belt pouch, dropped a shower of amdl, sparkling items, and held one up
between finger and thumb, muttering something.

A lance of shining nothingness coalesced out of the ar and thrugt forward, unerring and as swift as
legping lightning. It took Ilbryn right in his ribs, shattering his shidding spdll in a cascade of smdl and
wayward cracklings and snatching him off his feet.

He hit the phandar tree with brutd force, ribs snapped like dry kindling crushed in a forester's fig.



[lbryn sobbed and choked and writhed, fighting for breath, but the spdll held him pinned to the trunk. If it
had been ared lance, held have been cut in two... but that knowledge afforded him scant consolation.
Through red migts of pain he glared dmogt pleadingly at the two human mages.

Tabarast regarded the trapped df mage amog sorrowfully and shook his head. "The problem with
young elves is they've got dl the arrogance of the older ones, with nothing to back it up," he observed.
"Now, Beldrune, speak up for the hasty youngling here. What did you say?'

Curthas and Haglond stood very straight and ill, their pikes just so, for they knew their master's
turret window overlooked this section of battlements ... and that he liked to look out often on moonlit
nights and see tranquillity, not the gleam and flash of guards fidgeting at their posts.

They stood guard over one end of the arched bridge that linked the loftiest rooms of the Master's
Tower with the endrding battlements. It was light enough duty. No thief or angry amsman for three
relms disant would dare to come cdling uninvited on Klandaerlas Glynril, Master of Wyverns. The
dragonkin he hdd in spd|-thrdl were sedldom unleashed, when they did come bailing out of their tower on
swift wings, they were gpt to be hungry, fearless, and savage of temper.

One guard risked a quick glance dong the moonlit wall. The stout tower that imprisoned the
wyverns stood, as usud, dark and dlent. Like the rest of Glymril Card, it had been raised by the Master's
spdls from the tumbled stones of an ancient keep, here on the end of a ridge that overlooked sx towns
and the medting of two rivers.

It was moonlit and glorioudy warm this night, even up on the ever-breezy battlements of Glynil
Card, and it was easy to drift into a reverie of other moonlit nights, without armor or guard duties, and...

Curthas diffened and turned his head. Bdls? What could be chiming up here on the battlements at
thistime of night?

He could see at a glance that the walls were deserted. Haglond was adready peering down the wals
and into the yards below, in case someone was dimbing the walls or coming up the guard stairs. No.
Perhaps someone's escaped falcon, dill with its jesses, had perched nearby ... but where?

The sound was faint, smdl...yet very close, not on the ground far below or in one of the towers.
Wheat by dl the sorm-loving gods could it be?

Now it seemed to be right under Halglond's nose, swirling. He could see a faint, ragged line of migt
ooiling and snaking in the air. He swept through it with his halberd, and smdl glowing motes of light
gathered for amoment aong its curved blade before winking out... like sparks without afire.

The chiming wind curled away, moving dong the battlements. He exchanged glances with Curthas,
and they both trotted warily after it, watching it grow larger and brighter. From behind them came the
fant squed that heralded the shutters of the Master's turret window opening. Perhaps it was one of his
gpdlls.. . or not, but they'd best chase it down even so. This could well be atest of ther diligence.

It led them to the Prow Tower at the end of the ridge, where rocks fdl away in dmog diffs benesath
the castle wdls, and there it seemed to quicken its dancing and cirding. Curthas and Haglond closed
with it cautioudy, separating to come at it from different directions, with haberds to the fore and
crouching low to avoid being swept over the battlements into a fdl, no maiter how fierce the wind
became.

The chiming rose to aloud and regular sound, amost annoying to the ears, and the migt that made it
spirded up into a vagudy humaen form taler than ether of them. Both guards stabbed at it with their
pikes, and suddenly it collapsed, fdling to become amilky layer of radiance awash around their boots.

Curthas and Haglond traded looks again. Nothing met their probing pike thrusts, and the chiming
was dlent. They shrugged, took a last look around the curved tower battlements, and turned to head
back to their posts, If the Master wanted to tel them what it had been, he would, If he kept slent about
it, twould be best if they did, too, and...

Hadglond pointed, and they both stared. Hafway back dong the way they'd come, the mig was
dancing dong the battlements. It had a definite shape, now... and the shape was femae, barefoot and in
flowing skirts, with long har flying free in her wake as she ran, a fant chiming in her wake. The guards
could just see through her.

In ungpoken accord they broke into arun. If she turned across the bridge they were supposed to be



guarding...

She ran right past it, heading toward the binding-racks and bloodstains of Bloodtop Tower,
where...when the Master had prisoners he no longer needed...the wyverns were sometimes dlowed to
feed. That was a good way off, and the ghodlly lady seemed in no hurry, the pounding guards gained on
her awiftly.

A dark-robed figure was coming across the bridge...the Master! Haglond hissed a curse, and
Curthas fdt like joining in, but the mage ignored them, turning to join the chase dong the battlements wdl
ahead of histwo guards. He carried awand in one hand.

The guards saw her turn, hair swirling in the moonlight, amid the binding-racks, and slently beckon
the Master of Wyverns, as coyly as any lover in a mingrd's balad. As he approached her, she danced
away to the edge of the baitlements. The hard-running guards saw him follow warily, wand raised and
ready. Glymril looked back a them once, as if deciding whether or not to wait until they reached the
Tower, and Curthas dearly saw amazement on his face.

Not of their master's making, then, and unexpected to boot. They did not dow in ther now-panting
sprint... but even s0, Curthas knew the strange foreboding that precedes by ingtants the sure knowledge
that oneisgoing to be...just...too late.

The woman became a snakelike, formless thing, and the shocked guards heard a long, raw howl
from Klandaerlas Glymril as something bright whirled around him in a swift spird, dimbing toward the
moon.

Anindant later the Master of Wyverns became a roaring column of flame that split the night with its
sudden fury. Curthas clutched at Halglond's arm, and they came to a ragged, panting hdlt together, dl too
close to where the battlements joined Bloodtop Tower. There was a booming thump, and something
exploded out of the pyre, traling flames down into the inner courtyards. the wand.

The guards exchanged fearful looks, licked dry lips, and started to back away in fear. They had
managed two dtrides before the stones beneath their feet rippled like waves on a beach and dtarted to
dump and fdl.

They fdl into oblivion with the gathering roar of Glymril Gard collgpsing ringing in their ears.

As the moon saw tha great fortress crash back down into the tumbled ruin it had been before
Glymil's spdlls had rebuilt it, a bright and triumphant mist danced over the risng dust and fading screams,
its chimes mixed with cold, echoing laughter.

The court mage looked at the guard captain's grim face and sighed. "Who was it thistime?"

"Anlavas Jhoavryn, Lord EIminger: a merchant from somewhere south across the sea. Brass work,
sundries, nothing important, but alot of it. Many coins here over many seasons. His throat was cut.”

Elminger sghed. "Maethor or one of the new barons?’

"L-lord, I know not, and hardly dare s..."

"Your hunches, loyd Rhoagdow."

The guard captain glanced nervoudy from sde to sde, Bl amiled crookedly and leaned over to put
his ear right to the man's lips. "Limmator,” the officer bresthed hoarsdly, B nodded and stepped back.
No particular surprise if Rhoagaow was right, Limmator was the only baron...or lordling...in Galadorna
buser in dark corners with bribe, threat, and ready knife than Maethor of the Many Whispers.

"Go and dine now," he told the exhausted guard officer. "Well tak later."

Rhoagdow and his three armsamen hurried out, El took care not to sgh until the antechamber was
quite empty.

He murmured something and moved two fingers a trifle. There was a faint thump behind one wal, as
the spy there abruptly went to deep. Bl gave the section of wal a mirthless amile and used the secret
door he wanted to keep secret a little longer, taking the lightless passage beyond to one of the disused
and dugty hidden rooms in the House of the Unicorn. A little time done to think is a rare treasure some
folk never saize for themsdlves ... and others, the truly deprived in life, cannot.

Three barons had died so far this year, one of them with a dagger in his throat not two steps from
entering the throne chamber, and six...no, seven...lesser lords. Galadorna had become a nest of vipers,
driking at each other with their fangs bared whenever the whim took them, and the court mage was not a



happy man. He had no friends, anyone he befriended soon ended up saring sghtlesdy at a celling of a
morning. There were whisperings behind every door in the palace and never any true amiles when those
doors opened. H was even getting used to the sght of dark ribbons of blood wandering out from behind
closed doors, perhaps he should Issue a decree commanding dl doors in Nethrar be taken down and
burned.

Hah to that. He was becoming what he knew they called him behind his back: “the Flapping Mouth
That Spews Decrees." The barons and lordlings congtantly tried to undercut royd authority, or even sed
openly from the court, and his Lady Master was no help at dl, usng her spells too seldom to engender
any fear that might in turn breed obedience.

There came a fant scratching sound from off to his left. Elminger pulled on the right knob and a
pane did open. Two young guardsmen peered into the dimness. "Y ou sent for us, Lord Elminger?’

"Yefound the scralls, Delver, and...?"

"Burned, and the ashes in the moat, lord, as you ordered, mixed with the dust you gave me. | used
dl of it

Elmingter nodded and reached out a hand to touch a forehead. "Forget dl, loyd warrior,” he sad,
"and so escape the doom we dl fear."

The guard hed touched shivered, eyes blank, then turned and hurried back into the darkness,
unlacing his breeches as he went. He'd been heading for his quarters when the sudden, urgent need to use
agarderobe had come upon him, and led him into the disused wing of the palace.

"Ingrath?" the court mage asked camly.

"I found the Q...ah, Aerwork in the Redshiddd Chamber and mixed in the white powder until 1 could
seeit no more. Then | said the words and got out,”

H nodded and reached out his hand. "Ye arid Dever are earning such handsome rewards...." he
murmured.

The guardsman chuckled. "Not the need to go to the jakes, please, lord. Let it be wandering trying
to recdl my youthful ddliances down here, en?'

B gmiled. "As ye wish," he said, as his fingers touched flesh. Ingrath's eyes flickered, and the
forgetful warrior stepped around the dill and slent mage, walked in a thoughtful circle around the room,
found the panel, and trotted away again, his part in dowing Dasumias evil forgotten once more. Which
might just keep him dive another month or two.

Twould be sAfer if the two weren't friends and knew nothing of each other...but it had happened that
the best warriors E could trugt, after subtle but thorough mind-scrying, were fast friends. That should be
no surprise, he supposed.

B paced the gloomy room, his mood dark enough to match it. Mystrals command to serve had
been clear, but 'serve in his own way" had dways been Elminger’s faling, if it was a flaw that was to
doom him now, then let it be so. Some things a man must ding to, to remain a man.

Or awoman cleave to, to be hersdf... and there was cartainly one lady in Galadorna doing just as
she pleased. Queen Dasumia dways seemed to be laughing at him these days and certainly cared nothing
for the duties of being queen, she was sddom to be found on the throne or even in the roya castle,
leaving H to issue decrees in her stead. Galadorna could snk into war and thievery without her naticing
... and daily, as more davers and unscrupulous merchants rushed in, knowing they'd be left more or less
unrestricted in their dedlings, the Lords of Laothkund were cading covetous eyes on the increesngly
wedthy kingdom. One thing lawlessness among merchants does bring isfull tax coffers.

H sghed again. The important thing was to make sure that with dl this gold, lawlessness did not
spread to the crown. Sweet Mystra forfend. Whatever would it be like to live in a land ruled by
merchants?

Everyone ignored the splintering and crashing sounds of a table collgpsing under two cursng men
duggng each other and the shivering and tinkling sounds of bresking glass that followed as various
nearby drinkers hurled bottles a the combatants, seeking to dter the odds of wagers just placed.
Someone screamed from another room...a death cry that ended in a horrible, wet gurgle, and was
answered by drunken applause. It was late, after dl, and this was the Goblet of Shadows.



Nethrar had known wilder taverns in its time, but the days of golem dancers who ate ther fees to
enrich llgrigt were gone, and the dens they'd done more than dance in were gone with them. The Goblet,
however, was very much here...and those too afraid to brave its pleasures done could dways hire a trio
of surly-looking warriors to guard them and make them...at least in ther own eyes..seem a veteran
member of a band of adventurers on dangerous business bent.

And there were the ladies. One such, avisonin blue slk and mock armor whose loops of chain and
curves of leather did more to display than concedl, had just perched on the edge of a table not far from
where Beldrune and Tabarast were nurang glasses of ruby-hued but raw heartsfire and grumbling, "Wl
aged? Sx days, belike!" to each other.

Over thar glasses, Bddrune and Tabarast watched the saucy beauty in the slks bending low over
two young men a the table sheld chosen, giving them a view of the sort that older, more sober men have
fdlen headlong into before now. The two wizards cleared their throats in unison.

""Tis getting amight hot in here," Tabarast observed weakly, tugging at his collar.

"Over that Sde of the table, too?" Beldrune grunted, his eyes locked on the lady in blue. He flicked
afinger, and through the din of chatter and laughter, snging and bresking glass, the two mages could
suddenly hear a voice purring, asif it was spesking right in their ears. "Delver? Ingrath? Those names are
... exdting. The names of daring men ... of heroes. You are daring heroes, aren't you?'

The two young warriors chuckled and said something more or less in unison, and the saucy beauty
in blue whispered, "How daring are you both feding this night? And ... how heroic?'

The two men laughed again, rather warily, and the beauty murmured, "Heroic enough to do a
sarvice for your queen? A...personal service?"

They saw her reach into her bodice and draw forth a long, heavy chain of linked gold coins that
caught and hdld their hungry eyes as she flashed the unicorn-adorned Royd Ring of Galadorna.

Two sets of eyes widened, and looked dowly and more soberly up from the coins and the curves to
the face above...where they found an impish grin followed by a tongue just darting into view between
parted lips

"Come" she sad, "if you dare ... to a place where we can .. . have more fun.”

The watching wizards saw the two men hedtate and exchange glances. Then one of them said
something, lifing his eyebrows in an exaggerated manner, and they both laughed rather nervoudy,
drained ther tankards, and rose. The queen looped her chain of coins around the wrigt of one of them
and towed him playfully off across the dim and crowded maze of tables, beaded curtains, and archways
thet formed the backbone of the Goblet.

Blue dlk and supple lesther swayed very close past the innocently tilted noses of Beldrune and
Tabarast. When the second warrior had stalked past...hungry eyes, hary ams and dl...the two mages
with one accord drained their heartsfires, turned to each other and turned red at the same time, tugged at
their collars again, and cleared ther throats once more.

Tabarast rumbled, "Ah...I think it'stime to see the bottom of more than one tankard ... don't you?'

"My thoughts exactly,” Beldrune agreed. "After akeg or three of beer, now, mind you. ..."

Deep in the dimness behind a pillar in the Goblet of Shadows, an df whose face might have been cut
from cold marble watched Queen Dasumia of Gaadorna tow her two prizes out of the tumult. When
they'd rounded a corner, out of sght, Ilbryn Starym turned his head to sneer down at the two blushing
old wizards, who didn't see him. Then he glided off through the Goblet toward the exit he knew the
queen would use, teking care to keep well back and well hidden.

Rhoagdow had brought word of another murder and a knifing whose victim might live. Elmingter
hed handed him a hand keg of Burdym's Best from the royd cdlar and told him to go somewhere safe
and out of uniform to drink it.

Now the Court Mage of Galadorna was griding wearily bedward, looking forward to some solid
hours of gtaring up into the darkness and getting some red thinking work done on the governance of a
feud-festering little kingdom. Perhaps thered be another assassnation attempt in the wee hours. That
would bejally.

El's mood had a sword edge to it just now, an ache was dready raging in his head from dedling with



sharp-tongued merchants dl day. Moreover, he couldnt seem to put an idea out of his mind...a rumor
abroad in Nethrar courtesy of the two old bumbling mages from Moonshorn Tower, who seemed to
have followed him here, that "Dasumid’ was the name of the dread sorceress cdled the Lady of
Shadows, could she and the queen somehow be related?

Hmmm. B sghed again, for perhaps the saven hundredth time this day, and out of habit glanced
aong the side corridor his passage had brought him to.

Then he came to a dead hdt and peered long and hard. Someone very familiar was crossing the
corridor farther down, usng a passage parald to his own. It was the queen, clad in blue slks and lesther
and chains like a tavern dancer...and she was leading two young men, warriors by their harness, whose
hands and lips were hard a work upon her person as she led them dong ... out of view, and into a part
of the House of the Unicorn Elminder had never yet visted. Cold fear stirred deep in his vitds as he
recognized those two ardent men as his sometime tools againg her, Dever and Ingrath.

His headache started to pound in earnest as he caught up his robes and sprinted as quigtly but as
swiftly as he could down the corridor toward the place where held seen Dasumia disappear. It was
better not to use a conceament spell now, in case his Lady Master had atraling spdlltdl active.

The queen was making no effort at stedlth. The high, tinkling laugh she used as fdse flatery rang out
as H reached the corner he thought was the right one and began hopping from pillar to pillar.

There followed the sounds of a dap, Delver's voice tdling a jest he couldn't catch the words of, and
more laughter. Bl abandoned sedth for haste as he saw the passage they'd used end a an archway. He
was judt in time to see the amorous trio leave the far end of that empty, echoing room through another
arch.

One dark and disused chamber proved to lead into another, through a successon of open
archways, and B took care to keep out of dght of anyone glancing back, and freeze whenever the
sounds ahead ceased. He'd worked his way back to being a sngle chamber behind when some trick of
eddying ar currents made the voices of those he was following gartlingly loud.

"Where by dl the gods of battle are you taking us, woman?'

"Uh, Your Majesty, he meant to say.... This does look suspicioudy like a way down to the
dungeons.”

Dasumialaughed again, a deep, hearty sound of pleasure thistime. "Keep that hand right where it is,
bold warrior ... and no, don't-be-gentle-sirs, were heading nowhere near the dungeons. You have a
royad promise on thet!"

B crept to the next archway like a hunting cat and peered around its edge...in time to hear the raitle
of a beaded curtain, unseen around a corner, parting. Light flared out from beyond it, El took a chance,
danced across the room to that corner, and took another chance: across the open, lit way they'd taken
was another curtain. He could hide behind it and see into the lit area, if he just darted across the open
way a the right moment not to be seen.

Now? He darted, halted, and tried to bring his breathing back to soundlessness, dl in a handful of
indants. He used the next handful, and the next, to stare at where the queen had taken her catches.

The brightly lit area beyond the curtains was only an antechamber, an archway in its far wal opened
into a place lit by ared, evil-looking radiance. Hanking that arch were two fully armored guardians, with
their visors down and curving sabers raised in thelr gauntlets...warriors without feet, whose ankle sumps
were gliding dong inches above the stone floor without ever touching it. Hemed horrors, men cdled
them, magicaly animated armor that could day as surdy as living armsmen.

H watched them start menacingly forward, only to hdt a a gesture from the queen. Dasumia strode
between them without stopping, towing her living warriors, and B stole dong boldly in their wake,
watching those raised sabers narrowly. Before he reached the hdmed horrors, they wheded around and
floated dong after the trio, sheathing their swords soundlesdy. H brought up the rear, moving very
cautioudy now.

The chamber beyond was very large and very dark, its only light coming from a glowing ruby-hued
tapestry at the far end, a tapestry that displayed a black device larger than many cottages B had seen: the
Black Hand of Bane.



The ade tha ran down the center of the temple was lined with braziers. As Dasumia strode
between each par of them, they burst spontaneoudy into flame Delver and Ingrath were obvioudy
having second thoughts about their roya night of passion, E could dearly hear them gulping as they
dowed and had to be dragged dong by Dasumia.

There were pews on dther Sde of the aide, some of them occupied by dumped skeletons in robes,
others by mummified or iill-rotting corpses. B ducked into an empty row, crouching low to the floor, he
knew what mugt be corning.

"No!" Ingrath cried suddenly, twisting free of the queen's grasp and whirling around to flee He
moaned desparingly, an indant before Ddver tore free of the chain of coins, began his own sprint...and
screamed.

The two hedmed horrors had been floating right behind them, gauntleted hands out and ready to
close on ther throats. Those stedy fingers beckoned to them now, as the empty hdms leaned horribly
closer.

Moaning in despair, the two guardsmen turned back to face the queen. Dasumia was lying on the
dtar, propped up on one ebow and wearing rather less than sheld entered the temple with. Laughingly
ghe beckoned them.

Reductantly, the two warriors sumbled forward.

Ten: To Taste Dark Fire

The best thing an archmage can do with his spells? Use them to destroy another archmage,
of course...and himself in the doing. Well plant something useful in the ashes.
Radishes, perhaps.

Albryngundar of the Singing Sword
from Thoughts On A Better Faerun
published circaThe Y ear of the Lion

Unseen drums boomed and rolled, beginning an inexorable, unhurried beat that shook the temple. E
watched narrowly as alarge hand of Bane...a trifle taller than a man and seemingly carved of some black
stone...rose into view behind the dtar block. A hdo of wispy red flames rose and fdl around its fingers,
and by their flickering light, as Dasumia leaped lightly back down from the dtar, Elminger saw two long,
meta-barbed black whipslying crossed upon the dtar where sheld been lying.

The drumbeats quickened very dightly. Seeking a better view, B drew up the hood of his robes to
hide hisface in its cowl and dowly rose into a seated postion on his pew, becoming just another dumped
form among the many corpses. His decaying neighbors were no doubt onetime victims of rituas here.
Dever and Ingrath...and one Elminger, too, for that matter... might wel soon join them, if the Court
Mage of Gaadorna didn't act with precise timing and do just the right thingsin the moments just ahead.

The two warriors stood facing Dasumia, and they were trembling with fear. She took ther hands
and spoke to them. The words were logt to H in the sound of the drums, but she was obvioudy
resssuring them. From time to time she embraced or kissed them, ignoring...as they could not...the
hulking helmed horrors floating just behind their shoulders.

The queen turned, took up the whips, and handed one to each man. Leaning back againg the dtar,
she snapped a command to them and held up her hands toward the dark, unseen celling in a gesture of
summoning.

With great reuctance they siwung the whips in her direction...with no force, so the barbed lengths
amply brushed againg her and bounced off harmlesdy. Elminger heard Dasumids angry order this time:
"Strike! Strike or diel™

She held up her hands in a summoning once more, and the whips lashed out a her in earnest this
time. Her body jerked under the blows, and a wisp of blue sk fdl away. She hissed encouragement to



Ingrath and Delver, who struck harder, their whips cracking. A lash wrapped around her, baring one of
her breasts.

At their next blows, the fird weals marked Dasumia, and she groaned at them to drike harder ill.
The guardsmen obeyed tentatively at fird. Then with spirit as she shouted at them to dtrike ever harder,
garing up a them as she had more than once overwhelmed Elminger with her will.

Dever and Ingrath redled, then bent to ther task, putting dl their fear of dying here and resentment
a her entrgpping them behind each blow. Blood-drenched blue slk and smooth flesh beneath rapidly
vanished under arain of blows from whips that glistened dark with blood.

Abruptly Dasumia threw back her head and howled a them to stop. Delver, weeping hystericdly,
faled to do so...and the hdmed horror behind him snaked out a gauntlet and caught his arm in a grip that
halted his frantic flaling in mid-swing.

She looked more like a beast skinned for the roadting spit than a naked woman, now, but as
Dasumia drew her arms down and put her hands on her hips to explan the next part of the ritud, she
might have been imperioudy gowned and giving orders to kneding courtiers. She showed no trace of
pain despite the blood coursing down her limbs, moving easly and with her usud wanton sway of the
hips as she ordered Ingrath onto the dtar, to lie on his back.

Anger was rigng in Elminger. Anger and revulson. He had to do something. He had to make this
stop.

H tried to recal what he'd once heard a drunken worshiper of Bane say about this sort of ritud.
Sacrifices baing cut to death by priests flaling with sharp swords, was it? Or a floating Hand of Bane
crushing sacrificesinits grip .. . aye, that wasiit.

Dasumia had mounted the guardsman on the dtar and was arying out, "Strike! Strikel” to Delver,
who was moving reluctantly forward with hiswhip to obey her, when B knew he could watch no longer.

The whip cracked down, tralling blood at each swing, and B found himsdf tingling with rage and
with risen power...power throbbing at his very fingertips.

He was a Chosen of Mystra, however hezily he recdled what that had meant. "Mydra" he
murmured, "guide me."

However evil his Lady Master had turned out to be, he could not watch her blood raining down any
longer while he did nothing, and two good men drew closer and closer to their deaths. That black hand
behind the dtar would dowly rise, then reach out to crush them...as it was moving now!

Horrified, Elmingter reached out with his will, usng the one spell he could unleash without spesking
or moving. Hopefully he could remain an anonymous corpse for a few moments more. He moved not
agang the hand...that would come next...but to disable the foes who were sure to come diving down on
him the moment he was discovered. He could fed the webwork of linkages, now, courang out from the
dtar. With infinite care he detached one linkage from a hdmed horror, ghifting it to a section of celing
beyond the floating thing rather than severing it outright. If he could get one step further before being
discovered....

Dasumia diffened and sat up, ignoring the continuing bite of the lash. She glared around the temple,
seeking the intruder. Bl shrugged and broke the bindings of the second hemed horror with savage
abruptness.

Dark and terrible eyes bored into him. Then, dowly, Dasumias lips twisted into a amile. She sat
back on the dtar, redining agan on one ebow with an ar of amusement, and watched him.

Slently, their limbs jerking, Ddlver and Ingrath began to shuffle toward Elmingter. Obvioudy in thrdl,
they thrust the bloody whipsthey carried back over their shoulders, ready for the firg lashing strike. The
barbs that had so mutilated Dasumia glistened red with her blood as the guardsmen lurched nearer... and
nearer....

H's shearing spell was dill active, and he was loathe to spend another magic when the dud of his life
was waiting, sneering a him up on the dtar. Yet what good would it do to bresk her thral upon the
warriors, when with another spell...no doubt to her atrifling magic... she could restore it?

Dever and Ingrath sumbled siffly nearer, their faces locked and impassve, their eyes horrified and
ralling, pleading with im for aid or mercy or relesse....



H snapped the linkages that controlled them with brutal force. Ignoring their suddenly spasming
bodies and uncontrolled spitting and ululaing, he rode the shock of the magica backlash into their minds,
feding the same pain they did. It was he who cried out in agony...but they toppled bonelesdy to the floor,
sensdless.

It had worked. H discovered held bitten his lip. He shot a glance a the dtar, but Dasumia hadn't
moved. She was dill redining at her ease, soundlessy laughing...and the blood and whip cuts were fading
from her skin, mdting away asif they'd never been.

B drew in a deep breath and glanced behind him to be sure there were no other hdmed horrors,
ariving Bane worshipers, or any other menace that might strike from behind. He found nothing. He
thought he saw a movement among the corpses dong the darkest row of pews, right at the back, but he
could not be sure and could see nothing moving when he stared hard a that place. He dared not turn his
back on Dasumia any longer.

Wheding around, he found her dill lying a ease on the dtar, whole and heded now, her body quite
bare. She laughed doud, and Bl gritted his teeth againg the rage now boailing up in his throat and with iron
control worked his next magic with precison. Lady Master or no, he was going to bring that huge,
hovering black hand of stone crashing down on the dtar. He was...

The Hand resisted him utterly. Dasumias laughter rose into red mirth as he snarled and strained to
move it. He could fed the linkage, he could ingnuate hiswill into its flows, to grasp a the magic...and it
ignored him, remaining as rigid as an iron bar despite his best efforts to budge it. He was...he could ... he
could not

Asthe Queen of Gaadorna hooted at him, El abandoned the spell with a snarl and worked another
meagic, hiding his gestures from her, down below the back of the pew in front of him.

When he was ready, a seeming eternity later, he stood up and hurled his magic through her crud
laughter...not &t the deadly, beautiful woman on the dtar, or at the dtar itsdlf, a stone block that postivey
throbbed with ebbing and flowing magic he could not hope to overmaster. The floor beneath one end of
it, however....

Flagstones heaved, buckled, and shattered into shards, their cracks louder than those the whip had
made. Thefloor rippled like a wave of stone, sending divers of stone dattering againgt the back wal of
the temple, and suddenly subsided, opening a huge pit. There must be cdlars down there his magic could
shove the earth and stone into, to clear a space so swiftly.

Dasumia sprang camly off the dtar to land on her fegt, facing him. She amiled gpprovingly, saluted
him, then turned to watch as the dtar block shivered, teetered, and tipped over, diding into the chasm
with a thunderous crash.

"Shattered ... how destructive of you," Dasumia observed merily. "Care to destroy anything ese?!

In grim, wordless answer Elminger snatched a gdl-plate from the end of his pew and broke it
across his knee, cracking the hand of Bane. Dying enchantments spat black sparks. He cast its wooden
shards onto the floor and reached for the next plate.

Dasumia laughed. " So, hasit come to adue between us two at last, brave EIminger? Are you ready
to dare me at las?"

"No," EIminger dmogst whispered. "Have ye forgotten what | told ye, when fird we met & the Riven
Stone? | serve Mydtra fird... and then Dasumia .. . then Galadorna. Tdl me who does Dasumia serve
firg?"

Dasumia laughed again. "Choices have prices,” she said amog merrily. "Prepare to pay yours”

Her hands rose in asmple gesture, and dmost immediady Elminger fdt a tightness in his throat, a
choking feding that grew steadily worse. His legs and hips seemed to shift under him, his clothes began to
fed tight... then more than tight.

H struggled to rise, and saw that his fingers were becoming stubby, bloated things, like mismatched,
mottled sausages. So was the rest of him. Clothing began to split and disntegrate then, with tearing
sounds like whip gtrikes.

The shredded remnants of the mantle of Court Mage of Gaadorna fdl away in tatters as H
walowed about, trying to rise on legs that kept changing in length and thickness. Dasumia was howling



with laughter as he fdl over to one sde or another, growing seadily larger until he was pressed tight
agand the pew in front of his own in a grip that grew steadily more visdike. He was as fat as two cart
barrels now, and ill growing. He tried to spin the gestures of another spel with fingers that dangled and
wobbled and were as long as his forearm...a forearm that was now as broad as his chest had been,
before it, too, had started growing....

Then his own spdll took hold, and the tightness was suddenly gone as the pews in front of him,
behind him, and under m dl tore free of the floor, trailing dust as they rose...and tumbling him onto the
floor, a grotesque mass of diding, many-folded flesh that lay on its back, panting. B heaved and
struggled, gasping for breath, and managed to get over onto one sde, facing his foe.

The moment he could see her, three pews flashed through the ar a her under his grim bidding, like
gigantic lances. Dasumia ducked, rolled, then back flipped, turned as she landed, and in the same motion
flexed her magnificent legs and sprang. All three pews missed, crashing into the floating black hand with a
splintering fury that shook the room. One of the fingers broke off the hand, lesking magicd radiances as it
went.

Dasumia hissed something fast and harsh...and dmost ingantly B found himsdf risng into the air. Up
and up he rose, uncontrollably, trying to see what was where around the temple as he went. Was she
going to lift im and drop him, or...?

H caught 9ght of something lying in the ade and got an idea. He worked the spell he needed in
furious haste, knowing that a bruisng impact with the cob-webbed stone calling was coming up fast.

He finished the pdl judt in time to throw one arm up in front of his face and turn his nose asde
before damming hard into the caling..sending startled bats screeching away in a wild flgpping of
wings...and finding that her magic was dill pressing on him, pinning him againg the dank stone.

He scrabbled with hisarms and elbows, trying to rall over so he could see Dasumia...and not dark,
dirty stone an inch from his eyelashes. He needed to be able to see, to work the spdl held cast.

Grunting and gasping, he managed to rall his ponderous bulk over in time to see a tightly amiling
Dasumiameagicdly raise one of the shattered pews held hurled a her into the air...and send it right back
a him.

Larger and larger it loomed as H scrambled dong the caling trying to get out of its way, usng his
great bulk to catch and kick a vault ribs that would have been ten feet or more out of his reach if hedd
been his proper sze ... H tried to concentrate on his own spell, down below, and ignore the oncoming
pew.
He never saw the dim, dark-robed figure that stood up in the back pew to take cam, careful am at
him, fix his position in mind, then begin to cast its own deadly spell.

AsE moved, the pew curved in the arr to follow, Dasumids amile broadening with anticipatory glee
a the coming impact. The end that would drike ElIminder was a splayed mass of jagged wooden
gplinters, most of them aslong as aman was tall.

Dasumia took three swift steps Sdeways to get a better look at the Stuation...and that was dl H
needed. He rolled over aroof vault, wheezing like some great aerid whae, and in its lee caled on his
godl. Two whips rose from the ade like eager, awakened snakes, to pounce on the Queen of
Galadorna.

Asthe pew struck the calling with a crash that sent him bouncing off the ciling tiles amid showers of
dust, B had a brief glimpse of Dasumias Startled face as bloodied black lesther whipped around one
wrig and jerked down, throwing her onto her back. She struck her head on the floor and cried out in
pain...and that was dl the time the two whips needed. The wrig that had dragged her down was bound
fadt to her ankle, the other whip did the same on her other side, and one whip dapped its handle across
her eyes, blinding her with tears, while the other thrust its handle into her open mouth, effectively gagging
her.

Most of the pew broke avay and showered the temple below with shards of wood as the gigantic
missle cartwhedled away from the roof vault. Ilbryn Starym didn't even have time to flee as the rest of the
pew plunged into the pew right in front of where he was stting, sending riven wood in dl directions and
huling him helplesdy into the air, tumbling head over heds in the midst of his own conjured bdl of



meagica flames to strike the back wdl of the temple with a crash. He did dowly and brokenly down that
wadl, his screams fading.

Abruptly B found himsdf plummeting to the ground. He grinned savagdly, this must mean Dasumia
was ether fdling unconscious or aandoning her spdl in favor of something desperate. He sent the whips
an urgent command to thrust their captive doft, so he could give her the same sort of fdl if she overcame
him, or his own landing was too ... hard.

Gods! H knew bones had shattered, even before he rolled over like some sort of agonized eephant
and tried to scramble to hisfeet. Scrambling didn't work, but he did get upright by throwing his great bulk
to one side, then trying to dimb it with his dumsy legs. He got himsdf turned around in time to see his
whips suddenly swinging empty, their captive gone from their entangling midst.

A moment later, a cold, cold pain did into his sde and out again, and he knew where sheld gone.
He didn't bother to try to turn and face her, just to see a sword dripping with his own blood and to give
her a better target to stab at, but concentrated on ignoring the pain and cdling up another pdll. The blade
did into him once more, but B knew his great bulk kept him safe from her ditting his throat...she couldn't
reach it without so much dimbing that hed be able to smply topple over onto her to win this fight
forever. He threw himsdf backward and heard her startled curse and the clangor of a dropped sword
bouncing on stone. Now he did gtart to turn, heaving himsdf around. If the blade was close enough, he
could throw himsdf on it and bury it.

He met Dasumias dartled eyes...and she brought one hand to her mouth, glanced down & the
sword lying so close to him...and vanished, just moments before El completed his spell.

It was a blood magic incantation. El threw back his head and shrieked a the pain. As the magic
heded his wounds, it fdt like fire raging through his gigantic body... fire that flared, raged, then swiftly
faded as the heding neared completion. It could dso teleport him to wherever his freshly shed blood
might be...on the floor beneath him, on the sword mere feet away ... and on the hands of the queen,
wherever she might be!

The spdl flashed, the temple around him twisted, and he was suddenly behind the dtar, where a
crouching Dasumia was looking up & himin startled surprise. He reached out to dutch at her should she
try to flee, and threw himsdf off-baance so as to fdl on her. Dasumia back flipped again, her heds
grazing the floating Black Hand of Bane...and Bl crashed down inches away from her franticdly rolling
form. He grabbed a her, but couldn't reach, and was ill huffing and walowing and trying to pivot his
great bulk around 0 that his bloated and deformed arm could reach her when she fetched up againg the
back wall of the temple and cast another spdll, favoring him with a catlike amile of triumph.

Something flashed. Bl turned his head in time to see one of the floating hemed horrors flow and
twigt, bresking gpart into awhirling sphere of jagged metd shards-shards that came out of their dance in
agtream that legped right & him.

H threw one ponderous arm up in front of his eyes and throat, and with the other grabbed blindly,
fdt Dasumids struggling form, closed his grasp mercilesdy, and hauled her like arag doll back up in front
of m as ashidd.

As searing shards cut into himin three places or more, B heard Dasumia gasp, a sound that was cut
off sharply. When he lowered his shidding arm, he saw that she was biting her lip, blood tralling down
her chin and eyes closed in her contorted face. Jagged shards had trandfixed her in a dozen places, and
she was shuddering. The blue-white motes of magic lesking from her might be contingencies... or might
be something ese. As he watched, a shard drooped, dangled, then broke off and fel, visbly smdler.
Ancther seemed to be mdting into her, and another...gods!

The sudden pain made EIminger drop his foe. Her ravaged body fdl onto his great bulk...and the
red pain began. A burning... smoke was rigng from where she lay sprawled on his mounded flesh, and
she was dowly snking.

Acid' She'd turned her blood to acid, and it was edling away & him and a the shards. Wdll, the
watching gods knew he'd spare flesh in plenty to lose, but he had to get clear of her. He snaiched a her,
threw her as hard as he could at the floating Hand of Bane, and had the satisfaction of seaing her dtrike it
limply and gtick for a moment before her own weight peeled her free, to fdl from view behind the atar.



Wisps of smoke curled up from the hand as allittle left-behind acid ate &t it, too.

H sat back gimly and sghed. Unconscious she might be, but he lacked the strength to crush her.
Perhapsif he pushed her into the pit and shouldered those two loose pews into it on top of her...

Nay, he could not be so cruel. And so, when she awakened, Elminger Aumar would die. He was
amaost out of spdls and 4ill trapped in this grotesquely enlarged form, probably unable to fit through the
passages that had brought him here. He could do little more to stop the evil Lady Master whom Mystra
had sent him to serve. Her magic overmatched his, as his outstripped that of a novice. She would make a
meagnificent and able servant of Mystra, a better Chosen than he, if she were only biddable enough to
obey anyone.

He shut his eyes againg the banner of Bane and cdled up a mental image of the blue-white star of
Mystra "Lady of Myseries”" he said aoud, his voice echoing in the now-slent temple, "one who has
been thy servant cries to ye in his need. | have faled thee, and faled in my service to the one caled
Dasumiag, but see in her drength that could well serve thee in my place. Succor this Dasumia, | pray,
and..."

Sudden, searing cold shocked him into an inaticulate cry. He could fed himsdf trembling
uncontrollably as magic stronger than held ever fdt before surged through him. Numbly he waited for
whatever killing strike Dasumiawould deal him, but it did not come. Instead, a warmth gently grew within
the ice, and he fdt himsdf rdlaxing, even as a strange crawling sensation swept over him. He was healed,
he was growing smdler and lighter and himsdf again, and a face that he could bardly see through flooding
tears was bending over him.

Then he heard a voice speaking to him tenderly, a voice that belonged to the Queen of Galadorna
but no longer held the cold crudty of Dasumia "So you pass the test, EiIminger Aumar, and remain the
fird and dearest of my Chosen...even if your brains are too addled to recognize when aritud of Bane is
being perverted, bringing pleasure to his dtar ingead of pain, and shedding the blood of someone
willing." A fond and musicd laugh followed, then the words, "I am proud, this night.”

Gentle ams enfolded him, and Elminger cried out in wonder as he fdt himsdf lifted up, in a soaring
flight that should have smashed them both into the celing but did not, reaching high and clear into the
dars instead.

Theroof of the House of the Unicorn burst apart, towers toppling, as a column of slver fire roared
up into the night. As men on the battlements screamed and cursed, something chill and chiming that had
been coiled hungrily around a spire close by their heads fled in a misy parabola, to drift away low over
the streets of Netnrar, cowering in the night.

Siver fire danced on dark water, throwing feeble reflections onto purple-bordered tapestries of
deepest black. High on those tapedtries, in purple thread, were worked theair sole adornments. crued,
somehow feminine amiles.

Theinky waters of the scrying font rippled, and the scene of Slver fire soaring up out of a castle was
gone.

Someone close above the water said excitedly, "You saw? | know how we can use this”

"Tdl me" a cold voice snapped, sharp with excitement, then in lower tones, in another direction,
sad more camly, "Cancd the Evenflame service. Well be busy...and undisturbed, mark you, Sister
Night...until further notice.”

And so it was that Gadadorna logt its queen and its court mage in the same night, less than a tenday
before the armies of Laothkund rolled down from the tree-girt hillsto set Nethrar ablaze, and shatter the
Unicorn Kingdom forever.

Book Two: Sunrise On A Dark Road



Eleven: Moonrise, Frostfire, And Doom

Adventurers are best used to day monsters. Sooner or later, they become your worst
monsters, and you have to hire new ones to do the obvious thing.

Raderick Hallowshaw, Jester
from To Rule A Ream, From Turret To Midden
published circaThe Y ear of the Bloodbird

"Seems peaceful enough, don't it?' the warrior rumbled, looking around from the height of his saddle
a the forest of hiexd, blueesf, and gnarled old phandar trees that flanked both sides of the road. Birds
cdled in the digant depths of its shade gloom, and smdl furry things scuttled here and there among the
dead leaves tha carpeted its mossy sumps and mushroom-studded dead fdls. Golden shafts of sunlight
stabbed down into the forest here and there, lighting little clearings where shrubs fought each other for the
light, and the moss-draped creepers were fewer.

"Dont say such foolhead things, Arvas" one of his companions growled. "They sound dl too much
like the sort of cues ambushing brigands like to follow. That sentence of yours sounds like something that
should end with an arrow taking you in the throat...or the chunk of road your charger's standing on risng
up to be reveded as the head of some awakened titan or other.”

"Il take the 'or other,’ you merry-faced killjoy," Arvas grunted. "l just meant | dont see
claw-sharpening marks on trees, bloodstains ... that sort of thing... which should make you even more
chearful.”

"You can be sure the High Duke didn't hire us to block the Starmantle road while we argue about
things I'd rather other ears didn't hear about,” a deeper voice sad sharply. "Arvas, Fadagt...stow it!"

"Paeregur,” Arvas sad in weary tones, "have you looked up and down this road recently? Do you
see anyone...anyone...but us? Block the road from what, may | ask? Since the deaths began, trave
seems to have just about stopped dong here. Possibly about the same time you got this funny idea into
your head that youre somehow entitled to give the rest of us orders! Was it that new armor, the heavy
hdm pressng hard on your brains? Or wasit the new thrugsting codpiece with the..."

"Arvas, enough.!" sad someone dse, in exasperation. "Gods, it's like having a babbling drunk
riding with us!'

"Rdlian," his hdfling comrade said, from somewhere below the levd of the humans bets, "it is
having a babbling drunk riding with ug"

There was a generd roar of laughter...even echoed, dbeit sarcadticaly, by Arvas himsdf...and the
Frogtfire Banner urged their mountsinto a trot. They dl wanted to find a good defensible place to camp
before dark, or have time to get back to Starmantle if no such Ste offered itsdf, and it wouldn't be dl that
meany hours, now, before the shadows grew long and the sun bright and low.

High Duke Horostos styled himsdf lord over the rich farmlands west of Starmantle, dong a forested
diff of a coast that offered few harbors (and no good ones). As redms went, it was a quiet and safe land,
plagued by the usud owlbears and gtirges from time to time, the odd band of brigands, thieving peddiers,
grdl problems that a few armamen and foresters with good bows could handle.

Laedly, it seemed, at about the time the worst winter snows ended and folk considered the useful
part of the Year of the Awakening Wyrm to have begun, the High Duchy of Langdos had somehow
acquired abig problem.

Something that Ieft no tracks, but killed at will...passng merchants, woodcutters, farmers, livestock,
and dert war bands of the Duke's best aamsmen dike. Even a hightranking priest of Tempus, traveing
with a large mounted and well-armed bodyguard, had gone missng somewhere dong the wooded road
west of Starmantle, and was thought to have fdlen afoul of the mysterious dayer. Could this be the
"Awekening Wyrm'" of the prophecies?

Perhaps, but hired griffon-riders flying over the area had found no Sgn of large caves, scorched or



broken trees or any other marks of large beasts ... or any Sgn of brigands or their encampments, for that
meatter. Nor had the few foresters who ill dared to venture anywhere near the trees seen anything...and
one by one, these were disgppearing too. Their reports told of aland that seemed barren of any beast s0
large as afox or hare, the game trails were grown over with ferns.

So the High Duke had reluctantly opened his coffers while he sill had subjects to tax and refill them
and had hired the dlassc solution: a band of adventurers... in this case, hireswords who'd been thrown
out of service to wedthy Tethyrians for a variety of reasons, and gathered as the Frodtfire Banner to seek
thar fortunesin more easterly lands, where their past indiscretions would be less wel known.

The money offered by Horostos was both good and needed. The Banner were ten in dl, and
numbered among thelr ranks a pair apiece of mages and warrior-priests, yet they went warily. This was
unfamiliar country to them...but desth knows dl lands, intimately and often.

So it was that cocked but unloaded crossbows hung across severd saddles, though it was bad for
the strings, and no one rode cardesdy. The forest stayed lovely...and deserted.

"No stags” Arvas grunted once, and his companions, nodding ther replies, redized how slent
they'd falen. Waiting for the blow to fdl.

A goodly way west of Starmantle the road |ooped around and benesth an exposed spur of rock, an
outcropping that pointed out to sea and upward like the prow of some great buried ship. Once the sun
sank low and the Banner knew they had to turn around, they settled on the rocky prow as therr camp.

Ton's as good a place as the gods provide, short of bare hilltops. One to watch dong the road and
down the diffs, and two to face the forest dong the neck of it, here, tie up our horses below and
be-damned to anyone trying to use the road by night, and we're set," Rolian grunted.

Paeregur gave a wordless grunt as his only answer. The tone of that grunt sounded unconvinced.
The slence of fear hung heavy over the camp that night, and evenfeast was eaten in hushed tones.

"Weé're as close to death as we've ever been,”" the hdfling muttered as they rolled themsdves in ther
cloaks, lad weagpons to hand, and watched the stars come out over the water.

"Will you belt up about dying?' Rolian hissed. "No one can come at us unseen, weve set a heavy
watch, the dippers and the shidds are ready for afast wakening. .. what more can we do?"

"Ride out of here and go back to Tethyr," Avras said quietly...yet the camp had grown so sill that
most of them heard him. Severa heads turned, wearing scowls .. . but no one said aword in reply.

Overhead, as deep night came down, the stars began to come out in earnest.

"What's that?' Rolian breathed, beside Paeregur's ear. "D'you hear it?"

"Of course | hear it," the warrior replied quiglly, rigng Slently to his feet and tuning dowly, his
drawn blade dlinting in the light of the new-risen moon. He could hear it best to the west, somewhere
vay close by, athin, amless chiming sound. A bridle? A bel on a mingrd's insrument, or on the harness
of awayward horse? Or...the little fey ones, come cdling?

After a moment he took a few cautious crouching steps across the rock spur, picking his way
between the dill forms of his degping fdlows. A thin thread of mig was drifting in the lee of the rock
Spur...strange, that, with the moon rising...out there was nothing to be seen. Not even seabirds, or an
owl. In fact, that was why this was s0 eerie...the woods were Hill. No scuffling, no night cries or the
drieks of smdl animds being caught by larger prowlers... nothing. Paeregur shook his head in
puzzlement, and turned dowly to go back. There it was again, that faint chiming.

He turned back to the west again and became a ligening statue. After a time the chiming was gone.
Thetdl warrior shrugged, glanced down at the horses below the prow...and froze.

Where were the horses? He took two quick strides to the other side of the prow, in case they'd dl
shifted to the east of the overhang...their lead-reins were long enough...but, no. They were gone.
"Rdlian," he growled, beckoning sharply, and ran dong the prow to its very tip, where the ill, cowled
form of Avras sat fading out to sea, his sword across his knees. Hah! Some watch guard heldd turned out
to bel!

"Avrad" he hissed, dapping a heavy hand on the warrior's shoulder, "where are the horses? If
you've been drinking again, so hdp mel'mg..."

The shoulder under his hand crumpled like a thing of dry leaves and kindling, and the faceess husk



of Avras pivoted toward him for a moment before collapsing into ash. The man's skull tumbled out to
bounce off Paeregur's boot before fdling out and down to the road below with adull clatter.

Paeregur dmogt fdl off the spur recoiling in horror. Then he scrambled back dong it to the firg of
his degping companions, and turned the blankets back with the point of his blade. A skull grinned up at
him.

"Gods," he sobbed, dashing with his sword tip a the next cloak. His blade caught on the garment
and dragged it hdf off, bones spilled out in a confuson of ash and collapse. Paeregur knew red
gut-wrenching terror for the firg timein hislife He wanted to run, anywhere, away from here.

Ralian was taking a damned long time to arrive.

Paeregur glanced aong the spur to where Rolian had been stting beside him, facing the forest...had
been whispering to him, only afew breaths ago. Where had...?

The chiming, coming again...only this time, from among the wal of dark trees they'd been
facing-sounded dmaost mocking. A little mist was curling around their trunks, and Rolian...

Rolian was ganding in those trees with his sword in the crook of his am and the laces of his
codpiece in his hands, in the eternal wide-legged pose of men rdieving themsdves in the woods, facing
away into the darkness. Paeregur started to relax, then fresh fear coiled in the pit of his somach. Rolian
was ganding very dill. Too dill.

"Frodfire awake!" Paeregur roared, with dl the volume he could mugter, the very rocks rang back
his shout, and an echo came back faintly from the depths of the forest. He was running as he bellowed,
back dong the spine of the spur toward Ralian ... dready knowing what held find.

He came to a stop behind that Hill form and tried to peer past it. Fangs? Eyes? Waiting blades?
Nothing, the moonlight was enough to show him nothing but trees. He stretched out his sword gently.
"Rolian?'

The warrior gave a long, formless dgh as he toppled forward into the trees. He broke into three
pieces before he hit the ground, his blade bouncing away among dead leaves ... and left Paeregur saring
a apar of empty boots and atangle of dumped clathing. Ye bloody grave-sucking gods!

Thetdl warrior took two quick steps back from that place and spun around. Was he the only one
left dive? Had any...but no. He dmost shouted with rdief: the mage Lhaerand was on his fedt, face
pinched with deepy disapprova, as was the giant anong them, dow-witted but loyd Phostrd, his full
plate armor make him a gleaming mountain in the moonlight. Two. Two of them dl.

"Something has killed dl the others,” Paeregur told them tightly. "Something that can day in a
moment, and Slently.”

"Oh?' Lhaerand snarled. "Then what's that?"

It was the chiming again, only loud and inggtent now, as if sanding in triumph over them. Suddenly
the mig was back, diding past their feet and bringing its own chill with it as it drifted dong the spur.
Paeregur's eyes narrowed.

"Lhaerand," he said suddenly, "can you hurl fire?'

"Yes, of course,” the mage snapped. "At who?1..."

"At that!" Paeregur shouted, fear making his voice dmost a scream. " Now! "

And asiif it could hear his words, the mig thickened into bright smoke, and struck, snakelike, a
Phostral. The giant warrior had raised his blade and moved to chdlenge it even before Pagregur's cry, his
companions could only see his back, and hear a fant sghing..was that a 9zzle, a the heart of it? A
gurgle?...in the ingtant before his blade fdl from his hand. The gauntlet went with it, and nothing was Ieft
behind: the vambrace ended in a sump. Then, dowly, Phostra turned to face his companions.

His hdm was empty, his head entirdy burnt away, but something was filling it or a least holding it
where it should be, above the armored wadl of the warrior's chest. The thing that had been Phostrd
staggered toward them, moving dowly and tentatively. The mage stepped back and started to stammer
out aspdl.

Ingantly the gigantic armored form turned toward him and toppled, crashing down on its face...or
where its face had been...as a white whirlwind boiled up out of it, chiming. Paeregur shouted in fear,
waving his sword and knowing it would avall him nothing...but Lhaerand shrieked and sprinted the length



of the spur, with the mig-thing in cold and chiming pursuit.

The mage never tried to turn and fight. He ran as fast as he could and leaped, high and far, out over
the road to somewhere above the diffs beyond...where he howled dl the way down to a wet and
splintering end.

So that was a despairing death. Paeregur swallowed. What better would a heroic one be?

And how would any mingre know, once he was bones and ash?

Thewhirlwind came back aong the spur dowly, chiming dmogt coyly...asif it was toying with him.

The tdl warrior set his jaw and raised his sword. When he judged the mis was near enough, he
dashed at it and danced to one sSide, then planted himsdf to drive a vicious backhand back through its
chiming whiteness.

Unsurprisingly, his blade met nothing, though its edge seemed to acquire aline of sparks. Even as he
noticed them, in hisfrantic trot dong the spur, they winked out.

He circled, tripping on someone's hdm and amog fdling, to lash out with his blade again. Once
more he clove nathing, gasped his way aside from looming mist, and dashed through it again with the
same utter lack of effect. The migt swirled, legping over his head, and he dodged aside to avoid having it
fdl on him. It continued its Snuous rush, curving around his vanly thrusing blade to dart in dong his
sword arm.

At the lagt indgant, it turned into him rather than grazing past...and blazing agony exploded through
him. Paeregur was dazedly aware that he was screaming and staggering away vainly dgpping & empty ar
with hisarm.

Hisonly arm.

Nothing remained on the other sde but a twisted mass of seared flesh and leather, dl meted
together. There was no blood ... but there was no am Ift at dl. His sword arm. Paeregur looked wildly
about as the ribbon of mist floated dmost mockingly past, and saw his sword lying atop a huddled mess
that had once been a priest of Tymora Much good Lady Luck had brought them dl, to be sure. He ran
ungteadily, not used to one sde of him being alot lighter than the other, over to his blade and scooped it
up.

He was 4ill sraightening when the burning pain came again and he fdl heavily onto his tailbone on
the rock, watching an empty boot spin away. It had taken hisleg.

He struggled to rise, to move a dl, his remaning boot hed kicking vanly againg the uneven stone,
and waved his blade defiantly. The mig closed in and he made of himsdf a desperate whirlwind, spinning
around and around with his blade congtantly dashing the air. He rang it off the stone around him twice,
once hard enough to chip the edge, and cared not. He was going to die here ... what good is a pridine
blade to a dead man?

The mis came a him againin an dmog gloating dive, its ciiming rigng around him as he twisted and
dashed desperately. When the burning came again, it was in his intact thigh and he was ralling helplesdy
over, flaling a nothing with his usdless sword. One limb at atime...it was toying with him.

Was he going to be reduced to a helpless torso, unable to do anything but stare as it dew him very
dowly?

A few panting breaths later, as he stared up at the uncaring stars through svimming eyes, he knew
the answer was going to be...yes.

He wondered just how long the mig would make him auffer, then decided he was past caring.
Almos his last thought was a rueful redization thet dl who die dowly enough to know what is happening
mugt come to a place beyond caring.

Hewas ... he was Paeregur Amaethur Donlas, and he had come to his cold end here on arock in
the wilder-lands of the accursed High Duchy of Langdos in the early summer of the year seven hundred
and gxty-seven (as Ddereckoning ran) with no one to mourn or mark his passng, and his dead
comrades dl around him.

W, have my thanks, dl you vigilant gods.

Paeregur's lagt thought was that he redly should remember the name of that star... and that one,
too....



The Crypt of the Moondark family was overgrown with brambles, creepers, and contorted, curving
trees deformed by warding enchantments that were dill srong after centuries. The Moondark house, a
heppy mingling of &f and human blood, had been known for its fdl sorcery, but no Moondarks had
walked Faerun for something like one hundred and sixteen winters ... and Westgate was quite content
about that. No more powerful spdls that might chalenge a king or discomfit sdf-styled nobles, and no
more need to be palite to half-bloods who were graceful, handsome, learned, bright, dl too merry...and
dl too inggent on fairness and honesty in ruling. There was even a sgn, much more recent than the
spell-locked gates: "Behold the ending of dl who inggt too much.”

Elminger amiled grimly at that little mord notice. It was the fird thing to crumble into dust at the
touch of hismost powerful spell. The long-untested wards beyond were the next thing. Dawn was amost
upon Westgate, and he wanted to be safdy ingde the tomb-house before folk took to the streets.

The guards a the corner were dill yavning and dozing againg the outer wal of the crypt as
Elminger dipped ingde. On his short walk aong the statue-flanked path to the doors of the pillared tomb
house, El's magic burnt away an astonishing number of magica triggers and traps. An odd thing for one in
the service of Mydtra to practice ... but then Mystra dedlt in a hedthy array of "odd things" What he
was here to do was one of his mogt important tasks as a Chosen, one he spent a lot of time at these
days. One that seemed to awaken an dmog giflish glee in the Lady of My<teries.

Elminger Aumar would do anything to see her amiling so.

The door wards, fdling beam trap, and weave-of-jutting-blades traps were dl to be expected, were
anticipated, and were dedt with in but afew seconds. The fact that folk from time to time had to enter a
family tomb for legitimate purposes...burials, not thefts... meant that such defenses had to be of a lesser
order. In ameatter of a few cam breaths Elminger was indde the dark chamber, with the door shut and
spell-sedled behind him, and a radiance of his own making awakening everywhere dong the low,
cobwebbed calling.

Moondarks lay crumbling on al sides of him in stacked stone coffers that mugst have numbered
nearly a hundred. The oldest ones were the larget, carved with ornate scenes dong the sides, ther lids
effigies of the deceased, the more recent ones were plan stone boxes, some lacking even names.
Thankfully none were dirring in undeeth, he was running late as it was and never liked to hurry the fun
part.

The bright and weelthy Moondarks had even been considerate enough to leave a funerd dab in the
center of the crypt...a high table on which the coffin of the most recently dead could lie during a last
sarvice of remembrance, before it was muscled onto one of the stacks of the dead that lined the walls, to
be left undisturbed forever. Or at least until a clever Chosen of Mystra happened aong.

Elminger hummed a tune of lost Myth Drannor as he laid out his cloak on the empty dab...a large
but nondescript lined lesther cloak that wasn't much of any color anymore and sported more then the
usud assortment of patches. The insde of the cloak bore severd large, crude pockets, though they
seemed flat and empty as B patted them affectionately then turned away to wander around the chamber
peering a dark corners, particular caskets, and even the underside of the funerd dab.

When he returned from his droll, he did his fingers into an upper pocket and drew forth a
lacing-wrapped flask full of an amber liquid. Holding it up, he murmured, "Mydira, to thee, as dways. A
pde shadow of the fire of thy touch." A long, gasping pull later, B stoppered the flask, sghed
contentedly, and put it away again...in a pocket that gill looked empty.

He dug in the next empty pocket with both hands and drew forth a wand in a shabby, amost
crumbling wyvernskin case. He'd spent two careful spells and a lot of running around tralling the case
dong the rough stone blocks of an old castle wdl getting the case to look this dderly. He was even
prouder of the wand, discolored by decades of handling that held accomplished in a few minutes with
goose grease, sand, and soot. Now, Eaergladden Moondark had died degtitute, begging hiskin for a few
coppers with which to buy a roagting-fowl .. . but who save one Elminger was dill dive to remember
that? So accomplished a mage as Eaergladden could quite wel have had a wand, and of course a
spdlbook...El reached back into the empty pocket and pulled forth a worn and bulky tome with huge,
much-battered brass corners...that he hadn't sold in hislast year of life, after dl. Not to mention the usud



dagger enchanted so as not to rust or go dull, and to glow upon command, these enchantments were
made to last, say, three centuries by a hire-cast dven longlook spdl, from one of the poorer Myth
Drannan apprentices. Aye, 0.

H cdmly lifted the lid of Eaergladden’'s casket, murmured, "Wdl met, Master Mage of the
Moondarks," and gently laid the wand, dagger, and spellbook in the proper places around the mummified
skeleton that had been Eaergladden. Then he closed the casket and went back to the cloak for a few
scrolls...on carefully aged parchment...and a battered little book of magica observations, copied runes,
and haf-finished spdls that should lead even a hdf-wit to the creation of a el that would temporarily
imbue the non-magicaly gifted with the ahility to carry and cast a spdl placed in them by a mage.

This work took up much of his timein the service of Mystra, these days, a her bidding, Elminger
traveled Faerun vigting ruins and the tombs of dead mages, planting "odld" scralls, spellbooks, minor
enchanted items, and even the occasiona gaff for later folk to find...and al such leavings were in truth
items he'd jugt finished Grafting, and made to look old. Almost dways, part of the treasures he left for
others included notes that should lead anyone with a gift for magic to experiment and succesfully create
a"new" odl.

Mysdtra cared not overmuch who found these magics, or how they used them...so long as ever more
meagic was in use and ever more folk could widd it, rather than a few archwizards lording it over the
spell-poor or megicaly barren, as had happened in the days of lost Netheril. B loved this sort of work
and aways had to fight a tendency to linger in the ruins and crypts, mischievoudy letting his lights and
gpell-effects be seen by others, to lure exploring adventurers toward his leavings.

"About as subtle as an orc horde," Mystra had once termed these tactics, pouting prettily, and E
knew she was right. Wherefore today he firmly took up his cloak, worked the powerful spdl Azuth had
given him that obliterated dl traces or magicd echoes of his vigt, and Ift in the form of a shadow. The
thoughtful shadow restored a few of the wards and traps in his wake before he dipped back out onto the
street, inches digtant from the back of a guard whose attention was on a gold coin that seemed to have
fdlen from the Sky moments before. Unnoticed, the shadow turned solid and strolled away.

The cloaked, hawk-nosed figure had been gone from sght around a corner for exactly the time it
took to draw in asingle good, deep breath when a dark horse came trotting through the steady stream of
waking folk and clopped to a hdt in front of the guard.

That worthy looked up, rasng an eyebrow in both query and chdlenge, to see a young,
maroon-robed df in arich cloak peering down at the coin in the guard's weathered pam.

The guard closed hisfingers around it hedtily and said, "Aye? What d'you want, outlander?"

"Myth Drannan, wasit not?" the df asked softly ""Found hereabouts?*

The guard flushed. "Paid to me far and square, more like" he rumbled.

The df nodded, his gaze now lingering long and considering on the overgrown crypt the guard was
ganding duty in front of. The Moondarks ... that bastard house of dabbling mages. And dl of them
who'd found ther way home to die now shared a stone tomb-house, such as humans favor. In good
repair, by the looks of it, with its wards il up. It was closed up much too securely for inquidtive birds or
scurrying squirrels to pluck up a gold coin and carry it outside the walls. His eyes narrowed, and his face
grew as sharp as honed flint, causng the guard to warily raise his weapon and shrink back behind it.

llbryn Starym dropped the man a mirthless and absentminded amile and rode on toward the Stars
and Sword.

Wizards who came to Westgate dways stayed at the Sword, in hopes of being there when
Alshinree wandered in and did her trance-dance. Alshinree was getting old and a bit gaunt, now, her
dances weren't the affars they'd once been, with the house crowded with hungrily staring men. Her
dance, too, was usudly just so much playacting and drunken mumbling ... but sometimes, a little more
often than once in a month, it happened. An entranced Alshinree uttered words of spdlls not known since
Netheril fdl, advice that might have come from the Lady of Mysteries hersdf, and detailed indructions as
to the whereabouts, traps, and even contents of certain archmages tombs, ruined schools of wizardry,
sorcerous caches, and even long-forgotten abandoned temples to Mystra.

Bad things happened to mages who so much as spoke to Alshinree outsde the Sword or who tried



to coerce or pester her within its walls, so they contented themselves with booking rooms at the inn so
often that some of them could be considered to have been living there. Even if a cetan human
mage...one Elminger, formerly Court Mage of Galadorna, before the fdl of that rellm...had not taken a
room at the Sword, it hdd the best gathering of folk in Westgate who might just have seen him
hereabouts or heard something of his deeds and current doings.

The hard looks thrown hisway by every guard and many merchants held passed suddenly hit home,
llbryn blinked, looked dl around, and found that he was gdloping his startled mount down the street, its
hooves dipping and diding on the cobbles. He reined in and settled the horse into a careful walk
thereafter. The bright, sparkling spell-animated dgn of the Stars and Sword loomed ahead, and the
champion of Starym honor steered his mount through the busling falk to... he hoped...some answers, or
even the man he sought.

As he gathered the reins together in one hand to free the other for the belpull that would summon
hostelers to see to his horse, Ilbryn discovered that something he carried in a belt-pouch had found its
way into his hand, and was now clenched there: a scrap of red cloth that had been part of the mantle of
office of the Court Mage of Gaadorna. Elminger's mantle.

The df looked down at it, and dthough his hand remained rock steady, his handsome face dowly
dipped into a stony, brooding mask. His eyes hed such dlittering menace that both hostelers recoiled and
hed to be coaxed back.

As he swung himsdf down from the saddle and reached for the handle of the Sword's findy carved
front door, Ilbryn Starym smiled softly.

And as one of the hostders put it, "That were worse than ‘is glaing!”

Sill amiling, llbryn put one hand...the one flickering with the risen radiance of a ready, deedly
gpell-behind his back, and with the other opened the door and went in.

The hostelers lingered, haf-expecting to hear a terific crash, or smoke, or even bodies hurled out
through the windows ... but their hoped-for entertainment never came.

Twelve: The Empty Throne

It must bother most wizards a lot that for all their spells, they can't seize immortality. Many
try to become gods, but few succeed. For this, let us all be very thankful.

Sambrin Ulgrythyn, Lord Sage of Sammaresh
from The View From Stormwind Hill
published circaThe Y ear of the Gate

Far to the east of Westgate, even as a amiling df dipped into an inn expecting trouble, a mist drifted
through an old, deep forest.

It was amig that sparkled and chimed as it went, moving purposefully through the trees. Sometimes
it rose up into an dmost humanoid, riding form, bulking tdl, thick and strong, a other times it moved
like an ever-legping, undulaing snake. No birds cdled in the shade around it, and nothing rustled in the
dead leaves underfoot. Only its own whirling breezes tirred the creepers and tatters of hanging moss it
wound its way through, silence ruled the forest it traversed.

Thiswas no wonder, earlier chiming hungers had left not a creature dive in that part of the forest to
witness its haste. The chiming mig had left the graveyard of the Frogtfire Banner far behind, moving for
miles dong the deserted road to a place where most eyes would have missed the sapling-studded,
overgrown remnants of alane turning off into the woods.

The mig drifted dong the dips and turns of that road, passng like eager smoke across crumbling
stone bridges that took the road across rivulets, to the deep green place where the road ended ... and
the ruins began.

Thelines of gigantic old trees flanking the overgrown road gave way to a litter of creeper-shrouded,



sgging wagons and coaches. Beyond lay thickets, at their hearts overgrown mounds that had once been
dables and cottages. Beyond the thickets rose shadow-tops so tdl that their gloom choked away
thickets and lay in endless shadow over the rotting ruin of a drawbridge across a deep, muddy deft that
had once been a moat... and the stone pillars or teeth within the moat, that had once been the stout
buttresses of modly falen wals. Wadls that had once frowned down on Faerun from a great height,
formed a massive keep.

The long-fdlen fortress was more forest and tumbled stone, now, than a building. The mis moved
purpossfully through the tangle of leaning trees and creepers that grew inits inner spaces, as if it knew
what chambers could be found where. As it went, the wals became tdler. Here and there calings or
roofing had survived, though dl of the archways gaped open and doorless, and there were no Sgns that
anyone...or anything...dwelt within.

The mig came to a gently chiming hdt in a chamber that had once been large and grand indeed.
Gaps in its wdls showed the forest just outsde, but there was ill a cdling, and even furniture. A
rotting-canopied bed larger than many stable sdls, stood with ornate gilded bedposts and cloth of gold
dinting anong the green mildew-fur of its bedding. Close by stood a lounge, canted over where one leg
hed broken, and beyond that severd stools were enthusagticaly growing mushrooms. A little way farther
on, across the cracked marble floor, a peding, man-high ova mirror stood beside a sagging row of
wardrobes. Water was dripping down onto what had once been a grand table in another part of the
room...and beyond it, in the darkest, best-roofed rear of the chamber, stood a ring-shaped parapet.
Within the knee-high circular wal was only deeper darkness . .. and when the mig began to move, it
headed sraght for thiswell.

Asit approached, sudden flashes of light occurred in the air above the parapet.

Themig hesitated, rose alittle higher, and ventured closer to the well.

The radiance reached for it, brightening, and was echoed by smilar glows that crawled snakelike
aong the stone wals and the surrounding floor, outlining hitherto-invisible runes and symboals.

The mig danced for a moment among these flame-like tongues of slent light...then swooped, in a
plunge that took it right down into the well. Elaborate traceries of meagic flashed and flared into vighility
for amoment as the mig arrowed past, seeming to lash and cdlaw at it, but when it had disappeared down
the wdll, these fading remnants of guardian spells lapsed into quiescence once more.

The shaft was a good distance across and fdl sraight down, a long and lightless way. It ended in a
floor of uneven, natura stone...one end of avast and dark naturd cavern.

The mig moved into this velvet void with the confidence of someone who moves through utter
darkness to afamiliar spot. It chimed softly as its own faint radiance revedled something in the emptiness
ahead: atdl, empty stone seat, facing it asit gpproached.

The mig stopped beforeit reached the man-sized throne, and hovered above a semicircle of large,
complex runes that were graven into the floor in front of the throne. If the throne had been the center seat
of a barge, facing ahead, the runes formed the rounded prow of the barge.

The mig seemed to linger for a time in thought, then the breeze of its movements suddenly
quickened into a brisk whirlwind, spirding around and around as it sparkled and chimed. As it swept up
to violent speed, dust rose and whirled with it, pebbles rolled at its bidding, and the whirlwind rose into a
horned, shifting column.

Arms it grew, and absorbed again, then humps or moving lumps that might have been heads or
might have been other things, before it flashed once, then grew very dim.

No whirlwind or snake of mig now glowed in the darkness. Where the mig had been stood the
tranducent, ghodly shape of a tdl, thin woman in a plan robe, her fet and ams bare, her har a
knee-length, unruly tangle, her eyes rather wild. She threw up her ams in triumph or glee, and mad
laughter broke out of her, harsh and high and ghrill, echoing back from dark and unseen stony crevices.

"Itis needful,” the velled voice replied. "Lie down upon the dab. You shdl not be chained, your fath
shdl be demonstrated by your remaning in place upon it while the owlbear feeds. Offer yoursdf to it
without resstance, and be free of fear. My spells shdl keep you dive, whatever it devours of you...and
no matter how painful it seems, no matter what wounds you sustain, you shdl be restored whally when



the rite is done. | have survived such aritud, in my day, and so have a select few here. To do thisis a
mark of true honor, the blood of someone o0 loyd is the best consecration we can offer the Dread
Migtress Of All."

"Yes, Dread Sigter,” the underpriestess whispered, and the trembling of her body could be heard in
her voice. "W-will | ... will my mind be untouched by watching something eat me?' Her voice rose into
what was dmogt a dill shriek of horror a the thought.

"Wdl, Dread Siger,” the velled voice purred camly, "thet is up to you. The dab awaits. Dearest of
those I've guided, make me proud this day, not ashamed. | shdl be waiching you...and so shdl one who
isfar, far greater than any of us shdl ever be."

"You dare to doubt visons sent by our Lady Who Sings In Darkness?' the voice from behind the
vl asked in dry tones. "That sounds periloudy close to heresy...or even unbdief...to me”

"N-no, Dread Siger,” a second femde voice replied, a trifle too hadily. "My wits fal me..a
persond flaw, no act of unbdief or discourtesy to the Nightanger -- and | cannot see why this shrine
must be established”.

"By Mydtras amile, that feds good!" Beldrune said wonderingly, as he stretched and wiggled his
fingers experimentdly. "I do fed younger, dl the aches are gone” He swung himsdf up to a stting
position, rubbing at his face around his eyes, and from between his fingers fixed Tabarast with a levd
look.

"Truth time, trusted colleague of the arcane,” he said firmly. "Wizards of a certain ganding don't just
find' new spells on hitherto-blank back pages of therr spellbooks. Where did it redly come from?*

Tabarast of the Three Sung Curses looked back over the tops of his thumb-smudged spectacles
rather severdly. "You grow not old gracefully, most highly regarded Droon. | detect a growing and
decidedly unattractive tendency in yoursdf, to open dishdief in the tesimony of your wiser elders. Crush
this flaw, my boy, while yet you retain some friendy reaions with folk who can serve as your wiser
elders...for ‘'tis sure that, given your advancing age and wisdom, these are few, and shdl be fewer
henceforth.”

The older wizard took afew thoughtful paces away, scraiching the bridge of his nose. "l did indeed
just find it, on a page that has dways been blank, that | have looked to fill with a spell puissant enough to
be worthy of the writing these lagt three decades. | know not how it came to be there, but | believe...l
can only believe-that the sacred Hand of the Lady is involved somehow. Spare me the hearing, the spittle
and drawn breath, of your usud lecture on Mydtras utter and everlagting refusa to give magic to
mortals”

Bedrune blinked. Tabarast waited, carefully not smiling.

"Veay wdl," the younger mage said after a pause that seemed longer than it truly was, "but you leave
me, now, with very little to say. Some silences, | fear, are going to sretch.”

Then Tabarast did amile...an ingant before asking in innocent tones, "Is that a promise?"

Fortunately, a reuvenated Beldrune of the Bent Finger proved to be every bit as bad a shot with
hurled pillows as the old one had been.

Though not a living creature could be seen in the deep shade of the duskwoods, here where their
trunks stood so close together that they might have been gigantic blades of grass, the lone human could
fed that someone was watching him. Someone very near. Swalowing, he decided to take a chance.

"Is this the place men cdl Tangletrees?' he asked the ar cadmly, stting down on the huge and
moss-covered curve of afdlen tree trunk, and setting his smooth-worn s&ff aside.

"Itis" came a grave reply, in avoice so light and melodious that it could only have been dven.

Umbregard, once of Gaadorna, ressted his indinctive desire to turn toward where the voice
seemed to have come from, to see who might be there. Instead, he smiled and held out his hands, empty
pams upward. "I come in peace, without fire or any ill will or desire to despail. | come seeking only
answers”

A deep, liquid chuckle came to his ears, then the words, "So do we dl, man...and the most fortunate
of usfind a few of them. Be my guest for a time, in safety and a ease. Rise and go around the two
entwined trees to your right, down into the hollow. Its water, | suspect, will be the purest yet to pass your



lips"

"My thanks," Umbregard replied, and meart it.

The hollow was cold and as dark as a cave, here the leaves met close overhead, and no sun at Al
touched the earth. Faintly glowing fung gave off just enough light to see a stone a the edge of the little
poal, and a crysta goblet waiting on it. "For my use?' the human mage asked.

"Of course," the cadm voice replied, coming from everywhere and nowhere. "Do you fear endaving
enchantments, or dven trickery?'

"No," Umbregard replied. "Rether, | do not want to give offense by sazing things overboldly.”

He took up the goblet...it was cool to the touch, and somehow softer in his fingers than it should
have been...dipped it into the pool, and drank. As the ripples chased each other across the water, he
thought he saw in them a sad, dark-eyed df face regarding him for a moment. .. but if it had ever truly
been there, it was gonein the next indant.

The water was good, and seemed a once both invigorating and soothing. The man let it dide down
histhroat, closed his eyes, and gave himsdf over to slent enjoyment.

Somewhere a bird cdled and was answered. It was dl very peaceful... he sat up with a Sart, fearing
for one avful moment that he had dept under an dven spel, and caefully set the goblet back on the
sone where he'd found it.

"My thanks" he said again. "The water was every bit as you sad it would be. Know that | am
Umbregard, once of Galadorna, and have fled far snce that redm fdl. | work magic, though | can boast
no great power, and | have prayed to Mydtra...the goddess of magic humans venerate...often in my
travels”

"And what have you prayed to her for?' the even voice asked in tones of pleasant interest, sounding
veary close. Again Umbregard quelled the urge to turn and look at its source.

"Guidance in what good and fitting things magic can be used for, to build a life for one who is not
interested in usng Spells as blades to threaten or thrust into others,” he replied. "Gaadorna, before its fall,
had become a nest of spdl-hurling vipers, each griving to bring rivals down and not caring what waste
and ruin they wrought in the doing. | will not be like that.”

"Wdl sad," the df said, and Umbregard heard the goblet being dipped then lifted up out of the pool.
"Yet it is along and hard wandering through the shadowed wood for one of your kind, to here. What
brought you hence?'

"Mystra showed me the way, and this duskwood grove,” Umbregard replied. "I knew not who I'd
meet here, but | suspected it would be an df, once of Myth Drannor ... for such a one would know what
it was to choose a path after the fdl of your home and dl you held dear.”

He could clearly hear awincein the dven voice as it replied, Y ou certanly have the gift of speaking
plainly, Umbregard.”

"I mean no offense" the human mage replied, turning quickly and offering his hand.

A moon df mdein a dark blue open-front shirt and high booted tight leather breeches was stting
perhaps another handspan away, the goblet raised in his hand. He seemed weaponless, though two smdl
objects...black, teardrop-shaped gemstones that twinkled like two dark stars...floated in the ar above his
left shoulder.

He smiled into Umbregard's wonderstruck eyes and said, "I know. | am aso known, among my
falk, for my uncommon bluntness. | am caled, in your tongue, Star-sunder, a star fdl from the sky at the
moment of my birth, though | doubt whatever it heralded had anything & dl to do with me”

The human mage gasped, shrank back, and said, "That's one of the ..."

The df's eyebrows lifted. "Yes?' he asked. "Or blurt you out a secret you must now try to keep?”

Umbregard blushed. "Ah, no ... no," he said. "That's one of the sayings of the priests of Mystra.
'Seek you one for whom the stars fdl, for he speaks truth.'"

Starsunder blinked. "Oh, dear. My role, it seems, is lad out for me" the df sad with a amile,
drained the goblet, and set it down on the stone just as carefully as Umbregard had done. In soft sllence,
it promptly vanished.

"What truths have you come to hear?' the df asked, and in tha moment Umbregard came to



understand that the lacing of laughter in an df's voice is not dways mockery.

He hegtated for a moment, then said, "Some in Galadorna whispered that the man Elminger, who
was our last court mage, also lived in Myth Drannor long ago, and worked dark megic there. | know this
isa human | ask about, and that | presume overmuch..why should you fredy yidd secrets to me, a
al?..but I mugt know. If humans can live long years as eves do, how ... and why? At what tasks should
they spend dl thistime?"

Starsunder hed up a hand. "The flood begins" he joked. "Hold a these for now, lest your
remembrance of answers | give be logt in the rushing stream of your next query, and the one to follow,
and 0 on." He amiled and leaned back againg a tree root.

"To your fird: yes, the same man named Elminger dwet in Myth Drannor from before the laying of
its mythd to some time after, learning and working much magic. Those who hated the idea of a humen
thruding hisway in among us dves...for he was the fird, or among the first...and many folk who came to
Myth Drannor, once it was open to al, and envied him his power, might have termed some of his castings
‘dark,’ but | cannot in truth judge them s0, or his reasons for working this or that enchantment.”

Umbregard opened his mouth to speak, but Star-sunder chuckled and threw up a hand to ill him.
"Not yet, please, bad and important truths shouldn't be rushed.”

Umbregard flushed, then smiled and sat back, gesturing to the df to continue.

There was a twinkle in Starsunder's eyes as he spoke again. "Humans who master magic
enough...or rather, think they've 'mastered’ magic enough...try many ways to outlive their usud span of
years. Most of these, from lichdom to dixirs, are flawed in that they twist the essentiad nature of persons
ugng them. They become new...and many would judge, | among them, 'lesser’...beings in the process. If
you ask me how you could live longer, | would say the only unstained way to do so ... though it will
change you as surdy as the lesser ways ... is the one Elminger has taken ... or perhaps been led into. |
know not if he ardently sought it and worked toward it, drifted into it, or was forced or pushed into it. He
sarves Mydtra as a speciad servant, doing her bidding in exchange for longevity, specid status, and
powers to boot. | believe heis cdled a'Chosen’ of the goddess.”

"How did he get to be chosen for this service?' Umbregard asked dowly. "Do you know?"

"I know not," Starsunder replied, "but | do know how he has continued it for what to humans is a
veary long time love.”

"Love? Mysdira loves hm?'

"And he loves her." There was disbdief or incredulity in the confusion written plainly on the human
mage's face, so Starsunder added gently, "Y es, beyond fondness and friendship and the raging desires of
the flesh, true, deep, and lading love. It is hard to believe this until you've truly fdt it, Umbregard, but
ligen to me. Thereis a power in love greater than most things that can touch humans... or elves, or orcs
for that matter. A power for good and for ill. Like dl things of such power, loveis very dangerous.”

"Dangerous?’

Starsunder amiled fantly and said, "Love is a flame that sets fire to things It is a greater danger to
meages than any miscast Spell can ever hope to be"

He leaned forward to lay a hand on Umbregard's arm, and said amog fiercdy, as they stared into
eech other's eyes, "Magic gone awry can merdy kill a mage, love can remake him, and drive him to
remake the world. Our Coronal's great love drove him to seek a way for Cormanthyr that remade it...
and, most of my folk would say, in the end destroyed it. | was yet young one warm night, out svimming
for a lark, with no magic of my own to be fdt...something that probably kept me dive then..when the
Gresat Lady of the Starym, Ildilyntra who had loved the Coronal and been loved by him, dew hersdf to
try to bring about his death, driven by her love for our land, just as he was...and both of them seared in
their griving by their denied yet thriving love for each other.”

The moon df sighed and shook his head. "You cannot fed the sadness that dtirsin me when | hear
them again in my head, arguing together...and you are the fird humen after Elminger to know of that
night. Mind and mark, Umbregard: to speak of this secret to others of my kind may mean your swift
desth.”

" sl heed,” Umbregard whispered. "Say on."



Thedf amiled wryly and continued, "Theré€s little more to say. Mystra chose this ElIminger to serve
her, and he has done well, where others have not. The gods make us dl different, and more of usfal than
succeed. Elminger hasfalled often...but hislove has not, and he has remained at his task. Bravery, | think
your bards term it."

"Bravery? How can one armored and aided by a god fear anything? Without fear to wrestle with
and reconquer, again and again, where is bravery?' Umbregard asked, excitement making him bold.

Something like fondness danced in Starsunder's eyes as he replied, "There are many gods, divine
favor marks a morta for greater danger than his ‘ordinary’ fdlow and is very sddom a sure defense
agang the perils of thisworld...or any other. Only fools trust in the gods so much that they set aside fear
entirdly, and dismiss or do not see the dangers. | have seen bravery among your kind often, it seems
something humans are good at, though more often | see in them recklessness or foolish disregard for
danger that others who see lesswdl might term bravery.”

"So what is bravery?' Umbregard asked. "Standing in the path of danger?

"Yes Saying a one's post or task, as diligent as ever, knowing that at any time the sword waiting
overhead may fal, or seeing fast-gpproaching doom and not abandoning dl to flee"

"Please know that | mean no disrespect, but | must know: if such is bravery, how isit," Umbregard
whispered, fear in his own eyes at his own daring, "that Myth Drannor...Cormanthyr...fell, and you dill
live?'

Starsunder's answering amile held sadness. "A race and aredm need obedient fools to survive, even
more than they need brave...and soon dead...heroes." He stood up, and made a movement with his hand
that might have been awave of farewell. "You can see which | mus be. If ever you meet this EIminger of
yours face to face, ask him which of the two heis...and bring back Ms answer to me. | mugt Know All, it
ismy failing." Like a graceful panther, he padded up out of the hallow into the duskwood grove above.

"Wat!" the human mage protested, rigng and sumbling up into the trees in the df's wake. "l've so
much more to ask...must you go?'

"Only to prepare a place for ahuman to snore and a med for us both," Starsunder replied. "You're
welcome to stay and ask dl the questions you can think of for as long as you want to tarry here. I've few
friends |eft here among the living and this Sde of the Sundering Sees.”

Umbregard found himsdf trembling. "I would be honored to be considered your friend," he sad
carefully and found himsdf trembling, "but | must ask this how can you trust me so? We've but spoken
for a few moments of your time, no more, how can you measure me? | could be a dayer of dves, a
hunter of elven treasure...an efbane. | give you my word | am no such thing ... but | fear human promises
to dves have dl too often rung empty down the years."

Starsunder amiled. "This grove is sacred to two gods of my kind: Sehanine and Rillifane” he said.
"They have judged you. Behold."

The eyes of the human wizard followed the df's pointing hand to the moss-covered fdlen tree and
the wooden gaff leaning there. Umbregard knew its familiar, well-worn length as wel as he knew the
hand that held it. That saff had accompanied him for thousands of miles, waking Faerun, and was both
old and fire-hardened, its ends bound shod with copper to keep them from olitting. Yet for dl that, while
hed sat taking in the hollow, it had thrown forth green shoots in plenty up and down its length...and
every shoot ended in asmdl, beautiful white flower, glowing in the shade.

In a colder darkness, a ghogtly woman stopped laughing and let her hands fdl. The echoes of her
cold mirth rolled around the cavern for some time, while she looked around & its dark vastness dmost as
if seeing it for the firg time, her eyes dowly becoming sharp and fierce and fiery.

They were two gdlittering flames when she moved at last, griding with catlike, confident grace to a
particular rune. She touched the symboal firmly with one foot, watched it fill with a bright blue-white glow,
then stood with arms folded, watching, as wisps of smoke rose from the radiance to form a cloud like a
man-szed spark-a cloud that suddenly coaesced into something else. A legless, flogting imege of a
youngish-looking man, eager and intense of manner, faced the empty throne, hanging in midair above the
rune that had spawned it.

Asthe image began to speak, the ghodly woman strode around the runes to the throne, leaned on



one am of that seat, and watched the image's speech.

It wore robes of rich crimson trimmed with black, and golden rings gleamed on its fingers...thelr hue
meatched by the blazing gold of the man's eyes. He had touded brown har and the untidy beginnings of a
beard, and his voice farly leaped with eager confidence.

"l am Karsus, as you are Karsus. If you behold this, disaster has befdlen me, the firg Karsus...and
you, the second, mus carry on to glory.”

The image seemed to pace forward but actudly remained above the rune. It waved one hand
restlesdy and continued, "I know not what you recdl of my... our...life, some say my mind is less than
clear, these days. Know that many mages of our people have achieved great power, mightiest of these,
the archwizards of Netheril, rule their own domains. Mine, like many, is afloating city, | named it for us. |
am the most powerful of dl the archwizards, the Arcanist Supreme. They cdl me Karsus the Great.”

Theimage waved a dismissve hand, blazing eyes 4ill fixed on the throne. The ghostly woman was
murmuring dong with the words she'd obvioudy heard many times before. Something that might have
been afant sneer played about her lips.

"Of course," the image went on, "given your awakening, none of that may mean anything. | may not
have been dain by ariva or suffered a purdy personal doom...Karsus the dty and the glory of Netheril
itdf may have fdlen in a great war or cataclysm, we have made many foes, the greatest of them
oursalves. We war among ourselves, we Netherese, and some of us war within oursaves. My wits are
not always whally my own. Y ou may wel share this efliction, watch for it, and guard againgt it."

Theimege of Karsus amiled, arching a sardonic eyebrow, the ghosly woman amiled back. Karsus
spoke on. "Perhaps youll have no need of these recording spells of mine, but 1've prepared one for each
speculum you see on the floor in this place, a series of pdlcasting lessons, lest you face the perils of this
world lacking certain enchantments I've found crucid. Our work must continue, only through power
absolute can |...we...find perfection... and Karsus exigts, has dways existed, to achieve perfection and
transform dl Toril."

The watching woman laughed at that, a short and unpleasant bark. "Mad indeed, Karsus! Dedtiny:
reshape dl Toril, Oh, you were certainly competent to do that.”

"Your fird need may now be for physica heding, and | have anticipated the recurrence of this need
intime to come, in a life where you may lack loyd servant mages or anyone you can trust. Know, then,
that touching the speculum that evoked this image of me, while spegking the word 'Dalabrindar,” will
hed dl hurts. This power can be cdled upon as often as desired for so long as this rune remains
unbroken, and can so serve anyone who speaks thus. The word is the name of the wizard who died so
that this spel might live, truly, he has served uswdl, and..."

"Wadgted words, Karsug" the ghodly woman sneered. "Your clone was a headless mummy
decorating this throne when | firs saw it! Who dew it here, | wonder? Mysira? Azuth? Some riva? Or
did the great and supreme deeping Karsus fdl to a passing adventurer-mage of puny spells, who thought
he was beheading alich?'

"... many another spell will serve where these do not, but | have here preserved demondgtrations of
my cagting of enchantments of lagting ussfulness and ...

The ghodly woman turned away from the words shed heard so many times before, nodding in
satisfaction. "They'll do. They'll do indeed. | have here a lure no mage can ress.” She strode across the
rune agan, and the image vanished in mid-word, the radiance winking out of the graven stone to let
darkness rush back into the cavern.

"Now, how to let living mages know of it, without causng them to crowd in here by the ebowing
thousands?' ghoglly lips asked the utter darkness.

The darkness did not answer back.

A frowning ghogt strode to the bottom of the shaft and began to blur, unravding in a spirding wind
of her own making, until once more a whirlwind of flickering lights danced in the darkness, spirding
dowly up the shaft. "And how to keep my mage-catches here for more than one night?"

At the top of the shaft, the chiming whorl of lights hovered over the wel ring, and a oft, echoing
voice issued from it. "l must weave mighty spells, to be sure. The runes must respond only to me...and



then only one a month, no matter what means are tried. That should cause a young mage to linger here
long enough.”

With sudden vigor the mist darted to one of the rents in the wals and plunged through it, snaking
through the trees trailing wild laughter and the exultant shout, "L.ong enough for a good feed.”

Thirteen: Kindness Scorches Stone

Cruelty is a known scourge, too seldom clever...for which we should all thank the gods.
Kindness is the stronger blade, though more often scorned. Most folk never learn that.

Ralderick Hallowshaw, Jester
from To Rule A Redm, From Turret To Midden
published circaThe Y ear of the Bloodbird

The tdl, thin stranger who'd given them a chearful amile as held gone into the Maid was back out
aganin far less than the time it took to drain a tankard.

The two old men on the bench squinted up a him a mite suspicioudy. Folk seldom turned their
way...which iswhy it was their favorite bench. It sat in the full shadow of the increasngly ramshackle
porch of the Fair Mad of Ripplestones. A cold corner, but a least it wasnt in the ful dazzle of the
morming sun.

The gtranger was, though, his face outlined in gold as he tossed his nondescript cloak back to lay
bare dark and dusty robes and breeches that bore no badge or adornment, as..wonders of the
Redmd...Alnyskawer came bustling out with the best folding table, and a chair ... and food!

The tavern master shuttled back and forth, puffing, as the two old men watched a med the likes of
which they'd not seen in many a year accumulate under their very noses: a tureen of the hot soup that'd
been meking two old bellies rumble al morn, a block of the sharpest redruck cheese...and three grouse
pies

Baerdagh and Caladaster scratched at variousitches and glared sourly at the hawk-nosed stranger,
wondering why by dl the angry gods held had to choose their bench as the place to set his mornfeast on.
Everything they'd dreamed of being able to afford for months now was seaming away under their noses.
Just who by the armpit of Tempus did he think he was, anyway?

The two old men exchanged looks as ther al-too-empty bedlies rumbled, then with one accord
stared the stranger up and down. No wegpon ... not much wedth, ether, by the looks of him, though his
travel-scuffed boots were very fine An outlaw who'd had them off someone he knifed? Aye, that would
fit with dl the money thrown out on a huge med like this, coming down out of the wilderlands astarving
and with stolen coinsin plenty.

Now Alnyskawer was back with the haunch of venison they'd smdled cooking dl yestereve, dl lad
out cold amid pickled onions and diced tongue and suchlike, on the platter used when the High Duke
came by ... it was too much to bear! Arrogant young bastard.

Shaking his head, Baerdagh spat pointedly into the dust by the stranger's boots and started to shift
himsdf dong the bench, to get out and away before this young glutton tucked into such a feast as this
under ther very noses and drove him and his empty vitals wild.

Caladaster was in the way, though, and dower to move, so the two old men were dill shifting ther
behinds aong the bench when the tavern master came back again with a keg of beer and tankards.

Three tankards.

The stranger sat down and grinned at Baerdagh as the old man looked up with the first glimmers of
amazement dawning on his face.

"Wdl met, goodsirs” he said politely. "Please forgive my boldness, but I'm hungry, | hate to eat
aone, and | need to tak to someone who knows a far bit about the old days of Ripplestones. Ye look
to have the wits and years enough .. . what say we make a ded? We three share this...and eat fredy, no



dinting, ye keeping whatever we don't eat now...and ye give me, as best ye know, answers to a few
questions about a lady who used to live heregbouts.”

"Who are you?' Baerdagh asked bluntly, a about the same time as Caadaster said under his
breath, "I don' like this Meds don't just fal out of the sky. He must have paid Alnyskawer to get even a
quarter of this out here on a table, but what's to say we won't have to pay summat, too?"

"Our thin purses” Baerdagh told his friend. "Alnyskawer knows just how poor we are. So does
everyone ds2" He nodded his head toward the tavern windows. Caadaster looked, aready knowing
what hed see. Near everyone in the place was crowded up againg the dirty glass, waiching as the
hawk-nosed stranger poured two full tankards and did them across the table, emptying edting forks and
trencher knives out of the last tankard and diding them across too.

Caladaster scratched his nose nervoudy, raked a hand down one of his untidy white-and-gray
mutton-chop whiskers...a sure Sgn of hurried, worried thought...and turned back to the stranger. "My
friend asked who you are, an' | want to know too. | aso want to know whatever little trick you've
readied for us. | can leave your food an' just walk away, you know."

At that moment, his somach chose to protest very loudly.

The stranger ran a hand through unruly black hair and leaned forward. "My name is Elminger, and
I'm doing some work for my Lady Master, work that involves my finding and vigting old ruins and the
tombs of wizards. I've been given money to spend as | need to, in plenty...see? I'll leave these coins on
the table ... now, if | happen to vanish in a puff of smoke before ye pick up that tankard, there's enough
here for ye to pay Alnyskawer yoursaves.”

Baerdagh looked down at the coins asif they were ahandful of little sprites dancing under his nose,
then back up at the stranger. "All right, thet tale I'll grant,” he said dowly, "but why us?'

Elmingter poured his own tankard full, set it down, and asked, "Have ye any idea what weary work
it is, spending days wandering around a town of increesingly suspicious folk, peeking over fences and
looking for headstones and ruins? By the firg nightfdl, farmers dways want to thrust hayforks through
me. By the second, they're trying to do it in droved!”

Both old men barked short and snorting laughs at that.

"So | thought I'd save a lot of time and suspicion,” the stranger added, "if | just shared a med with
some men | liked the look of, with years enough under their belts to know the old taes, and where
so-and-so lies buried, and..."

"You're after Sharindaa, aren't you?' Caladaster asked dowly, his eyes narrowing.

H nodded chearfully. "I am,” he said, "and before ye try to find the right words to ask me, know
this | will take nathing from her tomb, I'm not interested in opening her casket, performing any magic on
her while I'm there, or digging up or burning down anything, and 1'd be happy to have ye or someone dse
from Ripplestones dong to watch what | do. | need to be able to look around thoroughly...in good bright
daylight...and thet's dl."

"How do we know you're tdling the truth”?"

"Come with me" Elminder said, doling out platters and cutting into one of the pies. "See for
thysdves™

Baerdagh amogt moaned a the amdl that came out of the opened pie with the rush of steam...but
he'd no need to, his somach took care of the utterance for him. His hands went out before he could stop
himsdf. The stranger grinned and thrust the platter bearing the dice of pie into his hands.

"I'd rather not go about digurbing dead sorceresses,” Caladaster replied, "and I'm a bit old for
clambering around on broken stones wondering when the roof's going to fdl down on my head, but you
can't miss Scorchstone Hall, you came..."

He broke off as Baerdagh kicked him under the table, but Elminder just grinned again and said,
"Say on, please, I'm not going to whisk away the med the moment | hear thid"

Caladaster ladled himsdf abowl of soup with hands that he hoped weren't sheking with eagerness,
and sad thickly, "Friend EIminger, | want to warn you about her wards. That's why no one plundered
the place long since, an' why you didn't see it. Trees and thorn bushes an' dl have grown around it in a
wadl just outsde the shimmering ... but | recal, before they grew, seeing squirrels and foxes and even



birds awing fdl down dead when they so much as brushed Sharindalas wards. You came right past it
on your way in, just after the bridge, where the road takes that big bend, it's bending around
Scorchstone.” He took a big bite of cheese, closed his eyes in momentary bliss, and added, "It burned
after she died, mind, she didn't cdl it Scorchstone.”

Baerdagh leaned close across the table to breathe beer conspiratoridly dl over Elminger and
whisper roughly, "They say she walks there ill, you know...a skeleton in the tatters of a fine gown, dill
able to day with her spells”

H nodded. "W, I'll try not to disturb her. What was she likein life, d'ye know?"!

Baerdagh jerked his head in Caladaster's direction. The older man was blowing on his soup to cool
it, he looked up, stroked his chin, and said, "Well, | was nob-but alad then, do you see, and ..."

One by one, overcome with curiogity, the folk of Ripplestones were drifting out of the Mad or
down the street to listen...and, no doubt, to enthusadticaly add their own warnings. Elmingter grinned,
spped a his tankard, and waved at the two old men to continue. They were plowing through the food a
an impressive rate, Baerdagh had adready let out his belt once, and it lacked severd hours to highsun, yet.

In the end, the two old men were content to let ther good friend ElIminger go done up to
Scorchstone Hall, though Caladaster gravely asked the hawk-nosed mage to stop by their neighboring
cottages on hisway out, ifn he needed a bed for the night, or just to let them know held fared safey. H
as gravey promised he would, guessing hed find desfening snores behind barred doors if he returned
before the next morning. He helped the old men carry home the food their groaning-full belies wouldn't
let them eat and bought them each another keg of beer to wash it down with. They looked a him from
time to time as if he was a god come cdling in disguise but clasped his hand heartily enough in dmost
tearful thanks and wheezed their way indoors.

H amiled and went on his way, waving cheafully to the scattering of Ripplestones children who
cametraling after him...and the mothers who rushed to drag them back. He turned and walked draight
into the thick-standing trees that hid Scorchstone Hdl from view. The last watchers from afar, who'd
wandered down from the Maid with their tankards in their hands, spat into the road thoughtfully, agreed
that Ripple-stones had seen the lagt of another madman, and turned away to drift back to the tavern or
about their business.

The shimmering was as Caadaster had described it...but Sghed into nothingness at the first passage
godl H attempted. He became a shadow once more, in case more formidable traps awaited, and drifted
quietly into the overgrown gardens of what had once been afine mansion.

It had burned, but only a little. What must have been a tower a the eastern front corner was now
only a blackened ring of stones among brambles, attached to the house beyond by a rock pile of its falen
walls...but the gabled house beyond seemed intact.

H found a place where a shutter sagged, and drifted into the gloom through a window that had
never, it seemed, known glass. The dark manson beyond had its share of leaks, mold, and rodent
leavings, but it looked for dl the world as if someone cleaned it regularly. The shadowy Chosen found no
traps and soon reverted to solid form to poke and peer and open. He found sculptures, pantings
smudged where someone had recently scrubbed mold away, and bookshelves full of travel journds,
scholarly higtories of kingdoms and prominent families, and even romantic novels. Nowhere in the house
that he could see, however, was there any trace of magic. If this Sharindda had been a mage, dl of her
books and inks and spell-substances must have been destroyed in the fire that brought down her tower
... and presumably the lady had perished therein, too.

H shrugged. Wdll, a searcher in days to come wouldn't know that if he did his work properly. A
forgotten scrall on a shdf here, a wand in a wooden box hidden behind this talchest, and a sheaf of
incomplete gpel notes thrugt into that book there. Now to put a few more scrollsin the closets held seen
up in the bedrooms, and his work here was done. Magic enough to set a magding on the road to
magtery, if shrewdly used, and...

He opened a closat door and something moved.

Cowered, actudly, as handfire blazed between EIminger's fingers. Brown and gray bones shifted
and shuffled into the deepest corner of the closet, holding a wobbling wand pointed a him. E saw



gdlittering eyes, awisp of doth that might once have been part of a gown, and a snarl of long brown hair
that was fdling out of the drivded remnant of a scalp as the skeleton brushed againg the wdls He
stepped back, holding up ahand in a"stop" gesture, hoping sheld not trigger that trembling wand.

"Lady Sharindda?' he asked camly. "I am Elminger Aumar, once of Myth Drannor, and | mean no
harm nor disrespect. Please come out and be a ease. | did not know ye dill dwelt here. Il pay ye
proper respects, then withdraw from thy house and leave ye in peace.”

He retreated to the door, put on his cloak and summoned up defenses in case the undead sorceress
did use the wand, and waited, watching the open closet door.

After along time, that dark-eyed skull peered out... and hedtily withdrew. Bl leaned againg the door
frame and waited.

After afew moments more, the skeleton hestantly shuffled out of the closet, looking in dl directions
for adventurers who might be waiting to pounce. She hed the wand upward, not leveled upon him, and
came to a stop hdfway down the room, gazing & himin slence.

B offered her the chair beside him with a gesture. She didnt move, so he picked up the chair and
carried it to her.

The wand came up, but he ignored it...even when magic missles spat forth and streaked at him,
traling blue fire.

His spdl defenses absorbed them harmlesdy, B fdt only gentle jolts as they struck. Pretending
they'd never existed a dl...or the second volley, that tore into his face from bardly an arm's length
away...the lagt prince of Athaantar set down the chair and gestured to the walking remains of Sharindda,
then to the chair, offering it to her. Then he bowed and went back to the doorway.

After along, slent moment, the skeleton went to the chair and sat down, crossing its legs at the
ankles and leening back on one arm of the chair out of long habit.

Elminder bowed again. "I gpologize for my intruson into thy home. | serve the goddess Mystra and
am here on her bidding to leave magic for later searchers to find. | shdl restore thy wards and trouble ye
no more. |s there anything | can do for ye?'

After along while, the skeleton shook its head, dmost wesrily.

"Would ye find lagting rest?" El asked gently. The wand shot up to menace him. He hdld up a Saying
hand and asked, "Do ye dill work megic?'

The hair-shedding skull nodded, then shrugged, halding up the wand.

H nodded. "I've not searched for any magic ye may have hidden. I've only added, not taken away.”
A thought occurred to him, then, and he asked, "Would ye like to know new spdls?’

The skeleton diffened, made asif to rise, then nodded so emphaticaly that hair fdl out in handfuls

H reached into his cloak and drew forth a spellbook. Muttering a word over it, he strode back
across the room, ignoring the hesitantly lifted wand...which spat nothing more a him...and gently placed
the tomein her lap, halding it as her free hand came across to clagp it.

Her other hand dropped the wand and reached up impulsvely to clasp his arm. Rather than pulling
free, Bl reached out dowly to place his own hand over the dry, bony digits on his forearm and stroked
them.

Sharindda trembled dl over, and for a long time blue-gray eyes and dark points of light in the
sockets of afleshless skull stared into each other.

B withdrew his stroking hand and said, "Lady, | mugt go. | mugt place more magic elsewhere...but if
| survive to return to Ripplestonesintime to come, I'll stop and vist ye properly.”

He received a dow but definite nod in answer.

"Lady, can ye speak?' H asked. The skeleton siffened, then the hand on his am became a fig that
smashed down on the arm of the chair in frugtration.

H bent over and tapped the book. "There's a gpdl in here, near the back, that can change that for
ye. It requires no verba component, obvioudy...out | want ye to remember something. When ye have
some unbroken time to devote to things and have mastered that spell, | want ye to hold this tome and say
doud the words, 'Mysdtra, please.’ Will ye remember?’

The skull nodded once more. B took hold of bony fingertips and brought them to his lips. "Then,



Lady, fare thee wdl for now. | go, but shdl return in time. Be happy.”

He gtraightened, gave her a sdute, and strode out of the room. The skeleton managed a wave at its
last glimpse of hisamiling face, then its hand fdl to the book, cradling it asif it would never let go.

For a long time the skeleton that had been Sharinddla sat in the chair, Saring a the door and
shuddering. The only sound in the room was a dry dicking as fleshless jaws worked. She was trying to
weep.

"But there's more!" Beldrune hissed, cregping forward with his fingers hed out like claws before
him.

Spellbound, the circle of pupils watched him with nary a titter at the appearance of an old and
overweight wizard trying to tiptoe like an actor overplaying the part of a skulking thief. "This mighty mage
hes walked these very dreetsl Here..just outsde, down yon dley, not three nights past...| saw him
myself!"

"Think of it," Tabarast took up the tdling excitedly, never knowing that the mage they were speaking
of was at that moment kissing the fingertips of a skeleton. "Weve walked with him, we studied magic at
hisvery ebow in fabled Moonshorn Tower...and soon, just perhaps, you too may have this opportunity!
To talk with the supreme sorcerer of the age...a man touched by a god!”

"Nay," Bedrune leered suggedtively, "amean touched by a goddess!"

"Think of it!" Tabarast put in hedtily, flashing a warning glare a young Droon. Don't the young ever
think of anything else? "The great ElIminder has lived for centuries Some believe him to be a Chosen
One, persondly favored by the goddess Mystra...that's what my colleegue was trying to say...and
records are dear: he is a man who dwdlt in fabled Myth Drannor when dven magic flowed like water,
was respected enough to be accepted into a noble df family there, advise their ruler, the Coronal...and
even aurvive the darkness of its destruction at the hands of a shrieking amy of foul fiendd Hard to
believe? Ask the fok of Gaadorna about Elmingder's surviva in the face of the fdl magic of an
archpriestess of Bane, while defying her in her very temple! This was before Gaadornas fdl, when he
was the court mage of that redm."”

"Aye dl this is true" Beldrune agreed, taking up the tae. "And don't forget: he's been seen
here...fearlesdy dralling out of the tomb of the mage Taraskus in broad daylight!”

There were gasps at thislast piece of news and many involuntary glances toward the windows.

A ghodlly shape that had been floating outside one of those windows, ligening intently, prudently fell
away and dissolved into migts.

"I'velived for centuries, too," it murmured, chiming as it gathered speed to go dsewhere. "Perhaps
this EIminger will make a fitting mete ... if he's dive and human, and not some deverly cloaked lich or
crawling netherplanar spirit." Unaware that excited pupils were crowding the windows to glimpse her asa
supposed magicd manifestation of the very mage she was musing about, the sorceress drifted away,
murmuring, "Elminger ... tistime to go hunting EImingers.”

Fourteen: The Elminster Hunt

The deadliest sport among the Zhentarim is vying for supremacy within its dark ranks ... and in
particular, the doom of the too young and nakedly ambitious. to be sent EiIminger hunting. Il wager that
this has dways been a perilous pastime. Some are wise enough, as | was, to use it as a chance to "di€'
our ways out of the Brotherhood. It was interesting...if atrifle depressing...to hear, whilein disguise, what
fok sad of me, once they thought me safely dead. One day I'll return and heunt them dl.

Dedtrar Gulhdlow
from Posthumous Musings of aZhentarim Mageling
published circaThe Y ear of the Morningstar

The darkness never |eft 1lbryn Starym. It never would, not since the day when the last hunting lodge



of the Starym had been torn apart in spdlls and flame, their proud hdls in Myth Drannor aready fdlen,
and the Starym had been shattered forever.

If any of hiskin dill lived, he'd never found trace of them. Once proud and mighty, the family that
hed led and defined Cormanthyr for an age was now reduced to one young and crippled cousin. If the
Sddarine amiled, with his magic he might be able to gre children to carry on the family name... but only if
the Sdldarine amiled.

Again, it had been the Accursed One, that grinning human Elminder, his spdls splashing around the
temple as he fought the queen of Galadorna. A thousand times Ilbryn had relived those seering ingtants of
tumbling down the temple, broken and aflame. To work magic that would restore his leg and smooth his
skin to be what it had once been would ruin pdls held never mastered, the spdls that had cost hm so
much, to keep his ravaged innards working. Years of agony...if he lived that long...lay ahead. Agony of
the body to match the agony in his heart.

"Have my thanks, human," he snarled to the empty ar. The horse promptly jostled him, sending
stabbing pains through his twisted side, as it clopped across a worn and uneven bridge. Ahead, through
the pain, he saw a signboard. On his Sxth day out of Westgate, riding done on a hard road, it was a
welcome dght, it told him he was getting somewhere ... even if he didnt know quite where that
somewhere was.

"Ripplestones,” he read it doud. "Ancther soaring human fortress of culture. How ingpiring.”

He drew his bitter sarcasm around himsdf like a dark cloak and urged his horse into a trot, Stting up
in his saddle so as to look impressve when human eyes began ther gartled looks at him, an df riding
done, dl in black and wearing the swords and daggers of an adventurer, with..whenever he let the spell
lapse...one sSde of hisface a twisted, mottled mass of burn scar.

The weaponry was dl for show, of course, to make his spells a surprise. llbryn dropped one hand
to a smooth sword pomme and caressed it, kegping his face hard and grim, as the road rounded a thick
gtand of trees and Ripplestones spread out before him.

He was dways wandering, dways seeking Elminder. To hunt and day Elminder Aumar was the
burning god thet ruled hislife...though there'd never be a House Starym to return to with triumphant news
of avenging the family unless Ilbryn rebuilt it himsdf. He was close on EIminger's trail now, he could taste
it.

He put out of his mind how many times he'd been this dose before and at the end of the day hed
closed hisfingers on nothing.

Ah, a tavern, The Fair Mad of Ripplestones. Probably the only tavern in this dusty fam town.
llbryn stopped his horse, threw its reins over its head to enact the spdl that would hold it like a statue
until he spoke the right word, and began the bitter struggle to dismount without faling on his face.

Asit was, his atificid leg clanked like a bouncing cartload of swords when he landed, and he dung
to a saddle strap for long seconds before he could clear his face of the pain and straighten up.

The two old men on the bench jugt sat and watched him camly, asif strange travelers rode up to the
Far Mad every day. llbryn spoke gently to them, but grasped the hilts of a blade and a throwing dagger
as a sort of slent promise of trouble to come ... if they wanted trouble.

"May this day find you in fortune" he said formally. "I hope you can hep me. I'm seeking a friend of
mine, to deliver an urgent message. | must catch him! Have you seen a human wizard who goes by the
name of Elminger? He's tal, and thin, with dark har and a hawk's nose ... and he steps into every
wizard's tomb he passes.”

The two old men on the bench stared a him, frowning, but said not aword. A third man, sanding in
the tavern door, gave the two on the bench an even odder look than held given llbryn and sad to the df,
"Oh, him! Aye, he went in Scorchstone right enough, and soon came out again, too. Headed east, he
did, into the Dead Pace.”

"The Dead Place?'

"Aye, them as goes in comes not out. There's nary a squirrd or chipmunk ‘tween Oggle's Stream
and Rairdrun Hill, jugt this Sde of Starmantle. We go by boat, now, ifn we have to. No one takes the
road, nor goes through the woods, neither. A tenday an' some back, some fancy adventuring band...an'



not the firs one, neither...hired by the High Duke hissdf went in... and came not out again. Nor will they,
or my names not Jaobd...which, a-heh, 'tis. Mark you, theyll not be seen again, no. | hear theres
another band of fools yet, jus set out from Starmantle ..."

The df had dready turned and begun the struggle up into his saddle again. With a grunt and a heave
that brought a snarl of pain from between clenched teeth, he regained his seat on the high-backed saddle
and took up hisreinsto head on east.

"Herd" Jdobd caled. "Arent you be ayin', then?'

llbryn twisted hislips into a grim amile. "I'll never caich him if | stop and rest wherever he's just
moved on from."

"But yon's the Dead Place, like | told thee"

With two swift tugs, the df undid the two Slver catches on his hip that Baerdagh had thought were
ornamental and pedled aside his breeches. Insgde was no smooth skin, but a ridged mass of scars tha
looked like old tree bark, a gckly ydlow where it wasn't dready gray. The twisted burn-scarring
extended from his knee to his armpit...and above the knee were the struts and lashings that held on a leg
of metd and wood thet the df had not been born with.

"Il probably fed a home there," the df told the three ggping men thinly. "As you can see, I'm hdf
dead dready.” Without another word or look intheir direction, he pulled the catches closed and spurred
his mount away.

In shocked slence, the three men watched the dust rise, and beyond it, the bobbing df on his horse
dwindle from view adong the overgrown road toward Oggle's Stream.

"Didj'ye see? Did d'ye see?' Jalobd asked the two Slent men on the bench excitedly. They stared at
him like two stones. He blinked at them then bustled back into the Maid to spread word about his daring
confrontation with the scorched df rider.

Baerdagh turned his head to look a Caladaster. "Did he say ‘catch him up, or just ‘catch him'?"

"He sad 'catch him,' " Caladaster replied flaly. "I noticed that in particular.”

Baerdagh shook his head. "I'd not like to wak in a mage's boots, for dl their power. Crazed, the lot
of them. Have you noticed?'

"Aye | have" Caadaster replied, his voice deep and grim. "It passes, though, if you stop soon
enough.” And as if that had been a farewdl, he got up from the bench and strode away toward his
cottage.

Something flashed as he went, and the old man's hand was suddenly full of a stout, gem-studded
gt that Baerdagh had never seen before.

Baerdagh closed his ggping mouth and rubbed his eyes to be sure held seen rightly. Aye, there it
was, to be sure. He stared a Caladaster's back as his old comrade strode down the road home, but his
friend never looked back.

Despite the gray sky and cool breezes outside, many a sudent had cast glances out the windows
during this day's lesson. So many, in fact, that & one point Tabarast had been moved to comment
severdy, "l doubt very much that the grest Elmingter is going to perch like a pigeon on our windowsll just
to hear what to him are the rudiments of magic. Those of you who desire to grasp atenth of his greatness
are advised to face front and pay attention to our admittedly less exciting teachings. All mages...even
divine Azuth, the Lord of Spells, who outstrips EIminger as he outstrips any of you, began in this way,
learning mage-lore as words dropping from the lips of older, wiser wizards"

The glances back diminished noticegbly after that, but Beldrune was ill Sghing in exasperation by
the time Tabarast threw up his hands and snapped, "As the ability to focus one's concentration, that
cornerstone of magecraft, seems today to utterly dude dl too many of you, well conclude the class a
this point, and begin... with fresh indght and interest, | trugt...on the morrow. You are dismissed,
homeward go, without playing spdl pranks thistime, Master Maglast."

"Yes gr," one handsome youth replied rather sullenly, amid the generd tumult of scrgping chairs,
hillowing cloaks, and hurrying bodies. Muttering, Tabarast turned to the hearth, to rake the cods out into
aglittering bed and put another log on the fire. Beldrune glanced up at the smoke hanging and curling
under the rafters...when things warmed up, that chimney would profit from a spell or two to blast it dean



and hollow it out a trifle wider...then clasped his hands behind him and watched the class leave, just to
make sure no demongtration daggers or el notes accidentdly fdl into the deeves, scrips, boots, or shirt
fronts of students dothing. As usua, Maglast was one of the last to depart. Beldrune met his gaze with a
firm and knowing amile that sent the flushing youth hadtily doorward, and only then became aware that a
men who'd sat quietly in the back of the class with the ar of someone whose thoughts are elsewhere...
despite the gold piece held paid to be dtting there... was coming dowly forward. A fird timer, perhaps he
had some questions.

Beldrune asked palitdy, "Yes? And how may we hdp you, Sr?'

The man had unkempt pale brown hair and washed-out brown eyes in a pleasantly forgettable face.
His dothing was tha of a down-at-heds merchant, dirty tunic and bulging-pocketed overtunic over
patched and well-worn breeches and good but worn boots.

"I mugt find amen,” he said in a very quiet voice, sepping camly past Beldrune to where Tabarast
was bending over the hearth, "and I'm willing to pay handsomely to be guided to hm."

Bedrune stared at the man's back for a moment. "I think you misunderstand our taents, sr. Were
not..." His voice trailed off as he saw what was being drawn in the hearth ashes.

The nondescript man had plucked up a kindling stick from beside the fire and was drawing a harp
between the horns of a crescent moon, surrounded by four stars.

The man turned his head to make sure that both of the dderly mages had seen his desgn, then
hedtily raked ashes across it until his desgn was obliterated.

Bedrune and Tabarast exchanged looks, eyebrows raised and excitement tugging at the corners of
ther jaws. Tabarast leaned forward until his forehead dmog touched Bedrunes and murmured, "A
Harper. Elminder had a hand in founding them, you know."

"I do know, you doalt...I'm the one keeps his ears open for news, remember?' Bedrune replied a
trifle tedtily, and turned to the Harper. "So who do you want us to find for you, anyway?"

"A wizard by the name of Elminger. Yes, our founder, that Elminger.”

The pupils, had any returned to spy on the hearth with the same attention they'd paid to the
windows, would a that moment have witnessed their two ederly, severe tutors squeding like excited
children, hopping and shuffling in front of the fire as they clapped their hands in eagerness, then gabbling
acceptances without any reference to fees or payments to the down-at-heels merchant, who was camly
returning the stick to where held found it in the center of the happy tumut.

Bddrune and Tabarast ran right into each other in their first eager rushes toward cupboards, laughed
and clawed each other out of the way with equa enthusiasm, then rushed around snatching up whatever
they thought might come in remotely useful on an Elminger hurt.

The worn-looking Harper leaned back againg the wal with a amile growing on his face as the hegp
of "essentids’ rgpidly grew toward the rafters.

"What befel, Bresmer?' The High Duke's voice didnt hold much hope or eagerness, he wasnt
expecting good news.

His seneschd gave him none. "Gone, g, as near as we can tdl. One dead horse, seen floaing by
fishermen. They took Ghaerlin out to see it, he was a horse tamer before he took service with you, lord.
He said its eyes were garing and its hooves and legs dl bloodied, he thinks it galloped right down the
diff, riderless, fleaing in fear. The boat guard report that the Banner didn't light the sgnd beacon or raise
their pennant... | think they're dl dead, lord."

Horostos nodded, hardly seeing the wineglass he was ralling between his fingers. "Have we found
anyone ese willing to take us on? Any word from Marskyn?'

Bresmer shook his head. "He thinks everyone in Westgate has heard dl about the dayings...and s0
does Eltravar in Reth."

"Raise what were offering,” the High Duke said dowly. "Double the blood price."

"I've dready done that, lord," the seneschad murmured. "Eltravar did that on his own, and | thought it
prudent to confirm his offers with your duca sed. Marskyn has being usng the new offer for a tenday
now ... it's the doubled fee dl of these mercenaries are refusng.”

The High Duke grunted. "Well, we're seeing the measure of their spirit, at least, to know who not to



hire when we've need in future”

"Or thar prudence, lord,” Bresmer sad carefully. "Or thar prudence.”

Horostos looked up sharply, met his seneschal's eyes, then let his gaze fal again without saying
anything. He brought his wineglass down to the table so hard it shattered into shards between his fingers,
and snapped, "Wdl, weve got to do something! We don't even know what it is and itll be having
whole villages next! 1..."

"It dready has, lord," Bresmer murmured. "Ayken's Stump, sometime last tenday."

"The woodcutters?' Horostos threw back his head and sighed at the caling. "I won't have a land to
ruleif this goes on much longer,” he told it sadly. "The Sayer will be gnawing at the gates of this castle,
with nothing left outsde but the bones of the dead.”

The caling, fuly as wise as itslong years, deigned not to answer.

Horostos brought his gaze back down to meet the eyes of his expressonless, carefully quiet
seneschal, and asked, "Is there any hope? Anyone we can cdl on, before you and | up shidds and ride
out those gates together?'

"I did have avigt from one outlander, lord," Bresmer told therichly braided rug at his feet. "He sad
to tdl you that the Harpers had taken an interest in this matter, lord, and they would report to you before
the end of the season...if you could be found. | took that as a hint to tarry here urtil at least then, lord."

"Gods blast it, Bresmer! Sit like a babe trembling in a corner while my people look to me and say,
There goes a coward, not a ruler? St doing nothing while these mysterious wandering harpists murmur to
me what's befdling in my land, and to stay out of it? Sit watching money flow out of the vault and men die
dill dutching it, while crops rot in the fidlds with no farmers left dive to tend them, or harvest them so we
won't starve come winter? What would you have me do?"

"It's not my place to demand anything of you, lord," the seneschd said quigtly. "You weep for your
people and your land, and that is more than mogt rulers ever think to do. If you choose to ride out against
the Sayer come morning, I'll ridewith you ... but | hope youll give shelter to those who want to flee the
forest, lord, and bide here, until a Harper comes riding in our gates to at least tdl us what is destroying
our land before we go up againd it."

The High Duke stared at the shards of the wineglass in his lgp and the blood running down his
fingers and sghed. "My thanks, Bresmer, for spesking sense to me. I'll tarry and be called a coward ...
and pray to Mdar to cdl off this Slayer and spare my people.” He rose, brushing glass asde impatiently,
and acquired the ghogt of a grin as he asked, "Any more advice, seneschd ?'

"Aye, one thing more" Bresmer murmured. "Be careful where you do your hunting, lord."

A chill, chiming migt dived between two curving, moss-covered phandars, and did snakdike through
arent in a crumbling wdl. It made of itsdf a brief whirlwind in the chamber beyond, and became the
ghifting, semisolid outline of a woman once more.

She glanced around the ruined chamber, Sghed, and threw hersdf down on the shabby lounge to
think, tugging a hair that was little more than smoke as she reclined on one ebow and considered future
victories.

"He mugt not see me" she mused doud, "until he comes here and finds the runes himsdf. 1 mugt
seem... linked to them, an dtractive captive he must free, and solve some mystery about, not just how |
cameto be here, but who | am.”

A dow gmile grew across her face.

"Yes Yes, | likethat."

She whirled around and up into the air in a blurred whirlwind, to floa gently down and stand facing
the full-length, peding mirror. Tdl enough, yes ... She turned this way and that, subtly dtering her
appearance to look more exctic and attractive...waist in, hips out, alittletilt to the nose, eyes larger ...

"Yes" shetold the glass at ladt, satisfaction in her voice. "A little better than Saeraede Lyonora was
inlife ... and yet...no less deadly.”

She drifted toward one of the row of wardrobes, made long, dender legs solid enough to walk, it
had been along time snce sheld strutted across a dance floor, to say nothing of flouncing or minaing.

The wardrobe squealed as it opened, a damp door dropping away from the frame. Saeraede



frowned and went to the next wardrobe where sheld put garments seized recently from wagons...and
victims...on the road ... when there had ill been wagons.

Her amile became catlike at that thought, as she made her hands just solid enough to hold cloth,
winang at the empty feding it caused within her. To become solid drained her so much.

As awiftly as she dared, she raked through the gowns, sdecting three that most caught her eye, and
draped them over the lounge. Risng up through the fird, she became momentarily solid al over...and
gasped a the cold emptiness that coiled within her. "Mustin't do this ... for long," she gasped adoud, her
breath hissng out to cloud the mirror. "Dare not use ... too much, but these must fit...."

The blue ruffles of the firg gown were flattened and wrinkled from ther vist to the wardrobe, the
black one, with its daring dits dl over, looked better but would tear and fal gpart most eadly. The last
gown was red, and far more modest, but she liked the qudity it shouted, with the gem-highlighted
crawling dragons on its hips.

Her drength wasfalling fast. Gods, she needed to drain lives soon, or ... With dmost feverish speed
ghe shifted her shape to fill out the three gowns mos éttractively, fixed their varying requirements in her
mind, and thankfully collapsed into awhirlwind again, dumping the red gown to the ground in a puddle.

Asmig she drifted over it, solidifying just her fingertipsto carry it back to the wardrobe and hang it
carefully away.

As she returned for the other two garments, an observer would have noticed that her twinkling lights
hed grown dim, and her mis was tattered and smdler than it had been.

By the time the wardrobe door closed behind the last gown, Saeraede had noticed that she was a
litle dimmer now. She sghed but couldn't resst codescing back to womanly form for one ladt, criticd
look at hersdlf in the mirror.

"Youll have to do, | suppose ... and another thing, Saeraede," she chided hersdf. "Stop taking to
yoursdlf. You're londly, yes, but not completely melt-witted."

"Try over there," a hoarse mae voice said then, in what was probably intended to be a whisper. It
was coming from the forest beyond the ruin, through one of the gaps in the wdls. "I'm sure | saw a
woman yonder, in ared gown...."

The ghogtly womean froze, head held high, then smiled walfishly and collapsed into winking lights and
mis once more.

"How thoughtful,” she murmured to the mirror, her voice faint and yet echoing. "Just when | need

Her laughter arose, as amerry tinkling. "I never thought 1'd be around to see it, but adventurers are
becoming amodt... predictable.”

She plunged out through a hole in the wall like a hungry ed. Seconds later, a hoarse scream rang
out. It was dill echoing back off the crumbling walls when there was another.

Fifteen: A Dark Flame Rising

And a dark flame shall rise, and scatter all before it, igniting red war, wild magic, and
daughter. Just another quiet interlude before the fresh perils of next month ...

Cddrahan Mhdymbryn, Sage of Matters Holy
from A Tashlutan Traveler's Day-Thoughts
published in The Y ear of Moonfal

Dread Brother Darlakhan.

It had aring to it. It would go wel with the branding and the whip scars that crisscrossed his
forearms. HEd worked hard with a paste of blood and urine and black temple face paint to turn those
scars into dark, permanent, raised ridges. His eagerness to take branding in the temple rituds had not
gone unnoticed.



Thewind off the Shaar was hot and dry this night, and he'd been looking forward to a quiet evening
of prostrate prayer on the cold stone of the cdlar floor...but the adeptress held pad to flog him fird had
come to him with a harshly whigpered misson insead: by Dread Sster Klaaeras command, he was to
immediatdy bear this platter of food and wine to the innermost chambers of the House of Holy Night.

"I'm excited for you, Dread Brother," shed whispered in his ear, before shed given him the
cusomary dap across the face. Kneding, hed clawed a her ankles with even more than the usud
enthusiasm, his heart pounding with his own excitement.

Hed thought the crue Overmisiress of the Acolytes had been eyeing him rather closdly for the last
tenday or so, was thishis chance at last?

When he was done, he hastened to fix the mantle of shards around him, tucking it up firmly between
histhighs so as to make it draw blood before his fird step, instead of waking with infinite care to avoid
its wounds, as mogt did. Then he took up the platter, hed it high, and made a slet prayer to the
al-seaing goddess.

Oh, haly Shar, forgive my presumption, but | would serve you as the dark night wind, the barbed
black blade, your scourge and trusted hand, not merdly as atemple puppet a Klaagra's whims

"Shar," he breathed aoud, in case anyone was oying from behind panels and thought he'd been
qualing or daydreaming instead of praying. He raised and lowered the platter in salute and set off briskly
through the dimly torchlit hdls of the temple. The smooth, black marble was cold under his bare feet, and
hislimbs tingled where threads of blood trickled down.

He waked sraight and tdl, never looking back at the naked novices crawling dong in his wake,
licking up his blood where it fdl, and gave no 9gn hed heard grunts and sobs and muffled screams
behind the doors he passed, as the ambitious dergy of the House made their own pain sacrifices to Holy
Shar.

He heard the rumble of the lone drum long before he reached the Inner Portal, and his excitement
grew to an dmogt unbearable snging within him. A High Ritud, unannounced and unexpected, and he
was to be part of it

Dread Brother Darlakhan. Oh, yes. A measure of power a last. He was on hisway to greatness.

Darlakhan rounded the lat pillar and strode to the archway where the two priestesses crossed ther
razor-sharp black blades before him, then drew them back across his chest with the most ddicate of
strokes as he hdd the platter high out of the way. They turned toward him this night, and Darlakhan
stopped, trembling, to receive their ultimate accolade: they let him watch as they shook his blood from
the points of their swords into cupped pams, and brought it to their mouths.

He whispered, "As Shar wills" to them, meking of his tone a thanks, then strode on down the last
passage to the Inner Portd, the drumbesat growing louder before him.

He was surprised to find the Portd itsdf unguarded. A black curtain adorned with the Dark Disk
hung in the customarily empty Portal Arch. Darlakhan dowed for a moment, wondering what to do, then
decided he mug follow the procedure dl acolytes were trained in, as if nothing was occurring out of the
ordinary.

He paused at the Portd, swept his bows out to make the shards dash at him one lagt time...and to
keep them out of the way as he kndlt...and went to his knees, extending the platter at the full stretch of his
ams and touching his forehead to the cold marble of the threshold.

Swift hands snatched the platter away, and others beheaded him with a sngle keen stroke.

A long, deek am snatched up the blood-gargling head by its har. An oiled body stretched and
thrust Darlakhan's head into a brazier, ignoring the flames that raced back down oiled flesh. "The lagt,”
that someone murmured, pain making the voice tight.

"Then know peace, Dread Sigter,” someone dse said, touching her with the black Quenching Rod
that drank dl fire. The drum rolled one last time and fdl slent, a long-nailed hand made a gesture, and
black flames roared up out of a dozen braziers with a collective crackle and snarl.

Each brazier in the circle hed a blackening, severed head. Each tongue of dark flame rose up in a
twisting, flowing column to feed a dark sphere overhead.

The Sacred Chamber of Shar, the most holy room in the House of Holy Night, was crowded



indeed. All of the crud and powerful upper priestesses of Shar were gathered here in their black and
purple, beneath the sphere of railing shadows. All of them streamed blood from open wounds, al of thar
eyes were bright with excitement, and dl of ther atention was now fixed on the sphere that loomed so
large above their heads, astdl as Sx mea

Something swam into view briefly, within the sphere a human am, dender and femining, white
skinned and dawing vainly at nothing. Then an ebow was seen, and suddenly, the head and shoulders of
a feebly sruggling human femde swam into view. All that could be seen of her was bare, and she was
thrashing about in the fire, ssemingly blind. Despair was written large across her face, the eyes dark,
daing pools, the mouth open in an endless, soundless scream.

There was a murmur of puzzlement and surprise from among the gathered priestesses...and the
tdlest among them, resplendent in her horned black headdress and her mantle of deepest purple, stepped
forward and brought the long lash in her hand down with bruta force across the bare back of a man
kneding under the sphere. Swest flew indl directions, he was drenched and gleaming.

"Explain, Dread Brother High," the Darklady of the House commanded, her voice sharp. "We were
promised by you...and, in a sending, by the Hame of Darkness hersdlf...that your gtriving would bring us
great power and grest opportunity. Even if this wench is some grest queen of Faerun, | see no power nor
opportunity here save the grubby achievement of sazing a land and its coffers. Explan both wel and
speedily...and live"

The senior priest of the House looked at the sruggling figure in the sphere as he let his hands fdl to
his sides, then dumped back to the marble floor, exhausted. Through his gasps, the priestesses saw the
bright flash of hisamile.

"It isa success, your Darkness,” he said when he could find breath enough. "This is an avatar of the
goddess Mystra, though of much less power than most she sends forth. We cannot harm it without
unleashing magics too wild for dl of us together to hope to control, but while we keep it trapped thus, we
can tap the Weave whenever it rives to, ganing magic to power spdls studied...and cast...as wizards
do. This avatar mugt have been tainted by its flirtation with Bane ... there is a lagting weakness here, |
bdieve"

"Time enough for such musangs later,” said Darklady Avroana firmly. Her voice was 4ill cold and
biting, but the eagerness on her face and the tapping of her whip againg her own thigh rather than across
the face of High Brother Narlkond betrayed her excitement and approval. "Tdl me of these spells. We st
and sudy as mages do, and fill our minds...and what then?'

"No power floods into those memorized patterns until our captive here seeks to touch the Weave,"
replied the senior priest, ralling over to face her on his knees, "which happens every few hours or so. It
seems unable not to drive to, for that isits essentia nature, and...”

"How long can we keep this up?' Avroana snapped, gesturing up at the sphere with her whip.

"S0 long as we have enthudadtic believersin the Dark Mother to furnish us with their heads."

"More have been cdled hither,” said the Darklady, her lips shaping...for a very brief ingant...a amile
that was as cold as the glacid ice that sedls shut a northern tomb. "They've been told we mount a holy
crusade.”

"Your Darkness," High Brother Narlkond replied, with a soft smile of his own, "we do."

"This is what in human speech would be called the Lookout Tree," said the moon df, Stting down
on a huge ledf...which promptly curled and flexed around him to form a couch tha cupped him like a
giant, gentle hand.

Umbregard stared around &t the view between the great arched branches that split apart where they
stood to soar dill farther up into the thin, cold air. "By the gods,” he said dowly, "those are clouds! We're
looking down on the clouds?

"Only the lowest sort of dlouds,” Starsunder said with a amile. "Oh, didn't you know? Yes, different
shapes of clouds hang a different levels, just asfishin a lake seek levelsin the water that suit them.”

"Fsh...?" the human mage asked, then grinned and said, "Never mind, we stray swiftly from my
origind questioning.”

Starsunder grinned back. "Now do you see how it was that humans studied in Myth Drannor for



centuries” he said, "and some of them 4ill learned only a handful of the spells they came seeking? The
best of them didn't even mind."

Umbregard shook his head. "Oh, to have been there" he whispered longingly, Stting down rather
gingely on another leaf. It promptly tumbled him into its center...he had time for only the briefest of
dartled murmurs...and folded itsdf around him, to leave him upright, enthroned in warm comfort.

"Wadl, ahem,” he offered in pleased surprise, while Starsunder chuckled. "Nice, very nice” He
looked at Starsunder's chair, dill clearly dive and attached to the gigantic shadowtop tree they'd dimbed
S0 laborioudy to the top of, up a spird dair that had seemed endless. "'l suppose there's no chance of
getting a chair like this anywhere ese but in the Elven Court?"

"None" Starsunder said with awide amile, "at dl. Sorry."

Umbregard snorted. "You don't sound sorry at dl. Why did we have to swest our weary ways up
here, step after thousandth step, what's wrong with usng spells to fly?"

"The tree needed to get to know you," his df host explained. "Otherwise, when you sat down just
now, it'd quite likey have hurled you off into yonder clouds like a catapult... and 1'd have had no human
wizards to chat with this evening.”

Umbregard shuddered & the vison of beng hepledy thrust out, out into the oh-so-empty ar,
before garting that terrible, long plunge ...

"Aghh!" he shrieked, waving his hands to sweep away hismentd vison. "Godsl Away, awvay! Let's
get back to our conversel When we were edting...ohh, thet tregely! How d...no. Later, I'll ask thet later.

Now | want to know why you said, when we were edting, that Elminder stands in such danger just
now...and stands aso so close to being an even greater danger to us al... why?'

Starsunder looked out over miles of greenery toward the distant line of mountains for a moment
before he said, "Any human mage who lives as many years as this Elmingter outstrips most human foes of
his own meking, they die while he lives on. His very longevity and power make him a naturd target for
those of dl races who would seize him, or his powers from him, or his supposed riches and enchanted
items. Such perils confront dl mages who've enjoyed any success.”

Umbregard nodded, and hisdf host continued.

"It's reasonable to suppose that awizard of greater success attracts grester atention, and so greater
foes, yes?"

Umbregard nodded again, dtting forward eagerly. "You're going to tdl me about some greet
mysterious foes that Elminger's now facing?'

Starsunder smiled. "Such as the Phaerimm, the Maaugrym, and perhaps even the Sharn? No."

Umbregard frowned. "The Phagrr...?7"

Starsunder chuckled. "If | tel you about them, they won't be myderious any longer, will they?
Moreover, youll live the rest of your daysin fear, and no one will believe you when you spread word of
them. Each time you speak of them will increase the likelihood that one of their number will fed aufficient
need to Slence you-and o bring to a brutd and early end the life of Umbregard. No, forget them. It's
good practice for mages, forgetting and letting go of things that interest them. Some of them never learn
how, and die long before their time™"

Umbregard frowned, opened his mouth to say something, and shut it again. Then it popped open
once more, and he said dmost angrily, "Wl then, if we're to speak of no foes, what specid danger does
Elminger face?"

A smdl, tightly curled lesf at Starsunder's elbow opened then to reved two glass bowls full of what
looked like water. He passed one of the bowls over to Umbregard and they drank together.

It was water, and the coolest, clearest that Umbregard had yet tasted. As it did down to every
corner of hisbeing, he fet suddenly fully awake and vigorous. He turned his head to exdam about how
he fdt, looked into Starsunder's eyes, and saw sadness there. He hesitated in spesking just long enough
for the moon df to say ddliberatdy, "Himsdf."

"Himsdf?" By the gods, had he been reduced to an echo? And was this his Sxth evening here with
Star-sunder ... or his seventh?

Yes. He was like a amdl child invited into the converse of adults, seeing a longer, graver view of



Faerun around him for the firg time. With a sudden effort, Umbregard held his tongue and leaned
forward to ligen.

Starsunder rewarded him with adight samile and added, "With dl the friends, lovers, foes, and even
relms of his youth gone, Elmingter will fed increasingly alone...and as is the way of humans, londy. He
will ding to dl he has Ieft...his power and accomplishments of magecraft...and begin to chafe at the
bargain that has robbed him of hisyouth, and of dl the things he might have done, but did not ... in short,
hewill become restlessin the service of Mydra”

"No! You said so yoursf: love..."

"Itisthe way of humans" Starsunder continued camly, "and of us dl, at differing timesin our lives ...
but now it is | who digress. In short, EIminger will for the fird time as a mature mage of power...as
opposed to an ardent, easily-distracted youth...be ready to notice temptations.”

"Temptations?'

"Chances to use his power as he sees fit, without the bidding of, or restrictions decreed by others.
The desire to do just as he pleases, ignoring consequences for good or ill, smashing dl who stand againgt
him. To do whatever he'sidly thought of doing, pursuing every whim."

"And 07

"And so, while he's about it, every living creature on or under far Toril must cower and hide...for
what fate will Umbregard enjoy, if it strikes a passng EIminger that a handful of Umbregard tripes will
make a good toy, or med, for the next few minutes?'

Thedf let hiswords hang in silence for atime, waiting for Umbregard to speak.

Soon enough the human wizard was unable to resst doing so. "Are you saying,” he asked oftly,
"that we... |...or someone ... mud set out to destroy Elminger now, to save dl Toril?!

Starsunder shook his head dmogt wearily. "Why is it that humans love that word so much?
'Destroy!™ He set his water bowl back into the lesf and asked with a amile, "If you succeeded,
Umbregard the Mighty, tdl me who then would protect Toril from you?

If I was alurking Sayer, | would want alarr ...

"Sweet Mysdtra," Elminger murmured, amiling despite himsdlf, "whatever you do, stop me from ever
trying to be a bard." He took another step dong the crumbling wal of the ruin, the dight scrape of his
boot on damp dead leaves seeming very loud in the eerie quiet of the empty forest.

Somehow he knew this crumbling keep had to be linked to whatever was killing folk and forest
creatures hereabouts. Hed fdt it clear out dong the coast road, cadling him here ... cdlinghim ...

He stopped and glared up at the mossy stones. Could a spdl be a work on him, drawing him here?

Hed have fdt any smple charm or suggestion ... wouldn't he?

Abruptly E wheded around and started back across the sagging bridge, heading away from the
ruins & a steady pace. He looked back once, just to be sure nothing was speeding toward his back, but
dl seemed as quiet as before. He dill fdt asif he was being watched, though.

He studied the toothlike remnants of walls for along time, but nothing moved and nothing seemed to
change. With a shrug, B turned around again and headed back down the road.

He hadn't gone far when he saw it...out of the corner of his eye, expected but yet not what hed
expected... a woman watching him from between two duskwood trees. He spun toward the trees, but
there was no one there. He turned dowly on his hed, dl around, but he saw no watching human, or
anyone flitting from tree to tree or crouching in any hollow. Hed have heard the dead leaves rusling a
any such movement, anyway.

With a little smile, Bl turned back to the road and an unhurried trudge dong it back to the coast
road. He suspected he'd not have to wait long before seeing that face peering a him again...for that was
whet it had been, no gowned figure, but a head and a neck. She could even be afloaing ghost.

If she was the Sayer, that could wdl explain the lack of tracks to follow or creatures for the High
Duke's men to corner. The manner of daying even argu...

There she was again, peering & him from a tree ahead. Thistime H didnt rush forward but turned
dowly to look in dl directions ... and as held expected, that face peered a him from a tree behind him,
back toward the ruins, just long enough for their eyes to mest.



He amiled dowly and walked back to that second tree. He was only a few paces from it when a
ghodtly face turned to regard him from high in a tree a good distance closer to the ruins. EIminger gave
her a cheery wave this time and alowed himsdf to be led back to the ruins. The sooner he got to the
bottom of this, the sooner he could be away from here before dark, and on about the main task Mystra
hed set him.

He went the other way around the wals this time, just to cover new ground, and found himsdf
looking, through gaps in the crumbling stonework, into avast chamber that seemed to have fumiture in it.
He moved carefully nearer through the tangle of stunted shrubs and falen stone, peering.

"Therd” a voice snarled...human, rough, and not far away. As ElIminger ducked low and spun
around, he heard the familiar hum of approaching arrows. The life those arrows sought was his

llbryn Starym reined in & the sentry's startled ydl and held up an empty hand. "I come in peace,” he
began, "dore..."

By then javdins were whizzing his way and men with hadtily-drawn swords in their hands and fear
and astonishment warring on their faces were legping through the trees on dl sides. "Elved” one of them
roared. "l told you ‘twas eves, dl dong..."

The df sghed, threw off his cloak with the word thet made the world dark, and backed his snorting
mount to one side. Its sudden jerk told him one of the javdins had found a mark even before it reared up,
soilling him out of his saddle, and came crashing down heavily on its Sde...inches away from Ilbryn. The
df rolled away as hard as he'd ever done anything in his life. A stray hoof numbed his good hip and had
probably lad it open, too.

Bloody humand Can't even ride dong woodland trails without getting jumped by idiot adventurers
arrogant enough to pitch their encampments right across the trall itsdf.

Ilbryn found his feet, sumbled awkwardly away until he ran into a tree, and propped himsdf againgt
it. The humans were blundering around in the little corner of nightfal hed made, hacking a each other...of
course, the foold...shouting in darm, and generdly despailing their camp and the woods immediately
around them. If these were the Sayers, they were more than ingpt ... no, these mugt be one of the bands
of hireswords...hah! They thought he was the Sayer!

Rignt, then ...

Cloaked in darkness only he could see through, Ilbryn watched the fray rage for a time as he caught
his breath and peered around, seeking mages or priests who might have the wits and power to end his
gpdl. Once he unleashed another, his darkness would fdl like a dropped cloak...so he wanted that spell
to be agood one.

Two of this benighted band of adventurers were dead dready at the hands of ther fdlows, and as
[lbryn watched, a third met a screaming end spitted on two javelins. The stronger of his dayers ran him
back againg a tree and left him pinned to it and vomiting his lifeblood away. The df shook his head in
disgugt and kept looking ... there!

That man by the tent, bent over the scrolls. 1lbryn readied his spell, then plucked up a stone from
beside his tree, measured the throw with narrowed eyes...and threw. The stone bonged off the pot and
soilled it into the fire.

The man with the scralls whipped his head around to see what had befadlen, and two other
adventurers came loping back through the trees, employing that most favorite of human words, "Wha?'
inthe midgst of many oaths.

A goodly group. Now, before they dl ran off again! llbryn steadied himsdf againg the tree, cast the
spd| as quidtly as he could but with unhurried care, and was rewarded, an ingant before its end, with the
human mage hissing, "Hoy, dl...be ill! Ligen!"

The seven-odd adventurers obediently stopped their shouting and rushing about, and they stood like
datues as the darkness fdl away...and waist-high whirling shards of stedd mdted out of the empty ar and
cut them dl in haf. A few of them even saw the df sanding againg a tree sneering a them.

The crouching mage was beheaded, his blood exploding dl over the scralls as he dumped forward
into the dirt. Seaing that, Ilbryn didn't bother to survey the dain any longer, he was ligening hard now for
the sounds of the living. At least two, and possibly as many as four, were dill lurking close by.



One of them ran right past him, shrieking in horror as he sprinted into the bloody camp. Sweet
trembling trees, were dl humansthis stupid?

Evidently they were, two others joined the fird, weeping and ydling. llbryn sighed. It wouldn't be
long before even fools such as these noticed a motionless df sanding againg a tree. Almost regretfully he
sent forth the spellburgt that dew them.

Its echoes were dill ringing off the trees around when he heard the dight scrape of a boot that made
him spin around...to stare a a lone, horror-struck humen warrior three paces away, coming toward him
with sword raised.

"You're the Sayer?' the man asked, face and knuckles white with fear.

"No," llbryn told him, backing away around the tree.

The man hesitated, then resumed his cautious advance. "Why did you kill my sword brothers?' he
snarled, snatching out a dagger to give himsdf two ready fangs.

llbryn took another step back, keeping the tree between them, and shrugged. "You made a
migake" he told the human, as they started to dowly circle the tree, watching each other's eyes. "'l was
riding dong the trail, at peace and intending no harm to you...and you attacked me, more than a dozen to
one. Brigands? Adventurers? I'd no time to parley or see who you were. All | could do was defend
mysdf. A little thought before swinging swords could have saved so much spilled blood.” He smiled
mockingly. "Y ou should be more careful when you go out in the woods. It's dangerous out here.”

That evoked the rage he'd hoped it would, humans were so predictable. With a wordless roar the
warrior charged, hacking furioudy. llbryn let the tree take most of the blows, waited until the blade got
caught, then darted forward to snatch the man's dagger hand aside with one of his own hands...and press
the other to the man's face, ddivering the pell that would take hislife

Fesh smoked and melted, gurgling, the man went to his knees. By the despairing moan he made
theresfter, he knew he was dying, even before he started dawing a his own flowing flesh, trying to get
ar.

"Not that | was unhgppy to day you dl," llbryn told him lightly, "seeing as how you cost me a
perfectly good horse” He stepped back and shot a look dl around, in case other surviving
adventurers...or the Slayer, whoever that might be...was approaching. No such peril seemed a hand.

The warrior made a last choking noise, then seemed to relax. "After dl,” llbryn told him, "Thisis the
Dead Place, I'm told."

The df turned away to wak through the camp and see if there was anything he might put to his own
use. A few paces dong he stopped, looked around again for foes, and bent rather siffly and plucked up
agood, dender blade from among the trodden leaves.

"Jugtin case" llbryn told the torn body of its dead, staring owner, whose fingers would forever be
gretched out now toward the blade held let fdl, the blade that now was no longer there. As the df
reached out with his own sword to cut free the scabbard from amongst the gory, tangled harness, he
added amogt merrily, ™Y ou never know when youll need a good blade, &fter dl.”

Sixteen: If Magic Should Fail

If magic should fail, Faerun shall be changed forever... and not a few folk would welcome
those changes. For one thing, the very land itself might tilt under the hurrying weight of the
oppressed and aggrieved, chasing down now-powerless mages to settle old scores. | wonder what
ariver of wizards blood would look like?

Tammarast Tengloves, Bard of Elupar
from The Strings of a Shattered Lyre
published in The Y ear of the Behir

"Begone! Mighty events shake dl Faerun, and the holy ones within cannot come out to speak to you



now! For the love of Mystra, begone!™

The guard's voice was deep and powerful, it rolled out over the gathered crowd like a ssorm-driven
wave crashing across the sands of a beach ... but when it died away, the people were dill there. Fear
made ther voices high and therr faces white, but they dung to the front steps of the House of the
Ladystar asif for ther very lives and would not be moved.

The guard made a last grand "get hence’ gesture and stepped back off the bacony. "I'm sorry,
Bright Magter,” he murmured. "They fed something is very wrong. It'd take the hounding spells of Mystra
hersdf to shift them now."

"Do you dare to blagpheme here, in the holy place itsdf?' the high priest hissed, eyes blazing with
fury. He drew back his hand asif to dtrike the guard...who stood a head tdler than he, despite his own
great height...then let it fal back to his Side, looking dazed. "Log," he said, lips trembling. "All islogt... "

The guard enfolded the Lord of the House in a comforting embrace, as one holds a sobbing child,
and sad, "This hdl pass, lord. Wait for nightfdl, many shdl leave then. Wait, know peace, and watch
for some sgn.”

"You have some guidance for this counsd?* the high priest asked, dmost desperately. He could not
keep a quaver from hisvoice.

The guard patted his shoulders and stepped away with the grave reply, "Nay, lord...but look you,
what ese can we do?'

The Lord of the House managed a chuckle that was periloudy close to a sob, and said, "My thanks,
loyd Lhaerom."” He drew in a deep breath, threw back his head as if donning his dignity like a mantle,
and asked, "Wha do warriors do when they must wait and watch ingde ther wals, dawdling until a great
blow fdls on them?'

Lhaerom chuckled in return. "Many things, lord, most of which | leave to your wits to conjure up.
There is one thing of comfort we undertake, which | suspect me your question seeks. we make soup.
Pots and pots of it, as good and rich as we can manage. We let dl partake, or at least amdl if they
cannot sup.”

The high priest stared & him for a moment, then raised his hands in a "why not?" gesture and
commanded the dlently watching underpriests, "Get hence! To the kitchens, and make soup! Go!™

"Youll find, lord," the hulking guard added, "that..."

"Lhaerom," one of his fdlow guards snapped, "fresh trouble” Without another word the guard
turned away from the Lord of the House and ducked back out onto the bacony. The priest took two
steps after him...only to find a guard barring his way. "no, lord," he said, face carefully expressonless.”
Twouldn't be wise. Some of them are throwing stones.”

QOutsde, the bright sun fdl on the closed bronze doors of the House of the Ladystar. Many fids fdl
thereon, too, and the guards and gatepriest had long since stopped answering knocks and cries for aid.
They paced anxioudy back and forth indde the gate, casting anxious glances at the bolts and bars,
wondering if they'd hold. All of the spikes that could be found in the temple cellars had long since been
driven between the stones to wedge the doors againg being forced inward. The bright marks on those
spikes told how often this morning the doors had dready been sordly tested. The priest licked dry lips
and asked, for perhaps the fortieth time, "And if thisdl gives way? What..."

The guard nearest him waved violently for him to fdl slent. The priest frowned and opened his
mouth to snagp an angry response, then his eyes followed the guard's pointing hand to the doors and his
jaw dropped amogt to chest.

A man's hand was protruding through the bronze, magic crackling around his wrist where it passed
through the thick metd. It was gesturing, forming the hand sgns used between clergy of Mystra when
enacting Slent rituas.

The priest watched a few of them, then hissed, "Stay here" and went pounding up the steps to a
door thet led into the barbican. He had to get onto that balcony....

The hands of the tdl man in the black cloak were trembling as he drew them back from the doors.
He knew he'd been seen and knew the mood of the crowd pressng in behind him. "It's no use" he sad
loudly. "l can't getin."



"Y ou're one of 'em, though, aren't ye?' avoice snarled, close by his ear.

"Aye, | saw him...used a spdll, he did!" put in another, high with fear and anger...or rather, the angry
need to lash out.

Themanin the black cloak made no reply, but looked up at the bacony in desperate hope.

It was rewarded. Two burly guards came into view with long pikesin ther hands...pikes fully able to
reach down, into, and through anyone standing near the gate...and asked gruffly, more or less in unison,
"Yes? You have lanvful businessin this holy house?"

"l do," the manin the black cloak told them, ignaring the angry mutterings thet rose in a wave after
hiswords. "Why are the gates closed?’

"Great doings on high demanding contemplation on the part of dl ordained servants of Mystra” the
guard thundered.

"Oh? Is there an orgy going on in there, or just a pig-walowing fees?' someone cdled from the
thick of the crowd, and there were roars of agreement and derison. "Aye, let usin! We want some too!"

"Begone” the guards bellowed, sraightening to face the entire crowd.

"Does Mystra live?' someone cried.

"Aye" Others took up the cdl. "Does the goddess of megic yet bresthe?"

The guard looked scornful. "Of course she does,” he snarled. "Now go away!"

"Proveit!" someone ydled. "Cast a spdI!”

The guard hefted his pike. "I don't cast spells, Roldo," he said menacingly. "Do you?'

"Get one of the priests...get 'em dl!" Roldo called.

"Aye" someone dse agreed. "And seeif one of them... jugt one of them...can cast a dl!”

Theroar of agreement that followed his words shook the very temple wals, but through it the manin
the black cloak heard one of the guards muitter, "Aye, and make it a good big firebal, right about there.”

The other agreed, not amiling.

"Look," the man in the black cloak said to them, "I must speak to Kadeln. Kadeln Parosper. Tdl
hmit's Tenthar."

The nearest guard leaned over. "No, you look," he said coldly. "I'm not opening these gates for
anybody.. . short of holy Mystra hersdlf. So if you can come back holding hands with her, and the two of
you asking very nicdy to comein, dl right, but otherwise ..."

A third figure was on the balcony, peering around the guard's shoulder. It wore the cloak and hdm
of a guard, but no gauntlets, and the hdm...which was far too big for it...kept dipping forward over its
face.

Animpetient hand shoved the hdm back up out of the way, and the white, worried face of Kadeln,
Tome-priest of the Temple, stared down a his friend. "Tenthar," he hissed, "you shouldn't have come
here. These people are wild with fear."

"You know," the manin the black cloak remarked amogt casudly, "sanding down here with them,
I'd begun to notice that." Then his control broke and he dmost clawed his way up the wdl to the
bacony, ignoring a warning pike thrust. The dirty blade stopped inches from his nose and hung there
warningly. Tenthar paid it not a blind bit of attention.

"Kaddn," Tenthar was snaling, " what's going on? Every last damned magic | work goes wild, and
when | study...nothing. | can't get any new pdld”

"It's the same here" the white-faced priest whispered. "They're saying Mystra must have died,
and..."

One of the guards hauled Kadeln away from the edge of the bacony, and the other jabbed vicioudy
with his pike, Tenthar flung himsdf desperately back out of its reach and tumbled down the bronze doors
to the ground.

The crowd melted away a few paces asif by magic, and he found himsdf lying in a little cleared
space with the pike once more hanging a handspan above his throat. "Who are you?' the guard behind it
demanded. "Answer, or die. | have new orders.”

Tenthar sat up and thrust the pike head away with one contemptuous hand. When he scrambled to
his feet, however, he took care to be a good two paces beyond its reach.



"Tenthar Taerhamoos ismy name" he sad gernly, opening his cloak to reved rich robes, and a
gem-studded meddlion blazing on his chest. "Archmage of the Phoenix Tower. I'll be back.”

And with that grim promise the archmage whirled around and pushed his way dmos proudly
through the crowd. All around him were murmurs of "It's true! Mystra's dead? Magic dl undone?' and
thelike.

A stone spun out of somewhere and struck Tenthar on the shoulder. He did not stop or try to turn
but struggled onward through bodies disndined to let him pass. "An archmage?' someone cried. "With
no pells?' another asked, close a hand. Another stone struck Tenthar, on the head this time, and he
staggered.

There was a roar of mingled awe and exultant hunger dl around him, and someone shrieked, "Get
him!'

"Get him!" a thunderous chorus echoed. Tenthar went to his knees, looked up to see boots and
gicks and hands coming at him from dl sides, clutched his precious meddlion to guard againgt the spell
going wild, and said the words he'd hoped not to have to say.

Lightning crackled out indl directions, and Tenthar tried not to look at the dying folk dancing to its
hungry surges around him. Chain lightning is a terrible thing even when unaugmented, with the meddlion
involved, well...

He dghed and stood up as the last of the screams died away, watching the bobbing heads of those
whod lived to flee grow smdler as they ran across the fidds. He'd best be running, too, before some
bloodthirgty idiot ralied them or the folk here who were only stunned and twitching recovered enough to
seek revenge.

The and| of cooked flesh was stirong, bodies were hegped on dl sides. Tenthar gagged, then broke
into a trot. He never even saw the pike hurled a him from the bacony, it fdl wdl short and struck,
quivering, in the dirt.

A blackened body rose from among the dead and tugged it free. "The thing | hate mogt about these
litle games" it remarked to the empty air, "is the cost. How many lives will be shuffed out before it's
over, thistime?'

Ancther blackened thing rose, shrugged, touched the pike, and said sadly, "Therés dways a price
... dl our power, and we can't change tha."

There were two shimmeringsin the air...and the two blackened bodies were gone. The pike winked
out of Sght an ingant later.

"Are there archmages under every stone out yonder? Or just what bloody dancing gods were
those? the guard who'd thrown the pike barked, more fear than anger in his tones.

"Mydra and Azuth," the priest besde hm whispered. The guards turned to look at Kadeln...and
gasped in amazement. The missing pike had just appeared in the priest's shuddering hands. He stared a
them, eyes full of wonder, and moaned, "Mydra and Azuth, they were. Standing right there, with the
symboals they've granted us to know them by glowing above their heads...right there?

Hetried to point out into the litter of bodies, but decided to fant instead. He did it very well, eyes
ralling up and body folding down. One of the guards caught him out of force of habit, and the other
snatched hold of the pike.

If gods were going to come cdling, he didn't want to be standing there unarmed.

"Mydrais dead!" the Darklady declared exultantly. "Her priests find their spdlls to be but flickering
things, and mages sudy and find no power behind their words. Magic is now ours done to
command...ours to control!”

The purple flames that raged in the brazier before her cast strange lights on her face as she raised
eyestha were very large and dark to gaze a them dl. Around the flames sat her eager audience: the Sx
priests of the Dark Lady who'd agreed to work as wizards, harnessng for thelr spdlls the power of what
hed aready become known in the temple as the Secret in the Sphere. With them she could make the
House of Holy Night the mightiest temple of Shar indl Faerun...and the faith of the Nightbringer the most
powerful indl Toril. It might not even take long.

"Mog loyd Dreadspells” the high priestess told them, "you have a great opportunity to win the



favor of Shar, and power for yourselves. Go forth into Faerun and seek out the most capable mages and
the largest holds of magic. Say at will, and saize dl you can. Bring back tomes, rare things, and anything
that bears the tiniest glow of magic. You must day any of those servants of Mysdira caled the Chosen if
you meet with them. We here shdl work most diligently with our spells to try to find them for you.”

"Your Darkness?' one of the wizards asked hegtantly.

"Yes, Dread Brother Eiryn?' Darklady Avroands voice was Slken, a clear waning to dl that
anyone who dared to interrupt her had better have a very good reason for doing so...or shed soon give
them one.

"My work involves farscrying our agents in Westgate,” Elryn said quickly, "and rumor now abroad
inthat city speaks of many recent gghtings of a Chosen in the vidnity of Starmantle ... something about
goinginto a 'Dead Place..."

“l, too, have heard such tidings™ the Darklady agreed eagerly. "My thanks for giving us a location,
Elryn. All of you dhdl go there immediately...and there begin your haly task. Thrugt your hands into the
flames...oh, and most loyd Dreadspells, bear in mind that we can see and hear you aways."

Sx faces paled...and 9x hands were rductantly extended into the flanes Darklady Avroana
laughed ddightedly a their fear and let them burn for a few moments ere she said the words that
teleported them dl esewhere.

It was very peaceful in the woods around the shrine...and, since the killings had begun and fear had
driven folks away, very quiet.

Most days Uldus Blackram was done on his knees before the stone block, hadfheartedly lashing
himsdf afew times...gently, so as not to make much noise...and whispering prayers to the Nightsinger.

The shrine had been founded so nicdly, consecrated with blood and a wild ritud that gill made
Uldus blush to remember it. Now there were no black-robed ladies to dance and whirl barefoot around
the horned block and no one to lead him in the haf-remembered prayers ... so he did a lot of just
thanking Shar for keeping him dive on his sedthy vigts to the woods. He hoped sheld forgive him for not
coming a night anymore.

"May your darkness keep me safe from the Sayer,” Uldus breathed, his lips amost touching the
dark stone. "May you guide me to power and exultation over mine enemies, and make of me a srong
sword to cut where you need things cut, and dash where it is your will to dash. Oh, most holy Mistress
of the Night, hear my prayer, the beseeching of your most loyd servant, Uldus Blackram. Shar, hear my
prayer. Shar, answer my prayer. Shar, heed m..."

"Done, Uldus" said a voice from above him, crisply.

Uldus Blackram managed to drike his head on the atar, somersault over backward to get a good
four paces away, and get to hisfeet dl in one blurred flurry of movement.

When he froze, hdf turned to flee and panting hard, he was looking back at 9x bald-headed menin
black and purple robes, sanding in a semicirde around the atar facing him, with faint amusement on their
faces.

"Lords of the Lady?' Uldus gasped. "Have my prayers been answered at las?

"Uldus" the oldest of them said pleasantly, stepping forward, “"they have. At last. Moreover, a fitting
reward has been chosen for you. Y ou're going to guide usinto the Dead Place!™

"P-praise Shar!" Uldus replied, ralling his eyes wildly upward as he toppled to the turf in a dead
fant.

"Revive him," Elryn commanded, not bothering to keep the contempt from his face or voice. "To
think that such as this worship the Most Holy Lady of Loss”

"Wdl," one of the other wizards commented, bending over the fdlen Uldus, "we dl have to start
somewhere.”

The glowing spellsphere orbited the throne a an dmogt lazy pace. Saeraede gave it only casud
attention, absorbed as she was in sending images of her peering sdf out into the trees to lure this bold
Elminger back to her castle.

Aye, let us gently tease thisfittingly powerful and somewhat attractive mage hence.

Y et the news was clear enough, from dl the mages she covertly farscried. Word of the deeth of



Mystra was spreading like wildfire, spells were going wild dl over Faerun, mages were shutting
themsdlves up in towers before grudge-holding commoners could get to them... or tarrying too long, and
getting caught on the ends of pitchforksin a dozen redlms, and on and on.

It was time to move at last and make Saeraede Lyonora once more a name to be feared!

Abruptly something tore through one of her imeges. Saeraede sat up with a frown, and peered,
trying to find out what it had been. The spellsphere aoruptly logt its scene of city spires and flgpping
griffon wings beneath armored riders and acquired the dappled gloom of the forest above her. A forest
thet held a crouching Elmingter, severd of her floaing faces, and...

Arrows snarled through her conjured visage and the dead leaves beyond, to thud into the forest
loam and send Elmingter scrambling around the other Sde of a tree.

Arrows?

"Damned adventurerd” she roared, her cry ringing back to her off the cavern roof, and sprang up
from the throne. The spdlsphere winked out as it fdl, the radiance around the stone seat faded...but she
was dready whirling up the shaft, her eyes spitting flames of magefire. Were a bunch of blundering
sword swingers going to shatter her long-nursed plans now?

The fittingly powerful and somewhat attractive Elminger boldly dodged another arrow, hurling
himsdf on hisface in wet moss and dead leaves as another dark shaft whined past his ear like an angry
hornet and fetched up in the trunk of a nearby hiexd with a very solid thunk.

H scrambled up, drawing breath for a curse, and flung himsdf right back down on his face again. A
second shaft hummed past low overhead, joining the firdt.

Thehiexd didn't look to be enjoying these vistations too much, but Elminger hadn't time to survey
its sadness...or do anything ese but charge to hisfeet, leap over afdlen tree, and whirl around behind its
rotting trunk. He bobbed up into view right away, betting that the two archers wouldn't have had time to
put fresh arrows to their srings just yet. He had to see them.

Ah! Therel He loosed a stream of magic missles a one, then ducked down again, hearing the
goproaching thud of booted feet running hard in his direction.

It was time to get gone and be blessed quick about it!

He sprinted away, downhill and dodging from sde to sde, hearing crashing in his wake that
herdded the coming of someone large, heavy, armored, and sword-waving. He didn't stop to exchange
pleasantries, but whirled around a tree to let the grizzied amaman have some magic missiles ful in the
face. The man's head jerked back, wisps of smoke burst from his mouth and eyes, and he ran on blindly
for another dozen paces before sumbling and crashing to the ground, dead or senseless.

"Dead or sensdess” Hmm, 'twould do as a motto for some adventuring bands, to be sure, but...

It was time to circle around and take care of that second archer, or held be fleaing through the forest
feding phantom arrows between his shoulder blades for the rest of the day ... or until they brought him
down.

H trotted a goodly way off to the right and started to work his way back toward the ruin, kegping
aslow and as quiet as possible. It didn't matter if he spent hours worming his way closer, so long as he
waan't seen too soon. He had to get close enough to...

A grim-looking man in lesthers, with a bow ready-strung in his hand, stepped into view around a
gnarled phandar not twelve paces away. He couldnt help but see a certan hawk-nosed mage the
moment he lifted his eyes from the arrow held just dropped. B lifted his hand to shoot forth his last magic
missiles spell.

A moment |ater the archer exploded into whirling bones and fire. B had a brief glimpse of two dark
eyes... if they were eyes...in a confused whirlwind of mist. Then whatever it was had gone, and scorched
bones were thudding down onto the maoss.

The Sayer?

It had to be. The tak had been dl of something that burned its victims when it killed, this was it.
"Wdl met," Elmingder murmured to the empty woods, and went cautioudy forward. He knew hed
dready find nathing but ashes and bones of the rest of the adventurers, but just in case ...

Sprawled garments, wespons, and bones were everywhere he looked, as he drew near the



overgrown keep. The ruins seemed deserted again. A tense dlence hung over them, dmog as if
something was waiting and watching for his approach. El stole back to the gaps in the wdl he'd looked
into before. That big chamber, where held seen the wardrobes and ... amirror? That would bear another
look, to be sure.

He peered very cautioudy into that vast room again and met those dark eyes once more, the mist
they were a the heart of swirling around a wardrobe as its doors banged open. Then the mist flared into
blinding brilliance and he couldnt see what was taken out of the wardrobe. Whatever it was, the
whirlwind spun around and around it, dmog as if deliberatdy hiding it from his view in its bright and
chiming tatters, asit sped away across the room. E dmost clambered in the gap after it to see better, but
paused prudently when the glowing mig did.

It lingered in the farthest, darkest corner of the room for a moment, hovering above what |ooked
like awdl, then plunged down into that ring-shaped opening and out of Sght.

"Ye want me to follow, do ye?' EIminger murmured, looking a the well. He glanced around the
room, taking in the peding mirror, the row of wardrobes...the open one holding an aray of feminine
apparel...the lounge, and the rest ... then walked straight to the well.

"Very wdl," he said with asgh. "Ancther reckless legp into danger. That does seem to be what this
job most entalls”

And he clambered over the edge of the wdl, dug his hands into the firs of arow of handholds in the
stone and tapped with the toes of his boots for another, found it, and started down. He might need his
hdllbert flying spell for getting back out again.

She lad out the three gowns on the stone at the bottom of the shaft as gently as a nurse sroking a
sck child, and as gently set loose stones from the rubble over them. The exacting effort cost her much
energy, but she worked swiftly, heedless of the cost, and darted away before her quarry got to the top of
the shaft to look down.

A moment later she was snking into one of the runes that sustained her, hiding her misty sdf entirely.
She had been hungry too long, and the incessant chiming was even getting on her nerves.

Brandagaeris had been a mighty hero, tal and bronzed and strong, she had fed on him for three
seasons, and he had come to love her and offer himsdf willingly ... but in the end she had drained him and
gone hungry again. That was her doom, once her own body had fdlen to dust, what remained was a
megic that needed to feed on the living...or dwell within, and necessarily burn out the innards of a young,
grong, vitd body. Brandagaeris had been one such, the sorcerer Sardon another ... but somehow mages,
clever asthey were, lacked something she craved. Perhaps they had too little vitality.

She hoped this EImingter wouldn't be another such disgppointment. Perhaps she could win his love,
or a least his submisson, and not have to fight him long to taste what power a Chosen held.

"Come to me" she whispered hungrily, her words no more than the faintest of sghings above the
deep-graven rune. "Come to me, man-med.”

Seventeen: A Fine Day For Travel

Travel broadens the mind and flattens the purse, they say. I've found it does rather more than
that. It shatters the minds of the inflexible, and depletes the ranks of the surplus population.
Perhaps rulers should decree that we all become nomads.

Then, of course, we could choose to stay only within the reach of those rulers we favor...and |
can't conceive of the chaos and overburdened troops and officials that would be found in any
realm in which folk could choose their rulers. Thankfully, | can't believe that any people would
ever be crazed enough to do that. Not in this world, anyway.

Y arynous Whaelidon
from Dissensions of a Chessentan
published in The Y ear of the Spur



"You're doing just fine brave Uldus" Dreadspell Elryn said soothingly, prodding their trembling
guide with the man's own sword. Brave Uldus arched away from the blade, but the noose around his
neck...held tight and short-leashed in the fis of Dreadspell Femter...kept him from entirdy missng its
sharp reminder. Dreadspell Hrelgrath was walking dong close by, too, his dagger held ready near the
ribs of their unwilling guide.

"Shar is very pleased with you," Elryn told the man, as they went on dong the dmogt invisble game
trall, deeper into the Dead Place. "Now just show us thisruin ... oh, and Uldus, reassure me agan: it is
the only ruin or building or cave or congtruct you know about, anywhere in these woods, isit not?'

Choking around his noose, Uldus assured him thet it was, oh, yes, Dread Lord, indeed it was, may
the Nightbringer strike me down now if | lie, and dl the watching gods bear witness..

Femter didn't wait for Elryn's 9gn thistime before jerking the noose tight enough to cut Uldus off in
mid-babble. The guide slently clawed at his throat, sumbling, until Femter relented enough to let im
bresthe again.

"lyrindyl?" Elryn asked, without turning his head.

"I'mwatching, Dread Lord," the youngest Dreadspell replied eagerly. "The firs Sgn of walls or the
like, I'll cry hold."

"It's not walls I'm seeing,” the deep drawl of Dreadspell Dduth put in, a few srides later, "but an
ef-aone, and waking with a drawn sword in his hand, yonder."

The Sharran priests stopped, unnecessarily dapping ther hands over the mouth of their guide, and
glared through the trees. A lone df looked back at them, disgust written plain on his face.

A moment later, Elryn snarled, "Attack!" and the Sharrans surged forward, Elryn and Dduth
ganding 4ill to hurl spells. They saw the df dgh, take off his cloak and hurl it high over a tree branch,
then turn to face them, crouching dightly. "Damned humen adventurerd™” he cried. "Haven't | killed
enough of you yet?

Ilbryn Starym watched the wizards run toward him...charging wizards? Truly, Faerun was plunging
deeper into madness with every passing day...took up the blade that was battle-booty from the last band
of fools, and said aword over it. When he threw it like a dart a the onrushing men, it glowed, split into
three, and legped away like three facons diving at separate targets.

At the same moment, a tree just behind the line of running wizards turned bright blue and tore itsdf
up out of the earth with a deefening groan, hurling earth and stones in dl directions. Someone cursed,
sounding very surprised.

An indant later, a sheet of white lightning broke briefly over the running mages, and a man who
seemed to have a noose around his neck convulsed, clawed at the ar for a few moments and shrieked,
"My reward!" and fdl to earth in a twisted heap. The wizards ran on without pause, and Ilbryn sghed
and prepared to blast them to nothingness. His three blades should have done something.

One of the running mages grunted, spun around, and went down with something glowing in his
shoulder. Ilbryn amiled. One.

There was a flash, someone cried out in surprise and pain, and the three remaining wizards burst
through the dtll-shimmering radiance and came on, one of them shaking fingers thet trailed smoke. 1lbryn
logt his smile. Some sort of barrier spell, and it had taken both of his other blades.

He raised his hands and waited. Sure enough, now that they were close enough to him that the amy
of llbryn and the army of haf a dozen mages could count each other's teeth, the panting wizards were
coming to ahdt and preparing to hurl spells a him.

llbryn cloaked himsdlf in a defensve sphere, leaving only a keyhole open for his next spdl. If his
measure of these dolts was correct, held not have overmuch to fear inthis bettle ... even with the wizard
who'd taken his blade dowly crawling to his feet and the two who hadn't come running gsrolling dowly
closer in the distance.

Abruptly the ar in front of 1lbryn's sphere was filled with blue flowers, swirling about as they drifted
to earth. An df mouth crooked into a amile. By the startled oaths coming to his ears, that hadn't been
supposed to happen. Perhaps he was caught up in some school of wizardry's battle test of the inept



apprentices. He waited politely to see what €l se would come his way.

A moment later, he blinked with new respect. The earth was parting with a horrible ripping sound,
between the boots of one of the mages...and racing toward llbryn, zigzagging only dightly as it came.
Trees, boulders, and dl were hurled aside in the chasm's swift advance, and Ilbryn readied his lone flight
godl, just in case. He'd have to time this just right, collgpsing the sphere and bounding doft more or less
in one smooth sequence.

The chasm swerved and snarled on past, trailing the awed ydls of a wizard who seemed astonished
hed cast it. llbryn's eyes narrowed. What sort of madmen were these?

W, he'd wasted more than enough time and magic on them aready. He hurled a quick spel of his
own out of the keyhole, and stood watching as the trunk of the shadowtop held shattered, a goodly
distance above the wizards, soun about amost lazly, then came crashing down.

Wizards shouted and hurled themsdves in dl directions, but when the dancing, flaling branches
receded to a shivering, one man lay broken like a discarded doll under atrunk ten times his girth.

llbryn risked another spell through the keyhole. Why not a volley of magic missles? These idiots
seemed dmogt like bewildered actors playing a being mages, not foesto feer at dl.

He hoped, a moment later, that he hadn't just given the gods some sort of avful cue.

"If Mydtrais dead, what's helping his spdls?' Dread-spell Hrelgrath snarled, puffing hisway back to
where Elryn stood watching, cold-eyed.

"Whatever god of magic eves pray to, dolt,” Dauth answered...an indant before blue-white bolts of
force came racing ther way.

"Back!" Elryn snapped, "I don't think these can miss but back, anyway! This is coging us too
much!”

Elryn's prediction proved to be right, none of the bolts missed. The Dreadspdls grunted and
staggered their ways back through the trees, hoping the df wouldn't bother to follow them.

"Femter?' Elryn snapped.

A head snapped up. "Il be dl right, the next time the power surges into us” Femter replied grimly.
"Some sort of magicd blade. Can't use my arm, though.”

"Our guide...dead?"

"Vay," Femter said shortly, and there were afew dark chuckles.

“lyrinciyl?"

"Down. Forever. Hdf atreefdl on him."

Bryn drew in a deep breath and let it out in a ragged sgh, very conscious of the unseen eyes of
Darklady Avroana upon him. "Right...consider that fiasco our firg battle-practice. Ther€ll be no more
charging into any fray. From now on, we creep through these woods like shadows. When we find the
ruin, we wait for the Weave to feed us once more, then...and only then, even if it takes dl night..we
advance. Out in these woods, only the Chosen redly matters to us, and I'm not going to be caught
off-guard agan.”

Blue-white fire burgt forth from the book. The skeleton dmost dropped the book in surprise, its
bony fingertips dawing at its covers, as the flames that burned nothing washed over its bones, racing from
the book to ... her.

Sharindda shuddered as blue-white fire ran up and down her limbs, leaving something in its wake.
She stared down at her glowing bones in wonder, then back at the book, feding something rigng in her
throat.

"That's a good plan,” llbryn agreed sarcadtically, as tie let his claraudience collapse, sad farewdl
to the idiot wizards and their chatter, and cast the guidance spell that would take him to these ruins they'd
been heading for. He bid it seek out man-touched stone, in any mass larger than four men...which should
diminate tombstones and the like...and in this generd direction ...

Almog immediatey he fet the pull of the magic, Ilbryn followed it obediently, sriding off through the
woods dong an invisble but unwavering line. Ah, but magic could be useful at times.

It had been cold and dark in Scorchstone Hall for many years. Too cold for the living.

A skeleton threw back the shutters of one window to let the sun in and went back to a table where



aspdlbook lay. Stting down carefully in the stoutest chair |eft in the Hall, the skeleton took up the tome,
clutched it to its ribcage with both bony arms enfolded around it, and caled on the power of the spdl it
hed cast earlier. The power that let it spesk.

It said only two words, firmly enough that they echoed back from the dark corners of the room.
"Mydra, please”

Baerdagh diffened at the sudden sound that came through the trees, and amost dropped hiswaking
gtick. He turned, to be absolutely sure that the fant weeping was coming from Scorchstone.

It was. In the very heart of that ruined manson, a woman was sobbing...crying as if shedd never find
breath to speak again. In dark, haunted Scorchstone, where the skeleta sorceress walked.

Baerdagh broke into a frantic shuffle, heading for the Maid...where strong drink, and plenty of it,
would be waiting.

"Along here, it should be," Beldrune said, as they came around the bend and dmaost rode down an
old man with awaking stick, who looked to have just taken up trotting, and was wheezing loudly to let
the world know. "Therel Up ahead, on the I€eft...the Fair Maid of Ripplestones. We can get a good med
there, and decent beds afew doors on, and ask in both places about where ElIminger's been hereabouts.
| know he likes to look at old mages towers."

"And their tombs, too,” Tabarast put in. "It's been some years since | stopped here, but old Raider,
if he's dill dive, used to roast a mean buck."

The down-at-heels Harper with the pale brown har and eyes, riding between them, nodded
pleasantly. "Sounds good,” was dl he said, as they dowed their horses at the ramshackle porch and rang
the gong that would bring the stable boys.

An old man gtting on a bench deep in one corner of the porch looked at them sharply...especidly a
Tabaradt...as they strode indde. After a moment, he got up and drifted into the Maid on ther heds.

It seemed Caadaster was hungry enough for a second earlyevenfeast this day. By the time
Baerdagh came puffing up to the front door of the Maid, Caladaster was stting with the three horsemen
who'd dmaogt ridden him down asiif they'd known each other for years.

"Aye, | know this EIminger, right enough,” Caadaster was saying, "though afew days back 1'd have
answered you differently. He came walking up to this very tavern. Baerdagh...oh, hey! This is Baerdagh,
come St down with us, old dog...and | were warming yon bench, where you saw me just now, and he
came driding up and bought us dinner...a huge feast it was, too!...in return for us tdling him about
Scorchstone Hdl. Gods, but we ate like princes!"

"We can do no less" the youngest, poorest-looking of the three horsemen said then, saying his firgt
quiet words since handing a stable boy some coins. "Eat hearty, both of you, and well trade information
agan."

"Oh, aheh. Wdl enough ... that's very kind of you, to be sure" Caladaster sad heatily as he
watched platters of geaming turtles and buttered snails brought to the table. Alnyskawer even winked at
him as the tankards were set down beside them. Cadadaster blinked. Gods, he was becoming a locd
lion!

"So where and what is Scorchstone Hal?' Beldrune asked dmogt jovidly, plucking up a tankard
and taking along pull at it. Baerdagh didn't fal to notice the face the newcomer made at the taste of the
brew or how quickly he set down the tankard again.

"A ruined mandon just back dong the road aways," he said quickly, determined to earn his share of
the med. "You passed it on your way in...the road bends around it, just this Sde of the bridge.”

"It's warded," Caadaster said quietly. "Y ou gentlesirs are mages, are you not?'

Three pairs of eyes lifted to him in brief dlence until Tabarast Sghed, took up a buttered snal that
mug have burned hisfingers, and grunted, "It shows that badly, does it?"

Caladaster amiled. "l was amage, years ago. Sill am, | suppose. You have the look about you ...
eyestha see farther than the next hedge. Paunches and wrinkles, but yet fingers as nimble as a mingrd's.
Not to mention the wardings on your saddlebags.”

Bddrune chuckled, "All right, we're mages...two of us, a any rae.”

"Not three?' Caladaster's brows rose.



The man with the pae brown eyes and the touded har amiled fantly and said, "Here and now, |
harp."

"Ah" Cdadaster said, carefully not glandng at the regulars in the Maid, who were bent dmogt out
of ther chairs draining not to miss a word of what passed between these travelers and the two old
tankard-tossers. Wizards, now! And haunted Scorchstone! Mustin't missthis... .

A Harper and two wizards, hunting ElIminger. Caladaster fdt a little better, now, about tdling them
things Hadn't Elmingter had summet to do with sarting the Harpers?

"Scorchstone Hall," Caladaster continued, in a voice o low that Baerdagh's sudden humming
completely doaked it from the ears of folk at other tables, "isthe home of alocd sorceress...alady by the
name of Sharindda. A good mage, and dead these many years. Of course, there are the usud tdes of her
being seen waking around past her windows, as a skeeton and dl... but youd have to be a damned
good tree-climber to get to where you could just see a window of the Hall...let done look through its
closed shutterd™

He got amiles a that, and continued, "Whatever-Elminger asked us dl about her, and we warned
him about the wards, but it's my bdief he went in there and did summat. We asked him to stop by our
places...we live, Baerdagh an' |, in the two cottages hard by Scorch-stone, ‘twixt there and here...when
he was done, so's we'd know he'd fared well..."

"And we wouldn't have to go in there looking for his body," Baerdagh growled and went back to his
humming. Tabarast and the Harper exchanged amused glances.

Caladaster gave his old friend what some folks would cdl a dirty look and took up his tde again.
"He did drop by to see us...looked right happy, too, though he had alittle sadness about him, like folk get
when they remember friends now gone, or see old ruins they remember as bright and budling. He sad
hed a 'task’ to get on with, and had to head east. We warned him about the Sayer, o' course, but..."

"The Sayer?' the Harper asked quietly. Something about his words made the whole Maid fdl slent,
from door to rafters.

Alnyskawer, the tavern master, moved quickly forward. "It's not been seen here, lords” he sad,
"whatever it be... ."

"Aye, you're safe here” someone ese grunted.

"Oh? Then why'd old Thaerlune pack up and move back to..."

"He said he was going to see his Sgter, her beta sck an' dl...”

Caladaster's open hand came down on the table with a crash, "If you don't mind," he said mildy into
the little Slence that followed and turned to the three travelers again.

"The Sayer is summat that has the High Duke, up in his castle Starmantle way, very worried.
Sum-mat is killing everything that livesin the forest, or travels the coast road past it, between Oggl€'s
Stream...just beyond us here...and Rardrun Hill. Cows, foxes, entire bands of hired adventurers, and
severd of 'em, too...everything. They've taken to cdling it the Dead Place, this stretch of woods, but no
one knows what's doing the killing. Some say the dead have been burned away to bones, others say
other things, but no matter. We don't know what killer were facing, so folk've been cdling it the Sayer.”
He looked around the taproom. "Wdl enough? Said it dll, didn't 17"

There were various grunts and grudging agreements, one or two hadtily shushed dissenting opinions,
and Caadaster amiled tightly and lowered his voice again. "Elminger walked draight into the Dead Place,
he did, an' mug be there now," he said. "I don't know right why he had to go there ... but it's summa
important, isnt it?'

There was a brief dlence again. Then the Harper said, "l think s0," at the same moment as Tabarast
snapped, "Everything EIminder does is important.”

"You're going after im?" Caladaster asked, in a voice that was barely above a whisper.

After amoment, the Harper nodded again.

"I'm going with you," Caladaster said, just as quietly. "That's alot of woods, an' youll need a guide.
Moreover, | just might know where he was headed.”

Bddrune dirred, "Wdl," he said gravely, "I don't know about that. You're a hit old to be going
adventuring, and 1'd not want to be..."



"Old? Old? Cdadaster asked, his jaw jutting. "What's he, then?' He pointed a Tabarast. "A
blushing young lass?'

That old mage fixed Caadaster with a gaze that had made far mightier men quail, and snapped, "
‘Just might know' where Elminger was heading to? What did he tdl you...or are you guessng? This
blushing young lass wants to know."

"Therésaruinin that forest,” Caladaster said quietly, "in, off the road. You can tramp around in the
trees dl day waiting to get eaten by the Sayer while you search for it, or | can take you right to the ruin.
If I'm wrong...well, a least youll have one more old, overweight mage and his spells dong for the jaunt.”

"Oveweght?' Tabarast snapped. "Who's overweight?"

"Ah" Bddrune said, dearing his throat and reaching for a dish of cheese stuffed mushrooms that
Alnyskawer had just set down on the table, "that'd be me"

" don't think it's a good idea to bring one more man dong,” Tabarast said sharply, "whom we may
have to protect agang the gods done know what..."

"Ah," the Harper said quidlly, laying a hand on Tabarast's am, "but | think I'd very much like to
have you adong, Cdadaster Daermree. If you can leave with us in the next few minutes, that is, and not
need a night longer to prepare.”

Caladaster pushed back his chair and got up. "I'm ready,” he said amply. There was something like
agmile deep in the Harper's eyes as he rose, set a stack of coins as tdl as a tankard on the table...many
eyesin the room bulged...and said, "Tavern magter! Our horses... here's gabling for a tenday and for the
feadt. If we come not back to daim them by then, consider them yours. Well wak from here. You set a
good table.”

Baerdagh was garing up at his old friend, his face pae. "C-Cdadaster?' he asked. "Are you going
yon, in truth...into the Dead Place?!

The old wizard looked a him. "Aye, but we can't take dong an old warrior, so don't fear. Stay...we
need you to eat dl the rest of thisfor ud"

"l...1..." Baerdagh said, and his eyesfdl to histankard. "l wish | wasn't so old,”" he growled.

The Harper laid a hand on his shoulder. "It's never easy, but youve earned a rest. You were the
Lion of Elverault, were you not?"

Baerdagh gaped up at the Harper as if hed just grown three heads, and a crown on each one.
"How did you know about that? Caladaster doesn't know about thet!™

The Harper clapped his shoulder gently. "It's our business to remember heroes...forever. Were
mingres, remember?"

He strode to the door and said, "Theres a very good balad about you...."

And then he was gone. Baerdagh hdf rose to follow, but Caadaster pushed him firmly back down.
"You gt, and est. If we don't come back, ask the next Harper through to sng it to you." He went to the
door, then turned with a frown. "All those years" he said, scowling, "and you never told me you were the
Lion! Just such alittle thing it dipped your mind, huh?'

He went out the door. Tabarast and Beldrune followed. They just gave him shrugs and grins at the
door, but Tabarast turned with hisfingers on the handle and growled, "If it makes you fed better, you're
not the only one who doesn't know what's going on!"

The door scraped shut, and Baerdagh stared a it blankly for a long while..long enough tha
everyone dse had come back from the windows and watching the four men wak out of town, and sat
down again. Alnyskawer lowered himsdf into the seat beside Baerdagh and asked hestantly, "You were
the Lion of Elversult?"

"A long time ago,” Baerdagh said bitterly. "A long time ago.”

"If you could go back to some moment, then,” the tavern master asked a tankard in front of him
softly, "what moment would it be?!

Baerdagh said dowly, "Wéll, there was a night in Suzall ... We'd spent the early evening running
through the cadtle, there, chasng young noble ladies who were trying to put their daggers into one
another. Y'see, there was this disoute about..."

Tuming to Alnyskawer to properly tdl him the tale, Baerdagh suddenly redized how glent the room



was. He lifted his eyes, and turned his head. All the folk of Ripplestones old enough to stand were
crowded slently around himin aring, waiting to hear.

Baerdagh turned very red and muttered, "Wdll, ‘twas along time ago...."

"Is that when you got that medd?' Alnyskawer asked dyly, pointing at the chain that disappeared
down Baerdagh's none-too-clean shirtfront.

"W, no," the old warrior answered with a frown, "that was..."

He sat back, and blushed an even darker shade. "Oh, gods" he said.

The tavern master grinned and did Baerdagh's tankard into the old warrior's hand. "You were in the
cadtlein Suzall, chasing noble ladies up and down the corridors, and no doubt the Purple Dragons were
chasng you, and..."

"Hah!" Baerdagh barked. "They were indeed...have you ever seen a man in full plate armor fdl
down acircular stair? Sounded like two blacksmiths, fighting in aforge! Why, we ..."

One of the villagers clapped Alnyskawer's shoulder in Slent thanks. The tavern master winked back
asthe old warrior's tle gathered speed.

"Not dl that much more sun today,” Caadaster grunted, "once we're in under the trees.”

"Umm," Beldrune agreed. "Deep foret. Lots of rugtlings, and weird hootings and such?'

Caladaster shook his head. "Not snce the Sayer,” he said. "Breezes through the leaves, is dl...oh,
and sometimes dead branches fdling. Otherwise, 'tis Slent as atomb.”

"Then well hear it coming dl the easier,” the Harper said camly. "Lead on, Caladaster.”

The old wizard nodded proudly as they strode on down the road together. They'd gone some miles
and were dmog a the place where the overgrown way to the ruins turned off the coast road, when a
sudden thought struck him...as cold and as sudden as a bucket of 1ake water in the face.

He was very careful not to turn around, so that the Harper could see his face...this Harper who'd
never given hisown name. But from that moment on, he could fed the man's gaze on him...a cold lance
tip touching the top of his spine, where his neck started.

The Harper had cdled him by hisful name. Caadaster Daermree.

Caladaster never used his lagt name ... and he hadn't told the Harper his last name, he never told
anyone his last name. Baerdagh didn't know it...in fact, there was probably no one 4ill dive who'd heard
it.

So how was it thet this Harper knew it?

Eighteen: No Shortage Of Victims

The one certainty in a coup, orc raid, or well-side gossip session is that there'll be no shortage
of victims.

Ralderick Halowshaw, Jester
from To Rule A Realm, From Turret To Midden
published circa The Y ear of the Bloodbird

It was dark and slent, once the scrape of his boots had tilled. He was done in the midst of cold,
damp stone, the dust of ages sharp in his nodrils...and afeding of tenson as something watched him from
the darkness, and waiting.

Elminger let himsdf grow as ill as the stone handholds he dill dung to, faced the aware and lurking
darkness, and cdled up one of the powers Mystra had granted him. It was one held used far too little,
because it required quiet concentration, and time ... far more time than mogt of the beings he shared
Faerun with were ever willing to give him. Too often, these days, life seemed a headlong hurry.

His awareness ranged out through the waiting, ligening darkness. Things both living and unliving he
could not see, but magic, when El concentrated just... 0, he could fed so keenly that he could make out
surfaces on which dweomer dung, the tendrils of spdl-bindings, and even the faint, fading traces of



preservative magics that had faled.

All of those things lay before him. Faint magics swirled everywhere, none of them strong or precisdy
located, but outlining a large cavern or open space. A good way off, on the floor of this chamber or
cavern... or down in a pit, he could not tdl which..severd closdy clustered nodes of greet,
not-so-dumberous magicd might throbbed and murmured ceasdessly. H blinked.

Trap or no trap, he had to see what waited here that could hold such magicd might. He'd been led
here, the swirling sentience that had done it was watching him or at least knew of his coming...so what
was the point of stedth? B cast a stone-probing spdll, seeking pits or seams ahead of him. Shrouded in
its egxily fant blue glow, he stepped warily forward.

Great expanses of the floor were the naturd rock of the cavern, as Bl proceeded, this gave way
gmoathly to afloor of huge stone dabs, smooth-polished and level, no mosses had stained them, but here
and there, the fine white fur of salts leaching out of age-old rock trailed finger-like across the stone.

A throne or seat of the same stone faced Elminger... empty of magic, surprisngly, though it was
amaog hidden from view behind the dazzle thrown off by the seven nodes of magic when he viewed it
with his mage-sight. Thankfully, the seat was empty.

H sghed, threw back his head, and stepped forward. Seven nodes blinding in their magica might.
Predictable or not, he could not ignore such power and remain Elminger. He amiled, shook his head
ruefully... and took another step.

He might well die here, but he could not turn away.

The human was coming nearer. The Great Foe would soon be within reach...but dso close to the
runes that were too powerful to safely approach.

Too close.

He would probably get only one chance, so it would have to be a shattering blow that even a great
god-touched mage could not hope to survive. After dl these years, a few days or even months more
would matter not a dl. The daying stroke did.

The dtrike that would reved him and harm the Foe dl a once had to be one that destroyed...or at
least ruined his foe into something powerless but aware-aware of the pain he would then ded to it a
leisure, and of who was harming it during that long, dark time ... and why.

So wait a bit more, like a patient ghost in the shadows.

Two dark eyes that blazed like two inky flames of fury peered from the depths of one of the darkest
deftsin the rear of the cavern and watched the wary wizard step forward to his doom.

Y ears consumed by the ache to avenge, the gnawing need that ruled him night and day ... years tha
hed dl come down to this.

"Yes, Vadam?' Dreadspell Elryn asked, his voice dangeroudy soft and slky. A long, tense cregping
advance to a ruin where powerful foes were dmog certainly waiting for them had not improved his
temper-especialy after one of his boots had found its firg muddy, water-filled old burrow hole. That had
occurred three paces before his other boot found the second. Held lost count, since then, of how many
creeper thorns had torn a him and raked across his hands and face ... and dl of it, of course, watched
sneeringly from afar by the crud upperpriestesses of the House, anong them the Darklady hersdf.

Vadam was practicaly dancing with excitement, his eyes large and round. The foreguard of the
Sharran "wizards' was a thin, soft-spoken priest, both careful and thorough in his duties. He was more
excited, now, than Elryn had ever seen him.

"Dark Brother," he hissed excitedly, "I've found something.”

"No," Elryn murmured, frowning, "Redly? Y ou do surprise me”

"It'sasone" Vadam continued, asonishingly not catching Elryn's thick sarcasm at all...or digplaying
uncommonly swift skill a hiding his recognition of it. "A stone with writing on it."

"Writing that says .. .. 7'

"W, ah, just one letter actudly...but one aslong asamanistdl. It'sa'KT

"No!" Femter gasped sarcadticdly. "Could it be?!

"Brother, itis" Vadam confirmed. He seemed genuindy oblivious to their derison.

"Show us" Elryn ordered curtly, and raised his voice a trifle. "Brothers, move dowly, keep apart,



and watch the trees around. | don't want us crowded together when someone strikes from hiding. If we
arange things so that one firebdl might take care of dl of us, a hogtile mage might not be able to ress his
opportunity, hmm?'

"Aye" Dduth murmured, a the same time as someone d<e...Elryn couldnt tdl who...muttered,
"Thinks of everything, our Elryn."

Dark thoughts or not, the "wizards' of Shar reached the stone dab Vadam had found without
incident. It lay between two mossy banks, dmog entirdy covered with years of rotting, fdlen leaves, but
the K could clearly be seen. The deep-graven letter sorawled across a little more ground than one of the
ornate temple chairs would cover, the sone dab seemed both old and huge.

Bryn leaned forward, not bothering to hide his own swift-riang excitement. Magic. This had to have
something to do with magic, strong magic ... and magic was what they were here for.

"Uncover it dl,” he ordered and stood back prudently to wetch as this was done. The stone proved
to be as long across, or longer, than a man lad out sraight on his back, and twice that in the other
direction, as wel as being...at the one point where the ground dipped, dong its edges...at least asthick as
the length of a short sword.

When they were done uncovering it, the Sharrans stared at the massve dab . .. and it lay there
patiently looking back a them.

It knew who would blink firg.

After the sllence grew uncomfortably long and the lesser priests started snatching Sdelong glances a
their leader, Elryn Sghed and said, "Dauth, work the spdll that wizards use to reved magic. | can see no
trigger to this...but there must be one.”

Dduth nodded and did so. Elryn was as shocked as everyone ese when he raised his head dowly
and said, "No magic at al. None upon yon dab or around it. Nothing but what few things we carry,
within reach of my spdl.”

"Impossible" Elryn snapped.

Dduth nodded. "l agree ... but my spel cannot lie to me, can it?'

As Elryn stood glaring at him, there was a common gasp of relief...of held breaths let out...from the
other Sharrans, and they strode forward to stand on the dab asif it had been cdling to them.

Bryn whirled, a shout of warning rigng to hislips... a shout that died unuttered. The priests under his
command strode across the dab, scraped ther boot heds on it, ssomped and srolled, staring about a
the trees as if the dab was an enspelled lookout that gave them some sort of speciad sght. No bolts of
lightning burst from the stone to day them, and none of them shifted shape, screamed, or acquired
unusud expressions on ther faces.

Instead, one by one, they shrugged and fdl glent, blinking a each other and back a Elryn, until
Hrelgrath sad what they were dl thinking: "But there must be some magic here, some purpose for
this...and it can't be thelid of atomb, or you'd need a dragon to lift it on and off."

Dduth raised a brow. "And because we have no dedlings with dragons, no one does? What if thisis
some sort of storage box built by a dragon, for its own use?"

'In the midst of a forest? Right out in the open and down low, not girt about with rock? Admitting
my unfamiliarity with wyrms, that gill feels wrong to me" Femter replied. "No, this smacks of the work
of men... or dwarves working for men, or mayhap even giants skilled a sonemasonry.”

"So what or who doth the 'K’ refer to?' Vadam burgt out. "A king, or aredm?’

"Or agod?' Dduth echoed quietly, and something in his voice brought al eyes upon him.

"Kosauth? In aforest?" Hrelgrath said in puzzled tones.

"Nay, nay," Vadlam said excitedly. "What was the name of that mage in the legend, who defied the
gods to sted dl magic and become himsdf lord over dl magic? Klar ... no, Karsus.”

And as that name I¢eft the young Sharran's mouth, he vanished, gonein the indant ere he could draw
breath. The dab where he had stood, so close between Femter and Hrelgrath that they could easlly have
jostled ebows with him, was empty.

Those two brave and steadfast priests sorang and sprinted away from the dab with dmost comicd
haste, as Dauth nodded grimly, his eyes fixed on the spot where Vadam had stood, and Elryn sad



dowly, "Wdl, wdl ..."

The four remaning priests stared at the dab in dlence for a few tense moments before the most
exdted Dreadspell said dmost gently, "Dduth, stand upon the letter and utter the name Vadlam did.”

Dduth cast aquick glance at Elryn, read in his face that this was a clear and firm order, and did as
he was bid. Femter and Hregrath shifted uneesily as they watched their most capable comrade wink out
of exisence, and the appropriate one couldn't suppress a low groan of fear when Elryn said, "Now do
likewise, Hrdgrath."

Hrelgrath was trembling so with fear thet he could barely shape the name "Karsus," but he vanished
as swiftly and utterly as his predecessors. Femter shrugged and strode onto the dab without waiting for
an order, looking back for Elryn's nod of assent when held planted his boots squarely in the center of the
giant letter. The nod was given, and another false wizard disappeared.

Now done, Elryn looked around at the trees, saw nothing moving or watching, shrugged, and
followed hisfdlow Sharrans onto the dab.

Even before ther battle with the df who'd dain lyrindyl with such casud ease, held thought this
entire scheme of haly Sharrans trying to be mages was wrong...dangeroudy wrong. Dreadspells, indeed.
Sill, if by some miracle what lay at the other end of this teleport was not one huge trap, it just might lead
to enough magic to win them Darklady Avroanas holy approval... and survivd long enough to enjoy it.
He amiled dowly a that thought, said, "Karsus™" with dow ddiberation, and watched the world whirl
avay.

A red radiance lit up the darkness, gleaming back from a hundred curves of metd and countless
gems. The light was coming from the floor...wherever they'd walked, the boot prints were a-glow.

It was too late to cry out awarning about awakening guardian spells or beings...Vaglam was aready
wading through knee-deep, shifting wonders to pluck at a gauntlet whose rows of sapphires were
winking with their own internd light: the lambent glow of awakened magic, echoed in Sniser chatoyance
from a dozen places around the crypt. The low-celinged room was crammed with heaped treasures,
mogt of them strange to the eye, and dl of them, by the looks of it, harboring magic.

BEryn managed to keep from gasping adoud, but he was conscious of the quick glance Dduth threw
him and knew his awe and wonder mugt be written plainly on his face.

The junior Dreadspdlls cartainly hadn't wasted any time. Hrelgrath seemed to be wdtzing with an
armored figure as he tried to wrest a gorget from it, and a row of sheathed wands dapped and dangled
agang Femter's right thigh, depending from a gem-encrusted belt that enwrapped his wais as if it had
been made for him. It had atered to fit him, of course. The eager-eyed priest was dready reaching into
another hegp of armbands and anklets, seeking out something else that had caught his eye. Vadam was
drawing on the gauntlet, now, his eyes dready on something else.

Only Dduth stood empty-handed, his hands raised to ddiver a quenching spell should one of the
reckless younger Dreadspells unleash something that could doom them dl.

Hryn darted glancesin dl directions, saw nothing moving by itsdf and no doors or other ways out of
the sone-walled room, and asked quietly, "Oh mog diligent Dreadspells, has anyone spared a thought
for how well be able to leave this place?"

"Karsus'" Hrelgrath said clearly, the gorget clutched triumphantly in his hands.

Nothing happened, but Vadam was dready pointing into the farthest, dimmest corner of the
chamber. "Another 'K" in a clear spot of floor yonder," he reported. "Thetll be it."

"Aye, but to take us back out...or in deeper, to somewhere ese unknown?' Dauth asked.

"Moreover, if | was intending to day thieves who found ther way hence uninvited, the way ot is
where I'd place guards of one sort or another," Elryn added, then...having not moved a pace from where
hed appeared...said, "Karsus' carefully. No whirling before his eyes occurred again, but he was
unsurprised.

Sithering metdlic sounds heralded Vagdlam's continued digging...and as Elryn watched, he saw
Femter dip something into his robes, his fingers working at a hitherto-hidden underarm pouch.

"Take nothing you cannot carry,” the senior Dread-spell warned, "and be fully prepared to surrender
unto the Darklady every lagt item of magic we bear out of this place, no matter how trifling. We are not



unobserved, now and dways."

Femter's head snapped up, and he blushed as he found Elryn's eyes upon him. He opened his mouth
to say something, but Daluth forestdled him by asking the room at large, "Has anyone found something
whose powers are obvious?"

He was answered by shaken heads and frowns.

Hryn used the toe of his boot to open asmdl black coffer, lifted his eyebrows to the celing when he
saw the row of ringsit contained, snapped it shut again, then blinked a what had lain next to it.

"Dduth," he asked quietly, indining his head toward the hegp of geaming mysteries by his boot,
"that circlet...hasn't that symbol been used to mean heding?'

Dduth pounced on the diadem. It was of plain but massy gold over some more durable metd, and it
bore the device of agleaming sun cupped in two sylized hands. "Yes" he said excitedly. He held it up to
show the others and snapped, "Find more of these. Leave off looking a other things for now."

The lesser Dreadspdlls did as they were bid, digging and tossng asde treasures, and risng, from
time to time, with cries of satidfaction. Dduth took the items they proffered...four circlets and a
bracer...and Elryn snapped, "Enough. All of you, take only so much as wha you can wear or carry, and
leave swords and hdims and suchlike behind. We dare not try to awaken anything here. Gird yoursaves
asif for battle, 1 don't want to see anyone staggering under an armload of loose items™

He reached down and plucked up a number of scepters from among a litter of metal-bound tomes,
platers and samdler boxes. Then, asif in afterthought, he casudly picked up the black coffer, its dozen
ringsriding safely hidden ingdeit.

A few moments of work with the long thongs that dways rode in his bet pouch, and the scepters
wereriding ready at his hip, the coffer hidden down the front of his breeches. Elryn was ready. He said
briskly, "Vadam, the honor isyours, | believe. Take us from this place.”

The youngest Dreadspell 1ooked &t the clear space a the back of the crypt, wating in slence for
him, swallowed, and said, "You said there might be guards....”

Bryn nodded. "I have every confidence that youll ded with them quite capably,” he sad flatly, and
waited.

Rductantly the youngest priest-turned-wizard picked hisway through the crowded room, dowing as
he approached the |etter on the floor. Four pairs of eyes watched him go, ther owners crouching down
behind heaps of unidentified magic. Vadam sent them dl a look of mingled anger and despair, drew
himsdf erect, and snapped, "Karsus."

As swiftly and as slently as held fird left them, VVadam disappeared.

Asif that had been asgnd, something moved in the heap nearest to Hrelgrath, risng amid a clatter
of many amdl things diding and tumbling as the Shar-ran sumbled back, moaning in wordless darm.

"Do nathing," Blryn snapped. In frozen slence the four men watched a glowing sword rise into view,
its naked and dlittering blade aimed somewhere between Dauth and Elryn. It seemed a good five or gx
feet long, its ornate hilt awink with many lusrous gems, an ever-changing array of runes and letters
flickering momentarily up and down the blue flanks of its blade.

"Hregrath," Elryn ordered, "follow Vadam. Keep low, and do nothing in haste. Go now.”

When the second swesting Dreadspell winked elsawhere, the sword in the ar seemed to shiver for
amoment, but otherwise moved not. Elryn watched it for a while, then said dowly, "Femter, follow the
others

Agan the sword stayed where it was. When only Dauth and Elryn were left, the senior Dreadspell
asked his mogt capable comrade, "In case some spell prevents us from ever returning here, is there
anything in particular we should bear with us?'

Dduth shrugged. "It'd take years to examine dl that's here...and even then, we'd only know a few
powers of each thing. Thisis utterly ... fantagtic. There's more magic crowded in here around us than |
think al who worship Holy Shar, in ther thousands, can mudter. If | have to take just one thing..let it be
that stand of staves, yonder. Four staves, | think, dmost one for each of us, and dl of them sure to hold
some sort of magic we can widd in a battle. If we can awaken them, we can a least play convinangly a
baing archmages ... for alitle time”



"Let's hope it's long enough, alittletime” Elryn agreed, "when it comes. Two each?"

They gave the floating sword another long look, dipped carefully past it, and Dauth took the two
gaves under one arm and pulled out awand he'd found earlier in the other. The heding circlets bulged in
his scrip.

Hryn looked down a Dduth's ready wand, smiled tightly, and quoted the saying, "We dare not trust
anyone save Holy Shar hersdf." As he spoke, he raised the wand aready in his own hand into view so
that Dauth could seeit.

"l mean this for perils | may find beyond the teleport,” Dduth sad carefully, "not for...closer
dangers.” His voice changed, sharpening in darm. " "Ware the sword!"

Bryn whirled around to find the sword hanging just as before. He was 4ill tumning as he heard
Dduth add camly, "Karsus."

The senior Dreadspell sprang wildly sdeways, just in case Dauth had found the urge to trigger his
wand irresstible and sprawled on a hegp of engpdled daothing. Glowing mesh flickered under im as he
dithered painfully down it, traveling over an array of sharp points, hedily Elryn clawed his way upright,
snatched another look a the sword, and found it ill motionless.

He looked around the room, down at the red footprints aready beginning to fade to the hue of old
blood, around at the thankfully motionless heaps of treasure, and cast his gaze once more down at the
clothes held fdlen on. Surdy that was a ssomacher, such as haughty ladies wore ... he caught up one
garment then another, feding the tingling of powerful magic surging through his fingertips. They were Al
gowns, with cutouts in the meshes beneath ornate bodices.

Hryn of Shar looked at the shoulders of one, frowning in congderation ... then shrugged and began
to drip off his own clothes. HEd best hurry, if he was to be swift enough to keep the others out of
mischief...or, knowing this lat, just from wandering off without him. Struggling in the growing dimness
while trying to keep his eye on the sword floating nearby, Elryn was briefly glad they'd found no mirror
that hed have to look at himsdf in. He could imagine Avroanas mirth as she watched him bettling the
unfamiliar garment...and when at last he stood on the letter on the floor, and with one wary eye on tha
floating blade, uttered the name "Karsus," it was judt this snarled side of a heartfelt curse,

The smoking stump of what must have been an old and large duskwood gave mute testimony to the
effectiveness of something one of the younger Dreadspells had awakened. Elryn stared at it with dark
anger rigng in him, but before he could say anything, Femter was thrugting aring at him excitedly.

"Dark Brother, look! Thisring...againg the best seeking Brother Dauth can cagt...completely cloaks
the dweomers of dl magic in contact with its wearer! One could go into the presence of a king armed for
abeholder war and strike with impunity.”

"Such bold dtratagems are usudly more effective in balads than in red life" Elryn replied severdly,
"to say nothing of prudence.” He looked for Dduth and found him carefully taking forth one cirdlet after
another from his scrip.

"Ah," the leader of the Dreadspells announced in satisfaction, "a wiser way to spend time. Let usdl
hed oursdves, then devote a short time to examining wands and staves before resuming our journey to
theruins”

Severd more trees suffered in the moments that followed. The heding items dl proved to be of
more effectiveness than asngle use. Two of the staves proved to have no more battle- worthy spells than
the ability to soit forth the stresking bolts men called "magic missles™ but the others could unleash beams
of ravening fire and explosve bursts of magic ... and two of those seemed able to drain touched magic
items and even the spells of their widders upon command, to power their most destructive attacks.

"What shining luck!" VVadam laughed, blasting a hdpless shadowtop spling to ashes.

"Luck? Holy Shar led us to this spot, Dark Brother,” Elryn sad severdly, playing to the priestesses
watching from afar. "Shar guides us dways ... you will do wel never to forget that."

"Of course," Vadlam sad hadtily, then laughed heartily as the gaff in his hands snarled again...and
another tree vanished in railing flames that fdl away into streamers of smoke diving down to the lesf mold
dl around.

"Vadam of Shar," Elryn said sharply, "stop that wasteful destruction at once. I'd rather not have this



forest alame around us or every druid and mage within a hundred miles gppearing around us to give
battle. Have you forgotten lyrindyl's fate dready?"

Vadam grimaced, but he couldnt seem to stop fondling and hefting the staff, like a warrior who's
just been handed a superb blade.

"My gpologies, Dark Brother," he said, chastened, "I-I got caught up in its power." He licked his
lips, firmly grounded the staff, and asked, as if seeking approval, "Do you know how tempting it is just to
blast down everything thet irritates or stands againgt you?"

"Yes, Vadlam, as a matter of fact, | do," Elryn replied, and wiggled the wand in his hand...the wand
pointed a Vadlam's face...ever so dightly to draw the younger man's eyes. As Vadam saw, and paled,
the senior Dreadspell continued grimly, "It's just one of many such temptations.”

Erlyn amiled tightly and thrust the wand back into his belt. "Aye" he added dowly, setting out a a
steady pace in the direction of the ruins. "One of many."

He gestured curtly for the Dreadspells to follow. Rductantly, they did so. Vadam stopped to cast a
longing look back at the stone dab, and the woods beyond it...and found himsdf looking right into the
coldly amiling eyes and levded g&ff of Dauth, who was watchfully bringing up the rear.

Vadam managed a hafhearted amile but Dauth's eyes grew no warmer. The youngest surviving
Dread-spdll swallowed, turned, and trudged off toward doom.

"Now, this curling of the legf, on the other hand, tdls you that thisisag..."

Starsunder paused in mid-word and sraightened up suddenly, dmost knocking his head againgt
Umbregard's. The human mage sumbled hedtily back out of the way as the df threw out his hands.

Sill ganding draméticaly giff with his arms spread, the moon df threw back his head and opened
hismouth asif trying to taste the sky.

Silence fdl. Umbregard watched his statudike friend for what seemed like a very long time before
he dared to ask, "Starsunder?’

"You expect someone ese to jump into this body just because | stop moving?' came the mild
reproof, as Star-sunder turned his head, spun around, and took hold of Umbregard's am dl in one
smooth motion. "Do you know of some body snatching, wizardly peril I'm unaware of ?'

"W-where are we going?' Umbregard asked in lieu of a reply, as the dender moon df practicaly
dragged him around and between trees, dark green hdf cloak swirling.

"Where we're needed, and urgently,” Starsunder said dmogt absently, urging the human he was
towing into a trot.

"And where..." Umbregard was puffing now, even though they were descending a fern-covered
dope rather than dimbing,”...might that be?’

"In a forest dmogt as old as this one, across an am of the seg" Starsunder replied, his voice as
cam and his breething as steady asif held been lounging at ease on agiant leef rather than racing through
the woods, legping fdlen trees and roots, and swinging around forest giants. "No place that humans
remember a name for."

"Why?" Umbregard dmost shouted, sprinting as fast as he ever had indl hislife, with the dim df ill
hdlf astride faster than he and threstening to drag his arm out of its socket.

"Trees are burning," Starsunder told him with a frown, "suddenly, as if struck by lightning or
firestorm, where there's no sorm in the sky to do such harm... and here we are!™

They plunged between two shadowtop trees that seemed perfectly matched, growing not three feet
apart...and somewhere in the gloom between a blue haze plucked them and hurled them far away.

Umbregard's next step was in a different forest...one more dry and empty of cdling birds and
rusling animas. He gaped and tried to look behind him, but at that moment Starsunder let go of hisam
and took hold of his chin. Staring into Umbregard's eyes from inches away, the moon df murmured,
"Make no unnecessary noise, and don't cal out to anyone you see ... even if they're old friends. Hmmm,
especidly if they're old friends”

"Why?" Umbregard asked, dmost despairingly, why had he bothered to learn to speak any other
word but ‘why"?

"Youll live longer,” Starsunder said, laying two gentle fingers across the human mages lips. "That's



The Phoenix Tower was dark and cool and londy. With his fortress ringed by thick thorns, jagged
rubble, and a break- neck chasm dug by his golems literdly as they were fdling apart, Tenthar fdt secure
fromintruson by dl save the most persstent adventurers. If any such came cdling, hed just have to be
very good &t hiding ... or dying.

The Archmage of the Phoenix Tower had long ago passed beyond londliness into boredom...after
al, how often can one read old and familiar spellbooks that one dare not try any cagtings out of? He was
tired of trudging down to the cdllarsin the dark to gobble mushrooms like some sort of tomb beast. For
that matter, he was tired of trudging everywhere rather than flying... and never leaving the Tower.

All hed seen of Faerun these lagt rides was the view his windows commanded. He lived from dawn
to dusk, not daring to frivoloudy use any of the eight precious candle ends held found...he, Tenthar
Taerhamoos, who was used to conjuring light as needed, amost without thinking. A light after dark might
dtract the atention of adventurers or hungry beasts that someone was in the shuttered tower. Not two
days ago hed dammed and bolted the shutters just in time. HEd spent most of the rest of the day
crouched behind them, dry-mouthed in fear, ligening to an angry peryton flgp and dash with its horns a
the old wood that he hoped would hold fast.

And if such foes got into the Tower, what could he do? He had no particular srength or kill a
ams, and his gpdls faled him dl the time, now...or at least, whenever he didn't bolster them with the
precious power of his meddlion, which was growing more fegble with each use.

Hed cdled on it too often in the early days of this spell-chaos, when held been frantic to find out
what was happening, and why. Now he was just gtting in the endless gloom waiting for magic to obey
him once more... or someone to force their way into the Phoenix Tower and kill him.

Each morning Tenthar went down into the under-pantry, cast a smple spdl from his memory, and
gimly watched it turn the stone walls purple or make them start to mdlt or be goaded into a mad display
of sorouting flowers...or whatever new idiocy struck Mystrals whimsy that day. Each morning he hoped
spels would return to normd and he could begin life as the Archmage of the Phoenix Tower again.

Evey day hisvigt to the underpantry disappointed him.

Evey day he grimly dimbed back up into the cold and londy kitchens, boiled himsdf some beans
and cut alittle more green mold off the huge whed of cheese under the marble hood before he dimbed
the dtairs to the big window, to study anew the spdl héd miscast. Every day he grew a litle more
depairing.

It had dmogt gotten to the point where, given the right goad, held use hismeddlion to fly away from
this place. He could find some distant relm where no one would know his face, seek work there as a
scribe, and try to forget that he'd ever been an Archmage and summoned mongters from other worlds.

Aye, for the ghogt of an excuse he'd...

Something shattered in the next room, it seemed a dozen bells rang amid the musicd clatter of glass.
Tenthar was up and through the door in an ingant, peering...ah!

The spdltde held laid upon the dven tree-gate in the Tangletrees . .. someone had just used it to
travel south to the woods near Starmantle. That was it. He was sick of hiding and doing nothing.

"The eves are on the move," Tenthar Taerhamoos told the glass shards at his feet grandly. "I must
be there...at least I'll be able to learn as much about this chaos of spels as they do." He cut hmsdf a
large wedge of cheese with his dagger, wrapped it up in an old blanket with his traveling spellbook, and
thrugt the bundle into a battered old shoulder bag. Settling the blade back in its sheeth, Tenthar caled up
the flickering power of his meddlion, and cast a spdl held had ready for along time.

"Farewell, old stones" he told his Tower, caging what might be his last look around at it. "I'll
return... if I can.”

A moment later, the floor where held stood was empty. A moment after that, another spelltde
shattered in the room where no one was |&ft to hear.

All too often, an archmages lifeislike that.

Exctement burned within her, legping to the back of the throat she no longer had in a way it hadn't
for years. Gently, Saeraede. Lose nothing now out of haste., .you're centuries past trembling like a



maid, or should be.

Like a wigp of dark smoke in the darkness, Saeraede flew up a thin crevice a the back of the
cavern, back to the main room above.

Sheld prepared this spdl long ago, and held disturbed none of her preparations. In a trice it was
done, gray smoke flowing out to settle like old stone over the top of the shaft. Its val would seem like a
rased stone floor to anyone on the surface, the well mouth completely concealed...and her quarry would
be trapped beneath its web just as surdly asif it was solid stone.

Saeraede gave hersdf a bare breeth of time to gloat before plunging back down through the cold
dark stone. Now to let myself be freed by my savior prince... and bring him willingly to the dow
daughter.

She plunged through the cavern like an arrow coming to earth, Elminger frowned and looked up,
feding some magica disturbance...but could sense nothing, and after a long, suspicious time of probing
into the dusty darkness, he resumed his cautious advance. That was more than time enough for Saeraede
to stedl up into one of the runes through the cracked stone benegth, causng it to glow fantly.

Elmingter stopped in front of it and stared at the unfamiliar curves and crossings. He didn't recognize
any of these 9gils. They looked both complex and old, and that of course suggested lost Netheril... or
ay of a score of its echoes, the flegting redms that had followed its fdl, with ther sdf-styled
sorcerer-kings, if any of the rotting old higtories held read down the years had it right.

Only this one was glowing. B stared at it intently. "Sentience dumbreth here™ he murmured, "but
whos=?"

Only slence answered him. The lagt prince of Athdantar acquired the ghost of a amile, sghed, and
cast an unbinding.

The quiet echoes of his incantation were dill rolling back to him from the wals dl around when a
ghosily head and shoulders erupted from the pale starry glow of the rune,

The eyes were dark and mdting flecks in a head whose long and shapely neck yearned up from
shoulders of griking beauty. Long har flowed down over lush breasts, but it seemed his unbinding could
free no more of this gpparition from the grip of the now pulsng rune.

"Free me" The voice was a tattered whisper, Sghing from a londy afar. "Oh, if the kindness and
mercy of the gods mean anything to you, let me be freer

"Who are ye?' H asked quietly, taking a pace back and kneding to look more closdy into the
ghodly face, "and what are these runes?’

Ghodly lips seemed to tremble and gasp. When her voice soared out once more, it hed the high,
snging note of one who has triumphed over pain. "I an Saeraede ... Saeraede Lyonora. | am bound
here, so long | know not how many years have passed.”

At the last few words, she seemed to grow dimmer and sank back into the rune as far as her
shoulders.

"Who bound ye here?' Elminder asked, casting a quick look a the empty, watchful darkness dl
around. Aye, that wasiit, he could not shake the feding that he was being watched ... and not merdy by
the dark and spectral eyesfloaing near hisfeet.

"I was bound by the one who made these runes™ the whispering shade told him. "Mine is the will
and essence that empowers them, as the seasons pass.”

"Why were ye bound?' B asked quigtly, saring into eyes tha seemed to hold tiny stars in thar
depths, as they melted pleadingly into his

Her answer, when it came, was a Sgh so soft that he bardy heard it. Yet it came dearly: "Karsus
was crud."

The eyebrows of the lagt prince of Athdantar flew up. He knew that name. The Proudest Mage of
All, who in his mad fally had dared to try to saize the power of godhood and suffered everlagting doom.

The name Karsus meant peril to any mage of sense. Elmingter's eyes narrowed, and he stepped
back and forthwith murmured a spell. Bound spirit, undead, wizardly shade or living woman, he would
know truth when she spoke it...and fasehood. Of course, this Saeraede was likdy to have been a
sorceress of some accomplishment, perhaps an apprentice or rivd of Karsus, for her to have been



chosen for such a binding. She would know hed just cast atruthtell.

Thar eyes met in shared knowledge, and Elminger shrugged. She would answer as truthfully as she
could, conceding only by her brevity. Like duding swordsmen, they'd have to weigh each other's words
and fence carefully. He cast a spdl he should have used before entering the shaft, cdling up a mantle of
protection around himsdf, and stepped forward again.

Unseen beyond the fant shimmer of his mantle, fresh fury flared in eyes watching from the deep
darkness a the back of the cavern.

"What will or must ye do, if freed?' H asked the head.

"Liveagain,” she gasped. "Oh, man, free me!"

"What will freeing ye do to the runes?'

"Awaken them once each,” the ghogly head moaned, ‘and they'll then be exhausted.”

"What powers have the awvakened runes?"

They cdl up images of Karsus, who indructs dl who view them in ways of magic. Karsus meant
them for the education of his clone, hidden here”

"What became of it?" Bl asked sharply, hurrying to hear her answer as the truthtdl ran out.

Dark, star-shot eyes stared deadfastly into his 'When awareness returned to me after my
binding...along time had passed, | think...I found it headless and wizened on the throne. 1 know not how
it came to be that way."

His spdll had failed before the second word had left those phantom lips, but somehow B believed
her.

"Saeraede, how do | free ye?' he asked.

"If you have a spdlquench or another unbinding, cast it upon me ... not on the rune, but on me™"

"Andif | lack such magics?'

Those dark eyes flickered. "Stand over me, so that your mantle touches the rune, and | am within it.
Then cast amagic missile, and let its target be the rune. In what follows, you should be unharmed...and 1,
freed. Be warned: twill cost you your mantle.”

"Prepare thysdf," Elminger told her, and stepped over her.

"Man, | have been waiting for an age, it seems, | an wdl prepared. Touch not the rune with your
boots."

Thelagt prince of Athdantar made sure his feet were clear of the glowing dgil, and made a careful
cading. Blue-white radiance surged around him, railing and tugging, the rune beneath him flared to
blinding brilliance, and he heard Saeraede gasp.

Her breathing was ragged and swift as she surged up into the collgosng mantle beside him. As H
stepped back, he saw wild ddight in her face. All of the magic seemed to be rushing into her, and with
each passing moment she grew more solid ... more substantia. Her flickering, wraithlike form grew whole
and acquired a dark gown. She was broad of shoulders, dim-waisted, and as tdl or tadler than he, her
hair was an unbound, wais-length flow of velvet black, her brows dartlingly dark tufts above eyes of
legping green. Her face was proud and lively...and very, very beautiful.

"Hall, savior mage" she said, eyes glowing with gratitude, as the lagt fires of magic fled into her. A
angle tongue of flame escaped from between her lips as she spoke. "Saeraede stands in your debt.” She
hesitated, reaching out one dender hand. "May | know your name?

"Elminger, | am cdled,” B told her, kegping a careful pace out of reach.

"Eiminder," she breathed, eyes sparkling, "oh, have my thanks."

She hugged hersdlf, as if scarcely beieving that she was whole and solid once more...and stepped
forward off the rune. Her feet seemed to have grown spike-hedled, pointed black boots.

The moment she moved off it, the rune erupted. A column of white fire burst up from it, twice the
haght of a man, and smoke surged out in dl directions from its snarling. ElIminger took a pace back, eyes
narrowing...and something unseen in the darkness of a deep crevice stirred and made as if to soring forth
... but remained where it was, not dl that far from the mage's unsuspecting back.

"Saeraede," Bl snapped, keegping his eyes on the unfalding magic, "what isthis?'

"The magic of the rune" she replied, amiling at him. "Karsus prepared it to impress intruders. Tis



harmless, a parade of illusons Watch."

She turned to look at the column of flame, folding her arms, mild interest on her face. As she did so,
the surging smoke seemed to freeze and thicken.

The archway of glowing runes solidified out of the smoke and air with gartling swiftness. It occurred
behind the fiery column, framing it, awall that looked every hit as old and as solid as those of the cavern
around...but hovered afew feet above the smooth stone floor. The runes around the arch matched those
graven on the floor, save that dl were &fire, and even spitting lightning ... the risen lightning of awakened
meagic, now crawling between them amogt continuoudly.

Saeraede stood camly watching, and El, struck by a sudden thought, glided to her bow and
indicated the empty throne. "Will ye sit, lady?"

Saeraede gave him a dazzling amile, raised a hand in wordless thanks...not quite touching him...and
sat upon the throne. No change in it, or her, was apparent to El's intent eyes. Hmmm, wel. Nothing
learned there.

As Saeraede crossed her legs and leaned back in ease upon the stone seat, the column of flame
grew a face...a youthful face ringed by touded har and the stubble of a beard aborning, its eyes two
points of blazing gold. They were fixed on the throne, and when EImingter svung hisleft arm in a sudden,
wild flourish, the eyes did not move to follow it.

The ar in the cavern was suddenly dive with a anging tension. The proud mouth opened, and the
voice that issued from it crashed and rolled like thunder through Elmingter's mind as well as through the
cavern. "l am Karsus! Behold me, and fear. | am The Lord of Lords, a God Among Men, Arcanist
Supreme. All magic is my domain, and al who work it or trifle with it without my blessng shdl suffer.
Begone, and live Tarry, and the fird and least of my curses shdl begin its work upon you forthwith,
gnawing memories from your brain until naught is left but a sghing shadow.”

Elminder looked sharply at Saeraede at those last words, but she sat calmly watching as the hair on
the flaming head spat a hdo of lightning out to the runes, the echoes of its mighty voice dill ralling around
the cavern as they faded, leaving it shaking and dust-ridden. They burst into showers of sparks and fel,
teking theilluson of the arch and itswal with them.

Sill wearing its crud amile, the face closed its eyes and shrank back into the column of flame, fading
asit did so. In afew moments the flamesfdl back into the rune, and it winked out, becoming mere dark
and lifdess groovesin the stone floor.

"Did that curse aflict ye?' EImingter demanded, griding around to where he could see Saeraede.

She lifted the edge of her beautiful mouth in a wry amile. "Never . .. nor has it touched anyone, for
tisdl abluff. Believe me, I've seen it many times down the years, whenever | grew overly londy for the
sght and sound of another human. Tis an empty warning, no more.”

H nodded, dmost trembling in his eagerness, and asked, "How can one see the scenes held by the
other runes...and just what isin each?"

Saeraede pointed. "In this next rune lie two of the most dedtructive spdls devised by
Karsus...magics none else have attained since...as well as a defensive shidding of surpassing strength and
aheding magic, he placed them thusin case his new sdf should have urgent need to do battle.”

Her pointing finger moved. "The rune beyond holds another four magics as powerful as the
battle-spdls but of more mundane usage. One creates afloating ‘worldlet' to serve as a sronghold for the
mage who uses magic to modify it further, one can stop and hold the waters of a river while digging out a
new course for its bed, one can shidd an area permanently againgt specific spells or schools of spells with
precision...so that one can dlow alightning bolt but deny chain lightning, say, and the last can coddle and
keep from harm a living human while permanently dtering one limb or organ...Karsus most often used
that to move heart or brain to an unexpected place, or graft beast claws where hands had been or extra
eyebdls from others ... he dso gave some men gills to work under the sea for him, as | recdl.”

Saeraede waved her hand a the curving row of runes. "The others hold lesser magics, four in
each...and Karsus himsdf demondtrates dl castings, noting drawbacks, details, and effective srategies.”

She watched the hunger in Elmingter's face and suppressed a amile. She had seen this so many times
before ... even Chosen, it seemed, were like eager children when offered new toys. She waited for the



question she knew would come.

Elminger licked lips that were suddenly dry, before he could swalow and say quietly, "I asked how
one can awaken these runes, lady, to view what waits within ... and yeve not answered that. Is there
some secret here, some hazard or caution?”

Saeraede gave hm awarm and welcoming smile. 'Nay, dr. As you're not Karsus and able to work
the magics that respond only to his blood, there's but a matter of time...and your patience.”

H raised a quegtioning eyebrow, and her amile broadened and did into sadness.

"Only | can activate the runes” the woman on the throne added softly, "and | can cdl forth the
power of only onein a month, by means of a nameess spel bound into me by Karsus. Tisaspel | know
not how to cast, nor can | teach it to another. | can only cdl on it when the time is right...and | have no
doubt ‘tis the sole reason | dill exid.”

Elmingter opened his mouth to say something, his eyes dight with eager fire, but Saeraede held up a
hend to stay his speech, and added, "Y ou asked of a hazard? Thereis one, and 'tis thus long years mugt
have passed since | was bound here, for my powers have faded indeed. | can awaken one rune, and no
more. To open another will destroy me...and dl of the magic stored here will drain away and be log, it
cannot persst without me”

"S0 there is no way to see the spdls Karsus stored here...or a least, more than one foursome of
them?'

"Thereisaway," Saeraede said softly, her eyes on his "If you use that last spell | spoke of, not to
gve megills or atail, but to pass magicd drength into me ... the magic of another spell that heds, or
imparts vitdity, or places the vitd, flowing power of Art in items, to recharge them. All of these should
work."

Elminger frowned in thought. "And we mugt bide here a month, to see the rune that holds that
sdl?!

Saeraede spread her hands. ™Y ou freed me and woke the fird rune. | am yet able to awaken a rune,
now... and | owe you my very life Would you like to see the rune | spoke of, which holds the spel that
will let melive to unlock the others for you?"

"l would," Bl said eagerly, griding forward.

Saeraede rose from the throne and held up her handsin warning.

"Remember,” she said gravely, "youll see Karsus indructing himsdf how to cast those spells, and
the rune will then be dead forever, its spells...pells naither you nor any living mage may now be able to
cast...lost with it

She took two dow steps away from Elminger, then turned back to face him, pointing down at the
rune. "If you want to preserve its power and be able to view it again heregfter, thereisaway ... but it will
cdl grestly on your trugt.”

Elminger's brows rose again, but he said merdy, "Say on."

Saeraede spread empty hands in the age-old gesture traders use to show they are unarmed, and
sad gently, "You can channd energy into the rune through me. Touch me as | stand upon the rune, and
will your spdll to seek the rune as its target. The bindings set within me by Karsus will keep me from
harm and deliver the fury of your magic into the rune. One powerful spel ought to do it ... or two lesser
ones”

The eyes of the lagt prince of Athdantar narrowed. "Mydra forfend,” he murmured, rasng a
reluctant hand.

"Eiminder,” Saeraede said beseechingly, "I owe you my life. | mean you no harm. Take whatever
precautions you see fit...a blindfold, bindings, agag." She extended her arms to him, wrists crossed over
each other in a gesture of submisson. "Y ou have nothing to fear from me.”

Sowly, EIminger stepped forward and took her cold hand in his.

Nineteen: More Blood Than Thunder



The thunder of a king's tongue can always spill more blood than his own weight in gold
before dawn the next morning.

Mintiper Moonglver, Bard
from the ballad Great Changes Aborning
first performed circaThe Y ear of the Sword and Stars

Saeraede's touch was cold...colder than icy rivers hed plunged into, colder even than the bite of
blue gladid ice that had once seared his naked skin.

Gods! Elminger struggled to catch his breath, too shocked even to moan. The face so close to his
held no hint of triumph, only anxious concern. B stared into those beautiful eyes and roared out his pain
inawordless shout that echoed around the cavern.

It was answered a moment later by a greater roar, a rumbling that shook the cavern and Falit its
gloom with a flagh of light...a flagh that made dl of the runes briefly catch fire, and sent a dim, sedthy
figure shrinking back hadtily into its crevice, unregarded.

One of her best pdlls, shattered like a glass goblet hurled to stones...and it could not be any doing
of this helpless, shuddering mage in her hands. Oh, dark luck rule were there odls on a Chosen tha
cdled for ad by themsdves?

Saeraede sraightened, eyes blazing, and snarled, 'Who-?

The light that stabbed down the shaft this time was no flash of destruction but a golden column of
more lading sorcery. Four figures rode its magic smoathly down into the cavern of the throne, boots fird.

Three of the menin that column of light were old and stout and amazed. Caladaster, Beldrune, and
Tabarast were dl garing in awe a their companion. The quiet Harper had just broken a spdl that had
shaken the very trees around in its passing, and swept away athick stone floor in the doing with a casud
wave of his hand. Hed taken a few steps forward, smiled reassuringly a them, and another gesture had
swept them up into waiting radiance and borne them down the shaft together in its glowing heart.

"Eiminger," the fourth men said crisply, as his boots touched the stone floor as lightly as a fdling
feather kisses the earth, "stand away from yon runes. Mystra forbids us to do what you are atempting.”

A gasping Elminger had only just then recovered the power of speech. He turned with a diff,
awkward lurch, limbs trembling, and said sharply through lips that were thin and blue, "Mystra forbids us
to do, never to look. Who are you?'

The man smiled dightly, and his eyes became two lances of magicd fire, stabbing across the cavern
a Seeraede. "Cdl me..Azuth," he replied.

"The spdll falled again, I-lord," the meanin robes said, his voice not quite steady.

The Lord Esbre Femorel nodded curtly. "You have our leave to withdraw. Go not where we
cannot summon you in haste, if need be."

"Lord, it shdl be s0," the wizard murmured. He did not...quite...break into a run as he et the
chamber, but the eyes of both guards a the door flickered as he passed.

"Nasmaerae?'

Lady Felmord lifted unhappy eyes to hisand said, "Thisis none of my doing, lord. Prayers to Most
Holy Azuth are as close as | come to the Art now. This| swear.”

A large and hary hand closed over hers. "Be a ease, lady. | cannot forget that hard lesson any
more than you can. | know you forget not, and transgress not. | have seen your blood upon the tiles
before the dtar, and seen you at prayer. Y ou humiliate yoursdf as only one who truly believes can.”

A amile touched hislips for amoment, and stole away again. "You frighten the men more now than
you ever did when you ruled this castle by your sorcery, you know. They say you tak with Azuth every
night.”"

"Edore" hislady whispered, holding her eyes steady upon his despite the blush that had turned her
face, throat, and beyond crimson, "I do. And | am more frightened right now than ever | was when Azuth
gripped my Art from me before you. All magic is awry, dl over the Redms. It will be down to the
sharpest sword and the cunning of the wolf once more, and not one of our hired mageswill be able to aid
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"And what is so bad about trusing only in sharp swords and the srong ams and cunning of
warriors?'

"Esbre" the Lady Nasmaerae whispered, bringing her lips up to brush his...but too dowly for him to
miss seaing the bright glimmer of unshed tears wdling up in her eyes, "How long can you stand agangt
foe after foe without the spdlls of our mages to hew them down for you? How many sharp swords and
how much cunning does an orc horde have?

A chiming as of many bells rang out across the chamber. It nearly deafened Elminger, as the chill
wind that carried it raced through him, seering him once more into frozen immokility. The ghostly mist that
had been Saeraede was sirding about him, coiling and twining...seemingly unharmed by the beams of
fire Azuth had hurled, that roared through her into EIminger.

Ice, then fire...fire that lifted him off his feet in a whirlwind of baitling mis and flames and set him
down again aggering, too overwhemed to do more than bleat in wordless pain.

"Here," Tabarast mumbled, through lips that were white and trembling with fear, "that's our EImingter
you're gmiting, gr...Y our, er, Divineness, gr!”

"Breek free of her," the Harper who was Azuth said quietly, his gaze no longer flaming...out now
bent on the pain-narrowed eyes of Elminger, "or you are doomed.”

"I'd say you're doomed anyway," a sneering voice said from above...and five staves spat in unison,
hurling a rending rain of doom down the shaft.

The Overmigtress of the Acolytes strode through the black curtain of hanging chains with every inch
of the crud authority that made her so feared among the underclergy. The crud barbed lash rode upon
her shoulder, ready to snap forward at the dightest act or omisson that displeased her, and her face
beneath the horned black mask wore a amile of crud anticipation. Even the two guardian Priestesses of
the Chamber shrank back from her, she ignored them as she strode on, the metal-shod hedls of her
thigh-high black boots dicking on the tiles, and shouldered through the three curtains of fabric into the
innermog place of the Dark-lady's contemplation...the Pool of Shar.

A figure moved in the gloom beyond the poal: a figure in a familiar horned headdress and deep
purple mantle. Dread Sister Kldaerla went to her knees immediately, holding forth her lash in both hands.

With leisurdy tread the Darklady came around the inky waters and took it from her. The
Overmidress immediatdy bowed forward to kiss the knife-blade toes of the Darklady's boots, holding
her tongue againg the cold, bloodstained meta urtil the lash came down across her own back.

It burned, despite the webwork of crossed lacings that were part of her own garb, but it was a mark
of pride not to flinch or gasp, she hdd firm, waiting for the second blow that would mark her superior's
displeasure, or theran of cuts that meant Avroanas fury was aroused.

None came, and with a smooth moation that dmaost managed to conced her relief, she straightened
to a gtting position once more, for Avroana to put the lash to her lips. She kissed it, recelved it back, and
relaxed. The ritud was satisfied.

"Your Darkness?' she asked, as was the custom.

"Kldaerla" the Darklady said, dmaogt urgently...her familiarity made the Overmigtress diffen with
excitement..."l need you to do something for me. Despite Narlkond's assurances, those five Dreadspells
are going to fal us. You mud be the driking hand that rewards them for their misdeeds. If they betray the
House of Holy Night, you must bring the justice of the House to them, whatever the danger to yoursdf. |
demand it. The Hame of Darkness herself demands it. Dearest of my bdlievers, will you do this for me?'

"Gladly," Kldaerla said, and meant it. To trave outside the House once more! To breathe the free
winds of Faerun, out in the open, and see lands spread out before her once morel Oh, Avroana "Lady
mogt kind," she said, her voice trembling, "what must | do?

The noise samote ther ears like a blow. Dust curled up, the ground shuddered and heaved beneath
their boots, and here and there around the ruins dabs of stone whirled doft, thrugt into the air by geysers
of rocketing vapor.

The five Dreadspells exchanged awed, ddighted glances, the roaring of thar unleashed magic
swalowing their shouts of excited approval, and poured down death until Elryn dapped at their arms and



waved the sceptersin his hands...weapons held snatched from his belt after his saff sputtered ouit.

When he had ther atention, the senior Dark Brother amed the scepters a an angle toward the floor
beside the shaft. If their fire burst through into the cavern below, it would burn an angled path reeching to
where Elryn's spying soell had shown him the staggering Chosen, near a throne and aring or haf-ring of
runes that could perhaps, just perhaps, be made to explode.

The degtruction of a Chosen was, after dl, their holy misson. As Femter, Vagam, and Hregrath
amed their staves with undaunted enthusiasm, Elryn stepped back a pace or two and saw Dduth, on the
far Sde of the group, doing the same. They exchanged mirthless amiles. If there was a backlash, someone
hed to survive to take word to the distant Darklady...or, if it raced dong the linkage she used to spy on
them dll, to see what fate she suffered. Perhaps it would even be one that would let two fase wizards go
their separate ways in Faerun, so heavily laden with enchanted items that they could barely stand.

A more prudent time for such moondreams would come later..when they weren't ganding in a
haunted ruin near sunset, a the heart of a killing forest emptied of life, with a known Chosen and a
madman who thought he was a god and the ghost of a sorceress locked in battle somewhere close by
under their feet, hurling spells around and over old and powerful spdl runes cut into the stone floor for
some old and very important purpose.

The thunder of destructive magic roared on unabated as the junior Dreadspells laughed and exulted
in the sheer rush of power under their command. Walls toppled, smashing wardrobes flat, as the floors
that supported them melted away and tumbled into an ever-lengthening chasm. Trees dl around groaned
and creaked as the ground shifted.

Dduth kept his own wands trained sraght down, at the saf-styled Azuth and his companions. Hed
seen the casua waves of a hand that had wrought what it took most archmages long and complicated
rituds to achieve. God or avatar or boldly bluffing archmage, whatever it was mugt be destroyed.

Bryn amed his scepters to Fire through the opened, dust-choked space in the wake of the three
staves... which were now, one by one, shuddering to exhaugtion, to be tossed aside in favor of Netherese
scepters whose blasts were dmog as potent. Chosen or not, no lone wizard could stand unscathed in the
face of such dedtruction. Elryn snarled as a scepter crumbled to dust, and snatched forth another to
replace it. No, there was no chance at dl that aman could survive this. Why, then, was he so uneasy?

The end of the cavern vanished in tumbling stones and the flash and rock spray of spel-wrought
explosions. Foor dabs bounced upward as a shock wave rolled through them, toppling the throne. More
rocks broke away and fdl from the ceiling, bouncing amid the railing fury there, on his knees, a dazed
Blminder watched through pain-blurred eyes as the collapse of the cdling continued in a rough line
heading toward him, chunks of stone larger than he was crashing down or being hurled aside in an
endless roaring tide.

Someone or something doft must be trying to day him, or destroy the runes ... not that he faced any
dearth of foes nearer a hand.

Saeraede, who mus have lied to him about everything except who put the runes here, was riding
him like a mounted knight, her claws around his throat and searing his back with talons of icy iron. He
knew before he tried that no amount of ralling or smashing himsdf into awall could harm or didodge her,
how can one crush or scrape away awisp of ghostly mist?

Move he mug, though, or be buried or torn apart by the snarling, smoking bolts and beams of magic
that were gnawing ther way through earth and stone to reach him. Bl groaned and crawled a little way
aong heaving stones...until the runes of Karsus erupted into white-hot columns of flame, one by one. As
they licked and seared the collgpsing calling, magic played dl around the cavern, purple lightning dancing
and drange haf-seen shapes and images forming and collgpsing and forming again in an endless parade.

The lagt prince of Athdantar smashed his nose and shoulder into a floor-dab that was heaving
upward to meet him, and rolled over with a gasp of pain and despair. As he clawed at the edges of the
stone with bloody, feeble fingers, trying to drag himsdf upright again, the stone melted away into smoke
and rending magic burst into him.

Ah, wdl, thisisit ... forgive me, Mystra.

But no agony followed, and nothing plucked at hisflesh, to mdt and sear and reave... .



Instead, he was rolled over asif by the empty air, and glowing nothingness enclosed him in ropes of
radiance. Dimly, through his tears and the railing motes of light, Elmingter saw magic rushing toward him
from dl sides, being drawn to him, vearing in its dancing to race in.

Wild laughter rose around him, high and sharp and exultant. Saeraede! She was wrapped around
him, dinging in a web of glowing migs that grew thicker and brighter as she gorged hersdf on magic, a
ghogt of bright sorcery.

Sunlight was stabbing down into the riven cavern, now, but the dancing dust cloaked everything in
gloom...everything but the risng giant built around Elminger's fegbly writhing form. The rune-flames were
twiding in midair to flow into Saeraede, and she was riang ever higher, a thing of crackling flame. E
drained to look up at her...and two dark flecks among the magicd fire became eyes that looked back a
hmin cold triumph . .. until a mouth swam out of the conflagration to join them and gave him a crud
amile

"Y ou're mine now, fool," she whispered, in a hoarse hiss of fire, "for the little while youll last... "

"Lord Thessame Arunder, the Lord of Spells” the steward announced grandly, as the doors swung
wide. A wizard strode dowly through them, a cold sneer upon his sharp features. He wore a
high-collared robe of unadorned black thaet made his thin frame look like a tomb obelisk, and a shorter,
more lushly built lady in a gown of forest green dung to hisarm, her large brown eyes dancing with lively
mischief.

"Gooddrs," he began without courtesies, "why come you here to me once more this day? How
meany times must you hear my refusal before the words sink through your skulls?”

"Wdl met, Lord Arunder,” said the merchant Phelbdlow, in dry tones. "The morning finds you well,
| trust?"

Arunder gave him a withering glare. " Spare me your toadying, rag sdler. Il not sl this house,
rased by mighty magic, nor any wagon length of my lands, no matter how sweetly you grove, or how
much gold you offer. What need have | for coins? What need have | for gowns, for that metter?”

"Aye, I'll grant that," one of the other merchants grunted. " Can't see him looking like much in a good
gown. No knees for it."

"No hips, nether,” someone else added.

There were severd sputters of mirth from the merchants crowded at the doorway, the wizard
regarded them dl with cold scorn, and said softly, "I weary of these insults. If you are not gone from my
hdls by thetime finish the Ghost Chant, the taons of my guardian ghosts shdl...”

"Lady Faeya," Hulder Phelbdlow asked, "has he not seen the documents?’

"Of course, Goodsir Phelbelow,” the lady in green said in musicd tones. Favoring them dl with a
amile, she stepped from her lord and drew forth a strip of folded velum, "and he's sgned them, too.”

She proffered them to Phelbdlow, who unfolded them eagerly, the men behind him crowding
around to see.

The Lord of Spells gaped at the paper and the merchants, then at Faeya. "W-what befdls here?' he
gasped.

"A sendble necessity, my lord,” she replied sweetly. "I'm so glad you saw the good sense in Sgning
it. A most handsome offer...enough to alow you to retire from your castings entirely, if you desre.”

"l 9gned nothing,” Arunder gasped, white-faced.

"Oh, but you did, lord...and so ardently, too," she replied, eyes dancing. "Have you forgotten? You
remarked at the time upon the hardness and flainess of my belly that made your penmanship such ease.
You sgned it with quite aflourish, as | recdl.”

Arunder iffened. "But ... that was..."

"Base trickery?" one of the merchants chuckled. "Ah, wel done, Fagya"

Someone e barked with laughter, and a third someone contributed a murmur of, "That's rich, that
Is"

"Apprentice,” the Lord of Spells whispered savagdly, " what have you done?

The Lady Faeya drew three swift paces away from him, into the heart of the merchants, who mdted
adde to make way for her like migt before flame, and turned back to face him, placing her hands on her



hips.

"Among other things, Thessamd," she told him softly, "I've dain two men this last tenday, who came
to settle old scores snce your spdlls failed you...and word spread of it.”

"Fagya Areyou mad? Tdling these..."

"They know, Thess, they know," his lady told him with cold scorn. "The whole town knows. Every
meage has his hands full of wild spells, not just you. If you paid one whit of atention to Faerun outsde
your window, you'd know that aready."

The Lord of Spells had turned as pale as old bones and was gaping at her, mouth working like a fish
gasping out of water. Everyone waited for him to find his voice again, it took quite a while

"But... your spdls gill work, then?' he managed to ask, & last.

"Not aone" she sad flatly. "I killed them with this" She drew forth the tiny dagger from its sheath at
her hip, then threw back her left deeve to lay bare a long, angry-looking line of pine gum and wrapped
linens "That's how | got this."

"Were these merchants also coming to...to...7" Arunder asked fantly, swaying back on his heds.
His hands were trembling like those of a sick old man.

"I went to them,” Faeya told him in biting tones, "to beg them to make again the offer you so
charmingly refused two months ago. They were good enough to oblige, when they could well have set
their dogs on me the apprentice of the man who turned three of them into pigs for anight.”

There were angry murmurs of remembrance and agreement from among the merchants around her.
Arunder stepped back and raised a hand to cast a spdl out of sheer habit...before dropping it with a look
of Sck despair.

Hislady drew hersdlf up and said more camly, "So now the dedl's done. Your tower and dl these
lands, from high noon today henceforth, belong to this cabal of merchants, to use as they see fit."

"And-and what happens to me? Gods, woma..."

Faeya held up a hand, and the wizard's ineffectud gibbering ended asif cut off by a knife. Someone
chuckled a that.

"We, my lord, are free to live unmolested in the South Spire, casting spells...so long as they harm or
work ill upon no one upon this holding...as much as we desire ... or are able to. You, Thess, receive two
hundred thousand gold pieces...that's why dl of these good men are here...dl the firewood we require,
and a dozen deer a year, prepared for the table”

Without a word, Hulder Phelbellow laid a sack upon the side table. It landed with the heavy dink of
coins. Whaendd the butcher followed him, then, one by one, dl of the others, the sacks building up until
they were reaching up the wal, atop atable that creaked in protest.

Arunder's eyes bulged. "But... you can't have gold enough, none of you!"

Hislady rejoined himin a graceful green dhifting, and laid a comforting hand on his am. "They have
a backer, Thess. Now thank them politely. We've some packing to do...or you will be wearing my
gowns”

-1

Her hitherto gentle hand thrust hard into hisribs.

"My lords," Arunder gulped, "I don't know how to thank you..."

"Thessamd," Phelbdlow said genidly, "you just did. Have our thanks, too...and fare thee wel in the
South Spire, eh?"

Arunder was Hill gulping as the merchants filed out, chuckling. The noises he was making turned to
whimpers, however, when their withdrawd reveded the man who'd been stting camly behind them Al
the while, the fant glow of deadly magics playing dong the naked broadsword that was lad across his
knees. That blade was in the capable grasp of the large and hairy hands of the famous warrior Barundryn
Harbright, whose amile, as he rose and looked straight into the wizard's eyes, was a wintry thing. "So we
meet again, Arunder”

"You...!" the wizard's snarl was venomous.

"You're my tenant now, mage, so spare me the usud hissed curses and spittle. If you anger me
enough, I'l take you under my arm down to the stream where the little ones play, and spank your behind



until it's as red as aradish. I'm told that won't hamper your spdllcagting one hit." One large, blunt-fingered
hand waved casudly through the air past Arunder's nose.

The wizard blinked in darm. "Wha? Who...?".

"Told me s0?' Harbright lifted his chinin afond amile that was directed past Arunder's shoulder.

The Lord of Spdls whirled around in time to see Faeyas catlike amile drifting out the door they'd
comein by, together. The rest of her accompanied it, avison in forest green.

Lord Thessame Arunder moaned, swayed on his feet, and turned, on the verge of tears of rage, to
run away from it dl...only to come to an abrupt hdt, with a squesk of red dam, as he found himsdf
about to run right into the edge of Harbright's glowing blade.

His eyes rose, dowly and unwillingly, from the sted that barred his way to the huge and hulking
warrior who held it. There was something like pity in Barundryn Harbright's eyes as he rumbled, "Why
are wizards, with dl their wits, so dow to learn life's lessons?!

The blade swept down and away, seeking its sheath, and a large and steadying hand came down on
the wizard's sheking shoulder. "Mages tend to live longer, Arunder,” Harbright sad gently, "if they
manage to resist their modt atractive temptations.”

The Sharrans were beginning to sweat now, from the sheer srain of aming and holding steady as
the Art they widded punched aside old stones and earth, to lay open a fortress and day the beings
below. Elryn watched Femter wince and shake the smoking fragments of a ring off one finger, as
Hrelgrath tossed aside his third wand and Dauth did one failing scepter back into his belt.

"Enough,” Elryn bellowed, waving his hands. "Enough, Dreadspdlls of Shar!" Something had to be
saved in case they met with other foes this day...or, gods above, there was someone dill dive down
there.

The priests-turned-wizards turned their heads in the sudden peace to blink at him, dmog asif they'd
forgotten who and where they were.

"We have ahdly task, Dark Brothers,” Elryn reminded them, letting them hear the regret in his voice,
"and it is not mdting away earth and stone in a forgotten ruin in the heart of a forest. Our quarry is the
Chosen, how fares he?'

Three heads peered a railing dust. All five looked down the shaft where they'd begun, where the
dust was but a few flowing tongues. There was rubble down there, and...

One of the Sharrans cried out in disbdlief.

The Harper who'd daimed to be Azuth was looking camly back up a them, standing more or less
where held been when their barrage began. The three old men, dill blinking a him in awe, stood around
him. He, they, and the floor around the bottom of the shaft seemed untouched.

"Hnished?' he asked quietly, looking up at them with eyes of steady, storm-smoke gray.

Bryn fdt cold fear catch at the back of his throat and dide dowly down into the pit of his ssomach,
but Femter snarled, " Shar take the man!" and snatched a wand from his belt.

Before Elryn or Dduth could stop him, Femter leaned over the wdl and snarled the word that sent a
stresk of flame down, down into the gloom below, draight at the upturned face of the gray-eyed man.

The Harper didn't move, but his mouth somehow stretched wider than a man's mouth should be able
to... and the flamesfdl right into him. He shuddered for amoment as dl of the fire plunged into his vitas
By the sumbling of the three old men around him, it seemed some sort of magic was keeping them at
bay, moving them as he moved.

A moment later the firebdl burst with a dull rumbling. The Harper stood with an unconcerned
expression on his face as smoke whirled out of his ears.

He gave the watching Sharrans a reproving look and remarked, "Needs alittle more pepper.”

The Dreadspdlls were screaming and flesing wildly even before Azuth lowered his head and looked
agan across the riven cavern at Elminger. "1 mean what | say," he said gravely. "You mug get free of
her."

"l...cant,” Elminger gasped, daring into the dark eyes of Saeraede, as she reared up over im in
triumph like some sort of giant snake, twining around himin large and tightening coils.

"And you never will," she breathed triumphantly, her cold lips inches from his. He could fed the



chilling frost of her breeth on his face as she purred, "With the powers of a Chosen and dl the might
Karsus left here, | can defy even such as him.”

She lifted her head to give Azuth a chdlenging glare as she clamped one giant hand of solid mig
around El's throat. Other tentacles of mig rose around them both in a protective forest, undulaing and
lashing the tossed and shattered stone dabs.

The lagt prince of Athadantar struggled to breathe in her grasp, so throttled he couldn't speak or
shout, as the ghogtly sorceress leisurdy turned the uppermost spire of her migs to a lush and very solid
humen torso, curvaceous and deadly.

Sim fingers grew fingernails like long talons, and when they were as long as Saeraede's hand, she
reached dmost lovingly for his mouth.

"WEell just have the tongue out, | think," she said doud, "to forestdl any nasty...ah, but wait a bit,
Saeraede, you want him to tdl you a few things before he's mute... . Hmmmm ...."

Razor-sharp taons drifted just inches past Elminger's tightly congtricted throat, to dice into the first
flesh she found bared. Plowing deep gashes across the srangling mage's neck, she flicked his blood
away in droplets that were caught in her whirling migs and held her bloody taons exultantly up to the
unlight.

"Ah, but I'm alive again,” Saeraede hissed, "dive and whole! | breathe, | feel” She brought that
hand to her mouth, bit her own knuckles, and hdd the hand out toward the grimly watching avatar of
Azuth to let him see the wdling blood. "I bleed! | liver

Then she screamed, swayed, and stared down, dark eyes widening in dishdlief, at the gore-dick,
amoking sword tip that had just burst through her breast from behind.

"Some people live far longer than they should,” said Ilbryn Starym dlkily from behind the hilt, as he
stared gloaing into the eyes of the mage dill frozen in Saeraede's grasp. "Don't you agree, EIminger?!

A door was flung wide, to boom its broken song againgt a heavily paneled wal. It had been years
since the tal, broad-shouldered woman who now stood in the doorway, her eyes snapping in darm and
anger, had worn the armor she hated so much...but as she stood glaing into the room, the haf-drawvn
long sword at her hip gleaming, she looked every inch awarrior.

Sometimes Rauntlavon wished he was more handsome, strong, and about ten years older. Hed
have given alot for so megnificent awoman to smile a him.

Right now, she was doing anything but smiling. She was looking down a him as if shed found a
viper in her chamber pot...and his only consolation was that he wasn't the only mage ralling around on the
floor under her dark displeasure, his master, the gruffly sardonic df lyriklaunavan, was gasping on the fine
swanweave rug not a handspan away.

"lyrik, by dl the gods," the Ladylord Nuressa growled, "what befdl here?"

"My farscrying spdl went awry,” the df snarled back at her. "If it hadn't been for the lad, here, dl
those booksd be alame now, and wed be hurling water and running with buckets for our lives worth!"

Rauntlavon's face flamed as the ladylord took a step forward and looked down a him with a rather
kinder expression. "I-it was nothing, Gresat Lady," he sammered.

"Mager Rauntlavon" she sad gently, "an agpprentice should never contradict his
master-of-magecraft ... nor belittle the judgment of any one of The Four Lords of the Castle.”

Raurtlavon blushed a maoon as his robes and emitted the immortd words,
"Y yjus-yyjus-er-ah-uhmmm, 1, ah..."

"Yes, yes, boy, brilliantly explained as usud," lyriklaunavan said dismissvely, ralling to his elbows.
"Now bt up and look around the room for me is anything amiss? Anything broken? Smoldering?
Aflame? Hop, now!"

Rauntlavon hopped, quite thankfully, but kept his attention more on what two of The Four Lords of
the Cagtle were saying. They'd dl been debonair and successful adventurers, less than a decade ago, and
one never knew what wild and excting things they might say.

W, nothing about mating dragons this time.

"Sotdl me, lyrik," the Ladylord was saying in her |-realy-shouldn't-have-to-be-this-patient voice,
"jugt why your farscrying spell blew up. Is it one of those magics you'd just be better off not trying? Or



were you distracted by some nubile df maid seen in your pying, perhaps?!

"Nessa" the df growled...Rauntlavon had dways admired the way he could look so agile and
elegant and youthful, and yet be more gruff then any dwarf...as he rose and fixed her with one glaing
that's- quite-enough eye, "thisis serious. For usdl, everywhere in Faerun.

Stop playing the swaggering warrior bitch for just a moment and listen. For once.”

Rauntlavon froze, his head sunk between his shoulders, wondering if folk redly survived the full fury
of Great Lady Nuressa astorming...and just how swiftly and brutdly sheld notice hm and have him
removed from the room.

Very and with iron calm, it seemed.

"Magter Rauntlavon,” she said cdmly, "you may leave us now. Close the door on your way out.”

"Apprentice Rauntlavon,” his master said, just as camly, "it is my will that you abide with us. Send
Master Rauntlavon out, and close the door behind him, remaining here with us™

Rauntlavon swalowed, drew in a deep breath, and turned around to face them, hardly daring to
rase his eyes. "1-1've found nothing amiss at this end of the chamber,” he announced, his voice higher and
rather more ungteady than he wished it would be. "Shdl | examine the other hdf of it now ... or later?"

"Now will be fine, Rauntlavon,” the ladylord said in a voice of velvet menace. "Pray proceed.”

The apprentice actudly shivered ere he bowed and mumbled, "Asmy Gresat Lady wishes”

"It's awonderful thing to make men and boys fear you, Nessa, but does it redly make up for your
years under the lash? The escaped dave gets even by endaving others?' His master's voice was hiting,
Rauntlavon tried not to let his momentary hestation show. The ladylord had been a dave? Kneding
naked under a daver's lash, in the dust and the heat? Gods, but held never have...

"Do you think we can leave my past careersin my own bedchamber closat, lyrik?' the ladylord said
amog gently. Her next sentence, however, was dmog a bettlefidd shout. "Or is there some pressing
need to tell all the world?

"I won' tdl anyone, | wont...I swear | won't!" Rauntlavon babbled, going to his knees on the rug.

He heard the Great Lady Sgh and fdt ironlike fingers on his shoulder, hauling him back to his feet.
Other fingers took hold of his chin and turned his head as sharply as a whip is flicked. The gpprentice
found himsdf garing into the Lady Nuressa's smoky eyes from a distance of perhaps the length of his
longest finger.

"Rauntlan," she said, addressing him as he liked his handful of friends to...a short name he'd had no
idea any of the lords even knew about, "you know that one of the most essentid skills any wizard can
have is to keep the right secrets, and keep them wel. So | shdl test you now, to see if you're good
enough to remain in the cadtle as a mage-inHraining ... or awizard in your own right, in time to come.
Keep my secret, and stay. Let it out...and be yoursdf shut out of our lands, chased to our borders with
the flat of my blade finding your backside as often as | can land it."

Rauntlavon heard his master start to say something, but the ladylord made some sort of gesture he
couldn't see behind her back, and lyriklaunavan fdl dlent again.

"Do you understand, Rauntlan?'

Her voice was as cdm and as gentle as if shed been discussng haying a fidd, Rauntlavon
swalowed, nodded, squirmed under the hard points of her gaze, and managed to say, "Great Lady, |
swear to keep your secret. | shdl abide by your testing . .. and if ever | let it dip, | shdl come to you
mysdf to admit the doing, so the chase can begin a your convenience.”

Her dark brows rose. "Wl said, Master Apprentice. Agreed, then."

She took a quick step back from him and lifted her gown unhurriedly to display a tanned, muscular
leg so long and shapely that he swalowed twice, unable to tear his eyes from it. Somewhere far, far
away, his master chuckled, but Rauntlavon was lost in the dow but continuing rise of fine fabric, up, up to
her hip...he was swdlowing hard, now, and knew his face must be as bright as a lamp...where his eyes
locked on a purplish-white brand. The crue design was burned deep into her flesh, just below the edge
of the bone that made her hip jut out. She traced a circle around it with one long finger and asked in adry
voice, "Seen enough, Rauntlan?'

He dmog choked, trying to swalow and nod fervently at the same time, and somewhere in the



midst of his distress the gown went to her ankles again, her hand clapped his shoulders like a dub
crashing down, and her deep voice sad in his ear, "So we have a secret to share now, you and |I.
Something to remember.” She shoved him away gently and added, "I bdlieve this end of the room hasn't
been fully ingpected yet, Master Apprentice.”

Her voice was a brisk goad once more, but somehow Rauntlavon found himsdf dmost grinning as
he strode away to the end of the room and announced, "Ingpection resumes, Greet Lady...and sharing
begind"

His master laughed aloud, and after a moment Rauntlavon heard a low, thrilling murmur that must
have been the ladylord chuckling.

She used the lash of her voice on lyriklaunavan next, breaking off in mid-chuckle to snap, "Enough
time wasted, mage. Y ou frighten me up from my table with a map hdf drawn and my soup growing cold,
then go dl coy about why. What's so 'serious  that your apprentice must hear about it dongside me? Do
you think you can get around to tdling me about this oh-so-serious matter before, say, nightfall!™

"I meant it when | said this was serious, Nessa," Rauntlavon's master said quietly. "Put the edge of
your tongue away for amoment and ligen. Please.”

He paused then, and...wonders! Rauntlavon even turned around to see, earning him an amost
amused glance from the Great Ladly...the Ladylord Nuressa gave him silence, waiting to hear him speak.

lyriklaunavan blinked, seeming himsdf surprised, then said swiftly, "You know that magic...dl magic
not bolstered by draining a few sorts of enchanted items... is going wrong. Spells twiding to dl sorts of
results, untrusworthy and dangerous. Some mages are hiding in ther towers, unable to defend
themsalves againg anyone who might try to settle grudges. Magic has gone wild. If fewer folk knew
about it, I'd say that this should be our secret...Rauntlavon's and mine own...for you to keep, or dse. It
will come as no surprise to you that many mages have been trying to find out why this darkness has
befdlen. | am one of them."

"And that's even less of a surprise” the Lady Nuressa said quietly. Rauntlavon's head snapped
around to regard her somber face. HEd never heard her speak so gently before. She sounded amod ...
tender.

"I have no items to waste in bolgering my gpdls” Iyriklaunavan continued, "so the
boy...Rauntlavon...has been my bulwark, usng his spdls to steady mine. Word has even come to us that
some wizards...and even priests of the faiths of the Weave...bdieve divine Mystra and Azuth themsdlves
have been corrupting magic ddiberately, for some purpose mortas cannot even hazard.”

"You worship our gods of magecraft?"

"Nessa," lyriklaunavan said camly, "I don't even have a bedchamber closet to keep my secrets in.
I'm trying to hurry this, redly | am just ligen."

Nuressa leaned back againgt one of the lamp-girt pillars that held up the caling of the spdll chamber,
and gestured for the df mage to continue. She didn't even ook irritated.

"Just now we were seeking but had not yet cdled up a place in our scrying, the enchantment being
just complete” lyriklaunavan continued, "when | fdt one thing, and saw another. | think everyone in
Faerun who was attempting a scrying at the time fdt what | did: the willful, reckless release of many
wizards staves a once, in one place, dl directed at the same target.”

"You mean mages everywhere fed it, whenever one wizard blasts another?' Nuressa's voice was
incredulous. "No wonder you're dl o difficult.”

"No, we do not normdly fed such things...nor have the violence of feding anything strike us so hard
that our own spdlls collapse into wildfire” Rauntlavon's master told her. "The reason we did this time was
the target of this unlesshing: the High One. | saw him, ganding a the bottom of a shaft with three morta
mages, while magic seeking to destroy him rained down...and his atention was elsawhere.”

"Azuth? Who was crazed enough to use magic to try to blast down a god of magic?' The ladylord
looked surprised.

"That | did not see” lyriklaunavan replied. "I did, however, see wha Azuth was regarding. A
ghodlly sorceress, who was trying to day a Chosen of Mystra™

"What's that?' the Great Lady asked. "Some sort of servant of the goddess?’



"Yes" the df mage sad grimly, "and he was someone you might remember. Cast your thoughts
back to a day when we fled from a tomb...a tomb furnished with pillars that erupted in eyes. A mage was
henging above us there, adeep or trapped, and came out after we fled. He asked you what yeer it was."

"Oh, yesss" the ladylord murmured, her eyes far away, "and | told him."

"And thereby we earned the favor of the goddess Mystra" lyriklaunavan told her, "who delivered
this castle into our hands™

The Lady Nuressa frowned. "I thought Amandarn won title to these lands while dicing with some
merchant lords...hazarding dl our coinsin the process," she said.

Rauntlavon stood very dill, not wanting to be gected agan now. Surdly this was an even more
dangerous secret than...

"Amandarn log dl our coins, Nessa. Folossan nearly killed him for it...and they had to flee when he
gole a few bits back to buy a med that night and got caught at it. The two of them hid in a shrine to
Mystra...rolled right in under the dtar and hid under its fine cloth. There they dept, though both of them
swear magic must have dragged them into dumber, for they'd had little to drink and were dl excited from
their flight and the danger. When they awoke, dl of our coins were back in Amandarn's pouch...aong
with the title to the castle”

The Great Lady's brow arched and she asked, "And you believe thistale?’

"Nessa, | used spdls to glean every last detall of it out of both ther heads, after they told me. It
happened.”

"I see" the Great Lady sad cdmly. "Rauntlavon, be aware tha this is another secret shared
between us here...and only us here, or youll have to flee four Lords of the Castle, not merdly one.”

"Yes, Great Lady," the apprentice said, then swallowed and faced them both. "Theres something |
should say, now. If something happens to Great Azuth..or Most Holy Mystra...and magic keeps
crumbling, we dl share a grave problem.”

"And what is that, Rauntlavon?' The Lady Nuressa asked, in dmog kindly tones, her fingers
caressing the pommd of her long sword.

Rauntlavon's eyes dropped to those fingers...whose fabled strength was one of the rocks upon
which hisworld stood...then back up to meet her smoky eyes.

"I think we mugt pray for Azuth or find some way to aid him. The castle was built with much magic,”
he told the two lords, the words coming out in a rush. "If its spdisfal, it will fal...and uswith it."

The Great Lady's expresson did not change. Her eyes turned to meet those of the Lord
lyriklaunaven. "Is this true?'

The df merdy nodded. Nuressa stared at him for a moment, her face dill cam, but Rauntlavon saw
that her hand was now closed around the hilt of the long sword and gripping so tightly that the knuckles
were white. Her eyes swung back to his.

"Wdl, Rauntlavon...have you any plan for preventing such doom?"

Rauntlavon spread empty hands, wishing wildly that he could be the hero, and see love for him
awaken in her eyes ... wishing he could give her more than his despair. "No, Nuressa," he was astonished
to hear himsdf camly whispering. "I'm only an apprentice. But | will die for you, if you ask me"

He drew his blade out of the swaying sorceress with savage glee, to thrugt it into the Great Foe hed
pursued for so long, the grasping, sinking human who'd dared to sain bright Cormanthyr with his
presence and doom the House of Starym, now hepless before him, ade to move just his
eyes.. fittingly...to see whence his doom came.

"Know as you die, human worm,” Ilbryn hissed, "that the Starym aven..."

And those were the last words he ever spoke, as dl the magic that the ancient sorceress had drawn
into hersdf rushed out again, in a fiery flood of raw megicd energy that consumed the blade that had
spilled it and the df whose hand hdd that blade, dl in one raging wave that crashed againg the far wall of
the cavern and ate through solid rock asif it was soft cheese, thrusting onward until it found daylight on a
dope beyond, and the groan of toppling trees and faling stones began in earnest.

Saeraede wailed, flames streaming from her mouth, and fdl away from Elminger, her mists receding
into a sanding cloud whose dark and despairing eyes pleaded with hisfor a few flegting moments before



it collgpsed and dwindled away to whirling dust.

H was dill gaggering and coughing, his hands at his ravaged throat, when Azuth strode forward and
unleashed a magic whose eerie green glow flooded the runes and the dust that had been Saeraede dike.

Like a gentle wave ralling up a beach, the god's spell spread out to the crevice Ilbryn had hidden in
and every other lagt corner of the ravaged cavern. Then it flickered, turned a lustrous golden hue that
mede Beldrune gasp, and rose from the floor, leaving scoured emptiness behind.

Azuth strode through the risng magic without pause, caught hold of the reding Elminger by the
shoulders, and marched him one step farther. In mid-stride they vanished together...leaving three old
mages gaping at a fdlen throne in a shaft of sunlight in a pit in the forest that was suddenly slent and
empty.

They took afew steps toward the place where so much death and sorcery had swirled...far enough
to see that the runes were now an arc of seven pits of shivered stone...then stopped and looked at each
other.

"They're gone an' dl, en?' Bddrune sad suddenly. That's it...dl that fury and sruggle and in the
space of afew breaths ... that'sit. All done, and us left behind an' forgotten.”

Tabarast of the Three Sung Curses raised degantly white tufted eyebrows and asked, "You
expected things to be different, this once?’

"We were worthy of a god's persond protection,” Caladaster dmost whispered. "He waked with
us and shieded us when we were endangered...danger he did not share, or held never have been adle to
dedl with that firebdl as he did.”

"That was something, wasn't it?' Bedrune chuckled. "Ah, | can see mysdf tdling the younglings
that... alittle more pepper, indeed.”

"I believe that's why he did it," Tabarast told him. "Yes, we were honored...and were ill dive,
unlike that ghost sorceress and the df ... that's an achievement, right there”

They looked at each other again, and Beldrune scratched at his chin, cleared his throat and said,
"Yes... ahem. Wdl. | think we can just walk out, there at the end where the fire burst out of the cavern,
thet way."

"l don't want to leave here just yet," Caadaster replied, kicking at the cracked edge of one of the
pits where a rune had been. "I've never stood with folk of red power before, at a spot where important
things happen ... and | guess | never will again. While I'm here, | fed ... dive”

"Huh," Bddrune grunted, "she said that, an' look what happened to her."

Tabarast sumped forward and put his aams around Caladaster in a rough embrace, muitering, "I
know just how you fed. Weve got to go before dark, mind, and I'll want a tankard by then.”

"A lot of tankards,” Beldrune agreed.

"But somewhere quiet to gt and think, just us three" Tabarast added, dmog fiercdy. "I don't want
to be gtting tdling dl the drunken farmers how we walked with a god this night, and have them laugh at
s

"Agreed,” Caladaster said camly, and turned away.

Bddrune stared at his back. "Where are you going?'

The old wizard reached the rubble-strewn bottom of the shaft and peered down at the stones. "I
stood just here," he murmured, "and the god was ... there" Though his voice was steady, even gruff, his
cheeks were suddenly wet with tears.

"He protected us" he whispered. "He hdd back more magic than I've ever seen hurled before, in dll
my life, magic that turned the very rocks to empty ar ... for us, that we might live™

"Gods have to do that, y'see," Bedrune told him. "Someone has to see what they do and live to tell
others. What's the good of dl that power, otherwise?"

Caladaster looked at him with scorn, anger rigngin his eyes, and stepped back from Beldrune. "Do
you dare to laugh & divire..."

"Yes" Beldrune told him smply. "What's the good of being human, dsewise?!

Cdadagter stared at him, mouth hanging open, for what seemed like a very long time. Then the old
wizard swalowed ddiberately, shook his head, and chuckled feebly. "I never saw things that way



before" he said, dmaost admiringly. "Do you laugh at gods often?’

"One or twice atenday,” Beldrune said solemnly. "Thrice on high holy days, if someone reminds us
when they are.”

"Stand back, holy mocker," Tabarast said suddenly, waving a him. Beldrune raised his eyebrows in
adlent question, but his old friend just waved a shooing hand at him and strode forward, adding, "Move
those great booted hooves of yours, | sad!™

"All right,” Beldrune said easily, doing so, "0 long as you tdl me why."

Tabarast kndt in the rubble and tugged a something, a corner of bright cloth amid the stones.
"Gems and scarlet fineweave?' he asked Faerun at large. "What have we here?’

His wrinkled old hands were dready plucking stones aside and uncovering cloth with dexterous
speed, as Beldrune went to one knee with a grunt and joined him at the task. Caladaster stood over them
anxioudy, afraid that, somehow, a ghodly sorceress would rise from these rags to menace them anew.

Bddrune grunted in gppreciation as the red gown, with gem-adorned dragons crawling over both
hips, was lad out in full...but he promptly plucked it up and handed it to Caladaster, growling as he
waved a more cloth, beneath, "There's more!”

The daring black gown was greeted with an even louder grunt, but when the blue ruffles came into
view and Tabarast tirred around in the stones beneath enough to be sure that these three garments were
dl they were likdy to find, Beldrune's grunts turned into low whispers of curiogity. "Bang as Azuth wasn't
wearing them, thet | saw, these must have come from her” he said.

Tabarast and Caladaster exchanged glances. "Being older and wiser than you,” his old friend told
hm kindly, "we'd figured out that much aready.”

Bedrune stuck out his tongue in response to that and held up the blue gown for closer scrutiny.

"Do these hold power, do you think?' Tabarast asked, the black gown dangling from his fingers as
Caladaster suppressed agmirk.

"Hmmph. Power or not, I'm not wearing this backless number,” Beldrune replied, turning the blue
ruffles around again to face him. "It goes down far enough to give the cool drafts moreén a hit of hdp, if
you know what | mean... ."

Twenty: Never Have So Many Owed So Much

Never before in the history of this fair realm have so many owed so much to the coffers of the
king. Never fear but that helll come collecting in short order...and his price shall be the lives of his
debtors, in some foreign war or other. HEll call it a Crusade or something equally grand ... but
those who die in Cormyr's colors will be just as dead as if held called it a Raid To Pillage, or a
Head Collecting Patrol. It is the way of kings to collect in blood. Only archmages can seize such
payments more swiftly and recklessly.

Albaertin of Marsember
from A Small But Treasonous Chapbook
published in The Y ear of the Serpent

"Doomtime" that deep voice boomed in EIminger's head. "Mind you make the right choices.”
Somehow, the Athdantan knew that Azuth was gone, and he was done in the flood of blue sparks...the
flood that he'd thought was Azuth...whirling him over and over and down ... to a place of darkness, with
acold stone floor under his bare knees. He was naked, his gown and dagger and countless smdl items of
magery gone somewhere in the whirling.

"Robbed by agod," he murmured and chuckled. His mirth left no echo behind, but what happened
toit asit died away left im thinking he was somewhere underground ... somewhere not dl that large. His
good feding died soon after his chuckle, EIminger's innards felt...ravaged.

It was damp, and a chill was beginning to creep through him, but Bl did not rise from his knees. He



fdt weak and sick, and...when he tried to seek out megic or cdl up his spdls..dl of his powers as a
Chosen and as a mage seemed to be gone.

He was just a man again, on his knees in a dark chamber somewhere. He knew that he should be
despairing, but instead he fdt at peace. He had seen far more years than most humans and done...so far
as he could judge, a least by his own standards...fairly well. If it was time for death to come to him, so
beit.

There were just the usud complaints was it time for his death? What should he be doing? What
was going on? Who was going to stop by and furnish him with answers to his every query...and when?

Indl hislife, there had only been one source for succor and guidance who wasn't certain to be long
dead by now, or entombed and adeep he knew not where .. . and that one source was the goddess who
mede him her Chosen.

"Oh, Mystra, yeve been my lover, my mother, my soul guide, my savior, and my teacher," EIminger
sad doud. "Please, hear me now."

He hadn't redlly intended to pray ... or perhaps he had, dl dong, but just not admitted it to himsdf.
"I've been honored to serve ye" he told the ligening darkness. "Yeéve given me a splendid life, for
which...asisthe way of men...I've not thanked thee enough. | am content to face now whatever fae ye
deem fitting for me, yet...as isthe way of wizards...I wish to tdl thee some thingsfird."

He chuckled, and hdd up a hand. "Save thy spdls and fury,” he said." Tis only three things"

Elminger drew in a deep breath. "Thefird: thank ye for giving me the life ye have.”

Was something moving in the gloom and shadows beyond where his eyes served him religbly?

He shrugged. What if something was? Alone, unclad, on his knees without magecraft to ad him, if
something did approach him, thisis how he'd have to greet it, and this was dl he had to offer it.

"The second,” El announced camly. "Beng thy Chosen is redly what | want to spend out my days
doing."

Those words echoed, where the darkness had muffled his words before. El frowned, then shrugged
agan and told the darkness earnestly, "The third, and most important to me to impart: Lady, | love thee"

As those words echoed, the darkness disgorged something that did move and reved itsdf and loom
dl too dearly.

Something vast and monstrous and tentacled, dithered lesurdy toward him.

"Wasit a god?' Vadam asked, white to the lips. Shrugs and panting were the firs answers he got
from his fdlow Dreadspells, as they lay gasping in the hollow. Scraped and scratched by tree limbs in
their run and thoroughly winded, they were only now shedding the heavy cloak of terror.

"God or no god,” Femter muttered, "anyone who can withgand dl we hurled down on his
head...and swallow firebdls, for Shar's sake!...is someone | don't want to stand and face in battle.”

"For Shar's sake, indeed, Dread Brother,” someone said dmog pleasantly from the far side of the
hallow, where the ferns grew tdl and they hadn't been yet. Five heads snapped around, eyes widening in
dam...

...and five jaws dropped, the throats beneath them swallowed noisly, and the eyes above them
acquired alook of trapped fear.

The masked and cloaked lady floating in the ar just above ther reach, redining a her ease on
nothing, was dl too familiar. "For there is a Black Flame in the Darkness," the crud Overmistress of the
Acolytes purred, in formd greeting.

"And it warms us, and its holy name is Shar," the five priests murmured in a reuctant, despairing
chorus.

"You are far from the House of Holy Night, Dread Brothers, and unused to the ways of wizards...dl
too apt to stray, and in sore need of guidance," Dread Sister Klalagra observed, her voice a gentle honey
of menace. "Wherefore our most caring and thoughtful Darklady Avroana has sent the House of Holy
Night ... to you."

"Hall, Dread Sigter," Dreadspell Elryn said then, managing to keep his voice noncommittal. "What
news?'

"News of the Darklady's deep displeasure a your leadership, most bold Elryn," the Overmistress



sad dmog jovidly, her eyes two spark-adorned flints. "And of her will: that you cease wandering Faerun
a your pleasure and return to the place from whence you so latdy fled. Immense power lies there...and
Shar means for us to have it. | know you'd not want to fal Most Holy Shar... or disgppoint Darklady
Avroana. So turn about and return thence, to serve Shar as capably as | know you can. | dhdl
accompany you, to impart the Dark-lady's unfolding will as you return to the misson you were sent here
for. Now rise, dl of you!"

"Return?' Femter snarled, his hand darting to one of the wands il at his belt. "To dud with a god?
Areyou mad, Klaaera?'

The other Dreadspells watched slently, naither risng nor snarling defiance, as something unseen
flashed between the Overmidress, a her ease with her head propped on her hand, and Femter
Deldrannus, the wand dill on itsway out of his belt and not yet turned outward to menace anyone.

The priest shrieked and clutched at his head with both hands, hurling the wand away and staggering
forward, hislimbs trembling.

They watched him spasm and convulse and babble for what seemed like a very long time before
Klaaera raised one languid hand and closed it in a casud gesture...and Femter collgpsed in mid-word,
fdling in a sprawled and boneless heap like a dangle-puppet whose gring had been cut.

" can do the same to any of you...and dl of you, a once" the Overmistress drawled. "Now rise,
and return. You fear death a the hands of this 'god' you babble of..wdl, | can ddiver you sure and
certain death to set againg one that may happen ... or may not. Would any of you care to kned and die
here and now...in agony, and in the disfavor of Shar? Or will you show the Hame of Darkness jugt a little
of the obedience she expects from those who profess to worship her?!

As Dread Siger Kldaera uttered these biting words, she descended smoothly to the ground,
drawing from her bdlt the infamous barbed lash with which she disciplined the acolytesin her charge. The
Dreadspdlls turned their faces rductantly back toward the ruins they'd left so precipitoudy and began to
trudge up out of the hollow...to the serenade of her whip crashing down on the defensdless back of the
moationless Femter.

At thelip of the hollow, they turned in unspoken accord to look back...in time to see Femter, head
ldling and eyes glazed, rise to his feet in the grip of fdl magic and stagger after them, his back mere
ribbons of flesh anong an insect-buzzing welter of gore, his boots leaving bloody prints a every step.
Kldaera shook drops of his dark blood from her saturated lash and gave them a soft amile "Keep
gaing,” she said dlkily. "I'l be right behind you."

Despite the floating menace of the Overmisiress behind them, the five Dreadspells dowed cautioudy
as they climbed the last wooded ridge before the ruins. Blundering ahead blindly could mean swift doom
... and adelay could wdl bring them to a shaft now empty of dangerous mages, leaving the ruins free for
scavenging.

"Careful," Elryn murmured, the moment he heard the creak of leather that marked Dread Sigter
Klaaera bending forward to bring her lash down hard on someone's shoulders... probably his "There's
no need for anyone to drike aonein the fray, if we work together, and..."

"Avoid meking pretty little speeches," Kldaera snapped. "Elryn, shut your mouth and lead the way!
There's nothing between us and the ruins save a couple of sumps, alot of waste lumber, your own fears,
and..."

"Us" amudcd voice murmured, an even voice. Its owner rose up from the other sSde of the ridge,
a scab-bardless sword made of wood held in both his hands. "A walk in the woods these days holds so
many dangers,” Starsunder added. "My friend here, for ingtance.”

The human mage Umbregard rose up from behind the ridge on cue and favored the Sharrans with a
brief smile. He held a wand ready in either hand.

The Overmigtress snapped, "Say them!"

"Oh, wdl," Starsunder sghed theetricdly, "if you insist.” Magic roared out of him then in a roaring
tide that swept asde wand-bolts, smple conjurations, and the lives of druggling Hrelgrath and
dumbfounded Vadam dike.

Femter screamed and fled blindly back into the trees...until Klalaera's unseen magic jerked him to a



hdt as if a noose had settled about his neck, and soun him around, thrashing and moaning, for the dow
dagger back into the fray.

Beams of light were stabbing forth and wrestling in the railing ar as Elryn and a snaling Dduth
sought to strike down the df mage, and Umbregard used his own wands to disrupt and strike aside their
attacks.

Dduth shouted in pain as an errant beam lad bare the bone of his shoulder, flesh, snews, and
daothing dl bailing awvay in an ingant. He staggered back a pace or two, at about the same time as
Umbregard went over backward in agrunt and a shower of sparks, leaving the df sanding done againgt
the Sharrans.

The Overmigtress of the Acolytes found her coldest, crud smile and put it on. It widened dowly as
Starsunder's shidding spdll darkened, flickered, and began to shrink under the bolts and bursts streaming
from the wands of the Dreadspdlls.

"I don't know who you are, df," Kldaera remarked, dmog pleasantly, "or why you chose to get in
our way... but it's quite likey to be a fata decision. | can day you right now with a spell, but 1'd rather
have some answers. What is this place? What magic lies here that makes it worth you losing your life
over?'

"The only thing that amazes me more about humans than their habit of splitting up far Faerun into
separate ‘places,” one seemingly having no connection to the next," Starsunder replied, as casudly as if
held been idly converang with an old friend over a glass of moon-wine, "is their need to gloat, thresten,
and blugter in battle. If you can day me, do so, and spare my ears. Otherwise...”

He sprang into the air as he spoke, leaving Sharran wand-blasts to ravage dfless sumps and ferns,
and collapsed his shidd into a net of deadly force that clawed at the Overmisiress.

She writhed in the ar, sobbing and snarling, until her desperate mentd goading dragged the
wild-eyed Femter over to stand benegth her. Then she collgpsed her own defenses...and Starsunder's
attack, dill gnawing at them...down into the helpless Dreadspell, in a deadly flood that Ieft him a tottering,
blinded mass of blood and exposed bone.

The joints of Femter Deldrannus faled, and he sought his last, eternd embrace with the earth,
ignored by dl. He hadn't even been given time to scream.

A gasping Overmigtress tumbled away through the air as her flight spell began to collapse.

Hryn roared in wordless victory as his wand-bursts found Starsunder at last, goinning the df around
ina swarm of hiting bolts. Umbregard was gruggling to rise, his face sck with pain as he watched his
friend beset.

Dduth leveled his own wand at the human mage a point-blank range, across the smoking bodies of
fdlen fdlow Dreadspells, and smiled a dow and soft amile at the horrified human.

Then he soun around and smashed Dread Sister Kldagra out of the ar with dl the might the wand in
his hand could mugter.

It crumbled away, leaving him halding nathing, as the lash dl of the House of Holy Night hated and
feared so much blazed from end to end and spun high into the trees, hurled by a spasming body in black
leather that was crumpling into smoking ruin.

Crumpling...then snarling into a sanding stance once more, surrounded by crackling black flames,
the face that had been Klaaeras working and rippling benesth dead, Saring eyes as her lips thundered,
"Dduth, you sdl die for that!"

The voice was thick and roaring, but the two surviving Dreadspdlls recognized it, Elryn's head
sapping around from the task of rending the convulsing, darkening body of the df mage.

"You are cast out of the favor of Shar...die friendless, fdse priest!" Darklady Avroana thundered,
through the lips that were not hers.

The balt of black flame that the body of the Over-mistress vomited forth then swept away the errant
wizard-priest, an old and mighty tree beyond him, and a sump that dwarfed them both, shaking the
forest dl around and hurling Elryn to the ground.

The last Dreadspdl| was dill struggling to his feet as Klaaeras dangling body, dill sreaming black
flames, floated forward. "Now let us be rid of meddling mages, df and human both, and..."



The sphere of purple flame that came out of nowhere to hit what was left of the Overmistress tore
her apart, Soattering the trees around with tatters of black lesther.

"Ah, fool, that's one thing none of us will ever be rid of," a new voice told the dwindling, collapsing
sphere of black flames that hung where Kldaera had been.

Hryn gaped up a a human who stood holding a smoking, crumbling amulet in his hand, a black
cloak swirling around him. "Faerun will dways have its meddling mages” the newcomer told the dying
knot of flamesin tones of grim satisfaction. "Mysdif, for ingtance.”

Blryn put dl of his might into a lunge at this new foe, swinging his belt mace vidoudy and jumping
into the air to put dl hisweght behind the strike,

His target, however, wasn't there to meet the blurred rush of metd. The newcomer did a knife into
the priest’s throat with amost ddicate ease as he stepped around behind the last Dreadspell, and sad
politdy, "Tenthar Taerhamoos, Archmage of the Phoenix Tower, a your service...eterndly, it appears.”

Choking over something ice cold in his throat that would not go away as the pleasant world of trees
and dappled shade darkened around him, Elryn found he lacked the means to reply.

Purple flames exploded over the Altar of Shar with a sudden flourish, scorching the bowl of black
wine there. The chosen acolyte held the glowing knife that was to be daked init doft and kept fervently
to his chanted prayer, not knowing that bursts of purple fire weren't part of this most holy ritud.

So intent was he on the flowing words of the incantation that he never saw the Darklady of the
House stagger and fdl past him across the dtar, her limbs sreaming purple fire. Wine hissed and
Sputtered under her as she thrashed, faceup and saring at the black, purple-rimmed circle that adorned
the vaulted caling high above. Avroana was dill arching her body and trying to find breath enough to
scream as the prayer reached its last triumphd words ... and the knife swept down.

With both hands the acolyte guided the consecrated blade, the runes on its dark flanks pulsng and
glowing, down, down to the heart of the bowl, the very center of...Darklady Avroands breast.

Ther eyes met as the sted did in, to the very hilt. Avroana had time to see triumphant glee dawning
in the acolyte's eyes amid the wild horror of redizing his mistake before everything grew dim forever.

Gasping, Starsunder managed to raise himsdf on one arm, his face creased with pain. Large,
weeping bligers covered dl of his left flank...save where mdted flesh glistened in dangling droplets and
ropes of scorched snew. Umbregard hdf staggered and hdf ran to his Side, trying not to look a the
Archmage of the Phoenix Tower, hisfoe of many years.

Fear of wha Tenthar might do, sanding so close a hand behind him, was written dearly on
Umbregard's face as he kndt by Starsunder and carefully cast the most powerful heding spell he knew
on the gtricken df. He was no priest, but even afool could see that an unaided Starsunder hadn't long to
live

The df mage shuddered in Umbregard's arms, seemed to sag a trifle, then breathed more eeslly, his
eyes hdf closed. His side 4ill looked the same, but the organs only partidly hidden benegath the horrible
seared wounds were no longer wrinkled or smoking. Still...

A long hand reached past Umbregard, its fingers glowing with heding radiance, and touched
Starsunder’'s flank. The glow flared, the df shuddered, and the last fragments of something that had hung
on achain around the archmage's neck fdl away into drifting dust. Tenthar rose hestily and stepped back,
his hand going to his belt.

Umbregard looked up at the wand that hand had closed around, and hestantly asked its owner, "Is
there going to be violence between us?'

Tenthar shook his head. "When dl Faerun hangs in the balance" he replied, "persond angers mugt
be st aside. | think I've grown up enough to set them aside for good." He extended his hand. "And
you?'

Elmingter knelt on the cold stone as the dithering, tentacled bulk drew nearer ... and nearer. With
amog indolent ease a long, mottled blue-brown tentacle reached out for him, leathery srength curling
around histhroat. Icy flames of fear surged up his back, and E trembled as the tentacle tightened amost
lovingly.

"Mysra" he whispered into the darkness, "I..."



A memory of holding a goddess in his arms as they flew through the air came to him unbidden, then,
and he drew on the pride it awakened within him, forcing down his fear. "If | am to die under these
tentacles, so beiit. I've had a good life, and far more of it than mog."

Ashisfear mdted, so did the dithering monster, mdting into nothingness. It hung like dinging smoke
around him for a moment before sudden light washed over him. He turned his head to its source...and
Stared.

What his eyes had told him was probably a bare stone wall, though the cloak of gloom made it hard
to see properly, was now a huge open archway. Beyond was a vast chamber awash in glowing golden
coins, precious satuary, and gems.. literdly barrels full of gligening jewels.

Elminder looked at dl its dazde and just shrugged. His shoulders had barely fdlen before the
treasure chamber went dark, dl of its riches mdting away ... whereupon a trumpet sang out loudy
behind him.

H whirled around to see another vast, grand, and warmly lit chamber. This one held no treasure, but
indead a crowd of people ... roydty, by ther glittering garb, crowns, and proud faces. Human kings and
scaed, lizardlike emperors jostled with merfolk who were gasping in the air, dl crowding forward to lay
their crowns and scepters a his feet, murmuring endless variations on, "l submit me and dl my lands,
Great Elminger.”

Princesses were removing ther gem-studded gowns, now, and offering both gowns and themsdves
to him, prostrating themsalves to dutch at his ankles. He fdt their featherlike fingers upon him, stared into
meny worshiping, awed, and longing eyes, then shut his own firmly for a moment to gather the will he
needed.

When he opened them, an eternity later, it was to say loudly and firmly: "My apologies, and | mean
no offense by my refusdl, but...no. | cannot accept ye, or any of this”

When he opened his eyes, everything was mdting away amid growing dimness, and off to his right
another light was growing, this one the dappled dance of true sunlight. Immeiraof Buckrdam's Starn was
giding forward across a bright room toward him, her arms outstretched and that eager amile on her face,
offering hersdlf to him. As she drew near, shaping his name soundlessy on her lips, she pulled open the
bodice of her dark blue gown...and EIminger swallowed hard as the memories rose up in a sudden,
wam surge.

The sun fdl through the windows of Fox Tower and lad dappled fingers across the parchments
Immera was frowning over. Gods, how did anyone make sense of such as this? She sghed and dumped
back in her chair...then, in a sort of dream, found hersdf rigng to glide across the room, toward its
darkest corner. Hafway there her fingers began to pluck at her catches and lacing, to tear open the front
of her gown, asif offering hersdf to...empty ar.

Immerafrowned. "Why...?" she murmured, then abruptly shivered, whirled around, and did up her
gown again with shaking fingers.

Her busy fingers clenched into fists when she was done, and she peered in dl directions around the
deserted room, her face growing pae. "Wanlorn," she whispered. "Elminger? Do you need me?'

Silence was her answer. She was taking to an empty room, driven by her own fancies. Irritated, she
strode back to her char .. . and came to a hdt in mid-stride, as a sudden feding of being watched
washed over her. It was followed by a surge of great peace and warmth.

Immeira found hersdf amiling at nothing, as contented as she'd ever fdt. She beamed at the empty
room around her and sat back down with a Sgh. Dappled sun danced across her parchments, and she
amiled a a memory of a dender, hawk-nosed man saving the Starn while she watched. Immera sghed
again, tossed her head to send her hair out of her eyes, and returned to the task of trying to decide who
inthe Starn should plant what, so that dl might have food enough to last comfortably through the winter.

Her warm, yearning eagerness and hope, her ddight ... EImingder reached for Immera, a broad
amile growing on his own face...a gmile tha froze as the thought struck him: was this spirited young
womean to be some sort of reward for him, to mark his retirement from Mystras service?

He snatched back his hands from the gpproaching woman and told the darkness fiercdly, "No. Long
ago | made my choice ... to wak the long road, the darker way, and know the sweep of danger and



adventure and doom. | cannot turn back from it now, for even as | need Mystra, Mystra needs me"

At his words, Immeira and the sun-dappled room behind her melted away into fdling motes of
awinding light that plunged down far below himin the great dark void he hung within, until his eyes could
see them no more.

Abruptly fresh sunlight washed in from his right. Elmingter turned toward it, and found himsaf gazing
into a long chamber lined with rows of bookshelves that reached up to touch its high caling. Sunlit
dust-motes hung thick in the air, and through their luster Elminger could see that the shdves were
crammed with spdl tomes, with not an inch of shdf left empty. Ribbons protruded from some of the
Spines, others glowed with mysterious runes.

A comfortable-looking armchair, footstool, and sde table beckoned from the right-hand end of this
library. The side table was piled high with books, El took a step forward to get a better look at them and
found himsdf striding hungrily into the room.

Fodlls of Athalantar, gt lettering on one spine said clearly. B extended an eager hand and let it fdll
back to his side, muttering, "No. It breaks my soul to refuse such knowledge, but... wher€'s the fun of
finding new magic, magtering it phrase by guess, and deduction by spdl trid?"

The room didn't fal away into darkness as dl the previous apparitions had done. B blinked around
a more spellbooks than he could hope to collect in a century or more of doing nothing but hunting down
and sazing books of magic, and swalowed. Then, asif in a dream, he took a step toward the nearest
shdlf, reaching for a paticulaly fat volume that bore the title Galagard's Compendium of Spdls
Netherese. It was ... inches from his fingertips when B whirled around and snarled, "No!"

In the echoes of that exclamation hisworld went dark and empty again, the dusty room swept away
inan ingtant, and he was sanding in darkness and on darkness, done once more.

A light approached out of black velvet nothingness, and became a man in ornate, high-collared
robes, ganding on a floor of stone dabs with a spdl saff winking and humming in his hand. Not seeing
Elminger, the man was saring grimly down at a dead woman sprawled on the stones before him, gentle
smokes rigng from her body, her face frozen in an eterna scream of fear.

"No," the man said wearily. "No more. | find that 'First among Her Chosen' has become an empty
boast. Find another foal to be your dave down the centuries, lady. Everyone | loved...everyone | knew...
isdead and gone, my work is swept away by each new grasping generation of spdl hurlers, Faerun fades
into a pale shadow of the glory | saw inmy youth...and mogt of dl, I'm ... S0 ... damned ... tired... ."

The man broke his gaff with a sudden surge of strength, the muscles of his arms rippling. Blue light
flared from the broken ends, swirling in the indtant before a mighty explosion of released megic coal esced
into a rushing wave. The desparing Chosen thrust one spearlike broken shaft end into his chest. He
threw back his head in a soundless gasp or scream...and fdl away into swirling dust, that convulang jaw
last, an ingant before the outward rush of megic became blinding.

H turned his gaze away from that flash..only to find it mirrored in miniaure esewhere, in a
hand-sized scrying sphere that a bad man in red robes was hunched over. The man shook his figt in
triumph a what he saw in the depths of the crystd, and hissed, "Yed yes Now | am Firs among
Mystra's Chosen...and if they thought Elthaeris was overbearing, they'll learn wel to kned and quiver in
fear beneath the pdl-sazing scepter of Uirkymbrand! Hahahaha! The weak might just as wel day
themsdalves right now, and yidd their power to one more fitted to widd it...me!"

That mad shout was 4ill ringing in EiIminger's ears as that scene winked out, and a circle of light
occurred right beside the lagt prince of Athdantar. Hoating with it was a dagger...and as he recognized it,
it dowly turned and rose, offering its hilt to his hand.

H looked down at it, amiled, and shook his head. "No. That's away out I'll never take," he said.

The dagger winked out of existence...and promptly reappeared off to EIminger's Ieft, in the hand of
arobed man, his back to El, who promptly drove it into the back of another robed man. The victim
diffened as hiswound spat forth a blue radiance, and the blade of the murderer's dagger flared up into a
blue flame that swiftly consumed it. The dying man turned, his wound legking a trall of tiny stars, and El
saw that it was Azuth. Face convulsed in pain, the god clawed with his bare hands at the face of the man
who stabbed him... and the radiance lesking out of him showed H the face of the recoiling murderer. The



dayer of Azuth was ... Elminder.

"No!" B shouted, raking at the vison with his hands. "Away! Awaaay!" The two figures struggled
with each other in the heart of a spreading cloud of blue stars, oblivious to him.

"Such amhitions are not mine" B snarled, "and shdl never be, if Mydtra grant it so. | am content to
walk Faerun, and know its ways more than | know the deep myderies ... for how can | truly appreciate
the one without the other?

Thedying Azuth swirled away, and out of the stars that had been his blood strode a man El knew
from memories not his own, spell-shared with him once in Myth Drannor. It was Raumark, a
sorcerer-king of Netheril who'd survived the fdl of that decadent reelm to become one of the founders of
Hdruaa. Raumark the Mighty stood adone in a hdl of stout white pillars and vast echoing spaces, at the
top of ahigh dais, and his face was both pale and grim.

Caefully he cast a gpinning whorl of disntegration, testing it by dragging it through one of the giant
pillars The caling sagged as the top of the sheered-off pillar fel away into heavy crashing shards to the
unseen floor below. Raumark watched the collapse, stone-faced, and brought the whorl back to spinin
front of him, just beyond the lip of the dais.

He nodded down &t it, asif satisfied...and jumped through it.

The scene died with Raumark, to be replaced by a view of a dusty tomb. A man H did not
recognize but somehow knew was a Chosen of Mystra was taking an old and tattered grimoire out of a
shoulder sack and placing it into an opened casket, the same task B had done so often for the Lady of
Mydteries.

This Chosen, however, was in the grip of a seething fury, his eyes blazing with near madness. He
plucked a cobwebbed skull up out of the casket, gazed into its Sghtless eye sockets, and snarled &t i,
"Sodl after spell | just give away, whilemy body crumbles and grows deaf and sumbling. I'll end up like
you in afew winterd Why should others taste the rewards | dole out, while | do not? En?'

He flung the skull back into its resting place and shoved the stone lid closed violently, the stony
grating so loud that Bl winced. The Chosen strode forward with red fire in his eyes and said, "To live
forever...why not? Saize a hedthy body, swff out its mind, rideit to ruin, then take the next. I've had the
spdls for along time... why not use them?'

He resumed his determined walk, fading like a ghost through Elmingter...out when the Athdantan
turned his head to watch what happened to the Chosen, the man was gone, and the tomb hed left fast
fading behind him.

"Such a waste," E murmured, unshed tears glimmering in his eyes. "Oh, Mystra, Lady Mine, mugt
this go on? Torment me no more, but give me some Sgn. Am | worthy to serve you henceforth? Or are
ye S0 displeased with me that | should ask ye for degth? Lady, tdl me”

It was a shock to fed the sudden tingling of lips upon his...Mysiras lips, they mugt be, for at ther
touch the thrill of raw power surged through him, meking him fed dert and vigorous and mighty.

Elminger opened his eyes, lifting his arms to embrace her...but the Lady of the Weave was no more
then a dwindling face of light, beyond his reach and receding swiftly into the void. "Lady?" he gasped
amaost despairingly, stretching out beseeching arms to her.

Mystra smiled. "You mus be patient,” her cam voice came quietly into his ear. "l shdl vigt you
properly intime to come, but | must set you a task for me, firs: along one, perhaps the most important
youll ever undertake.”

Her face changed, looking sad, and she added, "Though | can foresee at least one other task that
might be judged as important.”

"What task?' H blurted out. Mystra was little more than a twinkling star now.

"Soon," she said soathingly. "You shdl know very soon. Now return to Faerun...and hed the firg
wounded being you meet."

The darkness meted away, and Bl found himsdf in his clothes again, anding in the woods outsde
theruins. A few paces away, two men were taking with an df, dl three of them gtting with their backs
agang the trunks of gnarled old trees. They broke off their converse to look up a him rather anxioudly.

One of the mages suddenly sprouted a wand in his hand. Leveing it a Elminger, he asked coolly,



"And you would be...?"

H amiled and said, "Dead long ago, Tenthar Taerhamoos, save for the fact that Mystra had other
plans”

The three mages blinked at him, and the df asked rather hesitantly, "You're the one they cal
Elminger, aren't you?'

"l am," H replied, "and the misson laid upon meisto hed ye" Ignoring a suddenly displayed arsend
of wands and winking rings, he cast a heding spdl upon Starsunder, then another on Umbregard.

He and Tenthar locked gazes as he finished his castings, and El indined his head toward the ruins
and asked," Tisdl done, then?"

"All but the drinking," Tenthar replied...and there was suddenly a dusty bottle of wine in his hand.
He rubbed its label, peered into it suspicioudy, drew out its cork, sniffed, and smiled.

"Magic seems to be rdiable once more," he announced, holding out his other hand and watching
four crystal goblets appear init.

"Mydras need is past, | think,” B told him. "A tedting is done, and many dark workers of magic
have been culled.”

Tenthar frowned and said, "It is the way of the crud gods to take the best and brightest from us™

Umbregard shrugged as he accepted a glass and watched severa other bottles appear out of thin
ar. "It isthe way of gods to take usdl," he added, "in the end.”

Starsunder said then, "My thanks for the hedling, EiIminger. As to the way of gods, | believe none of
us were made to live long. EIf, dwarf, human . . , even, | think, our gods themsdves. The passage of too
many years does things to us, makes us mad ... the lossesfriends, lovers, family, favorite places...and
the londiness. For my kind, a reward awaits, but that doesn't make the tarrying here any less wrenching,
it only gives us something to look at, beyond present pain."

Elminger nodded dowly. "There may wel be truth in thy words." He looked at Starsunder Sdelong
then and asked, "Did we meet, however briefly, in Myth Drannor?*

The moon df amiled. "I was one of those who disagreed with the Corond about admitting other
races into the Fair City," the df admitted. "l ill do. It hastened our passing and gained us nothing but dl
our secrets stolen. And you were the one to break open the gates. | hated you and wished you dead.
Had there been an easy, traceless way, | might have made things s0."

"What stayed your hand?' H asked softly.

"l took your measure, severd times, a revels and in the Mythd, and after. And you were as
we...aone, and driving as best you knew how. | sdlute you, human. Y ou resisted our goading, conducted
yourself with dignity, and did well. Y our good deeds will outlive you.”

"My thanks," Elminger replied, his eyes bright with tears as he leaned over to embrace the df. "To
hear that means alot.”

The Fair Mad was elbow-to-elbow crowded. It seemed the High Duke's latest idea was to send
huge armed caravans dong the perilous road. Ripplestones looked like a drovers yard, with beasts
bavling and on the move everywhere. Indde, shidded a trifle from the dugt if not the din, Beldrune,
Tabarast, and Caladaster were sharing a table with a haughty mage from the Sword Coast, brimming
tankardsin every hand. The talk was of spdlls and fdl monsters vanquished and wizards who would not
dierisng from their tombs, and folk were crowding around to ligten.

"Why, that's nothing!" Bddrune was snarling. "Less than nothing! This very day, in the heart of the
Dead Place, | stood beside the god Azuth?

The mage from the Coast sneered in open dishdief, and thus goaded, Beldrune rushed on, "Oh,
yes..Azuth, | tdl you, an'..."

Caladaster and Tabarast exchanged slent looks, nodded, and with one accord rose and rummeged
in Caladaster's pack while their comrade snarled on, jabbing a finger in the Coast mage's Sartled nose.
"He needed our help, | tdl you. Our spdls saved the day... he said that!...an" he gave us to understand...”

"That we'd earned these magicd robes!” Tabarast broke in triumphantly, holding up the daring black
gown for dl to see.

Theroar of laughter that followed threatened to shake the very celing of the inn down on top of dl



the table-dapping, hooting drinkers, but as their laughter findly trailed away, a high-pitched chuckle
joined in, from the doorway. Those who turned to see its source went very ill.

"Thet dmogt looks as if it would fit me" Sharindala the sorceress told the four gaping mages
brightly. "And | do need something to preserve my modesty, as you can see.”

The Lady of Scorchstone Hal wore only her long, slken brown hair. It cloaked her breast and
flanks as she strode forward, but no man there could fal to notice that asde from her tresses, she was
bare to the world from the top of her head down to her hips..where her flesh ended, leaving bare bones
from there to the floor.

"May |1?" she asked, extending a hand for the garment. Around her, severd folk did down in ther
sedts, fanting dead away, and there was a rush of booted feet for the door. Suddenly there was a samdl
crcle of empty space in the Fair Maid, ringed by men who were modly white-faced and staring.

"I've got to get through a few more spells before I'll be able to eat or drink anything,” Sharindda
explaned, "and it's rather embarrassing... ."

Tabarast snatched the gown out of her reach with alow growl of fear, but Caladaster stepped in
front of him, tugging on his own robe. He had it over his head and off in a trice, to reved a rotund and
hary body clad in breeches and braces that were giff and shiny with age and dirt. "It's none too clean,
lady," he sad hestantly, "and will probably hang on you as loose as any tent, but ... take it, 'tis fredy
given."

A long, dender white arm took it, and a smile was givenin return. "Caladaster? You were jus a lad
when 1...0h, gods, has it been so long?'

Cdadaster swallowed, red faced, and licked lips that seemed suddenly very dry. "Wha happened
to you, Lady Sharee?'

"I died," she replied smply, and utter slence fdl in the Maid. Then the sorceress shrugged on the
offered robe, and amiled at the man who'd given it to her. "But I've come back. Mystra showed me the
way."

There arose a murmur from the crowd. Sharindaa took Caadaster's am in one hand and his
tankard in the other...her touch was cool and smooth and norma-seeming enough. She said gently,
"Come, wak with me, welve much to talk about."

As they moved toward the door together, the haf-skeletal sorceress paused in front of the mage
from the Coast and added, "By the way, Sr: everything that's been said about Azuth here this night is
true. Whether you believe it or not.”

They went out the door in a slence so deep that people had to gasp for ar by the time they
remembered to breathe again.

He seemed to have logt his boots again and to be waking barefoot on moonlight, somewhere in
Faerun where the sun of late afternoon should dill have reigned. A bresth ago held been talking with
three magesin a forest, and the cheese had begun to arrive, to go with their wine...and now he was here,
left with but a glimpse of thelr startled faces at the manner of his going.

So where exactly was here?

"Mystra?' he asked aoud, hopefully.

The moonlight surged up around himinto Slver flames that did not burn but instead sent the thrill of
power through him, and those flames shaped themsdves into arms that embraced him.

"Lady ming" Elminder breathed as he fdt the soft brush of a familiar body againg his...there went
his clothes again, how did she do that?...and the tingling touch of her lips.

He kissed her back, hungrily, and siver fire swept through him as their bodies trembled together. He
tried to caress soft, shifting flames...only to find himsdf holding nothing and standing in darkness once
more, with Mystra sanding like a pillar of Slver fire not far away.

"Mysra?' H asked her, letting alittle of the londiness held fdt into his voice.

"Please" the goddess whispered pleadingly, "Thisis as hard for me as it has been for you...I mugt
not tarry. And you tempt me, ElIminger ... you tempt me s0."

Slver flames swirled, and a hungry mouth closed on El's own for one long, glorious moment, fires
crashing and charging through him, rigng into splendor that made him weep and roar and writhe dl a



once.

"Elminger,” that mudcd voice told him, as he floated in hazy bliss, "I'm sending you now to
Siverhand Tower to rear three Chosen.”

"Rear?' B asked, artled, his bliss washed away into dert darm.

There seemed to be alaugh struggling to break through the tones of the goddess as she said, "Youll
find three little girlswaiting in the Tower, done and uncertain. Be as a kindly unde and tutor to them, feed
them, clothe them, and teach them how to be and who to be."

Elminger swallowed, waitching Mystra dwindle once more into a distant star. "You are forbidden to
control their minds, or compel them save in emergencies mos dire” she added. "As they grow older, let
them forge forth to make their own lives. Y our task then will be to watch over them covertly, and to ride
inand pick up the pieces to ensure their survivad from time to time, not to guide them unless they seek
your advice ... and we both know how often willful Chosen seek out the advice of others, don't we?"

"Mysra" B cried despairingly, reaching out hisarms for her.

"Oh by the Weave, man, don't make this any harder for me" Mystra murmured, and the kiss and
caress that set him &fire then dso whirled him end over end, away.

Epilogue

Perhaps the greatest service EIminster has ever done for Faerun is to be father and mother
to the daughters of Mystra. Holding almost all of Mystra's magic and keeping Toril together with
his very fingertips during the Time of Troubles...that was easy. Rearing little girls of clever wits,
much energy, bewitching beauty, and mighty magical powers, and doing it well...now that's hard.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

Siverhand Tower, when he found himsdf ganding a little way off from it, blinking in the sunlight,
was ariven shell, little more than a cottage attached to an empty ring of battlements and the gutted sump
of a keep. Deep woods surrounded it, cloaked it, and were in the patient process of overwhdming it,
hewn back only from an ova vegetable garden. A smdll, dirty face was peering doubtfully a him from its
leefy green heart...a face that vanished, leaving only dancing leaves behind, once he amiled at it.

Elminder peered at the garden to see if he could catch sght of a little body scuttling anywhere. He
could not, and soon shrugged and strolled toward the cottage, its straw roof amass of bright flowers and
nodding herbs.

"Ambara?' he cdled gently as he approached. "Ethena?'

The door seemed to be stuck fast...off the laich, but refusng to open. He nudged it with his knee,
mindfu of the fact that little bodies might be crouched behind it, and heard the fant protest of wood
solintering. It had been pegged closed, into a dirt floor. Someone had a mdlet or mace or axe to hand.

"Ambara?' he asked the darkness within. "Ethena? Anamanue?'

The wand spat so close behind him that he heard the young, light voice murmur the command word
quite dearly before the rain of magic missles tore into him, hurling him againgt the door. His body was
dill shuddering as something snatched the peg away and hurled the door open, spilling him into the dim
interior, and something else drove an axe a his head, hard.

It struck his spdllshield with a shower of sparks and glanced away, numbing hands that were too
ardl for it and meking their owner sob with pain. Without thinking Bl reached out and placed a heding
on the amall, barefoot dip of agirl who was trying not to cry ... and became aware that an utter Slence
hed fdlen.

He drew his hand dowly back from the one hed heded, seeing an intent face above a tightly
clutched and dusty dagger, close by hisleft ear...and an equdly intent face, over the ready-held wand,



just out of reach to hisright. Long and touded Slver har adorned dl three heads, and dl three of the
faces, eveninthar dirty, darmed, and childlike state, were bregthtaking in thelr beauty.

"How isit you know our names?' the eldest one... with the wand...asked him fiercdy. "Who are
you?”

"Mydratold me" Elminger replied, giving her a grave amile, "and sent me to do for ye three what
thy mother now cannot.”

"Our mother's dead!" the girl with the wand told him fiercely.

Elminger nodded. "Y ere Ambara" he sad, "aren't ye?"'

"Nobody cdls me that" the girl told him, tossing her head angrily. Gods, but she was beautiful.

"Y ere Ambara Dove, four summersold," Bl said gently. "What would ye like meto cdl ye?'

"Dove" thelittle girl told him. "And that's Storm. She can tak alittle. Laer cant, yet...she just cries”

"She needs changing,” Bl observed gravely.

"We dl do," Dove told hm severdy, "dter the fright you gave us. What we need mog, though, is
something to eat. | can't be wadting this precious thing"...she waved the wand with the arr of a veteran
battlemage... "blagting down any more little birds and beasts that make us sick to even look at them ...
and the things | know are safe to eat are gone

"I'm not a great cook," H told her.

Dove sghed. "Why'd Mystra send you, then?' she asked ruddy, then pointed with the wand. "We
use that bit of the stream, below the sump, to wash, and drink from up here. You change Laer, and I'l
go hunting. Storml be..."

"Watching you," Storm said suddenly, putting out a hand to take firm hold of Elminger's beard.
"Shidding Laer. Benice ... like your beard. Nice"

Elmingter grinned at her, found that he had a lump in his throat and tears threatening to burgt forth.
He swept them dl into his ams and wept openly, knowing just a little of what a long, hard road lay
before these three little ones, down the long years ahead.

Laerd gurgled with pleasure at being so close to the man who'd banished her pain, but Dove
swatted him matter-of-factly on the sde of the head and snapped, "Stop that cryin.' Night soon, and
weve got to eat.”

Elminge’s tears turned to a chuckle, and suddenly he was ralling around on the dirt floor with three
laughing, tumbling girls locked onto his hair and beard.

How many years was he going to be doing this?

The roast lizard was just bones and scorched scaes and a pleasant smdl, now. His crushed-berry
sauce had been crude but a beginning, and held discovered that none of the girls had enough dothing to
keep them warm as they dept, to say nothing of decent...but that his cloak would eesly furnish three
blankets just large enough to wrap them in. The sun was going down, and as Bl stared up at the twilit
woods, he saw Mydtras dark eyes gazing down at him from among their tangled branches.

He stared into those eyes of degp mydery, as they sent him slent love and sympathy and fond
admiration and sent back a glent prayer for guidance. He did not move urtil it was fully dark, and true
night ruled the land.

A smdl hand captured one of his Gods, but they could move gSlently, these three...or gedthily
enough that an insect chorus could cloak their noises, at least.

Elminger looked down and whispered, "Shouldn't ye be getting off to deep?’

Dove pulled at his hand.

"Unde Weirdbeard," she said inggently, "it's dark time, and | can't deep urtil | know you're on
guard againg the wolves and dl...dse | have to stay up with my stick. I'm tired. Hadn't we better go in?"

He stared at her, found tears svimming in his eyes again, and quickly looked up &t the brightening
dars overhead.

"Sr," she asked amog sernly, pulling on his hand again, "Hadn't we better go in?'

H sghed, gave the stars alast 0ok, his heart full. He kndt down, gave her a gentle kiss and a amile,
and sad, "Yes, | suppose we should. Why don't ye lead the way?'



