CHAPTER ONE
THE SUMMONING
The month of Hammer, 1371DR, the Y ear of the Unstrung Harp

The dim light from the guttering torchesin the stairwell stopped at the edge of the doorway asthough
blocked by awall of magica darkness. Conscious of Riven beside him and unwilling to show the assassin
the nervousness which had him sweating beneath his robes, Krollir stepped briskly through the doorway
and into the summoning chamber. Riven followed, wary and gpprehensive,

When both had stepped through the archway, Krollir turned and closed the door behind them. Instantly,
darkness asthick and impenetrable as scribe'sink cloaked the room. The iron portal’simmense latch fell
into place with an ominous, resounding click.

Familiar from long habit, Krollir felt around in the blackness for the wrist-thick iron deadbolt, quickly
found it, and did it home. The shrieking grate of metal against metd set histeeth on edge. He quelled the
gpprehengve quaver that fluttered in hisgut. | will succeed, he assured himself. | am the chosen of Mask.

Invisble in the darkness beside him, Riven's breath came harsh and rapid. Blindness apparently made the
assassin nervous. He no doubt suspected an ambush.

Krallir smiled behind the black fdlt of his ceremonia mask. Hislieutenant's nervousness amused him.
Riven's breathing reminded Krollir of the frightened pant of awary cur.

Despite Riven'searlier protests, Krallir had forbidden the assassin from bringing atorch or candle, even
while descending the dimly lit stairs. Unsanctified light brought into the Shadowlord's summoning chamber
gpoiled itsholiness. Only certain spells and specialy prepared forms of luminescence could safdly light
this room. His thoughts turned to the candles he had speciadly prepared for this night. He had spent
months paingtakingly Grafting them and carefully ingtilling them with power.

Though blind in the darkness, Krallir knew hislieutenant well enough that he could imagine perfectly
Drasek Riven's stance-aready crouch with his back to the wall-his single eye darting about the darkness
and both callused hands resting familiarly on his enchanted saber hilts.

Spitefully, Krallir let him smmer nervoudy in the soup of pitch darknessfor afew extramoments. Let
him wonder and fear, he thought. He had told Riven nothing; he required the n's presence but left
his purpose unexplained. He enjoyed keeping hislieutenant off balance and making him nervous. Likeall
dogs born vicious, Riven occasondly had to be reminded of his master's authority.

The summoning chamber of Mask-Krollir's patron deity-fairly stank of power. Behind the stale mugt, the
magica resdue of past conjurationslingered in the dry air and ran tingling along Krollir's nasal passages.
No doubt Riven sensed it too, in hisown thick way.

Inhaling deeply, Krallir drank in the sheer energy of the room while letting Riven stew in the dark.

The sinister mgjesty of the summoning chamber served as a pointed reminder to the one-eyed n
that Krollir Venastin-the Righteous Man-was not only the guildmaster of the Night Knivesbut also a
powerful servant of Mask the Shadowlord. Krollir was aman not to be challenged, even by the most
dangerous of dogs. Riven's nervousness indicated that he still grasped that point. The cur yet remained at



hed.

Krallir dlowed himsdf another satisfied smile that vanished when thoughts of his other lieutenant, Erevis
Cale, entered hismind. Three days ago, he had sent word via messenger to Riven and Cae that they
must attend him tonight. Riven had obeyed; Cale however, had sent the messenger back with word that
he could not attend, that Thamal on Uskevren had an important business meeting that Cale could not miss
without compromising his cover.

Krallir frowned thoughtfully. He fidgeted with a platinum coin in hisrobe pocket. Was Cde till loyd?
The answer to that question was becoming increasingly unclear. Cale had an obvious fondnessfor the
Uskevren, the noble family he was spying upon—an unfortunate but understandable fact-but did his
ultimate loyalty till resde with Krollir and the guild?

Unsure of the answer and uncomfortable with the uncertainty, Krollir decided to put atall on Cde A
guildsman to spy on the spy.

Though he highly valued Caéesintdlect and ruthlessness-the bald giant had served the Night Kniveswell
for many yearswith his cutthroat schemes-he neverthelessredlized that those same qualities made Gale a
potential loyaty problem-a potentid rival for Mask'sfavor. Far more so than Riven. But would he dare
an open chalenge? Certainly Cdefeared little-

"How about a blasted light?' Riven's hoarse, disembodied voiceinterrupted Krollir's chain of thought.
"It'sas black asadevil'sheart in here. | can't see agodsdamned thing."

Thetensoninthe n's voice dispelled the disquieting thoughts of Cale and returned asmileto
Krollirsface. Thiscur, at least, remains obedient. Perhaps | should turn him loose on Cale he thought.
That would make for an interesting dogfight.

Riven's breath continued to come fast. Krollir fancied he could hear the n'steeth grinding. He
waited amoment longer before replying.

"Beat ease, lieutenant. Y ou stand in the summoning chamber of Mask the Shadowlord, in the presence
of Mask's mogt prized servant." He smiled and mentally added, In the presence of he who soon will be
Mask's Champion.

Riven replied through gritted teeth, "Grand. But | till need to see.”

Krollir choseto ignore the assassin's sarcasm and softly intoned the words to aspell. Upon completion, a
soft, diffuse glow filled the large chamber, enough light to create a patchwork of shadows but not enough
to fully dispel the darkness.

The rough-hewn limestone walls of the chamber glowed softly in the paelight of the spdll. Krallir turned
to face Riven. As he had suspected, the n stood in afighting crouch with both saber hilts clenched
inwhite-knuckled figs.

"In this chamber, thislight done is acceptable to the Shadowlord.”

Riven nodded but made ao reply. His one good eye must have adjusted quickly to the darkness, for his
gaze darted warily about the chamber, still suspicious. Krollir observed his hunting dog with professond
detachment. Hetried to follow Riven'sthinking asthe n's one-eyed gaze scanned the room.

The summoning chamber had but one means of entry and exit, something a professond like Riven
necessarily didiked-predictable entry; predictable retreat. Thick hinges aslong as daggers and bolts as
thick as aman's thumb affixed the door to the limestone. The great dab of blackened, cast iron looked



abletoresst asegeengine.

In the center of the chamber, strips of platinum inlaid into the smooth, polished floor formed atriangle.
Flesh-colored candles as thick as aman's forearm stood at each of its three corners. Riven would not
know that the thaumaturgic triangle served to cage the extra-planar creatures that Krollir summoned to
do hisbidding.

He watched with a satisfied smirk-hidden by thefelt cloth of his mask, of course-as Riven's gaze took in
the binding triangle and summoning candles. The assassin's one good eye widened dightly, hisfear of
spellcraft evident in hisexpression.

| know you too well, lieutenant, Krollir smugly thought.

Riven understood little of spdllcraft and its practice made him uneasy. Aslong as Krollir demonstrated
the power of hismagica artsfrom timeto time, the assassin would never present aloyalty problem.
Riven would never even aspire to become Mask's Champion.

A plain, mahogany lectern stood at the gpex of the triangle. An open tome sat atop it, thick with
knowledge and yellowed with age-the Shadowtome-a holy book of Mask that alowed Krallir to reach
beyond thisredity and summon...

"What are we doing here?' Apparently having recovered himself, Riven now sounded strangely calm,
though he remained near the door and kept his back to the wall.

"All intime, lieutenant,” Krollir replied. He turned his back on Riven and walked ceremonioudy across
the room. The velvet of his gray robes softly whispered as he strode around the triangle and took position
at the lectern. Gripping the cool, smooth wood on either side of the Shadowtome, he steadied himsdlf for
the ordeal ahead. When he felt ready, he ordered over his shoulder, "Come forward and light the
candles, Riven. But do not disturb their position.”

He had expected the n to protest-for surely Riven would fear to take adirect handina
summoning-but after only amoment's hesitation, Riven waked camly to the binding triangle, took a
tinderbox from hisbelt pouch, and struck flint to sted. Krollir watched him intently; he prided himself on
his ability to read aman from the subtlest of actions.

Surprisngly, the n's hands did not shake as he held aflaming cloth to each candlein turn. The
corners of Riven'sthin-lipped mouth curled dightly upward. His goatee masked what could have been
ether afearful grimace or asecret amile.

Strange, Krollir thought, but not entirely out of character. He had learned long ago that Riven masked
fear with ashow of calm bravado. Insde, the assassin's guts were no doubt roiling like a butter churn.

Careful to disturb neither the candles nor place his hand within the platinum borders of the binding
triangle, Riven soon had al three of the thick wax towerslit. Wigps of stinking black smoke snaked from
the dancing flames and rose toward the invisible ventsin the celling. The room rapidly filled with the smell
of rancid mest.

"What in the Nine Hells did you use to make these candles?’ Riven asked. "They stink like horse dung.”

Krollir smiled softly-the material s used to craft the candles had been hard bought. He made no reply to
the question. He inhaed deeply, steded himsalf. He had summoned lesser demons many times before,
but what he would attempt now...

Issuitable for Mask's Champion, he reassured himsdlf. " Stand away, Riven," he commanded.



At his authoritative tone, the assassin shot him an irritated glare but neverthel ess obediently backed avay
from the binding triangle. He padded back to his position near the door, behind and beside the lectern.

"Y ou still haven't explained what we're doing here."

Angered by the incessant questions, Krollir turned from the lectern to face the assassn. He spokeina
soft voice pregnant with power and heavy with threats. "Do | owe you explanations, lieutenant?' He
emphasized the last word dightly, explicitly referencing Riven's status as a subordinate; areplacesble
subordinate.

The assassin's good eye narrowed, but he swallowed whatever angry retort he might have been
consdering. His gaze went to the binding triangle and the unusua candles.

Seeinthem my power, lieutenant, Krallir sillently advised, and consider well your next words. I
necessary, hewould kill Riven where he stood.

Riven's gaze returned to meet Krollir's. His mouth remained a defiant rictusin the hairy nest of his goatee,
but hiswords bespoke submission. "No. Y ou don't owe me an explanation. | was curious, isall.”

Krollir smiled behind his mask. Hedl, cur. He decided to drive another verba splinter under Riven's
fingernails. "It isregrettable that Caleisnot here" he said, asthough in passing. "'l would have him share
my moment of triumph.” the nvishbly giffened a the mention of hisriva Erevis Cde-and at the
implicit recognition in Krollir's satement of Caée's superior satusin the guild-but heignored the bait.
Instead, he asked, "Triumph?’

Krallir ignored Riven's question. He enjoyed the assassin's discomfiture at the mention of Cae. He had
long encouraged the rivalry between the two men. He had chosen them as hislieutenants for that very
reason. The hate that they held for one another lessened the thregt to him that either alone would present.
The two could never aly to overthrow him- one would always betray the other. When the time came-and
it was coming soon-Krollir would kill them both. For he done would serve as the Champion of Mask.
The Champion destined to restore the faith of the Shadowlord to the status it enjoyed before the Time of
Troubles, before the coming of the pretender god Cyric the Dark Sun. All of Krallir's augurs and dreams
had indicated that Mask would choose a Champion soon from among the Night Knivesin the city of
Sdgaunt. Taking nothing for granted, Krollir had decided to assure his sdection with the summoning
tonight.

"Alone you will have the privilege of bearing witnessto these events, Riven," he grandly announced.
"With this one act, the Zhentarim will be destroyed and our guild-my guild-will be elevated to
preeminence in Selgaunt. Mask has mandated this course, and | obey."

He waited for an gppropriate reply but Riven held hissilence. Krollir went on.

"With the power of the Shadowtome, | will reach beyond thisredlity into the darkest layer of the Abyss
and summon forth adread. | dare thisin the name of Mask! | darethisfor the guild | lead! Do you see,
Riven?'

He had expected Riven to protest or recoil upon learning Krollir'sintent to summon ademonic dread-
had hoped for it, in fact-but the assassin stood his ground, expressionless.

"l see" hereplied noncommittally. Though Riven spokein asteady voice, helooked coiled astight asa
dwarf's beard braid.

Heismore nervous now than ever, Krollir thought with satisfaction.



Heturned from Riven to stand over the lectern and peruse the pages of the Shadowtome. He had
acquired the magical artifact from an ignorant curio deder in Arabel. The obliviousfool had not been able
to decipher the script and so had not known what he possessed. Krollir had sent Riven to purchase the
tome, eiminate the dedler, and escort the prize back to Selgaunt. In dl of the city, perhapsin al of
Faerun, only he and Riven knew of the Shadowtome's existence, and the nwas too unschooled in
the magica artsto appreciate its sgnificance.

Within its pages of ancient, coded text, the Shadowtome contained the description and proper name of a
mighty dread, the name and nature of its abyssal abode, and the meansto summon and properly bind it.
Thedread named hi the tome dwelled in Bdlistor, alayer of the Abyss, avoid of nothingness empty of
normd life, but not empty of al life. Dreads resded there, greater and lesser, as did certain powerful
undead. Because the denizens of Belistor existed in such dose proximity to the negative energy of the
plane, they possessed a certain power that Krollir desired to harness-their touch siphoned the souls of
any mortalsthey contacted, killing them irrevocably. Spellsthat raised or resurrected the dead could not
bring back those dain by dreads.

Krallir planned to command one of the greatest of the dreads to day the leaders of the Zhentarim-the
widespread organization of Cyric-loving priests, warriors, and wizards. The Zhentswere Krollir'sand the
Night Knives most dangerous rivals. But not after tonight. With their leaders dain, the Night Knives
could destroy the weskened Zhents and rule Selgaunt's underworld.

MasK'sfirst triumph over Cyricisat hand, Krollir thought, and my status as the Shadowlord's Champion
isassured.

He spared a glance over his shoulder to check on Riven. The assassin stood near the door. He met
Krallir'sgaze.

Flushed with his soon-to-be success, Krollir smiled indulgently behind his mask. He redlized now that
Riven and Cale had never been truerivalsfor Mask's favor-by the gods, neither of them had ever even
set foot in Mask's shrine. Rather, they had served as whetstones. Whetstones used by Mask to hone
Krollir and better prepare him for his ordained role as Champion. Fedling razor sharp, he decided to
discard them as unnecessary after tonight.

"Witness, Riven," he hissed, dive with the knowledge that Mask had chosen him. Riven smirked but
made no response. Krollir turned back to the Shadowtome and began the summoning. Though the words
of power had been scribed in anow time-corrupted form of Thorass, he neverthel ess pronounced them
forcefully. He had rehearsed the phrasesin his mind many times before and had dreamed them for a
tenday.

"Ichila follin vaeve..." Hisvoice resounded in the chamber, magnified fourfold by the limestone. His
hands rapidly traced invisble symbolsin the air above the tome. Behind him, Riven's bresthing again
grew rapid. It sounded in Krollir'sears asloud as a bellows.

"...Narven Yrsllar g..." The power in the room began to grow, and asit did the candles flickered.
When the wicks began to die, afeding of stark terror washed over Krallir, but the flames quickly ralied
and stayed lit. He managed to keep his cadence steady despite the moment of terror. His hands gripped
the lectern so tightly they dug depressionsinto the wood.

... Vdnendreilylar Yrsllar..." Increasingly confident, hisvoice grew in volume as herecited. Hisfingers
began to leave sparkling trails of silver in the air where he traced arcane symbol after arcane symbol. The
glow from hisearlier spell began to dim. Shadows coa esced in the corners and thickened. Inarticulate
hissing sounded from everywhere and nowhere.



"... Bdigor omfalling..."All the hairs on hisbody rose and stood on end. Theair pressed againgt him
s0 hard he felt asthough he was caught in avise. Sweat poured from his clammy skin. The hissng grew
louder. The shadows grew deeper, darker. He raised his hands above his head and shouted the fina
phrasein avoice gone hoarse.

"... Yrsllar g wexerd Beligor!"

L ake thousands of dwarven steam engines venting at once, the hissing reached an unbearable crescendo.
The sound of an unliving multitudefilled hisears, pawed at hissoul. Redlity ripped open with the sound of
tearing cloth. An expanding globe of emptiness formed in the air above the binding triangle. Krollir stared
into the bottomless void and knew the beginnings of madness. Mentdly gripping his sanity, he watched
trandfixed.

Two pinpoints of yellow light took shape somewhere back in the emptiness, feral eyes so full of hate and
malice that their gaze nearly made Krallir vomit. Abruptly, the hissing ceased. All stood quiet but for
KrolhY sand Riven's breathing. The eyes began to draw closer... closer...

The candles suddenly flared and in an instant burned down half the length of their shafts. The melted wax
flowed adong the platinum lines of the triangle inset into the floor and congeded like blood, then hardened
like day-old scabs. The emptiness above the triangle writhed, solidified, shaped itsdlf into atowering,
black, demonic form that Krollir sensed as much as saw-a muscular biped with greet batlike wings and
powerful, overlong armsthat ended in vicious claws. Above, an ova head formed, featureless but for
yellow eyes and adarker line that might have been amouth. It was abeing that somehow seemed to
occupy space and create emptiness dl a the sametime. The mdicein its eyes burned holesinto Krollar's
brain. When it spoke, its sinister whisper hissed with such hate that it struck him like a physical blow.

"What creature dares summon Yrsllar, Lord of theVoid?"

Despite his exhaustion, Krallirs heart legped in his chest. To have summoned ademon of such power!
Indeed he must be the chosen of Mask!

Dripping with sweat but smiling triumphantly, he unclenched hie hands from the lectern and closed the
Shadowtome, each motion dow and ddliberate. Yrsllar'sangry hissing filled hisbrain but he pushed it
aside. He had succeeded! Succeeded where none before had even dared! Confidence lent strength to his
voice.

"I have summoned you, Yrsllar. |, the servant of Mask caled the Righteous Man. Summoned you and
bound you."

Atthat, Yrsllar hissed. Asthough to test Krollir's claim, the great dread extended an arm and clawed
gently at the magicd barrier that extended upward from the wax-filled lines of the binding triangle like an
invisble pyramid. When Yrsllar tried to reach beyond the borders of that invisible pyramid, green energy
flashed. The demon jerked back as though seared. Growling low but undeterred, Yrsllar examined the
ingde of its cage and probed for weakness, testing in turn each Sde of thetriangle.

Krallir knew that asingle flaw in the platinum strips or the wax coating would corrupt the binding and free
the demon. Hefdt aflash of fear despite himsdlf, though he knew he had made no mistake. Each timethe
towering demon tried to reach through the air beyond the border established by the wax-coated,
platinum lines, flaring green energy dicited agrowl and forced it to recoil. Krollir merely watched,
fascinated and horrified, gleeful that-

Y'rsillar suddenly whirled on him, crouched, and tried to legp bodily through the binding. Surprised,
Krollir staggered a step backward in terror, nearly tripping over hisown feet.



Green fire engulfed the demon and stopped it in midleap, framing its muscular black form in apenumbra
of crackling energy. Its mighty figure hung suspended in the air over the binding triangle, writhing and
growling asthe fire seared its emptiness. Greasy black smoke boiled from its body and filled the room
with the acrid stink of ozone.

Krollir quickly regained his composure and again stepped forward to the lectern. After another moment
of growlsand green flames, Yrsllar findly managed to pull hisbody free from the barrier and back into
the triangle. Streamers of smoke snaked from itstorso to mix about the ceiling with the smoke from the
candles. The dread's baleful eyes bored into Krallir, but thistime he refused to give ground.

He gestured at the binding triangle and the half-consumed candles burning at each corner. "The candles
bind you, demon. Virgins blood and the fat from newborn babes went into their wax. | have prepared
well, and you are bound.” He paused to let that sink in, then asked, "Do you agree to do my bidding in
exchangefor your freedom?'

Yrsllar hissed and crouched low, a predator ready to kill. Hisyellow eyes narrowed to hate-filled
sparks. Each claw looked like adagger blade. "I will drink your soul for this, human. | smell your fear
and taste your weekness. Y ou arefood, and | will consume you dowly. Y our pain will be unending. | will
leave your body adried husk. Y ou will beg for dea-*

"Do you agree to do my bidding in exchange for your freedom? Or shdl | cause you pain?*" Meaningfully,
Krollir reopened the Shadowtome. "I can reduce the size of the binding pyramid so that you will not be
ableto avoid itstouch. The pain will be ceasdess.”

Yrsllar screamed, afrustrated howl of rage that shook the limestone. At that moment, Krollir knew that
his plan had come to fruition. Tonight, Zhentarim would die by the score, never to be raised from the
dead by the foul priests of Cyric the Dark Sun.

The demon finished its outburst and spoke dowly, growling the while, the words reluctantly spilling forth.
"Solong as| am bound, | agreeto do your bidding.”

Wl enough, Krollir thought, and barely managed not to laugh aoud. He spoke over his shoulder to

Riven, unable to keep the glee out of hisvoice. "Witness, lieutenant! Y ou see before you the end of our
enemies. Theend of the Zhentarim! Witn-"

The shriek of the opening door jerked Krollir around. Riven stood in the open doorway, his squet,
athletic slhouette framed by the torchlight in the stairwell. A cold chill raced up Krallir's spine. Behind
him, Yrsllar began to softly hiss.

"Riven, what are you doing?'

The assassin reached into his cloak, pulled out asmall token, and flung it a him. It linked on the stone
floor and skittered to astop at Krallir'sfeet. His eyes went wide when he saw ablack triangle with a
ydlow circleinset and aZ superimposed over the whole-the device of aZhentarim agent. Theredization
crashed over him like acollapsing wall. Riven isaZhentarim agent! They know! He looked up,

goggle-eyed-
"Riven, no! Don't! Y ou don't know what you're do-"

The assassin had dready pulled adagger from his belt sheath. "Witnessthis, fool," he snapped, and threw
the dagger.

Krallir felt hisnext heartbeat as though it were an hour, or an eternity. The dagger toppled dowly through



theair, with every turn the blade's edge glinting orange in the candldight. It flew through space toward the
binding triangle, toppling end over end. Krallir's heart stopped. His eyes threatened to burst from his
skull. Point, hilt, point, hilt, toppling, toppling.

Yrsllar crouched low in anticipation, flexed his muscular, clawed ams. Y ellow eyes narrowed to hungry
dits.

Krollir watched in horror as the dagger's point impaled one of the candles. A few droplets of melted wax
jumped into the air. The candlefell to its Side and rolled along the floor. The dancing flame snuffed
instantly, drowned in the remainder of the candl€'s wax, drowned in virgins blood and babies fat.

The great iron door to the summoning chamber dammed shut. Riven wasgoneand Yrsllar wasfree.

The demon began to laugh loud and long. The sound, like the opening of a hundred mausoleum doors, hit
Krallir likeafist. A wave of supernatura fear flowed from the broken binding and drove him to his
knees. His eyesweled with tears and snot streamed down hisface as he helplesdy watched the demon
flow tnrough the open corner of the triangle, laughing. Cold yelow eyes stared out of emptinessand
pulled his breath from hislungs. The demon approached. He closed his eyes and prayed to Mask for a
quick death. I'm not the Champion, I'm not the Champion, I'm not the-

Yrsillar ood before him. Fear blanked his mind. Every hair on hisbody stood on end. A coldness
embraced him and set histeeth to chattering. He dared not open hiseyes. Terror pulled inarticulate
moans from histhroat. He felt adisgustingly soft caress on his neck and face, like ice running over his
skin. A scream rosein histhroat.

"Food," Yrdllar hissed in hisear, and began again to laugh.
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Bresthing hard, Riven grabbed atorch from awall sconce and raced up the sairsthree a atime. Though
blocked by an iron door, the terrified screams of the Righteous Man till filled his ears and chased him
like a specter. The hopel ess sounds of a helpless animd, those screams. He felt no guilt for the betrayd,
of course-Nine Hells, that'swhy the Zhentarim had placed him with the Night Knivesin thefirst place.

Heactudly fdt acertain satisfaction for ajob well done, but even Riven found it mildly distasteful to leave
the Righteous Man as food for ademon. No way for aman to die, he thought. He would have preferred
to drive adagger into the old man's back and have done with it.

Abruptly, the screaming ceased. He stopped running, steedied his breathing, and listened for amoment.
Nothing. Satisfied, he ascended the rest of the long staircase at awalk. By the time he reached the door
at the top, he had fully regained his breath. He took a moment to compose himself. Knowing that he had
nothing to fear from the dread, he took histime. When he féelt ready, he pushed open the door and
walked into the lower leve of the Night Knives guildhouse.

Thelong hallway to ether sde of him stood empty and dim. Torches hung from wall sconces dong the
uneven plaster walls and cast shadows that |ooked uncomfortably similar to the black nothingness of the
dread.

It'slong gone dready, he assured himsdlf, long gone.

Still, the screams of the Righteous Man echoed in his brain and sent a.cold shudder up his spine. Out of
long habit, hishandsfell to his saber hilts as he walked.

The lower leve of the guildhouse was used mainly for storage, training, and worship. It dso doubled asa



final defensive strongpoint in the unlikely event of some kind of frontal assault on the guild. At thishour,
the area stood empty. The main hallway Riven walked served as aspine from which branched dl of the
other rooms, hallways, and stairs of the lower level. At the northern end of the halway, behind asturdy
door, stood asmall storage chamber with a concealed trapdoor that opened onto a secret access route
into the city's old sewer system. At the southern end of the hall isthe old man's shrine, he thought with
contempt. He glanced behind him down the hallway to the double doors of the shrine and sneered in
derison.

Over the past three years the Righteous Man had quietly spent guild proceeds to build an elaborate
worship hal dedicated to Mask the Shadowlord. Riven had seen smaller temples dedicated to so-caled

"legitimate’ gods.

What awaste of coin, he thought. Pissing away vauable time and resources, the Righteous Man had led
the guild in aservice every tenth night of every tenday since. Over time, more and more of the Knives
had attended and more and more had come to actively worship Mask. So much so that the worship had
come to dominate the activities of the guild.

Idiots! he sneered. This place was becoming more priesthood than thieves guild with every passing day.

| did you dl afavor tonight. Riven had made a point never to set foot in the shrine. He despised gods,
even Cyric, the patron of many of hisfellow Zhentarim. Reliance on the gods made men wesk,
overconfident, and willing to rely on miracles rather than their own abilities. Hefigured that the fate of the
Righteous Man was the ultimate fate of al priests, for priests kept their eyes on agod and not on the
world around them. Riven had spied on the Knives for the Zhentarim for years, dl the while holding the
implicit trust of the Righteous Man. The old fool's faith had made him stupid and blind.

Weeks before, when the Righteous Man had told him about the Shadowtome, Riven had sent word of it
to Madlix, his Zhentarim superior. Then, upon retrieving the book and returning to Selgaunt, he had not
taken it directly to the Righteous Man. Instead, he had taken it to Malix for study. Based on the book's
contents, Zhentarim mages had easly determined that the old man planned to summon adread. Riven
was told how to sabotage the ddlicate binding. At the time, he had thought he would have to create an
excuseto be present for the summoning, or that he would have to bresk in during the casting of the spell,
but the old fool had actualy required him to be present! Witnessthis, lieutenant! Riven had amost
laughed doud. The arrogant ass!

Though Riven knew little of magic-he disdained spellcasters dmost as much as priests, trusting his stedl
over spellsany day-even he had seen the potentia danger of turning ademon loose from itsbinding,
possibly turning it loose on Selgaunt. Mdix had laid that fear to rest, though. The Zhentarim did not fear
the dread running amok in the ety because, according to the Shadowtome, it could not long endure
exigence on this plane. Since negative energy made up so much of adread's being, existence on this
plane-aplanefull of positive energy-caused it immense pain.

Or some such. Riven had ignored most of Mdix's explanation. It was enough for him that the dread
would kill the Righteous Man and then leave. He smiled vicioudy. Kill and then leave. He liked that. He
had done the same countless times himsdlf, was doing so again now. Killing and then leaving.

After hewaked out of the guildhouse tonight, histime asaNight Knife was over. The Night Kniveswere
over. When Riven informed Mdix of the Righteous Man's desth, the Zhentarim would pounce on the
leaderless guild. Without someone to organize a defense, the Night Knives would be easy prey. The
Zhentarim would hunt them down, recruit those who would turn, and kill the rest.

Therest will bealot, Riven figured, with abackward look at the shrine. Too many of the Knives had
become religious fanatics. Far too many. They would not be open to recruitment. Zedlots didn't change



Sdes, they were martyred.

Thisguildisaready a cooling corpse, he thought. Other than he and Cae, everyone esein the guild had
themind of alackey, which waswhy they had been led to rligion in the first place. None of them could
lead the guild in afight against the Zhentarim. They al would be easy fodder. Of course, Riven was
prepared to acknowledge-reluctantly-that Cale could lead them, were he so inclined. But he was not so
inclined. In fact, Riven suspected that Cale wanted out of the guild, not leadership of it. The leaderless
Night Knives would soon be no more, another casualty in Selgaunt's ongoing gang wars.

Stll, for the next few days Riven would have to lay low and watch hisback. At least until after the
Zhentarim hit the guildhouse. If anyone with agrudge survived the coming purge, they might notice his
absence, put the puzzle together, and come looking for him. He wasn't afraid for his safety, but he didn't
want the bother of fanaticstrying to hunt him down.

He smiled, appreciating theirony. The rabid fanaticism of the Knives had been the very reason the
Zhentarim had decided to move against them so forcefully in thefirst place. While Selgaunt's underworld
was aVviper's pit of competing organizations, none of them had been fanatica prior to the radicdization of
the Night Knives. Thieves guilds acted predictably; religious movements did not. Selgaunt's underworld
could not long tolerate an unpredi ctable actor-unpredictability drew the attention of the city's otherwise
disnterested authorities. The Zhentarim could not dlow that.

One more reason to spurn religion, Riven supposed with a contemptuous sneer. Where was your god
tonight, old man? Holed up in the shrine, maybe? He chuckled doud. Riven restricted hisworship to only
three things-sharp stedl, cold coin, and warm women, in that order. Anything €l se was weakness.

Still chuckling, he turned his back to the shrine and strode down the halway until he reached the oak
door that opened into the storage room. Low voices from within carried through the wood. He spared
onelast glance over his shoulder-hislast sight of thisden of idiots-wiped the satisfied grin off hisface, and
pushed the door open.

Two men, Fek and Norwy!, decent thugs, not so decent sentries-hagtily stood from their game of dice.
Two smdll pilesof silver lay &t their feet, and apair of ivory knucklebones rested on the floor between
them. Asp eyes, Riven saw, and smiled coldly. Crateslined the wals. For light, Fek and Norwyl had
suffed atallow candle into the tap of an empty keg. A filthy rug covered the floor.

"Riven," Fek said in nervous surprise. Thetaller of the two, Fek wore ashort sword at hisbelt and
looked as though he hadn't shaved his spotty beard in days. A wooden disc painted black and ringed
with red at the edge hung from aleather thong around his neck-the makeshift symbol of Mask that many
of the guild's members had taken to wearing. Riven managed not to strangle him with it. Barely.

"Fek," Riven replied with anod. "Norwyl."

Norwyl too wore the black disc about his neck. A nervouslittle man even shorter than Riven. Norwyl
gestured at the knucklebones on the floor.

"Join us?' he asked hafheartedly. "Fek could use achangein hisluck.”
"Pissoff,"” Fek sald.

"No," Riven briskly replied and pushed past them. He thought abouit killing them both, a sort of
going-away present for the guild, but decided againgt it. They'd be dead soon enough. *I'm leaving for-a
few days" he announced. "Businessfor the Man."



Without waiting for areply, he pulled up the dirty carpet - scattering the coins and dice - to expose a
trapdoor with aniron pull ring. Norwyl and Fek merely watched, shifted from foot to foot, and said
nothing further - they knew better than to ask him about his business or complain about the spilled coins.
He had killed many men for much less.

He jerked the trapdoor open and wrinkled his nose at the stink of old sewage that raced up his nostrils.
Without a glance at the two guards, he lowered himself over the sde and did down the rusty iron ladder.
Halfway down, Norwy!'s head appeared above him, framed in the candldight. The guildsman’'s wooden
holy symbol dangled from hisneck, dowly twisted in the air. "Mask'sfavor,” he caled.

"Luck to you too," Riven grunted inancerely. You'll need it, he Slently added.
With that, Norwyl dammed the trapdoor shuit.

Riven, familiar with this exit, descended the rest of the ladder in darkness. When he reached the
muck-covered floor, he took out histinderbox, struck aflame, and lit acandle taken from hisbelt pouch.
Surprised by the sudden light, rats squeaked and scurried for the comforting dark.

Riven pulled his crimson cloak close againg the chill, shielded the smdl flame with one hand, and headed
westward for the well exit onto Winding Way. As he walked, he replayed the events of the night in his
head. It isregrettable that Caleis not hereto share thistriumph, the Righteous Man had said. Riven
frowned thoughtfully. Regrettable indeed. Hearing

Cde scream as the dread devoured him would have been the sweetest triumph of al.
Yrsllar pushed the squeding soul of the Righteous

Man into adark corner of the mind they now shared. He smiled in satisfaction. Thefed of pliable, fleshy
lips- hislips - peding back over spit-wet teeth exhilarated him. He disdainfully wiped the snot and spittle
from his new face and held his hand before his eyes for examination. He frowned when he saw that the
spotted, wrinkled flesh of this body covered muscles and bones weakened with age.

Testing their limits, he repeatedly clenched and unclenched the fists of his new body, clawed the air, bent
at the knees, twisted at the torso, and finally hopped up and down. Afterward, he hissed in satisfaction.

Though old, the body remained fit. Indeed, fit enough to contain Yrsllar's being and il provide aliving
shell that protected his emptiness from this plane. Hefelt no pain! None!

He reached his hands toward the ceiling and laughed, deep and long, a sound so full of power and madice
that the true occupant of the body could never have produced it. The soul of the Righteous Man
squirmed helplesdy initsdark corner and Yrsillar laughed the more.

He had waited long for this day, centuries. Once before he had been summoned here. Over six hundred
years ago as mortals measured time, adrow mage named Avarix had caled histrue name and drawvn him
here, had bound him and required for hisfreedom that he day every member of arival household. Yrsillar
had done so without compunction, reveled in the massacre, fed greedily on drow souls, but screamed in
paindl thewhile. The energy of this plane ate avay like acid at his being, burning, searing.

He had felt the scars of that first summoning for years, even after he had won his freedom from accursed
Avarix. Throughout the long healing process, he had brooded, plotted. The lure of this place had pulled
a him. A plane so full of life, so full of food. He had longed to return and gorge himsdlf, but the
unavoidable pain that accompanied his existence here had made such areturn inconceivable,
Inconceivable that was, until he had struck upon the smplest of solutions-possess aliving mortal body



and useitsflesh to shield him from the poison that flooded this plane. With that plan in mind, he had
nursed his hate, and waited patiently for another summons.

At last the call had come. Thisfool called the Righteous Man had cast asummoning and pronounced his
true name. The powerful word had sped ingtantly through the intervening planes and resounded in
Yrsllar's ears as though spoken beside him. Gleefully, he had legped upon the power thread and traced it
back to this plane, hishunger for living soulslending him speed. Again however, he had found himsalf
properly bound! Hisingenious plan to possess his mortal summoner and remain hereto feed caved in
around him. Or nearly s0. The other human had broken the binding and freed him.

Helaughed and danced agleeful littlejig. Ashedid, hiseyesfdl on the Shadowtome, the hated book
that held within its pages not only his true name, but aso the proper way to bind him. What morta had
dared scribe such athing? Avarix? Wretched book! Wretched drow!

"Rrrar!" He kicked over the lectern and knocked the book to the floor. Enraged, he ssomped on it again
and again, jumping up and down in aparoxysm of rage. A tendon in his calf snapped, but heignored the
twinge.

"Never! Never again!”

He ground the book into the floor with his hed until itstorn, crumpled pages lay strewn about the room
like blown leaves. "Never again," he said, gasping. Fatigue was new to him. Herather didiked the
sensation.

To assuage the feding, he drank asmall part of the Righteous Man's soul for thefirst time. Thetiny,
fearful thing squirmed and tried to back away when it sensed Yrsllar turninward and comefor it, but its
terror only whetted his gppetite. He spped from the top of the soul as ahuman would afineliquor,
savoring, taking ddight in the horrified squeds of the Righteous Man's being. As he drank, the memories,
thoughts, and experiences of the human-the events that had shaped the soul-played out in hismind's eye.
The short, irrdevant life of the Righteous Man flashed through Yrsillar's mind hi the space of three
heartbeats. He mocked itsingdgnificance, enjoyed the failure of itslofty aspirations.

"A priest of Mask the Shodowlord,”" he softly said to the walls, thinking aloud. "How very ironic. And
with aloya guild a your command. At my command,” he corrected.

The beginnings of a plan took shapein hismind. The soul of the Righteous Man sensed his scheme and
squealed in protest. Asdiscipling, Yrsllar drew off till more of the human'slife-force, sucked awrithing,
twidting portion of it into hisbeing. "Mind now," he said with avicious grin. "Mind, or I'll havetheres.”

The soul retreated, weakened, defeated.

"Take heart,” Yrsllar mocked. "Though you'll not become the Champion of Mask, neither will thetwo
you had thought your rivasfor the honor." He laughed doud, a degp sinister sound that bounced off the
walls. The Righteous Man's soul curled in onitsdlf, horrified. Yrsllar thought of Mask's discomfiturein
Hades and smiled. "So much too for your lofty aspirations, Shadowlord,” he mocked.

To execute his plan, he would need more of hiskind, lesser dreads that could exist on this plane without
pain. Together, they would lead these shadow mongering Mask worshipersin an orgy of daughter. He
glesfully pictured the bloodletting to come and laughed still more.

With an exercise of will, he brought a gate to Bdlistor into existence. An empty holeformed inthe air
above the toppled lectern. Hisses and moans sounded through the gate, musicto Yrsillar'sears, a
reminder of hishome plane.



"Aranisked and Greeve," he oftly hissed. "Comeforth.”

Instantly, four yellow pinpoints of light took shape within the emptiness and drew closer. Shadows
coaesced around the gate, solidified into clawed, winged shapes smilar to, but smdler than, Yrsllar's
natural form. The two shadows stresked from the gate and screamed their maliceinto the air of the
chamber.

"Welcome, little brethren,” hissed Yrsllar.

Despite his human shell, they recognized him immediately. Obsequious as dways, they bowed and
fawned, flitted about his person like moths. With only dight tiesto the plane of unlife, these lesser dreads
felt no pain from this plane. Perfect tools to bring him power and food.

"Yrdllar cdlsand we answer.”

"Greet Yrsllar, what isyour will?"

"My will isto ruleand to feed," he pronounced. "And this planeismy rellm and table."
"Feed,” they hissed in echo. "Feed."

Yrsillar smiled, smoothed his velvet robe, and gestured expansively. ™Y ou look upon the servant of
Mask," he announced.

Their yelow eyes narrowed quizzicaly and he began to laugh. "In good time, little brethren. For now,
thereis much to be done. Then we shall feed."

"Feed," they hissed eegerly. "Feed.”
CHAPTER TWO
JAK FLEET

Silently bemoaning histhree-and-a-hdf foot tall hafling body astoo damned inefficient for climbing, Jek
did over the cold stone of the inner wall and soundlessy dropped to the snow-dusted flagstones of the
courtyard. There he crouched, listening. To hisleft, he heard the murmur of voices, though aforest of
statuary blocked the source. The sounds grew steadily louder with each beat of his heart. Guards
approaching, he assumed. But relaxed guards to judge from their easy tone. They hadn't seen him. He bit
hislip to swalow amischievous grin-in the darkness, aflash of teeth could reved him to an observer as
easly asawave and ashout.

He congratulated himself on his successthusfar. The defensesin the outer yard off Stoekandlar Street
had presented him with only scant challenge. Thelax guards were easily bypassed and the minor darming
wards were easily dispelled. He expected tilings to become more difficult now that he had neared the
Soargyl manse proper. To that end, he had cast a spell that allowed him to endure cold so that he could
shed his heavy winter cloak. The spell would last for over an hour. Plenty of time.

With the guards drawing nearer, he ducked into the darkness behind a marble sculpture of arearing
manticore and slently waited. His heart raced from excitement, not fear, but he managed to remain
perfectly still. Selune had set hours ago. Except for the flaming brands borne by the guards, only the soft
gold and red light of glow spells-minor magic used to illuminate and highlight the more impressive
Statues-dispelled the pitch of night.

When two bobbing torch flames suddenly came into view from across the courtyard and approached his



location Jek melted fully into the darkness.

The green and gold liveried guards who held the brands talked casualy to one another asthey carefully
wended their way through the maze of fountains, life-sized sculptures, decorative urns, and ornate
topiary. Moving dowly toward the raised, paved wakway that ran dong theinner wal and encircled the
courtyard, they drew so closeto Jak that he could hear the soft chinking of their chain mail, could seethe
frost clouds blown from their mouths and nostrils, and could make out their conversation. Hetried to snk
deeper into the darkness as the guards torchlight illumined a suggestive satyr and nymph fountain five
pacesto hisleft.

"... didn't get much deep yesterday," the younger of the two was saying. A scraggly, frost-covered
mustache clung to his upper lip. Dark circles painted the skin benegth histired eyes.

"Ha," laughed his companion, an older, bading guard. "Larrathe cooking girl keeping you up late, I'll
wager." He thumped his comrade on the back. "We should al have such problems, Cobb."

Jak mentally targeted each of them-just in case. If they spotted him, he would use a spdll to immobilize
them. Feshy statues among the marbles. Then...

Then what? he wondered.

Hedidn't know for sure what he would do if thiswent bad, but he did know that he would leave no
corpsesin hiswake. Not tonight. Tonight wasaholy night of sorts, not anight for killing.

Watching the guards closely from behind the manticore's hindquarters, he prepared to cast the spell.
"No, no, it'snot like that," protested the young man. "She nags, and | mean nags. Constantly.”

Though they passed within ashort dagger toss of the statue he crouched behind, they barely even |ooked
in hisdirection. Swords sat idle in scabbards. Cursory glances checked the shadows. Dim torchlight
passed over him. They talked so loudly they wouldn't have heard him if he snapped hisfingers. Their
boots begt arhythm on the walkway as they marched away.

"With her body," replied the older, "1 could tolerate some nagging. Aslong as..."

Their conversation drifted away. Watching them go, Jak shook his head in astonishment. What
incompetence! If he had been the sort, he could easily have killed them both before either knew what had
happened. The Soargyls need to hire better guards, he thought, and tried to ward off aflash of
disappointment. Perhaps this job wouldn't be as challenging as he had hoped after al. The guards
behaved as though they were irrelev-

Theredization hit him like adap on the cheek. A knowing grin split hisface and he paited the manticore
on the rump. That's because they areirrelevant.

Excitedly, he removed from his belt pouch his current holy symbol-a be ewe ed snuffbox taken from a
Red Wizard of Thay exactly one year ago tonight. Intoning in awhisper, he cast aspd| that enabled him
to see enchantments and magica dweomers. The stronger the enchantment, the brighter it glowed in his
eyes. When he completed the spdll, he looked around the eourtyard and let out alow whistle. Trickster's
hairy toed

So many spells glowed in the courtyard that they 1ooked like the campfires of an orc horde.
Enchantments littered the grounds from end to end-this statue, this fountain, this seemingly empty patch of
ground. No wonder the guards restricted their patrols to the outer walkway. 1t would be impossible for
them to remember where all the spdllslay. If they patrolled the inner courtyard, the Soargyls would have



magica pyrotechnics and dead house guards nearly every night.

The two guardsthat had just passed him must follow a predetermined route from the manse to reach the
wall perimeter, where, he saw, there were no spells. He reprimanded himsdlf for not paying closer
attention to their path. He could have followed in their footsteps and saved himsalf sometrouble.

Ah, well, he thought with agrin, saving yoursdf trouble is not how you work. "Or you either,” he
whispered to Brandobaris the Trickster.

Many of the enchantments reveded by his spel must have served only harmless utilitarian purposes-the
glow spells, for example, or spellsthat protected a scul pture from the westher, or made an iced-over
fountain shimmer in the moonlight. But at least some of them had to be alarms or wards, and his spell was
not sengtive enough to tdll the difference. Fortunatdly, hisspdl did dlow him to discern theredly
dangerous enchantments. They glowed with abright, red-orange intengity that indicated powerful magic
and promised an ugly end to anyone who triggered .them. No mere alarm spells, those. Most had been
cast on the valuable pieces, so that anyone moving a scul pture without uttering the safety word would
trigger the spdll and find himself aflame, paralyzed, or eectrocuted. One such spell protected the satyr
fountain beside him, he saw. It had been pure luck that he had hidden behind the unprotected manticore
and not the fountain.

He grinned, blew out a cloud of breath, and tapped the agate luck stone that hung from asilver chain a
hisbelt. The Lady favorsthe reckless," he whispered, to invoke Tymoras blessing, and followed it
quickly with, "and the Trickster favorsthe short and reckless.” He stifled agiggle, gave hisholy symbol a
squeeze, and replaced it in his bet pouch. As he did, he muttered, "Thisisyour last dance, old friend.”
After tonight, he would make an offering of the snuffbox to Brandobaris and use an item taken from
tonight'sjob asanew holy symbal.

Worshiping the Trickster makesfor someinteresting evenings, he thought wryly. Each year, Brandobaris
required him to sacrifice his current holy symbol and acquire anew one with feats of derring-do. The
nature of theitem itself did not matter much-though protocol and Jak's pride demanded that it be
vauable-so long as he acquired it through arisky endeavor undertaken on this night.

Before tonight, he had hoped that lifting a snuffbox from the pocket of a Thayan Red Wizard in the midst
of gpdlcasting would have earned him ayear off from thisdivine silliness, but to no avail.

S0 here he was, at the Soargyl manse-Sarntrumpet Towers. He had decided to hit Sarntrumpet because
of the reputed brutality of Lord Boarim Soargyl. If he were caught stedling here, he knew he would not
be turned over to the city authorities-in the city of Salgaunt, the nobleswielded their own authority. No, if
he were caught here, he knew Lord Soargyl would have him tortured and executed. His body would be
dumped into the frozen water of Selgaunt Bay and some fisherman would find his corpse days later, if the
sharksdidn't get toiit firgt.

"That risky enough for you?' he whispered into the air. He waited, but the Trickster made no answer. He
sniffed in good-natured derision, gracefully climbed atop the head of the manticore he had used for
cover, and studied the courtyard from above.

Though winter, only alight coating of snow dusted the flagstones. A labyrinth of fountains, statues, pillars,
and decorative urns dotted the stone yard, some aglow with magic, some not. From above, the courtyard
looked even more aforest of stonethan it did from ground level. All of the scul ptures and urns were of
the finest workmanship and materia s-the abundance of jade, ivory, and precious metals had Jak fairly
davering. The haphazard placement of the artwork left him with the impression that the pieces had been
tossed randomly about in asnowstorm and left where they landed.



An artist with style buysfor the Soargyls, he thought, but a tasteless clod does the decorating. Probably
Lady Soargyl hersdlf, he speculated. Mora Soargyl was a big woman reputed to be abit like a dwarf
when it cameto fashion-lots of wedlth, little grace, and even lesstaste.

Still, the price of any one of these urnswould have kept Jak in coin for amonth. But that's not why I'm
here, he reminded himsdif.

Surrounded on all sdes by the tasteless artigtic trappings of Soargyl wedlth, Sarntrumpet's squat towers
jutted out of the center of the courtyard like five thick stone fingers. Crimson tiles shingled the roofs of
each spire, blood red in the gtarlight. Aswith everything in the courtyard, the manse was built entirely of
stone-marble, granite, and limestone mostly-with wood used only as necessary and evergreen shrubbery
absent altogether. The few windows cut into the stark exterior were dark-bottomless mouths screaming
from the stone. Hideous gargoyles chisded from granite perched atop the roof eaves and stared
ominoudy down on the courtyard.

To Jak, the grounds evoked the image of agrand cemetery surrounding a grest mausoleum, or one of the
cities of the dead built around an emperor's tomb like those he had heard about in tales of distant
Mulhorand.

He had approached the manse from the back, so he could not see the main entrance. A few outbuildings
stood in acluster in the northwest corner-a stable and servants quarters, he assumed.

From atop the manticore, he had afull view of the perimeter walkway that surrounded the courtyard and
saw that not one, but three pairs of torch-bearing guards patrolled it. Not only that, but afull squad of
guardsin heavy cloaks patrolled around the manseitself. The Trickster only knew how many more men
werewithin.

Could be worse, he thought with agrin, and jumped down from his marble perch.

Stll usng the magica vison granted him by his spell, he determined a safe path through the enchantments.
Always dert to the location of the guards, he darted from shadow to shadow, from pillar to fountain, until
he stood amidgt atight cluster of tall statues within fifty paces of the manse. Close enough that
Sarntrumpet itsalf stood within the range of his spdll, he saw that the high windows also shone with
enchantments, though the actual tower walls did not. He nodded knowingly, having expected as much.
There was too much wall spaceto protect it al with spells, but windows provided accessfor flying
wizards and climbing thieves. Only afool Ieft them unprotected.

He focused his attention on the centra tower, the tallest of the bunch by over two stories. The grest spire
was windowless on this side except for three expansive, closaly packed panes near itstop. All three
glowed with the bright, red-orange light of powerful magic. That hasto be the place, he thought, while he
eyed the sheer wallscriticaly.

He had not come into this job unprepared. Though he worshiped Brandobaris-the hafling god of rogues
who ran pell-mél into the Abyssitsaf and still managed to escape with his hide-he neverthelessmadeit a
habit to plan carefully before taking risks.

Because you're agod, and I'm aman, he thought, and hoped his oft-repeated phrase judtified his habitua
caution in the Trickster's eyes.

Since he wanted his new holy symbol to be an item taken from the very bedchamber of the bruta Lord
Soargyl himsalf-a bedchamber whose location within Sarntrumpet Towers was hardly public
knowledge-he had for the previous two tendays sprinkled coins and discreet inquiries among the city's
architects. When that idea had failed to produce any useful information, he had ruefully decided to rely on



the unpredictable humor of the Trickster. Before setting out this evening,

he had cast adivination spell and requested the location of the bedchamber. The response from
Brandobaristhat popped into his head had been surprisingly frank, if abit overwrought:

Through darknessthick, and dire-filled gloom, Where danger lurks, and shadowsloom, In tallest spire
that stabsthe sky, withiniswhere the treasureslie.

He smiled and sat back on his haunches under the watchful eyes of amarble swordsman. The Trickster
had given him the location, but it was up to Jak to get in. And out, he reminded himsdlf.

He sat casudly under the statue, eyed the guard patrols asthey circled the manse, and tried to tune their
routes. While he waitched, he took the time to relish the moment and congratulate himself on hisskills.
The Trickster had set him ahard task, but he had proven himsalf up to the challenge, asusud.

Whilewaiting for the guard patrol to completeits circuit around the manse, he studied Sarntrumpet and
tried to guess a itsinterna layout from its externa features. It did not surprise him that Lord Soargyl hed
chosen the highest spire in the manse for his bedroom. Nobles in Selgaunt were notorioudy arrogant, and
Lord Soargyl was reputedly worse than most. Only aroom that looked down on therest of the city's
citizenswould satisfy hisego.

Strangely enough, Selgaunt's rogues typically respected the city's Strict socid hierarchy. Thievesonly
rarely tried to infiltrate anoble's home. Not only was such athing likely to fail and result in an ugly deeth
for thethief-at least for those lesslucky and skille than Jak-it Smply wasn't done. The manses of the
nobility were treated as sacrosanct. There were exceptions, of course-the Night Masks under the
Righteous Man, for example. And me, he thought with asmile.

Unlike most native Sembians, Jak resolutely refused to play by Selgaunt's unwritten rules-heran asan
independent rogue in a gang-dominated underworld. He prided himsalf on hishdfling blood in acity that
held haflingsin bardly conceded contempt. He thought that respecting nobles smply because of their
titles and bloodlines was among the silliest things he had ever heard,

Feding self-satisfied and pining for his pipe, heleaned back againgt the pedestal of a statue and blew out
imaginary smoke rings. Sandwiched between the guards stationed at the manse and the guards on the
walkway, theinner courtyard provided akind of thieves sanctuary, if one could avoid the darm
spellswhich he had.

He smiled and pushed his hair back from hisface. Thirsty, hetook out aleather skin and had agulp of
water. Around him loomed the towering marble figures. All stood upon stocky square pedestals and had
anameplate inset. Unableto read, Jak could not tell what they said. Not for the first time, he reminded
himsdf to ask Cdeto teach him. That bald giant reads nine languages, he thought, marveling. Nine! He
shook hishead in disbelief.

He ran hisfingers dong the namepl ates and imagined what they might say. Most of the Statues were of
armored men holding swords doft in victory, though some seemed posed in the midst of ferocious
combat with an unseen foe. Jak assumed them to be representations of past Soargy! patriarchs.

He eyed the statues criticdly. Judging from their heroic proportions, the Soargyls of old had been
impressively built men; either that, or the sculptor had been paid to take some credtive, and flattering,
liberties. Morelikely thelatter.

The green cloaked squad of twelve house guards again trooped around the corner of the manse, mail
clinking, boots thumping. The moment they appeared, Jak began amenta count. Then he waited,



counting al thewhile. By the time they had retraced their route and again come around the same corner,
he had reached one hundred and forty-seven, and his seeing pell had expired. He had plenty of time.

Hewaited for the guards to vanish around the far Sde of the manse again before making hismove. As
soon asthe last of the men disappeared around the far corner, he began his count. One, two. ..he bade
the dead Soargylsfarewell, darted from the shadows, and raced to the base of the central tower.
Seventeen, eighteen. .. there he crouched low, peering into the darkness behind him. No one.
Sarntrumpet Towerswas aslifdessasatomb.

Why would people surround themselves with nothing but dead stone? he wondered, followed
immediately by awhispered oath. "Dark." He had lost his count.

He grinned sheepishly. His Harper colleagues would not have been surprised. A worldwide organization
of diverse operators, the Harpers worked behind the scenes to thwart the schemes of various
evil-minded factions. Though he had worn the Harper pin for over six winters, Jak still had areputation
among them asabit of astray quarrd. If they had known of it, they would not have appreciated his
burglary tonight. It wastoo risky.

Ahwell, he thought, and gazed up the face of the sheer central tower. The Harpers could afford to teke
some more risks.

Jak had joined the organization because they tried to do good, and because he approved of their
methods. Where possible, the Harperstried to influence events using only political pressure. They
resorted to killing only when deemed necessary and justified. Someday he hoped to sponsor hisfriend
Erevis Cde for membership, but for now, he knew Cae was not ready. The big man turned too readily
to blood. The Harpers would not approve of that. Cale would fit into the organi zation even lesswell than
Jak.

For years Jak had felt torn between hisfriendship with Cale and his membership in the Harpers. He
thought Cale agood man, but aman who killed a the dightest provocation. He didiked that about his
friend. Y et he knew that Cale would aways stand by him, and that he liked. He wasn't so sure he could
say the same about the Harpers. Especialy if they had known about tonight's little job.

Over one hundred feet up, the trio of windows beckoned.

Jak grimaced. He would not make that climb without magical assistance-risk taking was one thing,
supidity another. Hurriedly, he pulled off hisboots, took from his belt pouch the snuffbox holy symboal,
and began to incant. Though it seemed to take an eternity, the guards did not regppear before he finished
the casting. Upon completion, his hands and furry bare feet became sticky, as though he had dunked
them in cobbler's glue. "This should make things easier,” he whispered, and planted his hands on the
granitewdll.

With his extremities now adhering to the stone, he began to rapidly ascend. Twenty feet up, he heard the
boot tramp of the gpproaching guards below him.

Oneforty seven, he thought in dismay, and flattened himsalf against the tower. The squad rounded the
corner and marched nearer.

Uncomfortably, he recalled the last time he had been caught hanging aong the face of abuilding-he and
Cde had been dangling from arope with Zhent crossbow quarrds and lightning bolts buzzing past their
ears. He hoped thistime turned out better.

The guards waked right below him, the clank of their armor and an occasional spoken command loud in



hisears. He held his breath and sent asilent prayer winging to the Trickster: Don't let them look up and
Nno more wise-ass comments, | promise.

Though the face of the tower was unlit, he knew he could not be hard to see. A single keen-eyed guard
glancing up thetower....

They waked directly under him and he felt every thump of his heart like adrumbest. They would see
him. They had to.

They didn't! They walked under and passed him by!

He held his breath until they rounded the far corner of the manse then blew it out in afrosty, rdieved sigh.
Not bothering to keep another count, he sped spiderlike up the face of the tower until he reached the
cluster of windows near the top. The wind ruffled his shirt and pants but his spell prevented afdll.

Unableto touch the windows for fear of triggering the protective spells, he moved from oneto the other,
held his nose afinger width from the thick glass, and tried to peer through. Only nobles could afford glass
windowsinstead of shutters-and Jak cursed Lord Soargy! for it. Through the smoky glass of each he
could see only darkness beyond. Any one of them could be Lord Soargyl's bedroom, or the guards
messhdll.

I'll just have to pick one and trust to Lady Fortune, he thought. At that, he fancied he heard the
Trickgter'slaughter tinkling on the night breeze. Grinning despite himsdf, he skirted wide of the windows
and climbed up to the red-tiled roof. From there, he had a panoramic view of the city, and it astounded
him.

Selgaunt stretched before him as though a giant had unrolled a great carpet made of stone blocks. Row
after row of night shrouded, snow-dusted buildings extended to the limits of hisvison. Braziers and street
torches dotted the avenues even at thislate hour, motionless orange fireflies suspended in a sea of black.
Heturned to see Sarlight glistening off the whitecapsin Selgaunt Bay. Cargo ships and icebreakers
crowded the docks, their masts aforest of timber framed against the night sky and dark water. The cold
breeze carried the sdlt tang of the Inner Sea. Again he found himsalf wishing for asmoke. Next time, he
vowed. Prom now on, | bring my pipe on al jobs.

He dlowed himsdf another moment of enjoyment before recalling his business. He willed his sticky spell
to expire, freeing his extremities from the avkward magica adhesive, and again removed his holy symbol
from his pouch. Intoning in awhisper, he recast the spell that alowed him to see dweomers. Helay flat
on his stomach and carefully crept headfirst down the doped roof until he had his head and neck
extended beyond the overhang. The precipitous drop dizzied him momentarily, but he bore it, remaining
perfectly il until hisbody regained its equilibrium.

"This dangerous enough for you?" he mouthed through gritted teeth. Oops, he reprimanded himself, |
promised no more wise-ass comments. He muttered an apology to the Trickster and studied the
windows.

Up close with the seeing spell, he saw now that dl three glowed orange-red with numerous dweomers.
Theré's something important in there, he thought, excited.

He dug histoesinto the roof tilesfor stability, freed his hands for casting, and recited the incantation for
yet another spdll, this one a powerful magic that attempted to unravel and dispd the magic of other
gpellcasters. When he completed his spell, he felt a surge of energy burst from hisbody and attack the
spells on the windows. He watched as his own power warred with that of the caster of the protective
spells, whoever that was. Jak witnessed his power triumph and the red-orange glow around the windows



winked out.

"Gotcha," he chuckled. Before righting himself, he cast another spell on the now unprotected windowsto
create aglobe of slence centered on the ornate stone sills. No sound would passin, out, or through the
area affected by the spell.

He awkwardly backed up, stood, and shook the stiffness from hisarms and legs. He looked down over
the roof edge to see the house guard patrol making another round of the grounds. From this height they
looked like asingle organism snaking around the manse. He waited for them to pass. Ready, he pulled a
dagger from his belt and gripped it in histeeth. Now, for the redlly hard part. With alight touch on his
luckstone and afina whispered prayer to Brandobaris, helay flat on hisbelly and backed feet first
toward the roof edge. His heart began to race when hisfeet did off the roof and hung loose over open
air, but he continued to back up, dow and easy. He bent at the waist and felt around the tower'sface
with hisfoot-again curang hissmall stature-until histoes found a secure hold in the craggy wall. Carefully,
he placed hisweight upon it- now praising his small stature and scant weight- then did the samewith his
other foot. Bracing himself with hisfeet, he eased his upper body over the roof overhang. Hisfingers
reached for and found cracks in the granite blocks as he went. His heart lesped in his chest when he
findly hung suspended from the wall- no rope, no spdll, no anything. A strong wind off the bay could
blow him off. He didn't dare look to the earth below.

Burn me, he thought to the Trickster, but if this doesn't satisfy you, | quit. He suppressed a giggle-it
wouldn't do to shake with laughter with a hundred-odd foot drop below him-and inched down and
leftward toward the center windowsill. When he got closeto it, he came within the effect of the sllence
spell. Thewhistle of the wind suddenly fell silent, his rasping breath and occasional grunt made no sound,
and the struggle of his callused feet gripping stone became noisdess.

Helowered himsdlf to thewide sill and steedied himsdlf atop it. A sudden gust of wind ruffled his hair and
rocked him. He reached for the stone, caught himsalf, and tried to steady hisracing heart. "Dark," he
oathed. "Dark."

Hewaited, perfectly till, until his heartbeat dowed. Calm now, he crouched, gripped the sill with one
hand, took the dagger from his mouth, and smashed the hilt into the window. Soundlessly, the thick glass
veined with a spider web of cracks but remained otherwise intact. Come on, dammit, he cursed.

He hit it again, harder thistime, and the pane silently shattered. He legped through the opening as quickly
ashedared, careful to avoid cutting hisfeet on the broken glass.

Stll smiling on the foolish, Lady, he thought upon landing, and tapped hisluckstone. | appreciate that.

The window he had chosen didn't open into amess hall or abedroom, where the sudden gust of winter
air would have awakened deepers, but into asitting room. A single closed oak door stood opposite the
window, while adouble door beckoned to his|eft. Soft firdight spilled through the half-open double
doors from the room beyond.

In contrast to the stark exterior of the manse, the Sitting room fairly stank of soft opulence. A thick red
carpet covered most of the floor. On it stood two richly upholstered divans and aleather covered sofa
surrounding a carved teakwood table with aleaded glasstop. Bronze candelabrataller than Jak stood in
each corner, their beeswax candles unlit. A hearth with a masterfully crafted mantle of carved marble sat
inthe east wall, its coals il aglow. Vauable gold and silver knickknacks were piled atop both table and
mantle but Jak admired them only with his eyes-he had comefor just oneitem, apersona token stolen
from under the very nose of Lord Soargyl.

Clashing linen throws lay scattered haphazardly about the furniture and floor as though thrown about by a



strong wind. Jak grinned and shook his head, again stunned by Lady Soargyl's garish taste. He may have
been athief, but he was athief who prided himsdf on style.

Helightly tapped his knuckle on the table to determine whether he till stood within the effect of his
slence spell. He did. Careful to disturb nothing, he walked across the carpet to the far wall of the room.
He enjoyed thefed of the thick fibers on hisbare toes.

He knew the moment he emerged from the silence spell because snores as loud as a boar's snorts
assaulted his ears from behind the double doors. He covered his mouth to stifle the laugh that rosein his
throat. | can only hope that those are from Lord, and not Lady Soargyl, he thought mischievoudy.

After composing himsalf, he glided to the open door and peeked through. Light from alow burning fire
illuminated the large Soargyl bedroom. Jak alowed himsdaf amoment of salf-satisfaction for having read

Brandobariss augury correctly. Within iswhere the treasureslie.

A bronze-framed canopy bed sat in the center of the room. Through the hanging linens and piles of
blankets, Jak could see the vague outlines of two deeping forms. A cushion topped-chest sat at the bed's
foot. To hisright, awardrobe and dressing screen. To hisleft, the dressing tables.

Though he knew he could have scomped across the floor and not awakened anyone who could deep
through that snoring, he neverthel ess squeezed through the door and prowled silently around the room.
Keeping his ears attuned to any change in the snoring that might indicate adegper beginning to awaken,
he quietly hopped onto the top of the dressing table, kneeled, and moved methodically through theitems
he found there.

He discarded as unsuitable asilver buckle and apair of engraved gold bracers. Theitem he chose had to
bejust right. Hefinally settled on asilver cloak pin shaped like an eaglestaon inset withasingle
tourmaline. Perfect, he thought, and dropped it in his belt pouch. Now for the final touch. He whispered
the words to an incantation and the image of along-slemmed pipe, with its embers softly aglow and
smoke wigps rising gently from the ivory bowl, took shape on the dressing table-the calling card Jak | eft
behind a dl hisjobs.

Style, good Lady, he thought, with anod and smile at the bed. Style. Still grinning, he hopped to the
floor-and froze in histracks.

A fedling of stark terror stopped him. His breath caught in his lungs. Weak-kneed, he sumbled
backward and bumped into the dressing table. Resisting the urge to hide his face behind his hands, he
watched as an emptiness, a darkness blacker than pitch, boiled through the same bedroom door he had
just entered.

His heart hammered painfully in hischest. The darknessroiled like aliving thing, codesced, and findly
solidified into the shape of atall, featureess, black humanoid. Waves of papable hate radiated from it
like heet from the hearth. Batlike wings sprouted from its back, the span as wide as haf the room. Two
dagger points of light formed initsface, yelow beadsfilled with malice.

Jak recoiled into the shadows, sinking dowly to the floor, his eyesinvoluntarily glued to the creature-not
acregture, ademon! A demon! His breath camein short, fearful heavesthat he struggled desperately to
control. He tried to meld with the wood of the dresser and prayed that those evil yellow eyes did not spy
him. 'Please, please. Some distant part of his consciousnessyelled a him to do something, anything-a
Harper should do something!-but his body seemed made of lead.

The demon hovered in the doorway and considered the Soargyl bed. Though it flew, its great wings



flapped only occasionally and without wind. Lord Soargyl's snores continued unabated.

Shut up! Jak thought irrationally. Shut up! 1t'1l hear you. But the demon had aready noticed the deeping
couple, and it went for them.

With terrifying speed, the shadowy horror darted to the foot of the bed. It hovered outside the
trangparent canopy for amoment with its head cocked curioudy to the side, asthough studying the
Soargyls. Itsydlow eyesflared eagerly. Jak could senseit davering, could sensethekiller dlowing its
anticipation to build before the satisfaction of the daughter. He wanted to scream but could not find his
breath. He could only watch, transfixed by horror.

Two overlong black arms, each corded with shadowy muscle, formed from the demon's body. The arms
ended

in vicious claws aslong as aman'sfingers. With a gentle grace horrible to witness-for Jak knew the
butchery that would surely follow-the demon extended a thin arm and parted the linensthat shielded the
Soargyl bed. Silent tears formed in Jak's eyes and began to run down hisface.

Do something, he ordered himsdf. Do something, dammit! But he could not. He loathed himsdlf for doing
nothing, but fear of attracting the demon's attention froze him to inaction. He gripped his holy symbol
cloak-clasp so tightly the meta dug painfully into his pam. Don't wake up, he prayed for the Soargyls.
Please don't wake up. Silent prayer was all he could bring himself to do for them.

The demon glided under the canopy and hovered over the bed, looking down on the deepers. It held its
wings and clawed arms outstretched, as though to embrace the Soargyls, to envelop them in emptiness.
Lord Soargyl snorted, mumbled something, and rolled toward hiswife. His snores quickly renewed, an
amost comicd funerd liturgy.

Asthe demon stared down at the Soargyls, Jak could literdly fed itstenson building, its hate growing.
Stay deeping, he prayed. Please gods, let them stay adeep. No one should have to die staring into the
face of anightmare,

The demon reached down and extended a claw toward the deepers. Jak sensed itsinsatiable hunger.
The shadowy claw seemed to tremble in eager anticipation asit neared their flesh. 1t will finish them
quickly, he thought. His gutsroiled at the thought of the daughter. They'll be dead before they ever wake
up. He took some small solacein that.

The demon reared back and raised its claw high to day-
And suddenly stopped, thoughtful.
No! No! Doit! Doit, godsdammit! He dmost said the words doud.

Asthough sensing Jak's silent pleas, the demon lowered its claw and turned its baleful yellow eyesin his
direction. His heart sopped. Hetried to sink farther into the shadows. Them first, he thought, hating
himsdf for acoward but unable to stop the thought. Them firdt.

The demon turned back to the Soargyls and Jak's heart began again to beat. Cold sweat now mixed with
slent tears. Y ou're acoward, he accused himself. A damned coward.

Rather than raising aclaw to strike, the demon instead reached down and gently caressed the cheek of
Lord Soargyl.

Bastard, Jak cursed it through hisfear. He redlized then that it fed on terror as much as blood. It wanted



its prey awake.

The demon's dire touch jerked Lord Soargyl from deep. Lady Soargyl, too, began to stir. The burly lord
sat bolt upright in bed to find himsdf face to face with hungry yellow eyes and adarkness as empty asthe
Void. "Huh? What the-"He reached ingtinctively for anonexistent sword but found only nightclothes.

Hisfirst thought wasto fight, Jak cursed himself. Mine wasto hide Tears poured unabated down hisface
now, for he saw terror take shapein Lord Soargyl'swide eyes. "Hd-" Lord Soargyl started to shout.

Casudly, the demon flashed its claw and tore open agash in histhroat, aragged hole so wide that it
nearly severed his head. The bed should have been awash in afountain of blood, but inexplicably the
wound did not bleed. Wide-eyed with terror, Lord Soargyl gurgled and pawed futilely at thetear in his
throat, trying desperately to keep his head attached to his neck. His body began to convulse.

"Ahg, arg, agh." Foam flecked his mouth and agray vapor gushed from the wound. Eagerly, the demon
devoured it. Asit feasted on the vapor, it seemed to grow larger, more substantial.

It'shissoul, Jak thought in terror. It eats souls.

Lord Soargyl's body began to shrink then, to implode until it was little more than an unrecogniz* able
mass of wrinkled flesh. No sounds emerged from his open, screaming mouth.

Lady Soargyl at last came fully awake, sat up, saw the leering eyes-of the demon, and began to scream.
Her terrified wail pierced Jak's soul and freed him from his paralysis.

"Boarim, Boarim!" She shook the shrunken remains of her husband and Boarim Soargyl's body crumbled
into dried hunks. She pulled back as though burned, screaming and crying the desperate keen of the
hopeless. Before Jak could move to intervene, the demon picked her up from the bed and drew her near.
A big woman, she kicked and shouted in protest, but the thing held her body aoft.

"No! Please! Please!” The demon ended her screams by tearing her open from navel to sternum and
devouring the vapor of her soul, filling its emptinesswith thelifeit had stolen.

Whileit fed, Jak found hiswits enough to whisper the wordsto aspell that rendered him invisible.

The guards have to be coming, hetold himself. They heard her and now they're coming. But they hadn't
come yet, and the demon finished with Lady Soargy! dl too soon. It playfully squeezed the husk of her
body and the corpse exploded into arain of dried piecesthat fell to the bed, intermixing with the pieces
of her husband. Without a backward glance, it flowed toward the door-

It stopped.
Jak's heart stopped too. It senses me, heredlized. Dark, but it senses me!

Theliving shadow turned and raised its head, sniffing the air like ahound. Its eyes narrowed thoughtfully
and it looked back toward the dressing table. Silently, holding his breath, Jak tried to back away toward
thefar corner of the room, near the hearth. He froze when the demon darted toward him, quick asacat.
Though it could not see him, it knew he was there. It prowled around the corner of the room, holding its
arms and wings out, feding for its prey. Jak fought off tears as the demon's claws swept through space
and drove him inexorably backward. The thump of hisback against the wall made him squesk in terror.
With nowhereto run, he hed hisholy symboal to his chest, tight.

The demon continued to sniff for him, drew nearer. Sweet poured from him by the bucketful. Surely the
thing could hear his heart! It stood right before him now and he could do nothing but wait for deeth. Fear



washed over him. He watched it sniffing, sniffing, its evil eyes searching. Jak's hair stood on end and he
felt so cold that histeeth nearly chattered.

Suddenly, the demon looked down on him with eyesthat bored into his soul like daggers. Thereyou are,
said asoft voicein his head, and he shuddered uncontrollably. Gently, the demon reached out aclaw, a
soft caressthat brushed his shoulder.

At that touch, Jak fdlt his soul-that essentia thing that made him himsdf-come loose from its moorings
and flow toward the empty shadow before him. Terrified, he wet himsdif.

I'm going to die stinking of piss, he thought, and would have laughed but for the tears. The demon reared
back and raised its claw high for thekill. A scream raced up Jak's throat-

The door to the sitting room burst open with acrash.

"Lord! Lord!" Boots stomped toward the bedroom. The startled demon hated in midkill, whirled, and
then streaked toward the door. Jak sensed it hissin frustration. Barely coherent, Jak sagged to the floor.

The demon blew past the Sartled house guards as they charged into the bedroom.

"Therel Get it!" But the shadow flew past them before they could bring their blades to bear-if blades
could even harm such a creature. Three men in the green and gold of House Soargy! hurried to the bed
and stopped cold. One turned away, covering his mouth. Horrified, the other two poked with their
swords at the remains scattered across the bed.

"Gods," thetaller guard oathed. " Cdl the priests,” he ordered over his shoulder, "and get amagein here.
And send for Master-make that, Lord Rorsin.”

Stll invishble, Jak rose unsteadily to hisfeet. He had to get out. A thief caught in amurdered nobleman's
bedroom would not be treated mercifully. Dazed and wracked with shame, he picked hisway through
the milling guards and into the sitting room. Shouted orders and frightened conversations sounded all
around him but he couldn’t make out the words. Everything blurred into an inchoate roar. Two stout
guards stood near the broken window he had entered through, talking and pointing-his silence spell had
expired.

Hewaited for them to step away, then squirmed past and jumped through the window. With awhispered
magica word, hisfal turned into the gentle descent of afeather. As hefloated earthward, hefet his soul
clinging to his body by only the merest of threads, atattered cloak that the cold winter breeze threatened
to tear from hisbeing. A vison of living darkness, boundless emptiness, and hate-filled yellow eyes
haunted hismind'seye. Again, herelived a portion of hissoul being jerked from his body; relived his
essence being torn in two. Halfway to the earth below he began to scream. When he hit the ground of the
courtyard, he ran pdl-mel from the grounds, unmindful of guards or spells, ill screaming.

CHAPTER THREE
EREVIS

The vast Uskevren feasthdl overflowed.with the glittering grandeur of Selgaunt's assembled Old
Chauncd. Having completed the five-course feast, the guests, in accordance with Sembia's socia
custom, now stood or sat about the feasthdl in small groups, laughing, drinking, smoking, and talking.

Cale despised their perceived sdlf-importance. To him, the room seemed an ocean of arrogant faces and
empty-headed chatter. He strived to keep the contempt from his expression as he maneuvered through
the thick crowd and dutifully refilled wine chalices.



A bewildering array of slk gowns, jewery, and silver-laced ssomachers-the latest fashion among the
city's noblewomen-shimmered in the soft, aromatic candldight. Though he recognized the faces of many
of the noblesin attendance, many more were strangersto him. It seemed hislord had invited half the city
to celebrate Perivel's birthday. This, despite the fact that Perivel Uskevren isforty years dead, he

thought.

Every year on the thirtieth of Hammer, Thamalon held abirthday ball to honor hislost older brother,
Perivel Uskevren. Cde had never known Perive, of course, but based on what he had heard of the eder
Uskevren over the years, he thought he would have liked him. Perivel had died plying stedl againgt three
foeswhile the former Uskevren manse, Storl Oak, had burned down around him.

Though he would have done the family a service by leaving behind arecognizable body, Cae thought.

After the inferno, the ruins had been carefully searched and the bodies of the dead dutifully removed, but
there had been no way to tell if any of the charred corpses pulled from the ruins had been Perive.
Rumors persisted to this day that he had survived.

So it seemed that at least once every few years, aman claiming to be Perivel Uskevren showed up at
Stonnweather's doors and asserted the rights to primogeniture. Invariably, Thamalon and Cae exposed
such claimants asimposters sponsored by riva families and turned them away. Still, the problem never
seemed to go away entirely.

Nevertheless, despite the problemsthat it created by reawakening rumors of Perivel's return, Thamalon
kept his brother's memory aive with an annual celebration, afeast and bdl that had become afixturein

Sdlgaunt's socia calendar. That the invitees did businessin the process seemed only naturd. For suchis
Sdgaunt, Cdethought with agmile.

Though held in Perivel's name, the birthday ball had long ago become as much about making dedls asit
was about honoring the elder Uskevren. Thama on used the fine wine, excellent food, and general good
feding as aplatform to discuss trade alliances and business deal s with the rest of the Old Chauncel
patriarchs. Caefet certain that Perivel would approve.

Making his rounds with a bottle of Storm Ruby, he spotted hislord seated in a sequestered corner of the
feasthdl engaged in earnest conversation with Nuldrevyn Taendar. Cae could guessthetopic of their
discussion: acontract to arrange shipment of Uskevren wine to the southern lands of Faerun. House
Tdendar dedlt in fine furniture and frequently shipped to the kingdoms of the far South-Amn, Calimshan,
and Tethyr, where the demand for Archendae wanut and Sembian mahogany seemed infinite. Thamalon
thought the Uskevren house wineswould also el briskly in the south-particularly the full-bodied Storm
Ruby-and had long sought an economica way to move bottles. Renting space on a Talendar caravan
would beided.

Seeing the opportunity Thamalon had instructed him to watch for, Cale maneuvered through the crowd
and walked toward the two men. Like the other noblemen in attendance, both wore findly tailored attire
-Thamalon'sfit frame covered in atwelve button doublet of crimson with black under-deeves; Lord
Tdendar'sample belly draped in adoublet of purple with slver under-deeves and alace collar. Aswdll,
both wore fitted hose and polished Sembian high boots. Neither wore visible sted. Aswas his custom,
Thamalon had forbidden wegpons at Perivel's ball-even dress blades. The agenda was business, not
blood, though the two frequently crossed pathsin Selgaunt.

As he gpproached, Cale plucked uncomfortably at his own black butler's doublet and pants. Despite his
best efforts, he had never been ableto retain atailor competent to fit histowering frame. If hisclothing
was too short, it exposed his ankles and made him look an imbecile. If it wastoo large, helooked likea



pale scarecrow svimming in aseaof black cloth. With only those two options, he had findly surrendered
to the god of theill-fit and decided on too large rather than too small, and resigned himsdlf to the
mediocrity of histailor.

He had not worn hislesther and stedl for over amonth-since his would-be ambush of aNight Knives
kidnapping team had turned instead into a Zhentarim ambush of he and hisfriend Jak-and Gae had never
longed for them more than now. He felt more than just uncomfortable in hisill-fitting attire; hefdt false, as
if heworealiefor al to see. That night in Drover's Square a month ago had resurrected the old Gale,

and Erevisthe butler had not been able to put him fully back in the grave. Thefeigned civility of
Sdgaunt's nobility only reminded him of hisown facade.

They wear amask and hide behind a veneer, he thought, and so do I. When not serving drinks, hekilled
people. When not laughing at .one another'sjokes and complimenting the wine, they stabbed each other
in the back like common street thieves. Except for Thamalon, of course.

Gaeknew hislord to be honest, at least by Selgaunt's standards, and fair by anybody's standards. An
uncommon man in thiscity, he thought. Honesty was rare in Sdlgaunt. Gale himsalf embodied the point,
and the bitter taste of hisown liesrankled him.

He stopped a discreet distance from Thamalon and Nuldrevyn so as not to intrude on their conversation.
Music and the drone of conversation sounded all about him but he focused his hearing on only Thamalon
and Lord Tdendar.

Nuldrevyn Tdendar, atdl, overweight man with heavy-lidded eyes, spokein hisdeep voice. "An
interesting proposition Thamalon. We should pursueit further.”

Thamalon leaned forward in his chair, placed his elbows on the table, crossed his hands before hisface,
and smiled his dedl-nearly-done amile. "'Indeed we should, Nuldrevyn. Of course, there will be asmdl
commission for House Taendar on every bottle."

"Of course." Lord Talendar raised hisglassin atoast and Thamalon reciprocated. Gale, having waited
dutifully for apause, took that moment to interject, atimely interruption planned by he and Thamaon
daysbefore.

"May | refill my Lords goblets?’

"Ah, Erevis. Excdlent." Thama on made a show of scrutinizing the bottle that Gale held forth. He feigned
aurprise. "Why, thisisthe very Storm Ruby of which we were speaking, Nuldrevyn. | insgst you sample
it"

Nuldrevyn looked receptive so Gale added, "Thisisthe 1352 vintage, Lord Taendar. Thevery bestin
the household.”

From under his bushy brows, Thama on shot him a siddlong glance of gpprovd that only long familiarity
alowed Gaeto notice.

"Well, inthat case," Lord Talendar gulped down the last of the wine currently in hisgoblet and held it out
toGde. "l bdievel will."

"Excelent, Lord." Gaerefilled his goblet and looked to Thamaon. "Will there be anything else, Lord?"
Thamaon smiled. "No, thank you, Erevis."
Gae bowed to Thamalon, nodded to Lord Taendar, and waked away. With Nuldrevyn in such high



Spirits, favorable contract terms seemed assured.

"Thisismost excdllent, Thamalon,” Cae heard as he walked away. "Y ou say you pressthe grapes
where..."

Having done hisduty for hislord, Cale refocused on his primary concern-the security of the family.
Though Jander Orvigt and the rest of the Uskevren household guards watched with ready crossbows
from the second floor bal conies that overlooked the feasthal, Gale preferred to rely on hisown trained
eye. He acknowledged that an nation attempt on Thama on was unlikdy, but he did not entirely
ruleit out. The Uskevren rivasin the Old Chaunce would like nothing more than to see the Old Owil
dead, for then Tamlin would inherit the Uskevren holdings.

And Magter Tamlin istoo much a dilettante to manage even awhorehouse well, Cale thought. Much less
anoble house. Guards or no, Cale would personally seeto the safety of hislord, just as he had for the
past nine years.

Origindly, he had come to Stormwesather as a spy for the Night Knives, the thieves guild he had joined
soon after coming to Selgaunt from Westgate. Though the Knives had been able to place spiesas
servantsin most of the other noble houses, the guild had not been able to place an operativein
Stormwesther.

Because Cae had been formally educated-by tutors hired by athieves guild in Westgate'-and knew the
eliquette appropriate to upper society, he had sought to win favor with the Righteous Man and gain status
inthe guild by proposing a plan. He would eliminate tiie then current Uskevren butler and take the
position himsdf. Thinking about it now made his sscomach roil.

| had an innocent man killed so that | could put mysdlf in apostion to blackmail the influential Uskevren
patriarch, he thought accusingly. It shamed him that he could not even remember the previous butler's
name. | didn't want to know hisname, heredized. And | till don't.

He hated himself for what he had been, for what he had done.
But I'm different now, he thought, with only atinge of desperation. I'm different.

The plan had been perfect in its conception, but flawed in its execution. Gale quickly had come to respect
Thamalon asthe father he had never known, the Uskevren asthe family he had never had/He replaced
membership in along series of guilds and shadowy organizations with the love of ared family. It had not
taken him long to redize that he could not betray them.

Neither could he confide to them his background that he had been trained as akiller and thief by the
Night Masksin Westgate, that he had been taught nine languages so asto better impersonate, forge, and
decipher, that he had cometo their home as aspy. He knew that Thamalon, an otherwise gracious man,
would not forgive the betraya. So he had decided to live alie rather than give up what he had cometo
love

Over the years, he had fed the Righteous Man harmless information about Thamalon and the Uskevren,
occasondly threw in auseful tidbit about some other noble family, and in the meantime aided hislordship
in running the household. His supervision of the servantswasincidenta. His true value to Thamalon was
his knowledge of Selgaunt's underworld-an underworld intricately intertwined with the plots of the Old
Chauncd. He explained hisillicit knowledge as derived from a disreputable cousin who moved in
underworld circles. He had never been, and still wasn't, surethat Thamaon believed in thisfictiondl
cousin, but hislord had always respected Gate's privacy.



Lie upon lie upon lie, he chided. But I've got no other options. If Thazienne ever learned what | was...

Hefeared putting a name to the feelings he had for the Uskevren daughter. He had watched her blossom
from a precocious teen to the most stunning and vivacious young woman he had ever seen. Hielight from
her innocent spirit lit the dark placesin his soul like abonfire. Without her.

He shook hisiead, suddenly tired. He did not want to think about the kind of man that he would have
been if he hadn't met her.

Almogt involuntarily, his eyes sought her out. Towering head and shoulders over most of themenin
attendance, he could see from one end of the feasthdll to the other. Groups of guests thronged the room.
Chalices and goblets clinked, laughter roared, music played, and Selgaunt's nobility glittered like a
dragon's hoard. On the side of the hall nearest Cale stood the long feast tables, the dishes from the last
course even now being cleared by Largjin and Ryton. They noticed him watching and picked up the pace
of ther efforts, Largjin fumbling with a serving platter in the process. At that, shelooked up nervoudy,
saw Galesfrown, and wilted like adying flower. He could see her dight body trembling.

Have to do something about that girl, he thought. He strived to be fair with the staff, but tolerated few
mistakes. Largjin seemed al thumbs. He would have let her go months ago but Thamaon inssted he be
patient with her. Cae did not want to know why hislord was so protective of the willowy girl and so did
not inquirefurther,

Largin and Ryton worked around afew smokerswho il lingered at the feast tables. The noblemen
Ao.D-.1CV

talked softly amongst themselves through a haze of pipe smoke. The pipesreminded Cae of Jak Fled,
hisfriend. He smiled, and wondered how the little man fared. Probably loaded with coin, cards, and fine
tobacco, he thought, and chuckled aoud.

Still desiring to catch sight of Thazienne, he peered across the hardwood dance floor-currently
unoccupied. Even though Selgaunt's Old Chauncel rarely danced, it was mandatory to have adance
floor. Cae continued scanning the opposite side of the hall.

A quartet of musicians sat upon araised, carpeted dais and played softly. A fat, balding man pounding a
dow beat on ahand drum played next to anondescript but exceedingly skillful harpist. Next to them Cde
saw ablonde, attractive woman playing the longhom and beside her a stocky, black-bearded man
playing the shawm. Thamaon had imported the musicians dl the way from Daerlun for the celebration.
The unusua combination of strings, woodwinds, and subtle percussion was an innovation from Cormyr
that had found popularity in the neighboring cities of Sembia. Cde listened to the quartet for thefirst time
and found that he rather enjoyed the sound. The gentle tones of the instruments and the low murmur of
the assembled guests combined to create a deepy, melodic drone. He allowed himself to drift peacefully
on the chords as he continued his search for Thazienne.

Hefindly spotted her standing near thewall, to the right of the musicians dais, and she stole his breeth.
The music and crowd noisefell away. He heard only his heartbest, be saw only her, and she glittered like
ajewd.

Dressed in ajade gown laced with silver thread and a bgjeweled silver somacher, her beauty outshone
that of the other women in attendance the way slver

Sdlune outshone the glowing tearsthat trailed her orbit through the night sky. A crowd of noble sons
surrounded her, talking, smiling, eager to impress.



Even from this distance, Gate recogni zed the frustrated set of her strong jaw. She hated noble fops and
dress balls even more than he, but her mother had insisted she attend. As he watched, she smiled
halfheartedly at ayoung noble's joke and glanced about as though seeking an excuse to escape. Their
eyes met. She gave him aquick wave and smiled at him-asmile of genuine happiness. The men around
her turned to shoot him envious glares. He bit back hisjed ousy, returned her wave, and smiled softly in
return.

He dared not watch her too long for fear that his fedings would become plain on hisface. Shooting her a
find longing glance, he returned to his business and tried to locate the rest of the Uskevren family inthe
hall.

Lady Shamur, glamorous as dways hi along deeved blue gown with agold ssomacher, sat nearby in
lighthearted conversation with Dolera and Meena Foxmantle. To Gal€'s perceptive eyes, shelooked
scarcely more comfortable than her daughter-her smiles seemed forced and her dim body |ooked
coiled-but she masked her fedingswell. Dutifully, Gale walked over and refreshed the three ladies wine
glasses.

Thank you, Erevis," said Shamur. Sheflashed agrateful smilefor theinterruption and the severity that
usualy masked her findy chiseled feasturesfell away for amoment. In that instant, Gale caught arare
glimpse of hisladyship's sophisticated beauty. Small wonder that Thazienne had turned out as gorgeous
as she had; they could have been sigters.

"Do you require anything e se, Lady?'

"No, Erevis. That will beal."

He bowed, first to Shamur, then to the Foxmantles. "Lady. Ladies.”

"My," observed Dolerain her sngsong voice as he walked away. "Heisso very tal.”

Gde hurried off without looking back. He would be hard-pressed to keep the impatience out of hisvoice
if the empty-headed Dolera Foxmantle spoke to him. No wonder Lady Uskevren hasto force her smiles,
he thought with an inner grin.

He spotted Tamlin near the double doorsthat led to the forehall. The Uskevren heir stood with a
half-empty wine bottle in his hand, a smile on his handsome face, and a crowd of young men and women
clustered around him. Mostly women, Gale saw. At the edge of that sea of chattering femininity stood
Tamlin's huge bodyguard, V ox, watchful and aert as aways. The big man's crossed arms rippled with
muscle, and even without wegpons in evidence he radiated dangerous-ness. Gale watched Tamlin throw
back hishead in laughter and sprinkle the floor with wine. He frowned at Tamlin's carelessness.

While Gale envied Tamlin's easy grace with women, he despised the young man'slack of discipline. As
he saw it, the sole weakness of the household was the Uskevren hen*. Tamlin lacked maturity, lacked
judgment, and worst of all, lacked focus. He stuck his handsin whatever took hisfancy from day to day,
but never took the time to master anything. He needed to learn discipline. Gale would have been willing
to teach hiri-very willing-but he suspected that Tamlin would not enjoy the lessons. Everything had been
handed to the young man since boyhood. He had never had to work for anything. If Tamlin was ever
forced to fend for himsdlf, he was aslikdly to survive as an orein adwarf hold. Unless something
changed, Gale knew, the preeminence of House Uskevren would last only through Thamalon'slifetime,

At that moment, Tamlin looked acrossthe hall ‘and met Gale's eyes, caught Cal€'s disapproving frown,
and momentarily lost his own ready smile. Gale looked away quickly, toying to keep the disdain in his
expression hidden. Ashe did so, he caught adark stare from Vox. The big man was apparently



displeased that Gale had so discomfited Tamlin with only alook.

Gdereturned that dull-eyed stare unflinchingly and didn't bother to hide his contempt. He knew Vox to
be a professona mercenary and no doubt a skilled combatant, but Tymorawould take him before he
gave ground in hisown house. Any time, big man, he thought, any time.

Vox looked away after afina glare, histhick-lipped mouth moving as though muttering to himsdlf, though
Gaeknew him to beamute.

Without thinking, Gae began to search the crowd for Tabot, but then remembered that the youngest
Uskevren had begged off the celebration and remained at histallhouse on Alasper Lane. Hebit hislip
thoughtfully, worried for the boy. He's been begging off alot of thingslately, Gaeredized. All sncethat
hunting accident.

Boyhood pranks gone awry were the previous extent of Talbot's troubles-Gale had typicaly resolved
those without even informing Thama on and Shamur-but the boy was getting old enough now that he
might be attracting grown-up sized troubles. Gale knew that if he wasin some kind of scrape, he would
be afraid to tell anyone-especidly his parents.

Il haveto look into that, he resolved. He made a menta scribe to contact Jak and ask thelittle man to
quietly monitor the boy for alew days.

Satisfied at last that al wasin order with the family, he returned his mind to his butler's duties and made
onefina inspection of thefloor staff. Everything seemed in good order, though he tensed when he

spotted Largin wobbling under atray of empty wine bottles and dishes. His eyes bored nervous holes
into her back as she walked unsteadily toward the forehall, but she managed to make it through the doors
without incident. Gale followed her acrossthe feasthall and stuck his head into the forehdl to assure
himsdlf that she had made it to the kitchen without breaking something. She had.

The slence coming from down the hall-rather than the rattle of pansand Brillathe kitchen mistresss
shouts-indicated to him that the exhausted cooking staff must have findly settled in to take their own
dinner. Caée's growling somach reminded him that the floor staff, himsdlf included, would eat only after
al the guests had gone.

Spotting anearby wine valet, he walked over and replaced his near empty bottle of Storm Ruby with a
fresh bottle of Usk Fine Old-alight, pear wine suitable for late evening-and prepared for what often
proved to be his most interesting work during celebrations- information gathering.

Eavesdropping, he chided with asmile. At least cdll itwhat it is.

Surveying the hall, he noted the locations of the Old Chauncel patriarchs and planned aroute from oneto
the other. In histime at Stormweather, he had learned that Lord Uskevren'sfood and drink tended to
loosen otherwise tightly reined noble tongues. Especidly in tiie presence of amere servant. With his keen
hearing, Gae had overheard innumerable incriminating facts while casudly refilling after-dinner drinks.
Over the years, he had been able to keep the Righteous Man satisfied with such information-information
embarrassing to thisor that noble family, but harmlessto the Uskevren.

Generaly meticulous about his posture, he deliberately douched when making his rounds. He had found
that guests went silent if the keen-eyed, towering butler gpproached, but did not seem to notice him at al
if he shrank in on himsdlf and softened his habitudly hard expression.

The best servants arelike old furniture, he thought, recalling an old Sembian adage, there when you need
them,* but otherwise not to be noticed.



Wearing his best furniture disguise, he wove hisway through the crowd. He refilled drinks as he went,
casualy spoke the praises of Usk Fine Old, and kept his keen ears attuned to nearby conversations. As
expected, most was smply the mundane, after-dinner chatter of silly nobles.

"... hear Lady Baerent had taken an interest in the work of ayoung arti, if you take my meaning,” said
Lord Colvithwith alaugh.

"... the Boaters sure are astrangelot,” Lord Relen-dar was saying to a plump young woman Gale did
not recognize. "1 hear they sacrifice..."

Gaemoved dong, smiling, filling drinks, listening for anything that might be of use to the RighteousMan
or to Thamdon.

Inaquiet corner he noticed Thildar Foxmantle- partialy drunk as usua-engaged in an earnest
conversation with Owyl Thisvin, afat mage-merchant who worked primarily in the neighboring city of
Saer-loon. Thildar's heavy mustache and the dim light made lip-reading impossible, so Gale approached
them, wine bottlein hand. They fdl slent as he drew near, further piquing hisinterest.

"My Lords?' Gae hdd the wine bottle doft.

"Nonefor me, butler,” Owyl replied dismissvely.

Gd e swallowed the urge to punch the smugness from Owyl's blotchy visage and instead turned to
Thildar, who acknowledged him only by holding forth asilver goblet. Deferentidly, Gaerefilled it,
walked a discreet distance away, and pretended to observe the crowd. Only then did Thildar and Owyl
renew their conversation.

Thismust be interesting, Gale thought.

He tuned out the crowd noise and focused his hearing on the two men. When he heard them spesaking
Elvish, he had to contain his surprise. No doubt they felt secure in speaking the language of the elves-few
Sdlgauntans had ever even seen one of thefair folk, much less understood their tongue. Gale silently
thanked them for their arrogance. He had learned the expressive, intricate language of the eves at
nineteen. A long tune ago, when he had been avery different man.

"Body sucked asdry asa Chondathan raisin,” said Thildar, drunk and too loud. "My man in the
household guard tells me a shadow streaked out the window just asthe guards burst in."

At Thildar's overloud tone, Owyl glanced about inirritable nervousness. The mage-merchant's eyesfell
on Gale but passed over and by him as though he didn't exist. Unnoticed furniture, Gale thought with a
qmile

Owy! dipped back into the common tongue. "Did you say a shadow?'

"Yes" replied Thildar, again hi Elvish. "Or &t least S0 hetdlsit." Hewaved ahand dismissvely and
gulped from his goblet. "But you know servants. In any case, that is neither here nor there, asthey say.
Theimportant thing isthis: with Boarim Soargyl and the Lady dead, you'll need someone elseto move
your wares across the Inner Sea. | can help with that. No doubt we can reach an amicable agreement..."



Gdeignored the rest of the conversation, mere commercia negotiations of no interest to him. He found
the news about Lord and Lady Soargyl only mildly surprising. The Soargyls had not made a public
gppearancein over atenday, ararity for them, and rumors had been flying. Through his own sources,
Cae had heard astory of murder in Sarntrumpet Towers, though nothing about a shadow. He would
haveto relate this newsto Thama on. With Boarim Soargyl dead and his untested son Rorsin heading the
family, therest of the Old Chaunce families would scramble to take over any vulnerable Soargy!

interests.

Like vultures, he thought, eyeing Thildar with contempt. Perhaps Thamaon could offer Rorsin an
dliance? Cale could not hide agrim smile at the thought. Boarim would spin in his casket. The Uskevren
and Soargyl lords had long been bitter enemies. But times change, thought Cale, and so do men. Despite
the acrimonious history, he had no doubt that Thamaon would offer Rorsn an dliance, if it wasin the
Uskevren'sinterest.

Thildar's description of the bodies stuck in Cae's mind and sounded alarm bellsin his head: Sucked dry
asaChondathan raisin, tie had heard disquieting rumors recently that some of Selgaunt's underworld
leaders had died smilarly-three Zhentarim fished out of Selgaunt Bay, their bodies pruned by more than
immersion in the sea. Zalen Quickblade, former leader of the Redcowls, found dead in an dley with his
body collapsed in onitsalf. Too many smilaritiesfor a coincidence and too well targeted for arandom
predator. A new player looking to establish himsalf? he wondered. Or an old one grown bold?

He knew that murder within thewalls of Sarntrumpet Towers would make things difficult for everyone.
Such adaring attack on a noble's home indicated recklessness, supidity, or fearlessness. Selgaunt's
Scepters- the city's watchmen-would be prowling the streets for the cul prit, and they wouldn't be overly
careful about who got caught in the melee.

Hewould have to warn Jak so that the little man would know to lie low. Independent rogues dways
suffered the most when the Scepters went on a purge, Guilds could bribe Watch Captains and buy
safety; independents had to hide or hang. Cale would aso have to leave word with Riven to arrange a
meeting with the Righteous Man. The Night Knife guildmaster might know more about what was going
on-

His stream of thought abruptly stopped. Disbelieving, his gaze followed a blond haired, handsome young
man moving casualy through the crowd. Dressed in afindly cut tan doublet with green under-deeves,
black hose, and high boots, the man looked much the same as every other young noble in attendance.
Except that he was casing the attendees. He moved among the young noblewomen, flashed asmile,
laughed, and no doubt commented on the beauty of their jewdry.

Hewas picking hismarks! Cale could not believeit. Professionally, he had to admit that the would-be
thief had skills. Only Caéeslong experience and trained eye alowed him to notice anything amiss.

Spotting Largin nearby again clearing dishes, he hurried over to her.
"Lagin"

She jumped as though he had poked her with apin. Thetray of chalices she bore shook aarmingly.
%>h! Oh." When she turned and saw him, her voice quavered. "Yes, Migter Cae?'

"Giveme one of those." He nodded absently at the tray, hiseyes ill on the young thief

"Miger Cde?'



"A chdice, girl," he snapped. "Give me adamned chalice."

She recoiled, green eyeswide, and he felt aswift pang of guilt. She wasjust agirl, after al, and shewas
trying. He softened histone. "I'm sorry, Largjin. Something eseison my mind. Here." Heremoved a
chdicefrom the trembling tray and filled it from the bottle he held. "And you take this" He placed the
wine bottle on the tray. "Removeit dl to the kitchen and take your dinner.”

HBLIt_II

Heturned on hished and walked acrossthe hall toward the thief. Waiting until the boy stood alone, Cde
approached with the chalice. "A drink, young sir-oops." Feigning astumble, he bumped into the boy,
quickly felt him for stedl-one buckleknife beneath his belt-and dumped the wine over the boy's doublet.

"Oh, forgive me, young sir." He pulled a kerchief from his breast pocket and daubed at the stain.
"Forgiveme, I'm so sorry.”

"It'sdl right," replied the blushing thief, looking about in embarrassment and trying to push Cale away. A
few heads turned their way, curious, but quickly turned back to their own conversations. That the boy
had not exploded a Cale for such clumsiness-as any of Selgaunt's nobility would have-only confirmed his

suspicions.
Cae continued to apologize and daub awkwardly at the stain while the boy continued trying to push him
away. "It'saH right, butler. Y ou can go-"

Cdelooked up aboruptly asthough struck with anidea. "Young gr... that is, if the young sir will be
gracious enough to alow meto escort him to the kitchens,

Brillathe cook will seeto the gtain. I'm sure she will be ableto removeit entirely.”
"That won't be necessary-"
"Please young magter, | insst you allow meto correct my clumsiness. Please?’

The boy looked down at his stained doubl et, hesitated, then gave ashrug. "Very well then, butler. But
let'sbe quick."

"Follow me, young master. The kitchensare thisway.”

Cdeled him through the double doors into the fore-hall, but rather than turning right to go through the
parlor and into the kitchen he turned left and strode toward an unoccupied receiving room.

Thethief looked about absently as they walked, no doubt noting portable valuables. "How far are the
kitchens, butlesaggh-"

Without warning, Cale whirled on him, gripped him by the throat, and pinned him against the wood
paneled receiving room wall. The boy kicked and gagged but Cae held him fast. He stared into the boy's
wide brown eyes and dowly lifted him from hisfeet. Desperate wheezes squeaked from the thief'sthroat.
Hisred face began rapidly to turn blue.

"I know exactly what you are and what you're doing here," Cale hissed into hisface. The boy feebly
shook his head in the negative so Cale squeezed harder. The wheezes stopped atogether. The boy
thrashed but Gal€'siron grip could not be broken. "Don't deny it. | can always spot an amateur.”

Indignant at first, the asphyxiating thief at last nodded. Satisfied, Cale eased hisgrip, but only dightly. The



wheezes returned while the thief'sblue face faded back to flush red. Cale stared straight into his frightened
eyes. "Boy, if your left hand moves one inch closer to that buckleknifein your belt, | promise you that
you've dready taken your last breath.”

The boy went wide-eyed and let his hand, which had been inching surreptitioudy toward hisbelt, dangle
limply.

"Hereshow it'sgoing to be," said Gale. "You ligening?"

The boy nodded, but looked on the verge of passing out.

"I don't know who you work for and | don't care, but after tonight this house is off limits. Understand?'
Another desperate nod.

Gale gave afina, meaningful glare, and released him. The would-be thief collapsed to the floor, gasping.
"Collect yoursdlf. I'm going to show you out.”

"But my coat,” the boy protested. "It's cold.” He redlized immediately that he should not have opened his
mouth.

Gdegared at. him The boy's eyesfound the floor. "Forget it," he muttered.

He climbed dowly to hisfeet and Gate led him through the receiving room to aside door that opened
onto the patio. He pulled the door open and the blast of cold, Deepwinter air set the boy'steeth to
chattering.

"Through the gardens, left to Sam Street. Don't let me see you again.”
The boy nodded, crossed hisarms againgt the cold, and hurried out.

After closing the door and securing the deadbolt, Gale congratulated himself for solving a problem
without bloodshed. Ten years ago, held have taken the boy into the gardens and put him down, just to be
thorough. | have changed, he realized with a soft smile. Thazienne would be proud.

*(C)* +(C)* *(c)* () -(1)

Crouching amidst thetall shrubbery, Aranisked hungrily eyed the two humans. Thetal one said some-
thing and shoved the smaller one out of the door of the great house. Light, sound, and life spilled from the
open door like blood from awound. Aranisked growled, low and dangerous, and a soft chorus of snarls
sounded behind him in answer. The power of the two humans souls glowed in his eyes, tempting him,
whetting his appetite to feed. The tal human's soul shone with power, hahO of it white, haf of it shadow,
asthough it fought awar with itsdlf. The smaler human's soul, though amere gray spark in comparison,
elicited an anticipatory purr from the demon..

Thefifteen former humans hidden in the gardens with him sensed his pleasure and shifted eagerly. "Feed
us," they whispered. "Feed us"

Aranisked turned to face them. Silence, he thought to them, and they fell on their facesto the dirty snow,
abject. He regarded them with contempt, as he did dl humans. Aranisked's master Yrsillar had
possessed the leader of these humans-these Night Knives-and named himself the avatar of their god.
Now theseignorant foolsliteraly fell over themsalvesin ther frenzy to serve. Yrsillar had taken their zedl
and used it- used it to twist their bodies, warp their minds, and pollute their souls until they had become



tools suitable to his purposes. Now, not even Aranisked would feed upon the twisted, black things that
served asthe corrupted humans souls.

The door to the house dammed closed. The sound jerked him back around. Thetall human had retreated
within, but the short one remained outside. Silence, he projected again to the corrupted humans. As
aways, they obeyed. They soundlesdy rocked back and forth, hungry for flesh, their daws dternately
clenching and unclenching fistfuls of frozen earth.

Petience, he thought. Soon you will feed.

Thesmall human, hisarms crossed againgt acold Aranisked did not fed in thisform, muttered to himsdlf
and walked from the house toward them. Aranisked alowed his hunger to build, savored the growing
anticipation that would soon be sated. The smal human neared and walked past unsuspecting. Aranisked
stepped from the shrubs and reached for him.

The human's artled gasp ended amost as soon asit began. Aranisked flashed a claw and opened the
human'sthroat. Hiswings beet in ecstasy asthe paltry soul pulsed screaming from the wound and into his
being. Aranisked's black form swallowed and utterly devoured the smal human'slife-force.

"For Mask," the corrupted humans chanted into the dirt. "For Mask."
Finished with the feeding, Aranisked let the dried body fal to the pavement. Feed, he ordered.

Growling eagerly, the corrupted humans leaped to their feet, dragged the corpse into the bushes, and
began to feast on the dried flesh. Their mindless gob-bung ddlighted Aranisked, so he allowed their
frenzy to continue until only the tattered clothing remained of the corpse.

Asthe corrupted humans fed, he savored the lingering sweetness of the human's soul. In dl theworld,
only humans had such acomplex, ddicious life-force capable of sating the perpetua hunger of hiskind.
Yrsllar, Aranisked, and Greeve would turn this city of humansinto adaughterhouse. Tonight'sfeeding
would bethefirst of many.

More souls resided within the house, he knew. Many more. He could sense them through thewalls even
at thisdistance. He sensed their essence on the winter wind. Aranisked did not know why his master had
chosen this house as atarget and did not care. There was food within. That was enough.

Come, he said to the corrupted humans. There is more food within.

Their long, purple tongueslolled over gray lips and needle-sharp fangs. He took pleasurein their
anticipatory davering. "Food," they hissed. "Food."
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE FEAST OF SouiS

| with himsdlf for not harming the would-be thief, Gale walked back through the receiving room hal and
into the parlor. Thethick Thayan floor rugs-each depicting red dragonsin flight-felt wonderful beneath his
sore feet The cozy fedling of the parlor tempted him to kick off his boots and collgpse into one of the
richly upholstered chairs and retire for the night, but he ressted the urge. Instead, he strolled around the
room and admired the thematic oil paintings that adorned thewalls. Thefirgt painting depicted aroiling



sky, againgt which ef knights mounted on hippogrifls warred with orogs mounted on wyverns. Each
subsequent work represented adifferent point in the agrid battle, with the vesfinally defeating the orogs
inthelast painting. Gale smiled as he moved from one to another, captured by the artist's skillfull rendition
of the combat. Thamalon had commissioned the half-elf artist Cdlista Perim to paint the workstwo years
ago. Ever ance, Cde had found himself drawn to them. JApart from his own sparsdy furnished
bedroom, $lthe parlor had become hisfavorite room in Storm-westher. Rarely used by anyonedsein
the family, a night it seemed his own private refuge-just he and oUie eves. When histroubled conscience
kept him awake and he did not fed like reading, he often came down hereto think, to lose himsdlf in the
unblemished 'heroics of awar that had occurred only on canvas.

Bathed in the dim light of asingle candle and the soft glow of embersin thefireplace, he collgpsed into his
favorite overstuffed chair, put hisfeet up on the hassock, and allowed himsalf amoment to enjoy the
solitude,

Thiswould be agood time for asmoke, he thought wistfully. If only | smoked. He thought fondly of his
pipe-toting friend, Jak Flegt, and smiled.

The distant bustle of the ball carried through the hall and nearby double doors, but the parlor itself was
quiet, removed from the celebratory tumult. The candldlight flickered off the four suits of ceremonia
armor that stood silent guard in each of the room's corners-each suit was engraved with a crossed
hammer and sword on the breastplate, the arms of some long forgotten Selgaunt nobl€'s house. The
parlor's decor reflected hislord'slove for the history of other peoples, places, and times.

Maybethat'swhy | like it so much, he thought. Because I'm from somewhere else.

Unlike most of Selgaunt's Old Chauncel, Thamalon did not consider the city such abeacon of cultura
Superiority that other cultures were not worth studying.

e

Though most obviousin the parlor, the whole of Storm-westher fairly brimmed with unique antiquities
drawn from the four corners of Faerun. Thelibrary aone was stocked with treatises from al over the
continent, some written in languages even Cale did not understand. Though he despised Selgaunt
generdly, heloved Stormwesther.

He alowed himself afew more moments of peace before forcing himsdlf to rise. He adjusted the cast
bronze dragon figurines atop the walnut mantle, waked the short halway to the adjacent main kitchen,
and pushed open the doors.

As he had suspected, the kitchen staff sat eating and chatting around the cleaver-scarred butcher's block.
The moment he entered, the eight young women on staff-Brillatolerated only women on her staff-gave a
dart and thetalking fdl abruptly slent. Cde smiled knowingly. Because he dlowed Brillaafree hand in
running the kitchen, he usudly only made an appearance when something had gone wrong with the medl.

Eight pairs of exhausted, apprehensive eyes stared at him and nervoudy awaited his next words. None of
them said aword.

"Everythingisdl right," he assured them, but the apprehension written in their expressons did not change.
He looked from one pretty face to the other and realized thathe did not know most of their names. Have
to remedy that, he thought. He had always made it a point to know everyonein the household, even
kitchen help.

When at last he found afamiliar face among the girls, he grabbed her with his gaze.



"Aileen, whereisBrilla?' Aileen gave adight start when he spoke her name.

"Inthe pantries, Migter Cale," she responded immediately. A dight, very attractive girl with wispy blonde
hair and bright green eyes, Aileen had been on staff ance the summer. "Shal | go and get her?”

“Thank you, Aileen.”

She jJumped down from her stool and hurried out the other side of the main kitchen, toward the pantries.
Gad e winced when she began to shout.

"Brillal Brillal Migter Cdewantsyou! Brillal"

While he waited, the rest of the young women hafheartedly picked at their plates and studioudy avoided
eye contact. They”™ must have heard that he was an ogre.

After afew minutes, Brillawaddled defiantly into the main kitchen, adead chicken clutched in one
thick-fingered hand, an apprehensive Aileen clutched in the other.

"Miger Cde," she acknowledged with anod. She scooted Aileen back to her stoal. " Go, girl, finish your
mesdl. | told you he doesn't bite."

Blushing, Aileen took to her stoal. Brillaturned her sour gaze back to Cale.

"I hopethisisimportant, Mister Cale. | wasjust preparing to pluck the chickens for tomorrow." She held
up the dead chicken for emphasis.

In agood humor, Cale barely suppressed asmile.. Brillastood dmost aswide as she did tal, her thick
legs as sturdy as tree stumps. With her long black hair pulled back and tied into adoppy bun, she
reminded him of the archetypal dwarven oenoen, the esteemed house matron, but without a beard.

Careful, man, he reminded himsdlf jovialy. Y ou'd be as dead asthat chicken if she knew you were
comparing her to adwarf.

Unlike most of the household staff, big Brillawas not and never would be intimidated by him. He
respected her for that. That'swhy heleft her aoneto run the kitchens.

"Miger Gae?'

He swallowed the last of his smile and put on his expressionless, head butler'sface. "'l wanted to
congratulate you." He crossed his hands behind his back and nodded to include the kitchen staff, "To
congratulate al of you, for work well done. Lord Uskevren hasinformed me that the med received
numerous compliments.” He paused dramaticaly before adding, "Particularly the dessert torte.”

At that, Brillabeamed. She had created the recipe for the torte herself and had personally selected the
Cdlishite barkberries. Sheturned her broad smile on her staff, the eight of whom were sharing tired smiles
of their own.

"Did you hear that, gir-" A high-pitched scream cut short her praise. Brillacocked an eyebrow. "Now
what was" Another walil rose and fell.

At firgt, Cae thought the screams merely the giddy squedls of an empty-headed noblewoman, but
another terror-filled shout, this one from aman, changed his mind. Something was wrong.

Ingtinctively, hefdl into afighting crouch, though he had no wegpon. The kitchen girlsjumped down from
their stools.



L oud thumps suddenly sounded through thewalls and startled the girls. They began to chatter fearfully.
The heavy stomp of boots and angry shoutsjoined the frightened screams and carried down the forehall
from tlie feasthall.

With his keen ears, Cae thought he caught the sound of the savage snarls of an anima intermixed with
the shouts. What in the Hells? With the girls clamoring beside him, he could not make out any other
details.

"Quiet down," he ordered.
Nine mouths clamped shut. He walked to the kitchen door, pushed it open a bandwidth, and listened.

The digtant but digtinctive sounds of shouting men, plied iron, and panicked screamsfilled theair. A
battle!

Suddenly, from close by, he heard aman shout in surprise, then aloud scream of pain followed by
vicious snarling. The sound made the hair on tike nagpe of his neck rise. That had come from the parlor.

Asthough reading his mind, Brillaobserved nervoudy, That sounded like an animd loosein the parlor.”
Asone, the girls gasped and clustered together fearfully.

Gaelet the door close and turned to the women. " Get in the herb pantry,” he ordered, ascamly ashe
could. Judging from the sound, the source of the growls was abig aninia), "Block the door and don't
comeout unless| say s0."

They stared at him blankly, dumbfounded.

"Move! Now."

That got them going.

"Yes, yes, of course” sad Brilla. "Migter Cdeisright. Come dong, girls. Hurry now."

While cagting nervous glances back at the wal through which the sounds of combat were made, Brilla
quickly led thefearful gaff out of the rear of the main kitchen toward the herb pantry. Cale waited till they
had gone, then barreled through the kitchen door and raced toward the feasthal. He stopped cold when
he reached the parlor, hisfavorite room.

Shouts, screams, and the crash of breaking dishes sounded loudly through the feasthal's double doors.
Acrossthe parlor near the archway to theforehdl, dimly visblein the candlelight, abipedad formin
tattered clothes hunched over the body of a dain household guard. The wet chomping sounds of a
feeding animd filled Ga€e's ears. When he gasped in surprise the cresture looked up from its medl, wide
eyed and gartled. Gale's ssomach roiled. He had expected an animal, not... this.

Strings of flesh clung to the creature's dirty fangs and inch-long claws. Y elow eyes stared out of a blood
soaked, feral face. When those eyesfound Cale, they narrowed to ochre dits. A purple tongue half as
long as aman's forearm wormed out of its mouth, swept itslips, and dobbered up the last bits of flesh
that clung to itsface. It gave alow growl, a sound as savage and merciless asthe fiercest animd, yet
inexplicably human. It Ieft the corpse and took one step toward him. His stomach fluttered nervoudly.

It registered in hismind that the creature had eaten the fallen guard. Ghouls, he redlized. Ghoulsarein the
house! He had never before encountered undead, but he had heard enough tales to recognize the warped
body of one of the creatures. No wonder the monster's growl had sounded vaguely human.



The panicked shouting from the feasthall grew louder, increasing in intengity. Men screamed, ghouls
snarled-lots of ghouls-and women shrieked in terror. Cale, however, could spare no thought for the
events hi the feasthal. The ghoul before him began to prowl acrossthe parlor toward him.

Involuntarily, he backed up astep. He reached for awegpon, patted himsdlf for anything, but quickly
redlized that he had nothing. He cursed himsdf anidiot for leaving the kitchen without at least acarving
knife. Think before you act, he rebuked himself.

Picking itsway through the eclectic collection of furniture, the ghoul stalked closer. It moved in ahunched
crouch, avile, sickly-gray predator ready to pounce. Asit approached, it tensed its clawed arms,
smacked itslips, and gave athoughtful snarl. Cde could have sworn it actudly leered at him.

It knows I'm unarmed, he thought, and he redlized that this savage, flesh-eating mongter ill retained
someintdligence.

What in the Nine Hells is happening? Where's the house guard?

He knew the answer the moment he thought the question. One of the house guards aready lay dead on
the parlor floor; the rest were fighting in the feasthdl. Judging from al the screaming and bresking dishes,
he did not think that Jander and his men were faring too well.

For an ingtant, he considered making a dash for the kitchen to retrieve aweapon, but dismissed the idea.
He could not risk leading the ghoul to Brillaand the kitchen girls.

With his gaze never leaving the yellow eyes of the ghoul, he Sdestepped aong the wall. As he moved, he
tried to keep furniture between himself and the ghoul. It seemed to enjoy hisefforts. It playfully circled to
cut him off and pawed at the air, content for now merely to toy with him.

Up dose, Gale nearly gagged on the creature's stench. It stank like the rotted remains of a corpse baking
in the sun. Hetried to breathe through his mouth to keep from vomiting. With only a high backed wooden
chair between them, he got agood ook at the creature for the first time.

A spider web tracery of purple veins showed through its gray, leprous skin. A bit of blood from the dead
guard il glistened scarlet on its sunken cheeks, and its fanged mouth and feral eyes promised asimilar
end to Gale. Theremains of its befouled clothes hung in tatters from ahunched, twisted body. Its claws,
filthy knife blades caked with dirt and gore, clenched and unclenched reflexively while it saked him. A
strange mark on its shoulder caught the can- dielight and grabbed Gale's eye.

He stopped and stared, stupefied.

The ghoul had atattoo hiked into the flesh of its shoulder, afamiliar tattoo, two crossed daggers
superimposed over acracked skull.

A wave of nausea and dizziness washed over Gale. He fought it off and studied the twisted, savage face
of the ghoul. The clothes that might once have been the favorite blue cloak of aman Gale had known.

"Krendik," he whispered in disbelief, the words drawn involuntarily from his congtricted throat. He tasted
bile and swalowed it down. "Krendik?' he said again, louder thistime.

The ghoul stopped snarling and stood upright for amoment, as though hearing Gale say itsnamerecdled
the memory of itsformer humanity. Inthat ingant, theferdl gleam initsydllow eyesfdl away. Its mouth
softened from the rictus of savage hunger and afamiliar face reveded itself. Behind the blood, the stink,
and the twisted form, Gale recognized with certainty the face of Krendik, once afellow Night Knife.



"Gods, man," he breathed. "What happened to you? What has the Righteous Man done?’

Krendik the ghoul crouched low, threw its head back, and snarled into the rafters. All traces of itsformer
humanity vanished. He returned his gaze to Gale, insane eyes narrowed conspiratoridly, and hissed,
"Maask."

Gale stared, dumbfounded. Mask? He did not understand. He knew that the Righteous Man was trying
to convert everyonein the guild to the worship of Mask but that didn't explain this.

Teed," Krendik mouthed, and afoul brown daver dripped from between itsfilthy fangs. "Feed.”
Theghoul lunged & him.

Gale shoved the rocking chair into Krendik and frantically backpedaled. His eyes scanned the parlor for
awegpon. Nothing! Gale scooted to hisright.

Krendik bounded nimbly over the toppled chair and lashed out with afilthy daw.

Gde stumbled backward. Inadvertently, he crashed into one of the suits of armor-and nearly tripped
over the display pedestal. Unthinking, he grabbed at the armor to steady himself. It toppled. Heflalled to
keep his balance while the mail crashed to the floor and sent bits of armor skittering across the floor.

The ghoul pounced on him.

Krendik crashed into him like a battering ram, clawsflailing maniacally. The force of the charge drove
Gale backward into the wall and blew the breath from hislungs. Snarlsrang in hisears. The stink of
rotted flesh and fetid breeth filled his nogtrils. Claws tore through his clothes and raked agfin and again at
his unprotected flesh.

Reeling, and with no wegpon a hand, hetried to pull it close and throttle it with his bare hands. The
squirming ghoul pulled him off balance and the two tumbled to the armor-strewn floor in a chaotic pile of
limbs, fangs, and claws.

Surging with adrenaline, Gale used his greater Sze and strength to roll atop the snarling beast and dam a
kneeinto its abdomen. It squealed in pain and dashed at his chest and shoulders. Filthy claws tore gashes
through his doublet and into his flesh. Warm blood ran down hisarms. The ghoul sank itsteeth into
Gale's bicep and shook its head to rip hisflesh open.

Through the pain, Gaefdt his muscles begin to grow thick. The snarls of the ghoul became distant. His
vison began to blur. Somekind of venom...

If hisbody did not resist it, he would be immohilized and the ghoul would eat him dive. He tried to punch
a the squirming thing but with duggish muscles he managed only afew feeble blows. Fight it,
gods-dammit! Fight!

The ghoul took advantage of hisweakness and squirmed loose. Once freg, it toreinto hisflesh with a
manic flurry of raking daws. Gae awkwardly roseto hisfeet, sumbled backward, and tried to fend off
the blowswith hislimbs. The ghoul ripped into him without mercy. His blood dribbled from the ghoul's
filthy fangs now. Snarling, dashing, and biting, Krendik toreinto Gale's body. Stinking, brown sdiva
pelted Gae'sface and drove him backward. He felt himsalf growing wesker. Stubbornly, hetried to fight
back, but he knew his efforts to be futile. He was too weak. Soon he would not be ableto move at al.

Digtantly, he noticed that the chaotic noise from the feasthal had grown to afever pitch. It sounded as
though every dish in Stormwesather was being shattered and an army was fighting on the dance floor. He



had asudden vision of the entire house guard dain and rampant ghoulsfeasting at |eisure upon parayzed
victims. Thazienne! Thamaon! Shamur! In hismind's eye, he saw hisfamily being devoured dive, like
him,,

No! Anger heated hisblood into abonfire. A flood of rage washed away the ghoul's parayzing poison
likeadeangangran.

"No!" he shouted into the ghoul's face, mere inches from its shark-toothed mouth. He caught it by the
wrists and forced them out wide.

"No!" He pulled it toward him and at the same time kicked the ghoul squarein the chest. Bone cracked
and it squedled in agony. Itsjaws sngpped reflexively and brown spittle flew. Still holding it by thewrists,
Gaethrew it to the ground and landed on top of it, kneesfirst. More cracking bones, more pain-filled
queds.

He released the ghoul's arms, endured repeated retaiatory claw rakes, and dosed both his hands around
itsthroat. Blood flowed freely down Gae's sides but he did not fed it. Hefet only hot rage.

"No!" he shouted again. Gagging, the ghoul left off tearing at hissdesand aimed for hisforearms. Cde
endured the pain and only tightened hisgrip.

With agrunt, he jerked the ghoul's head forward and promptly dammed it back against the hardwood
floor. Tkttd. Stunned, its eyesrolled backward for amoment. -

"No!"

Itstongue lolled from its mouth and lay between itsfangs. Cae released itsthroat only long enough to
dam his pam under its lower jaw. Impaled between rows of fangs, the tongue exploded hi a spray of
stinking purple blood. The ghoul squeded in agony, squirmed desperatdly, but Cae hed it pinned. Spit
foamed between its teeth and blood continued to pour from itstongue. In desperation, it dashed into
Galésribs, but he maintained hishold.

"No!" Hedammed its head againgt the floor.
It shrieked and clawed like an angry cat, but Cae had long passed the point, where he felt pain.

"No!" Thud. Again and again, he dammed its head into thefloor. "By..." Thud. Its squedls of pain gave
way to stunned whimpers. ".e.. the ..." Thud.

Incoherent, it clawed weekly at his chest and arms. He pounded it mercilesdy.
"...gods..*" Thud.

Its head cracked open like a Y ule nut. Reeking gore poured from its broken skull and formed a puddie
of wet stink on the parlor floor.

Gasping, weakened from blood loss, Cale collapsed on top of the corpse. The rush of rage fled his body
asfast asit had come, and the vacuum left him quivering and exhausted. Blood and putrescence covered
him but he hardly noticed. Ashislungs heaved for air, hetried to gather himsdif.

The desperate shouts coming from the feasthal gave *"*" no timeto rest. The terrible sounds pulled him
to hisfeet and refuded hisanger. Thazienne! Nearly dipping in the ghoul's brains, he bounded over the
corpse and sprinted for the feasthall.



He stopped cold in the double doorway. Perivel's birthday cel ebration had been transformed into a
chaotic melee of blood, screams, and death. Caletook it hi, horrified.

Near him, the oak feast table and most of the dinner chairslay overturned. Broken dishes lay scattered
acrossthefloor. Toppled candles and spilled oil lamps had started afew scattered fires. Cale watched
Shamur's tablecl oths burn and the plush velvet curtains smolder. Wispy clouds of black smokefilled the
room and gave the whole scene the look of some surredl vision from anightmare. From everywhere, a
horrid cacophony of terrified screams, hungry growls, and angry shoutsfilled his ears. Smears of blood
gtained everything red.

A pack of at least ten ghouls rampaged freely amidst the chaos. They bounded haphazardly through the
clutter, attacking anything that came within their reach. Many guests were dready paralyzed. Hewinced
when he saw the wounds torn hi their bodies. The ghouls had devoured hunks of their bodies while they
good helpless. His eyes moved franticaly from victim to victim, looking for the members of hisfamily. He
didn't seethem.

Corpseslay scattered about the floor amidst the dishes and dining furniture, their bodies desiccated and
unrecognizable. Not ghoul work, Cae redlized, but he had no timeto giveit further thought.

He saw that the ghouls had herded most of the surviving gueststo the far sde of the feasthdl, away from
the double doors. Away from any means of escape. Though afew guests had tried to break the large,
leaded glass windows, the beauttifully crafted meta veinsthat depicted dragonsin flight and menin battle
imprisoned the guests as effectively asajailer's cell. Outsde, the safety of the patio and gardens
tantaiz-ingly beckoned, just out of reach. Inside, the daughter continued.

Here and there about the feasthall, groups of cornered noblemen fought the ghouls as best they could.
The men pushed the women behind them and used table knives or heavy platters as makeshift weapons
and shields. Gale watched transfixed as aghoul legped past the feeble weapons wielded by one elderly
nobleman, knocked him to the floor, and began to feed. The man's pathetic screams ended when the
ghoul tore open histhroat.

The three old women the elderly nobleman had beea trying to protect screamed in terror and tried to flee.
Two other ghouls bounded after them, pulled them down from behind, and began to feast.

Cae pushed aside his nausea and fear and looked franticaly through the smoke for hisfamily. Where are
they, dammit?

At last he spotted them, acrossthe hall standing behind a protective screen of the surviving house guards.
Jander Orvigt and the rest of his blue uniformed men had backed the family and many of the guests
againg the back wall and formed a semi-circle of flesh and sted around them. Each house guard
brandished aong sword and stout buckler. They made no move to attack but |ashed out at any ghouls
that came near.

Through the smoke, Cae could make out Shamur
J'

and Thamaon. The pair were struggling to get free of the ring to return and protect the rest of their
friends, but Jander persondly held them back.

Good man, Calethought. The only safe place on that side of the feasthdl wasright where they were,
behind Jander's men.



He saw that Tamlin, too, stood within the ring near his parents. He looked pale from fear, but ill held his
ground near the perimeter of the ring shielding two young women. VVox, Tamlin's huge, hairy bodyguard,
had somehow produced a wide-bladed short sword and now stood alongside the guards, a grim scowl
on hisface. Many of the house guards, their uniforms stained black with blood, had aready fadlen to the
ghoub”claw8.The ghouls now looked to be keeping their distance. Captain Orvigt waswaiting for an
opportune moment to make arun for the double doors.

For now, the ghouls seemed content to attack only the groups of guests|eft outside the ring of Jander's
men. Selgaunt's noblemen fought, shouted, and died by fang and claw. Ghouls devoured the soft skin of
the city's noblewomen. The macabre feasting was within view of the horrified guests being protected by
Uskevren house guards.

Despite the protests of Lord and Lady Uskevren, Jander Orvist let no one bregk from thering. Cale
searched the faces behind Jander's men-he saw Lord and Lady Foxmantle, and Lord and Lady
Tdendar, among others-but didn't see Thazienne.

Jander, in the midst of trying gently to restrain Thamalon, suddenly threw Lord Uskevren behind him,
shouted something to his men, and pointed with his blade to the ceiling. Gale's eyesfollowed his pointed
blade.

He saw nothing but black smoke-

Sudden motion among the celling rafters drew his eye. Quick as an arrow shot, ahuge, bat-winged
shadow with long, clawed arms swooped down from the smoky ceiling toward the house guard
perimeter.

"Look out!" Gale shouted, but knew they could not hear him through the noise,

The crowd of guests had also followed Jander's pointed blade. They backed up and cowered asthe
shadow dived toward them. Jander stood over Tha-ma on and brandished hislong sword Two other
guards flanked Shamur. Vox edged toward Tamtin.

Difficult to distinguish from the smoke, the shadow darted over theflashing stedl of Jander's men. A few
quick-thinking house guards had readied crossbows and fired on the creature, but the bolts passed
through its body without effect. It siwooped into the crowd like a kingfisher and scooped up ayoung
nobleman. The nobleman dangled and squirmed from the shadow's clawed grip. Gale did not know the
young man's name. The creature hovered over the terrified crowd of guests. Itseyesflared yellow in the
black ova of itsface. Severd of the women fainted. Many of the men cowered in fear, even some among
the house guard. Meantime, the young man in the shadow's clutches screamed and kicked frenetically but
his blows passed harmlesdy through the creature.

Gae watched in fascination as the shadow, hovering only two armspans above the crowd, placed a claw
on the scrabbling man's chest and dowly tore open aholein historso. Inch by inch the man's body split
open. He screamed, convulsed, and died.

Gae expected arain of entrailsto shower the terrified crowd below, but nothing spilled from the wound
but awhitish vapor streaked with swirls of gray. The mist flowed toward the shadow's mouth like iron
shav-

ingsto alodestone. The creature drank it in greedily. Asit did, the nobleman's body began to collapse
inon itsalf asthough sucked empty-eyeballs shrunk and fell back into the collgpsing sockets. The
jawbone fdl open in a soundless scream.



When only adried husk remained, the creature threw the body into the cowering crowd below and
began to scan the hal below for its next victim.

Gaé's gaze swept the feastha | near him and took in the many desicated corpses that Uttered the ground.
The shadow had already fed well. No wonder Jander had been forced into a corner. How could the
house guard hope to fight off such a cresture? He had to find Thazienne!

He searched the hall, but through the smoke Gale couldn't see her anywhere. With one eye, he kept a
watch on the shadow. It continued to lazily circle near the calling. Gale searched for Thazienne. Where
was she, godsdammit?

Thaziennel" he shouted from the doorway, heedless now of whether ghouls noticed him or not. Tazi!"

Through the smoke, he spotted her across the feast-hall. She stood opposite from him, near the
musicians dais, fighting aghoul. It toyed with her the way the one in the parlor had toyed with him.

She had torn her jade gown off at the thighs and now skillfully brandished asoftly glowing degger. Gale
thanked the gods she had defied her father and worn the dagger under her dress. Her short hair hung
wildly about her face and her eyes glowed with thefire of combat. Behind her, tiny Meena Foxmantle
cowered againg thewall, wide-eyed with fright.

The ghoul backed off, circled wide, then suddenly bounded over atoppled chair to try to get at Meena.
Thazienne jumped in front of it and dashed open itsforearm with her dagger. The gray-skinned beast
recoiled with agrowl, blood from previous victims till dripping from its daws. It backed off and again
circled, less playfully now, then rushed in to attack her with aflurry of claw rakes. Despite his concern,
Gde picked hisway toward her cautioudy, trying to avoid the attention of the rest of the ghoul pack.

Thazienne legped backward and nimbly dodged a claw attack. She ducked low and lashed out with the
dagger, thistime to the ghoul's abdomen. The creature staggered backward. She shouted something,
reversed her stroke, and dashed it backhand across the throat. Purple blood sprayed from the wound.
The ghoul clutched at its neck and fell writhing to the floor. Without hesitation, she pounced on it and
drove her dagger through its chest.

Thazienne!" Cale shouted, to get her attention. Thazienngl™

She didn't hear him. There was too much shouting. Severa ghouls did hear him though, and eyed him
hungrily..

After making sure the ghoul was dead, Thazienne grabbed Meena by the hand and began to lead her
across the feasthall toward Jander and the protective circle of guards.
Smart girl. Cde headed that way aswdll.

Helooked up and caught the shadow creature's baeful yellow eyes. They fdl on Thazienne and Meena.
It stopped circling and hovered.

Thaziennel" Cae shouted, but gill she did not hear him through the tumult. The shadow began to flow
snuoudy earthward.

Caethrew caution to the wind. Leaping chairs and tables, he ran across the hall and through the carnage.
Heignored the paralyzed but il living guests, even those being fed upon by ghouls. Heignored the
hungry davers of the ghouls, loud in his ears as they bounded after him. He saw nothing but the need to
get to her before the shadow did.



Something crashed into Gal€'s back. A ghoul buried its fangsinto the muscles of Gal€'s shoulder and its
clawstore a hisface. Off balance, he skidded into an overturned table, a snarling ghoul astride his back.

Tableware, broken dishes, and the ghoul's fangs and claws bit into hisflesh. The chamel reek of the
creaturefilled hisnose and he swallowed bile. Fueled by hisfear for Thazienne, he flipped the ghoul over
his back and dammed it onto the table. It squirmed and dashed but he held it fast with one hand and a
knee. His other hand frantically fished the debris nearby for the first sharp thing he could find. Hishand
closed onthe hilt of acarving knife.

With agrunt, he drove the blade through the ghoul's throat and into the wood of the table undernesth.
Pinned, it gurgled, kicked feebly, and died.

Tazi! Hewiped the blood from hisface, ignored the pain in his shoulder and sides, and jumped to his
fedt.

The shadow had landed on the floor to cut Tazi off from the ring of house guards. Now only twenty
pacesfrom Cae, Tazi shoved Meena Foxmantle behind her and held the enchanted dagger before her in
atrembling hand. The shadow flowed toward Tazi, faster now. Beyond her, Cae saw Thamaon and
Shamur struggling frantically to get free of the house guard ring, but Jander refused to let them go. Cale
raced for her, leaping over and through debris and corpses.

Thazienng!"

Asthe shadow neared, Meena Foxmantle swooned and fell to the floor at Thazienne'sfeet. Withitslong
clawed arms outstretched, the shadow darted in for her.

Tazi!" Heredlized how stupid it was to shout the moment he did it. If he distracted her-

She showed no sign of having heard him and he thanked the gods for her single-mindedness. She paid
attention only to the living darkness that swirled around her, -—'

When the shadow drew near enough, she dashed with her dagger. Incredibly fast, the creature easily
flowed out of the reach of her smal blade. She did not pursueit, instead standing protectively over
Meena

Cdewasdmodt there.

Suddenly, with bunding speed, the shadow darted in and flashed a claw. Thazienne leaped to the side but
the blow till toreragash in her shoulder. Immediately, her face turned ashen. She staggered, clutching her
shoulder, and fell to her knees.

"No!" Gae shouted, but knew his cry to befutile. Thazienne stood perfectly ill and the suddenly vacant
look in her wide, haunted eyes burned holesinto his soul. Her dagger clattered to the floor.

"No!"

Before he took another stride, the shadow dashed again, tore open her gown, and opened awound in
her chest. Gray vapor began to pulse from the gash toward the shadow's waiting mouth. Thazienne's
mouth fell open.

Cdecould fed the creature's eager anticipation. The thing radiated hunger like heat from afire.

"No, gods damn you!"



Helegped over the last chair in hisway and charged into the shadow at afull run. Hailing wildly with his
fists, heran right through the insubstantia body of the creature and felt nothing but a pitiless cold, as
though he had stepped unclothed into the freezing air of acold Hammer night. Unable to hat his charge,
he crashed into Thazienne and knocked her flat Forcing his numb limbs to answer his commands, he
turned to fight, turned to protect Thazienne. He faced the shadow, filled with the heat of rage, and
charged it again, fistsfird.

Taken aback by Cale's fearlessness, the creature darted backward, out of hisreach. Cale did not pursue.
He stood his ground over Thazienne, fists clenched. His breathing came in labored gasps and his body
shook with emotion. He stared without fear into the shadow's flaring yellow eyes.

"Comeon!" he shouted, and beckoned it toward him.

The shadow circled around him, watchful, curious, predatory. He turned asit moved, kept hiseyesoniit
al thewhile. The shouting and growling dl around him seemed to fal away. Therewas only Cale and the
shadow, nothing €l se mattered.

He sensed its amusement with him, the same way he had felt its hunger, but he felt no fear. Let it come.

Weaponless but for his hands, he dared it with hiseyesto try again for Thazienne. He momentarily
lowered his gaze from the shadow to her and saw that the vapor that had bled from her wound still clung
inwigps around her body. The creature had net yet fed. And it never will, he vowed. Not whilfrllive.

"Comeon," hechdlenged. "Comeon."

Meena Foxmantle, now awake and trembling with sobs on the floor behind him, pulled pathetically at the
leg of his breeches. When he tried to reassure her with aquick glance, hiseyesfell on Thazienne's
dagger- Thazienne's enchanted dagger-lying on the floor only afew feet away.

Without amoment's hesitation, he dived for the blade. As he did, he noticed with his peripherd vison the
shadow darting in to strike. He grabbed the sted!, rolled to dodge the shadow's attack, and jumped up
with the now glowing dagger held before him. The moment he stood, the cut of a shadowy claw tore
open hisside.

His body went instantly numb, as though he had been immersed in ice water. He kept hisfingers
wrapped around the dagger's hilt only by sheer force of will. No blood flowed from the deep cut in his
ribs-<he would have welcomed the warmth—rather, he felt a nauseating yet seductive tug on hissoul. In
hismind's eye, he saw ahorrible vison of hisdes ccated, pruned body falling in dried pieces upon
Thazienne and Meena. In that terrifying instant, he redized that he faced not merely an undead creature,
tike ike ghouls, but a demon from the Abyss-for only ademon could drink aman's soul.

Seeing hisvulnerahility, the demon's yellow eyesflashed in the void of itsova head and it raised a second
claw highto gtrike. Again, Cde felt waves of hunger coming from the emptiness of its body. Itsover-long
arm extended high and seemed to Caeto reach al the way to the celling rafters. The claws|ooked as
long as broadswords.

Desperately, he willed his numb body and thick brain to answer his command to move. Move! Move!
The claw sped downward for thekill.

At thelast possible moment, he dived under the demon’'s arm and reflexively stabbed upward with
Thazienne's dagger. Unlike his punches, the blow from the enchanted dagger actually bit into the demon's
shadowy substance. Cale fdt resistance as the blade penetrated the demon's being-soft tension, then



sudden give-as though he had poked a hole in awineskin. His hand hurt from the cold.

The demon jerked back and Cale sensed rather than heard a surprised how! of rage and pain. Black,
foul-smeting smoke hissed from the wound initsarm. It jerked back and circled him at adistance,
leaking foulness. Itsyellow eyes narrowed. Cale sensed it hiss. It was no longer amused.

Hiseyesfdl on Thazienne, motionless on the floor, and he charged it with aroar.

Startled, the demon's yellow eyes went wide and it flowed backward. Cale chased after and stabbed
maniacaly with the dagger. Heedless of the creature's daws, Cale attacked. He was interested only in
killing the thing that had harmed Thazienne.

With each telling cut, the demon's shrieks of pain and surprise thumped in Gales brain and fed his anger.
He stabbed, ducked, rolled, and stabbed again. Shadowy claws flashed about him but he kept moving
and avoided them dl. He spun, ducked, and cut again. As he fought, he shouted incoherently, bellows of
prima rage.

Reeking shadow stuff streamed out of the demon from a handful of dagger wounds. Cale pressed it
rdentledy.

Without warning, the wounded demon suddenly took wing and streaked, till bleeding, from the
feast-hall. Cale sensed its pain and shock. He chased after it on foot for afew paces, waving the dagger
and shouting challenges.

When it left his sight, he came back to himsdlf.
Except for some soft crying and pained moans, the feasthall was silent. Cale looked around.

The ghouls had ceased attacking and now stood idle, as though the defest of the demon had |eft them
stunned. Their faces hung dack. Their expressions were vacant.

Jander Orvist needed no better opportunity. His voice boomed from across the feasthall. "Now!" he
ordered, and the house guard charged, blades held high.

The ghouls did not even move to defend themsdlves. The surviving Uskevren house guards brandished
then* long swords and began to chop them down tike farmers harvesting whest. <3ae dropped the
ice-cold dagger and rushed to Thazienne€s Side.

Asthough freed to return by the absence of the demon, the white vapor that clung in wisps around her
body-her soul, Gale now knew-flowed back into the dash in her chest. Immediately, the wound knitted
itsalf shut to leave only an ugly pink scar. He kndlt beside her and brushed the hair from her forehead.
Shelooked so pale. Her body felt as cold as Oeepwinter snow.

Ignoring the pain of his own wounds, Gale pulled her limp body close and cradled her to hischest. She
dtill breathed, he redlized, but only barely. His eyeswelled as he rocked her back and forth. Please,
gods, not her, please.

Thazienne," he murmured. "Please come back, Thazienne." He buried hisfacein her dark hair and tried
to warm her cold body with the heat of hisown.

Moments later-it seemed an eternity to him- Meena Foxmantl€'s sobs brought Gae back to himself. She
lay on thefloor near him, curled into afetal position, trembling so badly that she looked asif shewere
convulsing. Her terrified eyes stared vacantly a him. He reached out and gently placed a reassuring hand
on her shoulder. She grabbed at hisarm like adrowning person clutching alifdine and held so tight that



helog dl feding in hishand within moments.

"It'sdl right," hesaid. "It'sgoing to bedl right." He wasn't sureif he wastrying to convince her or
himsdf.

While Cagptain Orvigt and the house guard finished with the remainder of the ghouls, Thamaon and
Shamur charged across the feasthall, the Foxmantles close behind.

Gd e saw them coming and lifted Thazienne from thefloor.

Tazi!" they shouted in shared darm. They rushed forward and touched her hands and face. Upon fedling
the coldness of her flesh, Thamalon recoiled in shock. Shamur's aready tear-streaked face went white.
She clutched her hushand's wrist with one hand, raised the other to her mouth, and looked; upon thelimp
form of her daughter.

"Gods," Thamaon oathed, and tearsformed in hiseyes.

Gaéskneestrembled. Tearswelled in hiseyes. A house guard tried to relieve him of Thazienne but he
refused to let her go.

"Send for apriest, Lord," he said to Thamaon, hisvoice quavering with emotion. "Send for apriest

o(C)oo(C). o(C)o o(C)o o(c)o

Riven glared at the gate guard of the manor house and stormed past without aword, violence on his
mind. The deepy, bearded house guard took one look at Riven's scowl and apparently thought better of
chdlenging his entrance to Whitebirch.

Fortunate for you, Riven thought. He would have welcomed an excuse to vent his anger by gutting one of
Verdrina'slackeys.

Hisfoul mood only worsened as he strode through the nestly landscaped, illumined grounds and
approached Whitebirch Manor itsdf Verdrind's manse exuded decadence, which of coursefit the man
perfectly. The front was bedecked with winter shrubs, perfectly hedged, statues of nude women
frolicking with leering satyrs, snow dusted benches, and awooden veranda. Riven found the whole sight
vaguely offendve, asthough the very air here somehow soiled him. Not for thefirst time, he marveled that
afool such asVerdrina could have risen so far within the Zhentarim. The bastard actualy equaled himin
rank!

Y ou get born to the right family and anything's possible, he supposed with ascowl. The only helr of the
|sterin family fortune, Verdrind Isterin provided a

W.tnocc legitimate face for many otherwiseillicit Zhentarim operations. Apart from hiswedlth and family
name, Riven thought Verdrina a usdess, incompetent man. Equd in rank or not, Riven hdd himin
contempt.

Not bothering to use the bronze doorknocker, he kicked open the main doors and walked into the foyer.
Not aguard in Sght.

"Verdrina!" he shouted up the main stairway. " Get out of bed and get down here!" He deliberately had
comein the smal hours, just to inconvenience Verdrina the more. He must have caught the house guard
unawares as well-Hov usualy did better work.



Muffled voices and a shuffling from upstairstold him that he had been heard. In afew moments, a
dark-haired young man in the purple uniform of an Isterin house guard emerged from the hallway and
leaned over the banister. He scowled when he saw Riven.

"What do you want?"
"Get out of my sight,” Riven retorted. "And tell Verdrina to get down here, now."

The house guard's eyes narrowed. Riven assumed he wastrying to beintimidating. "Hell be along soon
enough'’;

Riven said nothing. Verdrinal was no doubt upstairs with awoman. The nobleman went through women
the way other men went through clothes. The man's insatiable tastes made him wesk-he lacked focus,
lacked discipline,

"Why don't you fetch Hov, boy. Keeping an eye on meisno job for alittle puke like you."

The house guard snarled and stepped back from the landing. He somped down the Sairs, a
white-knuckled grip on his sword hilt. He walked up to Riven, faceto face.

"Don't ever burst in hereagain or I'll put you down. | don't need Hov for the likes of you."
Before the guard could move, Riven whipped free adagger and stabbed him through the gut.

The surprised house guard grunted in pain, tried to draw his own blade, but doubled over instead. Warm
blood coursed over Riven's hand and stained the house guard's purple uniform black. Riven jerked the
dagger free and kicked the guard to the floor.

"Never say don't to me, boy." He knelt and wiped his blade clean on the dying house guard's uniform.
"Drasek!"

Verdrind's voice from atop the stairs pulled his gaze upward and wiped the satisfied smile from hisface.
Thetdl, brown-haired Zhentarim nobleman had taken the time to don a shirt and blue pantaloons. He
pointed along finger at the groaning house guard.

"What have you done? Do you have any idea how hard it isto find good men?”
Riven ignored both the question and the house guard's dying spasms. He stared into Verdrind's eyes.

"If hewas agood man, he wouldn't be dying on the floor. And if you ever call me Drasek again,
Verdrind, I'll leave you bleeding beside him."

Verdrina smiled distantly at the threat and descended the stairs. "But Riven sounds so formd," he said
with aphony smile. "And the two of us such old friends."

Riven spat on the foyer floor, sheathed his dagger, and said nothing.

The house guard gasped and findlly expired. Verdrina looked down at the expanding pool of blood on
the hardwood floor. His smooth, handsome face creased with aflash of anger. "What ablasted mess.”
Hedared ice at Riven. "Varra," he shouted over his shoulder. "Varral"

After amoment, a pretty brunette maid in awhite nightdress scurried into the foyer through an adjacent
doorway. Upon seeing the corpse, she gasped.



"Clean thisup please, Varradear." He shot Riven an ingenuous smile. "Migter...Riven and | will beinthe

study.”

The girl gave afrightened nod, whirled in acloud of white nightdress, and ran from the foyer. Riven
watched her go, aroused by the way the thin cotton hugged her dim hipsas sheran. Verdrind's voice
stopped her at the doorway.

"Oh, and Varra..." Sheturned, eyeswide. Riven leered at her.
"MPeaselet Hov know that | have company.”" She nodded again and ran off.

Riven glanced a Verdrind and didn't bother to hide hisderision. Hov, abrick wal of awarrior with a
two-handed broadsword and a mean temper, headed Verdrina's houseguards.

"Afraid?' he asked Verdrind.
"Meredly cautious, Riven, asdways."

Cautious or not, Riven knew that he could put Hov down one-on-one, but the big bastard probably
would bring along additional men. That could creste problems.

Stay sharp, he reminded himsdlf. Though Verdrina was incompetent, he was a so reasonably cunning,
and he resorted to bloodletting dmost as readily as Riven. Hed turn the house guard loose if Riven
pushed him too hard.

Taking adeep breath, Riven struggled to quell the anger that had brought him here. Killing one of
Verdrind's house guards had helped.

Verdrina grolled into the study off the foyer and lit an oil lamp. Plush chairs and expensive rugs covered
the floors. Beautiful, Riven acknowledged, but decadent and usdless, like Verdrinal himsalf. Bookshelves
towered from floor to ceiling, filled with leather bound tomes and ribbon-tied scrolls. Riven doubted
Verdrina had read many of them. He collected books just as he collected women-pretty tilingsto
decorate his home and impressvisitors.

Verdrind pulled forth adecanter of liquor from a cherrywood hutch and poured himself aglass. "Drink?"
he asked Riven.

"No."

Verdrinal shrugged and sauntered back to where Riven stood in the study's doorway. Neither man sat.
Verdrina eyed him over therim of hisglass

"What isit you want, Riven? What timeisit? Second hour? By Cyric, it'll bedawnin five hours." Asif to
make his point, he staged atheetrica yawn.

Riven forced down the urge to punch Verdrind in his open mouth. No doubt Hov and his men were
aready watching from some secret room nearby.

"What | want is an explanation. And since Malix has gone underground, that leaves only you." Malix,
Riven's handler and the highest-ranking Zhentarim agent in Selgaunt, had vanished soon after Riven had
sabotaged the Righteous Man's summoning of the dread. "Y ou know anything?"

Whirling the liquor around in hisglass, Verdrind regarded Riven shrewdly. His green eyes reminded
Riven of aviper's.



"Malix hasreturned to headquarters to personaly report recent eventsto Lord Chembryl. Inthe
meantime, he'sleft mein charge”

Riven diffened. "You!"
"Me"
"Temporarily, no doubt."

"Temporarily,” Verdrina said, conceding with anod. He quickly added in an arrogant tone, "But until
then, I'm your superior.”

At that, Riven's anger boiled over. He no longer cared about the Zhentarim hierarchy or whether Hov
and the guards were watching. He stepped closeto Verdrinal and hissed into hisface, "Well then, you
arrogant little bagtard, if you're the one in charge, then you can explain to mewhat in the dark is going on!
I'velost Six operatorsto thisdemon. Six.' And every one of them sucked dry asaprune. Maix said the
dread would kill the Righteous Man and then leave. Leavel" He clenched afist before Verdrind's
handsome face and barely restrained the impul se to beat the man to pulp. " Godsdamned mages never
know what they're talking about!" -

Verdrina endured the tirade without expression, even the insult and fist in hisface. He waited to be sure
Riven had finished, then replied in the tone of voice used to explain something to an angry child. "Things
have changed, Riven."

Riven stared a him, amazed that Verdrind could say something so obvious, and so stupid. "Redlly.”
Verdrinal winced at the sarcasm, took asip from his

"The dread has somehow managed to remain on our plane. Malix isnot sure how. Heissurethat it has
summoned lesser minions,” here he smiled, "and is now doing what demons do."

Riven found Verdrind's self-satisfied tone infuriating. The man was speaking casualy about demons, as
though they prowled Selgaunt every other tenday! He forced down his anger only .because he needed
information. "So what are we going to do about it? | can't keep losing men to thisthing.”

Verdrina gazed a him condescendingly. "Manx's orders are to do nothing about it.”
"Nothing! Did hisbrain turn to dung? It'skilling my men. Our men. Good operators.”

"True, but it isaso killing the heads of certain noble families and amultitude of riva leaders. It appearsto
have taken the Righteous Man's enemies asits own." He smiled and waved his hand, awesk gesture.
"Dent you see? It's doing our work for us. Well let it purge the underworld and only then move againgt it.
That'swhy Malix went to see Lord Chembryl persondly, to determine when to take the next step.”

Riven had to admit the logic of the course. A few dead low-level Zhentarim operaiaves were copper
penniesto the gold fivestars of dead patriarchs and rival guudmasters. Maix had been hoping merely to
eliminate the Night Knives with the dread, but the creature was doing far better than expected; it was
sngle-handedly securing Salgaunt's entire underworld for the Zhentarim.

"How do we know we can get rid of it?"

Verdrinal ignored the question. "It attacked Storm-westher earlier tonight." He grinned smugly, took asip
of hisdrink, and said nothing more. Verdrind knew Riven's hate for Erevis Cde. He wanted him to ask
for detalls.



Riven could not hdp himsdf. "And?’

"And at least twenty guests present for one of Tha-maon's bals were daughtered.” Casually, he took
another Sp from hisglass. "Did you know that | wasinvited to that ball?"

Riven ground histeeth together. Y ou should've attended, he thought, but didn't say. "Cae?

"Lives. Apparently drove the dread off himself, though the Uskevren daughter was gravely hurt. Quitea
man, this Erevis Gale. Quiteaman, indeed.”

Riven redized that he had been clenching hisfists. He released them and said, "IH take that drink now."
"You know whereit is"

Riven walked to the cabinet and surveyed the many bottles Verdrinal kept there. Able to read only with
difficulty, he could not tell the vintage of any of the wines, but he'd be damned before helet Verdrina
know of hisilliteracy. He grabbed a bottle at random and poured himself aglass. "Hell belooking for a
cause" he said, and gulped thewineinasngledrink. "Cae, | mean."

Verdrind nodded. "I hope so. If dl goeswell, hdll find his cause. That'll solve another of our problems,
won't it?'

Riven nodded gtiffly and poured himsdlf another glass of wine. He gulped it down too.

A month earlier, Cde and that little hafling rat Jak Fleet had ruineoV Riven's otherwise perfect plan to
kidnap the youngest Uskevren whelp, Talbot. In the process, they had marked Riven with ascar on his
back that had yet to hedl fully. Moreimportantly, the failed operation had dedlt aharsh blow to Riven's
aspirationsfor risng within the Network.

Now | find mysdlf answering to a decadent dolt, he thought.

Since then, the Zhentarim had been keeping a close eye on Cae. They would have done the same with
the halfling, but Jak Fleet had vanished into the underworld. Riven had known ever since that Gale's
death was smply amatter of time, but he had hoped to kill the bald overgrown butler himsdlf. A man like
Verdrina would not understand that

Still angry, he walked back to face the nobleman and jabbed afinger into his chest.
"What about my men?| can't afford to lose any more.

Verdrina backed up astep and placed afinger to hislipsin affected surprise. "Dark! Y ou've just
reminded me of something. Oh my! Oh, thiswon't make you happy."

Riven's stare bored holesinto him.
Verdrina feigned dismay, bat Riven saw the mirth in his eyes as he spoke. "Before Mdix left, hetold me
'PaulS. Kemp to tell you to have your men go underground. To avoid the dread. That way-"

Riven smacked the drink out of hishands and gripped hi(tm) by hisfish-white throat. "Y ou dog!" He
dammed hishead into Verdrina's nose. Verdrinal exclaimed and staggered backward, clutching at a
broken nose streaming blood.

"Y ou want to play gameswith me! | lost Ssx men while you sat on that warning!" He jerked free adagger,
grabbed Verdrina by the robe, and waved the blade before his dazed, watering eyes. "I should split you



right now."

"If you do, you'l never get out dive,” Verdrind mumbled, and smiled through the blood pouring out his
nose.

Behind him, Riven could hear the hurried boot ssomps of Hov gpproaching alone. He spat into
Verdrind'sface. "Won't belong and the timewill come for you and me." Riven pulled Verdrina's
bleeding face close. "' Just not tonight."

Verdrind, recovered now from the blow to hisnose, and actudly grinned. Disgusted, Riven threw him to
thefloor.

"QOur time can cometonight, Drasek,” Verdrina taunted. "If you want to stay. I'm sure Hov would
gppreciate some company.”

Riven turned and found himsdf staring into the wide, leather-armored chest of Hov. He took a step back
and looked up into the big man's dull brown eyes. Hov glared down, right hand on his sword hilt, left
hand clenched in afigt.

"Anytime," Riven whispered. "I've dready |eft one of yours dead on the floor. What's one more to me?”
Hov smirked but said nothing.

Riven stalked past and headed for the foyer. Behind him, Verdrina's mocking voicerang in hisears.
"Praiser to Cyric," the nobleman said, the standard Zhentarim words of greeting and farewell, but only
among competriots.

Without breaking stride, Riven shouldered over adelicate nude femae statue. It shattered into hundreds
of pieces on the foyer floor, chunks of marble splashed into the pool of blood that VVarrahad yet to clean
up. Verdrina squedled in protest.

"You bastard! Y ou-*

Riven smiled and strode out the door. "Praiseto Cyric," he said-mockingly over his shoulder.
CHAPTERHVE

AFTEKMATH

Cdl lewaited anxioudy in the carpeted hall outside Thazienne's room. Sweat beaded his brow and a
lump sat in histhroat. When he had |eft her side to organize the cleanup, she still had been unconscious
and barely breathing. Her face had looked so pale and drawn.

Behind the closed door of the bedroom, he could hear Thamalon, Shamur, and Tamlin praying with High
Songmaster Ansril Amm-haddan, Priest of Milil. Talbot had not yet arrived. Cale had sent a servant for
him severd hours ago, and was growing worried by his continued absence. Ta bot would never forgive
himsdlf if something happened to her and he was not herefor it.

Though Thazienne still treated her little brother asif he were an adolescent-much to the rapidly maturing
young man's annoyance-Cale knew that brother and sister till shared a close bond. He hoped Talbot
arrived soon.

Through the thick door Cdelistened to the soft, melodic murmur of the High Songmaster's song spells
and the teary, answering chorus of the grief-stricken Uskevren. Thama on had invited Cale to accompany



thefamily in prayer of course, but Cae had gently declined. He was not areligious man. His presence
would be a hindrance to them, not a help. Prayer and priests made him uncomfortable. Gods made him
uneasy. He thought people of faith often to be overly gullible-followers not leaders. Only Jak had shown
himsalf an exception to that rule. Religion distracted men, made them bond to the true nature of events
around them. The Righteous Man embodied the point. His obsession with the worship of Mask had
made the old man vulnerable. Cale would never dlow himsdf to fal into such atrap. No, Cale preferred
to rely not on divine assistance, but on his brains, his body, and his blades. Now more than ever before,
however, he redized that those three things could not solve dl problems. He saw in hismind Thazienne
lying unconsciousin her bed, weak and stricken, bardly breathing. Hiswits and stedl could do nothing for
her, he knew, but he till could not bring himself to offer prayer.

Of course, hisbrains and blades could solve other problems. The need for payback, for example.

Later, hereminded himsdlf, and swallowed hisrisng anger. For now, Thaziennéswel-being was dl that
meattered. Besides, a the moment he felt too exhausted and worried to plan vengeance. For an ingtant, he
wished he could dlow himsdlf to find solacein faith.

Instead, he found solace in a high backed armchair. His anxious pacing did nothing but wear out the
carpet and his nervousfidgeting only fed hisworry. Tryingto

cam himsdlf, he crossed hislong legsy clenched the carved arms of the chair, took a deep breath, and
tried hard to remain till. He had ordered the staff away so that they would not see the family distraught,
but he would have welcomed someone to talk to now. Even Largjin. Anything to distract him. Hefelt so
damned usdless! .

The praying within Thazienne's bedroom stopped. Cale waited anxioudy. After amoment, the door to
her room dowly opened and the High Priest shuffled out. A heavyset yet stately looking old man with a
thick beard and aneatly combed mane of gray hair, High Songmaster Ammhaddan looked so somber
that Cal€e's somach hit the floor. Hetried to rise from the chair but the strength had gone out of hislegs.

Tamlin, eyesred and swollen, followed the High Songmaster out. Thama on and Shamur came last. Both
gl worethelr attire from the celebration, the fine clothes now stained, wrinkled, and disheveled.

With tears streaming unabashedly down his cleanshaven face, Thamaon gently pulled the door closed.
Beside him, Shamur struggled to hold back her own tears, but findly lost the fight and wept openly. Her
dight body shook with sobs.

Awkwardly,- asif unsure of himsdf, Thamaon took her in hisarms. She diffened immediately, hatingly
returned his embrace, and quickly disengaged. Though grief-gtricken, she il indsted on maintaining her
distance from Lord Uskevren.

Cde saw the hurt on hislord's face. The wound in his heart of a stricken daughter salted by the coolness
of hiswife. At that moment, Cale detested Lady Uskevren.

"It will bedl right,” Thamaon whispered to her. He lifted ahand as though to touch her face, but let it fall
to hissde without contact. "It will bedl right."

Caught up in their emotion, Gale felt his own eyes begin to well. Helowered hishead and looked at his
hands. She can't be dead! heinwardly protested. She can't.

He had to hear it explicitly before he would believeit.

He stood on legs till weak and walked over to the solemn High Songmaster, who looked on the grieving



Thamaon and Shamur with an understanding, fatherly expression. High Priest Ammhaddan turned to see
him coming and regarded him with the same paternal warmth. Gal€'s legs gave out and he nearly fel to
the floor. The High Songmaster, strong despite hisyears, caught him by the arm and helped him to stand

upright.

Gde gave him agrateful smilethrough teary eyes. His voice caught when he spoke. "Well?' he asked,
and winced in anticipation of the answer. "How is she?'

Stll holding him by the arm, the High Songmaster scrutinized hisface with alook Gae found ominous.
"Miger Gae, isyour firs name Erevjs?'

Histhroat congtricted and he could barely find hisvoice. Tea" Hefelt asthough he were floating.

His distress must have been plain on hisface for Ansril Ammhaddan softly patted his shoulder. "Shell live,
son. Rest easy. Shell live"

Gaésvidon ingantly went blurry. Shell livel

Tears of joy replaced those of grief and streamed down hisface. He smiled like a buffoon until he saw
that the High Songmagter still wore asomber expression. He clutched a handful of the priest's crimson
robe so hard that he pulled Ansril forward a step.

"What? Y ou said shewould live. How is she? Will she-" He could not bring himsalf to mouth the words.
A thousand terrible possibilities flew through hismind but he could give voiceto none. He stared into

Ansril Ammhaddan's wrinkled face and tried to read the priest's eyes.

"What isit, Angril?' Thamaon asked. "l thought you said shewould be dl right." Thamaon and Tamlin
closed in around them, apprehensive. No longer crying, Shamur seemed to be holding her bregth.

High Songmaster Ammhaddan gently disengaged Gales fingers from hisrobe and turned to Thamalon. "'l
did say that shewould live, Thamalon..." he began to say.

Immediately, Shamur began again to laugh and cry dl a once. Thamadon smiled like afool through his
own wet eyes. Gale gave Tamlin's shoulder a squeeze and the heir patted him on the back.

"But," the High Songmaster's baritone cut through their relief. Their smites vanished and the hallway fell
slent. When Angril had their full attention, he continued. "I did not say that she would be dl right. Sheis
severdy wounded. Severdly. Whatever this creature was, this shadow, the woundsit inflicted have
attacked her soul and drained her life-force.” Helooked to Thamalon and Shamur with sympathy. "Her
recovery will be long, and she may not be the same afterward. Wounds like these could affect the spirit
asmuch or morethan theflesh..." Hetrailed off thoughtfully and stroked his beard.

Shamur's eyes Went wide. She visibly fought down her grief, looked to Thamaon, and spoke with
certainty. "But she's S0 strong, Thamaon. Shell bedl right. | know it. She will."

Thamaon gave her asoft smile. " Shewill. She has her mother's strength.™"

To that, Shamur finaly gave Lord Uskevren an gppreciative smile, though she did not reach out to him.
Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and rubbed thoughtfully at her shoulders.

Finaly unableto contain hisown grief, Tamlin began to cry. He stood stiffly beside Gale with teers dowly
fdling down hisface. Even if they had been close, Gale could have offered him nothing, his own sorrow
cut too deep. The spirit aamuch asthe flesh, Ansril had said. Shamur too began to weep anew.



Thamaon's eyes done remained dry, hismouth athoughtful grim line. Gale could seein hislord's
expression grief warring with anger-anger at the parties responsible. Gale.knew the reason for the attack
but dared not speak "it. It tore him gpart insde to not immediately confide in Thamalon.

"I'm sorry, Thamalon," said High Songmaster Ammhaddan sincerely. TH do everything | can, of course.”

Thama on gave him aforced smile and shook the Songmaster's hand. *I know you will. Thank you,
Angil."

The High Songmaster indicated Thazienne's bedroom with anod. " She needs undisturbed rest. The work
of the Lord of Song isdone. Seep will hed her now aamuch as spells.”

"Il seetoit she'sundisturbed. Thank you again.”

High Songmaster Ammhaddan bowed to Lady Uskevren. "Sheisstrong, Lady. | can seethat. Do not
lose hope™

Shamur nodded and forced asmile of thanks.

Angril turned and nodded to Gale and Tamlin. The Songlord's voice bring you peace and keep you," he
said, and with that took hisleave.

When he had gone, Gale, Tamlin, Shamur, and Thamalon stood about in the hal,'grief-stricken,
exhausted, and unsure of what to do with themselves.

Tamlin'broke the awkward silence at last. Embarrassed, he wiped at histear-streaked race. "1 think I'm
going to try and get some deep.” He nodded goodnight to Thamalon but the two did not embrace.
"Father." He did, however, hug his mother with genuine affection. " Good night, Mother. It'sgoing to be
al right. Y ou heard the High Songmagter.”

"l know," she whispered, as though trying to convince hersdf "I know."

He wiped atear from her face and smiled at her. When she returned awan smile of her own, he patted
her shoulders and turned away from her to face Gale. "Goodnight, Mister Gale."

"Goodnight, Magter Tamlin."

After he had gone, Thamalon kissed Shamur on the forehead. Unusudly, she did not shrink from his
show of affection. "I think our son hastheright notion, Lady. Let me take you to your bed. Erevisand |
will wait up forTabot."

At firgt hesitant-Thamaon only rarely set foot in her quarters-she at last nodded, dabbed her nose, and
alowed him to lead her off toward her suites. As he passed, Thamalon said to Gale, "Erevis, Til meet you
inthelibrary in aquarter of an hour." His serious expression told Gale that he should be ready to discuss
business.,

"Yes, Lord," Gae replied. He would not have been able to deep anyway. .

Though only afew hoursfrom dawn, the halls of Stormwegther still bustled with activity. The surviving
house guards scoured the manse, They searched and re-searched every room in the manse and every
outbuilding on the groundsfor ghoul stragglers.

A pair of weary-eyed guards dressed in blood-spattered, Uskevren blue thumped up the stairs as Gale
padded down. They looked exhausted, but nevertheless
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went about their duty with the stolid, seemingly limitless endurance possessed by dl professona soldiers.

When they saw Cale, both immediately snagpped to attention. Cale gave them a half-hearted smile. He
had aways had the respect of the house guard-once, when he had been delegating duties to the staff for
an upcoming dinner, Captain Orvist had walked by and complimented him by saying that he gave orders
like afidd generad-but his battle with the shadow demon had eevated him to the rank of honorary
commander. He thought he might aswell take full advantage.

"Lady Uskevren hastaken to her rooms,” he said. "Pass the word and see that it remains quiet upstairs.
And under no circumstancesis Mistress Thazienne's bedroom to be disturbed.” The High Priest had
ordered undisturbed rest for Thazienne, and Calewould seetoit.

"Yes, Migter Cae," snagpped Darven, abig, muscular veteran who towered over most of the guards but
gl stood a handspan shorter than Cale. "Well inform Captain Orvigt right now." Darven gave the guard
beside him an ebow and both men spun and hurried back down the stairs. Cale followed at amore
leisurdly pace, thoughtful.

The members of the household staff had dready cleaned up most of the carnage, though Cale could till
hear voices and the occasiond clatter of dishes coming from the feasthall.

Thank the godsfor Brilla, he thought with atired smile. While he had persondly organized the cleanup,
he had left supervision of the effort in the kitchen mistress's pudgy, but still very capable hands.

After the attack, the families of the dain had been notified immediately. All of the corpses and the pieces
of corpses had been removed hours ago. No doubt some fortunate few aready had been raised from the
dead.

Caeknew that with enough coin for the templ€'s coffers and a powerful enough priest, not even death
was insurmountable for the richest of the Old Chauncel nohility.

Thinking of the raised dead reminded him of Krendik, aformer living man twisted into an undead
mongter, and sent a shudder up his spine. The dead should be left dead, he thought, and knew as soon as
he thought it that those murdered by the shadow demon would be | eft dead. Cale himsalf had felt that
black horror'stouch pull sickeningly at his soul. No matter the coin afamily paid the temple priests for
those the demon had dain, there would be no coming back. There was nothing to bring back. The demon
had devoured their souls.

Shuddering, his hand went to the faded gash in his shoulder. Strangely, the physical damage from the
demon'’s claws had dmost entirely hedled. The same was true of Thazienne's chest. It was as though the
demon's claws opened the skin only to free the soul, and if the soul was not loosed and devoured, the
wound quickly healed. The physica wound, at least. The emationa woundswould heal much more
dowly.



Caedill did not know the total number of gueststhat had been killed. In truth, he didn't want to know,
but it had been alot. The number of distraught relatives that had come by coach and carriage to
Storm-weather's doors to retrieve their dead had seemed to him an unending stream. With Thamalon,
Shamur, and Tamlin tending to Thazienne, the duty to assst the grief stricken relaivesin sorting through
the corpses had falen to Cale and Captain Orvist. He had seen up close the gory wounds inflicted by
ghoul fang and claw. He had aso witnessed the desiccated remains left in the wake of the demon's
attacks. The images from the daughter's aftermath would haunt his mind for along while. Thefact that it
was hisfault would haunt him longer.

It was my fault, he frankly admitted. It had to be. Hefdlt too tired now even to fed anger a himsdlf for
the attack. He admitted the truth of it as he would any other self-evident fact. Thazienne's wounded spirit,
Meena Foxmantle's wounded sanity, dl the dead guests and house guards-his fault. He was not sure
how, but he was sure that the Righteous Man had finally learned-that he had been protecting the
Uskevren, not spying on them. The Righteous Man had meant the attack to send a message-/ know.

After driving off the demon, Gale had carried Thazi-enne up the stairsto her room and placed her in bed
to await apriest. Thamalon, Shamur, and Tamlin had remained with her. Gale had reluctantly |eft her Sde
and hurried back to the feasthall to examine the ghoul corpses. He had to know for sure.

As he had suspected and feared, al of the ghouls had been former Night Knives. Beneath the gray skin,
rotted fangs, and charndl reek, he had recognized the twisted faces of hisformer fellow guild members.
Somehow, they had been transformed from living men into flesh-egting, undead mongters. The redization
had sickened him, but he had swallowed his nausea and tried to put together the pieces of the puzzle.

After learning of Gal€'sten-year deception, the Righteous Man must have decided to repay the betrayd
by hurting the people Gale hived most To accomplish that, the Righteous Man, not only a guildmaster but
also apowerful priest of Mask the Shadowlord, had summoned the shadow demon. After using his black
magic to warp guildsmen into ghouls, he had turned them loose on Stormwegther to day itsinhabitants.

While it seemed an extreme measure, Gale pat nothing beyond the sadistic guildmaster. Hewas apriest,
and therefore afanatic by definition. Even asthat thought crossed his mind, he realized that he was
mistaken, that anger was causing him to over generdize. Many priests might be fanatics, but not al. Not
Jak, and not Ansril Ammhaddan. For them at least, religion had not meant fanaticism.

But it had for the Righteous Man. Once, Gale had watched him burn down an entire guild warehouse,
with eleven guildsmen trgpped inside, just to ensure that he had €liminated one among them whom he
suspected to be atraitor. It would be just like him to try to hurt Gale before killing him.

Gal€e's thinking had gone no further, then. At that moment, High Songmaster Ammhaddan and three other
underling priests had walked huffing and wide-eyed into the feasthal. The priestsinsisted on healing
Gaeswounds and he had reluctantly stood till for afew moments while their song spells closed the
numerous cuts in his chest, back, and shoulders. Afterward, he had dispatched three of the prieststo
tend the wounded among the house guard and had escorted High Songmaster Ammhaddan from the
daughterhouse to Thazienne's room.

She had looked worse than when he had first left her, so he had waited gpprehengively in the hall while
the High Songmaster had used song spellsto try to hedl her.

Now that he knew her to be safe-or at least knew that she would live-he began again to consider the
depths to which the Righteous Man would sink. The masked dog had dared attack him here! Had dared
harm Thazienne!

Rising anger began to wash away hisfatigue- anger a himself for adopting this selfish, asnine planten



years ago, anger at the Righteous Man for using

Gdesfamily asaway to get a him. As he ssomped through Stormweather's carpeted hdls, he gritted his
teeth and clenched hisfistsinrage.

If the Righteous Man had targeted him, as he now suspected, then he was already awaking corpse. He
could admit that forthrightly-his death was only a matter of time. Sooner or later the Righteous Man
would cometo finish him, or morelikely ill, send Drasek Riven to do the job. Unfortunatdly, at least as
far as Gale was concerned, Riven had not been among the ghoul corpses. Given that situation, Gale
could not remain in Stormwesather and risk another attack on the family. But whereto go?

He knew the answer amost as soon as he posed the question-the Night Knife guildhouse. Thinking of it
gave him afocusfor hisanger. He would take the battle to them.

I'm comingl for you old man, he sllently vowed. | may* be adead man, but I'm taking you with me.

He stalked into the library and began to pace and think. The smell of burning ghoul corpses carried
through the shuttered windows. Spellsthat alowed High Songmaster Ammhaddan's prieststo magicaly
communicate with the dead ghouls had revealed nothing. Gale had therefore directed the house guard to
pile the dead creatures near the stables, cover them in lantern ail, and burn them to ashes. The lingering
reek of the burning pyre only fueled hisanger.

Seething with rage, he hardly noticed the blazing stone hearth. He barely saw the shelves of valuable,
leather-bound books that he so loved. He paced the floor, thinking, planning, stewing. Hislord's chess
s, the pieces skillfully carved from imported ivory, the board itself crafted of aged mahogany, stood
untouched on awanut end table. He restrained the urge to shatter tiie valuable pieces against the wall.

Hetried to cam himsaf.

Helit asingle candle, carried it to the end table, and fell into one of the accompanying chairsto await his
lord. He could fed his pulse pounding in his forehead, every best of his heart feeding hisrisng rage. Get
yoursdf under control, he ordered.

With asupreme effort of will, he camed himsdf and remained il

After atime, Thamaon walked into the room and pulled the door shut behind him. He had shed his
doublet and now wore only alight shirt, blue pants, and cloth dippers. He looked exhausted-the events
of the night understandably weighed heavy on his mind-but his blazing eyes could fire atorch. When he
entered, Galeimmediately climbed to hisfeet, but Thamaon ordered hi"" to Sit down.

Grim faced, Thamalon walked to the small wine rack he kept near his oak work desk and pulled out a
bottle of Storm Ruby. He stabbed the cork with a screw, jerked it out, and poured two glasses. Gae
could see the barely controlled anger in the tense set of Tha-maon's powerful shoulders.

Heand | aremuch dike, Gale redlized. We both understand that uncontrolled anger works against us,
not for us. Both men had to struggle mightily to control that anger. Of course, guilt did not pollute
Tha-maon's anger. That burden was Gale's aone.

Thamalon strode over to him, handed him asilver goblet, and sat oppositein hisfavorite rocking chair.
For atime, they sat in the dim light of the fire and silently regarded one another, two friends who took
comfort in each other's company. Riddled with guilt, Gale found it difficult to look Thamaonin the eye.
Uncomfortable, he placed his wine untouched onto the table beside him.

"Y ou wanted to talk, Lord?" He managed to keep hisvoice level, though he thought his guilt must be



plain on hisface,

Thamaon gazed a him from beneath bushy brows for along moment before replying. "1 wished to thank
you again for your bravery tonight-"

"Unnecessary, Lord," Gaeinterjected with adismissve wave of his hand.

"Without you..." Thamaon trailed off and took agulp from his goblet. He gripped the metd so tightly his
fingerswent white, "Without you, thingswould have ended much differently.”

Gde nodded but held histongue. Where was Thama on going with this?

Thamalon set the goblet down on thetable. "1 did not know you were capable of such things, though I've
long suspected.” His discerning eyes pierced Gale like blades.

If you knew what | wasredlly capable of, Gale thought, you'd have thrown me out years ago.
After amoment of awkward silence, Thamalon spoke, "'It* stime we played amatch, Erevis.”
“Lord?'

Thamalon sat forward in the chair and indicated the chesshoard with hiseyes. " A chess match. We have
never played. It'stimewedid."

"Tonight? After-"

"Tonight." Thamalon took another gulp from his goblet and dammed it down on the table so hard it
knocked over severad chess pieces. "lII have the heads of everyone respongblefor this, Erevid
Everyone."

Gde dtiffened at that. Everyone responsible. A wave of fear and self-loathing drowned him. He looked
across the end table and met Thamalon's angry gaze, fearful of what he would see there.

Thankfully, hislord's eyes held no accusations. Anger blazed in those gray orbs, but not anger directed at
Gde

Thamaon continued, "To do that, | will need to cdl upon dl of my resources. Including you." He leaned
forward, placed hisforearms on his knees, and shot Gale ameaningful stare. "I need to know the full
range of your...chess skills." He nodded at the chessboard. "' don't need to know where you learned to

play.”

Gde swdlowed asgh and immediately felt shamefor therelief hefdt. Thamaon did not suspect that
Gde wasresponsible for the attack. He only wanted information about Gale's past and skills. He wanted
to know what Gale could do to help find the guilty parties.

At that, hefdt hisface flush red and looked away. 7 am the guilty party, he thought. If Thamaon ever
learned that his secret life had been the cause of the attack, he would never forgive him. Hells, Gae
would never forgive himsdf, but he didn't want the last conversation he had with hislord to end with the
revelation that he had been living in Stormwesather asaspy.

Stll, Thamaon obvioudy redized that Gale was more than a butler with aknowledgeable crimina cousin.
Butlersdidn't drive off demons. Hislord had suspected-no, not suspected, known-him to be aformer
criminal and yet had trusted him enough to alow him to continue on as Stormwesgther's butler. Thamalon
had even respected his privacy and asked no questions. His trust had gone that deep. Gale could never



repay that debt, not fully.

For tUefirst timein hislife, Gale had gotten ataste of |egitimate work. Work that did not require him to
mistrust everyone. Work that did not require him to keep his eyes on the exits and his hands on his
blades. Work that had alowed him to put his darker sideto re<t, at least for atime. But most
importantly, he had done work that had resulted in the love and trust of afamily. Though thelielaid heavy
on hissoul, now more than ever he could not reved that he originally had been sent to Stormwesther to
py. Hewould not pollute their memory of him, though he knew it meant polluting himself by keeping it
secret. Still, he wanted them to remember him the way he would remember them-with love. Hewas
determined to leave with ther trust. Hietrust he had earned from years of loya service.

Look wheretheir trust has gotten them, he thought bitterly. Thazienne near death. Hislord and lady
shamed, plusa_multitude of murdered guests and guards. His presence here had put them dl in danger.
Previoudy, he had dwaystold himsdf that by being here he actudly decreased therisk they faced in
Sdl-gaunt's backstabbing world of secret plots and scheming nobles, not increased it. "I can handle the
Righteous Man, " he had told himsdlf again and again, as he had struggled to quell the pangs of
conscience that tore at him. He now realized that he had been lying to himself, just ashe had lied to
everyoneese.

No more, he vowed. No more. Abruptly, he cameto adecision.

Everything changed, starting now. He would no longer put the Uskevren &t risk. Either he got out of the
life dtogether or tonight was hislast night in Stormwesther; hislast night as Erevisthe butler. Resolved,
he |ooked across the chessboard at Tha-malon. If hislord wanted to know who he was, he would tell
him.

"Let'splay,” hesad.

Over the next hour they played and talked.

Thamal on opened with a standard cleric gambit. Gale countered it in three moves.

"Y ou play well, Erevis,1* observed Thamaon with raised brows. "I find myself unsurprised.”
Cdesgmiled.

"| was taught by the best playersin Westgate two

o

decades ago. My ingtructors did not forgive mistakes, so | learned well.”

Thama on nodded sagdly.

"l understand Westgate to have been that way. Still is, most say."

A city comparablein sizeto Selgaunt and likewise on the coast of the Inner Sea, Westgate had along
history of being run by powerful thieves guilds. Though no longer dominated by guilds, the city ill
harbored more thieves than a brothel did whores.

Move. Countermove. Caefdt lighter for having finally revealed some of his past to hislord. He had kept
too many secretsfor far too long. Once started, he found it hard to stop. With hisface turned down to
look upon the board, he reveded till more.



"Of course, my instructors as such no longer exist in Westgate. Other players alied and forced them out
of busness.”

At that, Thamaon gave abardly perceptible start. Hislord knew the history of theregion. Yearsago, an
dliance of smdler guilds and the Westgate city authorities had dlied to destroy the powerful guild known
asthe Night Masks. The guild that had formerly run the city. The guild to which Cae had formerly
belonged.

So now you know, Cale thought. Y our butler was a Night Mask operative. "I found chessto be avery
cutthroat game, then," he added. "Fine for me as ayounger man, but not alife| wanted to live forever.”

Thamaon cleared histhroat as though to speak but said nothing. Instead, he moved avicar into position
to threaten one of Cale's clerics. Cale countered and attacked with his second cleric.

"l understand,” Thamalon managed at |ast, but he looked upon Cale with different eyesnow. A mixture
of surprise, respect, and fear. Cale didn't much care for the change. "That answers many of my
questions.”

Whilethey had existed, the Night Masks had earned a reputation for violence and assassination. Even
Thamalon apparently had heard of it. When Cale had fled Westgate and the guild, he had tried to leave
that life far behind, but he had never seemed fully able to escapeit. Soon after arriving in Selgaunt, he had
fallen hi with the Night Knives, another guild of thieves. That fact he could not reved to Thamaon. It was
enough that hislord now knew him to be aformer thief and assassin. Cale would not add spy to thelist.

Move. Countermove. Cale had the advantage in the chess match.
"Y our schoolmaster,” Thamalon asked while trying to counter Cal€e's attack, "what did he look like?"
Cdeamiled grimly but did not look up. Thama on wanted confirmation.

When Cale had been in the Night Masks, the guild had been headed by a secretive guildmaster who
caled himsaf The Faceless-a man whose identity had been and remained to this day a mystery-to most
everyone but Cale.

Helooked up from the board and into Thamaon's eyes and said meaningfully, "I never saw hisface."
Thamalon nodded dowly, his brow furrowed. Move. Countermove.

They played in slence for the next quarter of an hour. Cale knew Thamalon to be working through the
implications of everything he had learned. His chess suffered for the inattention. Cal€e's attack soon had
Thamaon's high monarch in retrest.

"You play aggressvely, Erevis" Thamaon remarked, and removed his high monarch from immediate
danger. Cdefollowed up with his archer and threstened anew.

"That isthe only way | learned to play, Lord. Check.”
Thamalon interposed a cleric, but both knew the game to be soon over.
"Unbridled aggression can sometimes be an enemy.”

Gde hdted in midmoveto offer Thamaon anod. "My Lord speskstruly. But the demands of the game
frequently requireit. When that is so, only the most cutthroat of players can win." He moved hislow
monarch into position and looked up into Thamaon'sface. "Checkmate.”



Thamaon smiled thoughtfully. He lay down his high monarch and sat back in hisrocking chair. "A most
enlightening game, old friend. Thank you, for everything."

It warmed Caeto hear Thamadon till cal him old friend. Cale downed hiswinein asingle gulp, stood,
and bowed.

"May | take my leave, Lord?1 have..." he smiled without mirth, "I have another gameyet to play
tonight."

Thamalon raised his bushy brows and gave Cale apiercing stare. "Do you dready suspect the name of
your next opponent?’ He sat forward in the rocker and his eyes blazed benegth hisfatigue. "Tel meif so,
Ere-vis"

Caéslie came easy to him; too easy. "No Lord, not yet. But | will learnit.”

Thamal on eased back into the chair but his eyes never left Caesface. "Everything | haveisat your
disposa-coin, men, magic. Y ou don't need to play adone, Cale."

Caerased hiseyebrows at that. Thamalon had never before called him Cae. This conversation had
changed their relationship. "Chessis not ateam game, Lord."

Thamalon smiled softly and nodded in acceptance. "No, | supposeit's not.”

Cale prepared to leave but Thamaon stood and seized Calesarm. "If the circumstances of the game
change, and you require something, anything, you need only ask."

"I know, Lord." Gale smiled. He wanted to embrace Thamalon, the man who had been Mend and father
for ten years, but could not bring himself to do it. He cleared Msthroat and stepped away from hislord.

"I keep my chessboard and piecesin my room. That'sal 111 need for now. Ill leaveimmediately. When
| learn something certain, 111 send word." He wanted to tell Thamaon that he likely would not be
coming back, but feared the inevitable questions that would follow. Gale knew leaving without saying
goodbye would be something he would regret forever, but he dso knew that if he told Thamaon the
truth, hislord's pained expression would aso haunt him forever. If Thazienne learned of his past, she
would despise him. He could not endure that. Better they thought him dead or vanished. Better they
remembered him as Erevisthe butler.

"My lord should retire," he said, Htill playing therole of butler. "1 will givethismaiter my full attention.”

Thama on seemed to notice his exhaugtion for thefirst time. He nodded and gave Gale atired smile. |
will, soon. | need sometime yet to think. And | still want to wait for Talbot." He patted Gale on the
shoulder. "Y ou should rest too, old friend. Dawn is only hours away."

Gdereturned hislord's smile with ahard smile of hisown. "My Lord," hesaid, "I play chessbest by
night.”"

CHAPTER SIX
CAlE

Cd eleft Thamaon done with histhoughts and strode purposefully out of the library. The household il
bustled as the house guard and staff findized the cleanup. Some quietly hailed him but he ignored their
greetings. His mind was focused on only one thing-making the Righteous Man pay for hurting hisfamily.



Hetook the steps of the spiral Staircase two at atime. When he reached hisroom, he gently closed and
locked the door behind him. For the briefest instant, doubt reared its head and caused him to hesitate.
The redization that he would likely never again see hishome and family, and that he would probably be
dead before tomorrow, hit him like afist. Gale stubbornly blinked away the tears beginning to well in his

eyes.

doit because | haveto, hetold himsdf. Ten years of my sdlfishness nearly killed Thazienne tonight. One
way or another, it had to end. Thelies, the schemes, the cover up-dl of it had to end, tonight.

Resolved once again, he glanced around the safest room in which he had ever lived and tried to fix its
imagein hismemory. The extra-long, wrought iron bed Shamur had thoughtfully acquired especidly for
him. The leather bound chair in which he so often fell adegp while reading. Theworn oak night table with
itstarnished oil lamp. In contrast to the rich but tasteful decor of the rest of Stormwesather, hisroom
looked like the spartan cdll of an [Imaterite monk.

Thazienne dwaystelsmel livelike acloistered priest, he thought, smiling. Hissmile dissolved into a
frown when he redlized that after tonight, he would probably be dead and she wouldn't tell him anything

again.

Unconscioudy, he had kept his belongingsto aminimum. So he could easily run away, he supposed. His
room contained nothing persond.

Except for onething: the locked pine trunk that stood at the foot of hisbed. That trunk was persona. The
lonelink to his past in Westgate, it held his blades, enchanted leather armor, and his prized necklace of
missiles-the gear of Gale the assassin. The gear that had saved them when thirty Zhents had ambushed
Cae and Jak amonth ago. That escape had been dose and had cost him al but one of the explosive
globes on the magical necklace. He had told himsdlf afterward that it didn't matter because he would not
need it again, even while apart of him secretly had hoped for the opportunity.

And now I'vegot it.

He redlized now the sdf-deluding nature of thefiction he had maintained. He had told himsdlf that he
would not wear his equipment again, yet he had kept it and lovingly tended it through the course of ten
years. Why?

BecauseI'm akiller playing at abutler, heredized. A killer trained by the best killersthe cities of the
Inner Sea have ever seen. He smiled, glad now for his Night Mask training. Cale was thankful to the
godsfor the character that alowed him to kill aman without remorse. Tonight, he was laying the fiction of
Erevisthe butler to rest. Tonight and forever after, hewas Cale.

Hewaked to the night table, pulled out the drawer, and removed asmall iron key from an ingenioudy
hidden recess he had carved into the wood backing. He carried the key across the room gingerly, as
though it was hot, and knelt before the trunk. There he stopped-

His hand shook uncontrollably. He understood that opening the trunk and donning his gear insdde
Stormweather-something he had never before done-signified the end. The end of hislife asthe Uskevren
butler. The end of hislife asamember of afamily. The end of the happiest period he had ever known.
He hesitated-it also meant the end of aten-yeer lie, he harshly reminded himsdlf. And the end of putting
the people | lovein danger.

With asnarl, he shoved in the key and turned it. The click of the lock sounded the degth knell of Erevis
the butler. Cale was back, thistime for good. He threw back the lid and removed his gear.



Like aviper shedding its skin, he stood and peeled off his butler's attire. Out of long habit, he nestly
folded his doublet, pants, and hose before placing them on top of the bed. Surprised at himsdlf, he
amiled.

Perhaps the butler isn't atogether gone out of me, he thought, and hoped.

He pulled on hisleather armor-4till strong and supple despite the passage of years due to its powerful
enchantment. It wasthe first thing he had worn in amonth that fit him correctly. The smdll of it reminded
him of Westgate and of dl the corpses he had l€ft in foe wake of his escape from the Night Masks.

Grimly, he strapped on hiswesgpons belt. The weight of hislong sword and daggers hanging from his hips
felt right. He welcomed the fed of stedl at hisbdlt, easily adjusted his sance and movementsto the
familiar burden. Carefully, asthough unveiling ajewd, he drew forth from a velvet bag the necklace of
missiles. Hethoughtfully rolled the ddlicate links and find explosive globe between hisfingers before
clasping it about histhroat. He threw on alightweight, midnight blue, hooded cloak, loaded his pockets
with some fivestars, atinderbox, and three wax candles, then made ready to leave. He walked to the
door, turned to take one last glance around the room, smiled sadly, and strode into the hgjl.

He made aline gtraight for Thazienne's room. He knew that Thamalon, Shamur, and the two boyswould
no doubt miss him when he was gone-Tamlin perhaps less than the others, he supposed with awry
smile-but they would move on easily with their lives. He and Thazienne, however, shared a specia
relationship. Not having him around would be hardest for her.

Though he knew it would be difficult, he would not leave without seeing her onefind time and tdling her
goodbye.

Darven stood guard outside her door, no doubt ensuring the undisturbed rest Gale had ordered. The big
guard took in Ga€esattire and his eyes went wide with questions.

"Miger Gde?

Gade patted him reassuringly on hisbulky shoulder. "Everything isal right, Darven. | need to see
Thazienne. I'll only be amoment.”

"Of chursef Still wearing an expression full of unspoken questions, Darven pushed the door open for him
and closed it behind.

Gde stood just insde the door, suddenly shaking, wary of approaching Thazienne's bed for fear that his
resolve would fater. He realized now that she had been the primary reason he had stayed for so long at
Stormwesther, and now she was the reason he had to leave. So long as the Righteous Man wanted him,
his presence here made her unsafe.

Because Thazienne disdained Salgaunt's fashion trends, much to her mother's dismay, her room exuded a
unique kind of strong but gill vulnerable femininity. Délicate lace doilies and silks decorated her otherwise
sturdy dressing table and wardrobe. Pastdl paints covered an unadorned, but rough textured wall. A
sawart yet graceful wooden deigh bed stood in the center of the room. Iniit, shelay, still unconscious.

Gde saw that she had thrown off her heavy wool blanket-it had landed in acrumpled hegp of purple on
the floor beside the bed. Thaziennelay covered only in white sheets. Outlined by the thin linen, he could
seethedight riseand fall of her breast. Her bresthing seemed stronger now than it had been earlier inthe
evening.

She'stoo strong to lose, he thought, and smiled. It wasthefire of her spirit that had drawn him to her in



thefirst place. No demon's touch could quench itsflames.

He steded himself and crossed the room. Remembering the unearthly cold that accompanied the shadow
demon'stouch, he retrieved the wool blanket and gently covered Thazienne's dim body. Some color had
returned to her face and she felt warmer to the touch. He pulled a sitting chair close to the bed, covered
her small hand with one of his own, and softly caressed her smooth cheek with the back of his other
hand. He had never before touched her in that way, missyou if | don't come back, he thought, and
brushed afew stray strands of dark hair from her smooth forehead. Of everything, HI missyou the most.

Hetried to fight back the tears but they came anyway. For along while, he smply sat there, held her
hand, and wept. Asusud when it cameto hisfedingsfor her, he could bring himsdf to say nothing.

Struck with an idea, he wiped away histears and walked to her small writing desk. He pulled a piece of
parchment, avid of ink, and awriting quill from adiding drawer. Scribing in hislight, precise script, he
wrote, Whatever good isin me exists because of you. He thought for a moment, then wrote a verse from
one of hisfavorite dven poems-At armid telere maenen hir. Y ou hold my heart forever. Hesgned it,
stood, and stopped-

What would it do to her to learn hisfedingsif he never returned? Equally important, what would it do to
ther raionshipif hedid?

Doesn't matter, he resolved. She hasto know. | can't die and not have told her.
He turned and walked for the door. When he reached it, he again stopped.
After abrief inner struggle, he turned again and walked back to the bed.

Though he knew her to be unconscious, his ssomach il fluttered and his knees felt weak. Shaking with
pent up emotion, he bent over her and gently brushed her lipswith his own-the only kissthey had ever
shared. Likely the only kissthey ever would share.

"I loveyou," hewhispered. "Il dwaysloveyou.”
He had wanted to say those words for years. He only wished he had done it sooner.
He turned and walked from the room.

When he stepped back into the hal and pulled the door closed behind him, Darven shot him awink. "We
al knew you were more than just abutler, Mister Cae. The house guard | mean. We dl knew."

Cale nodded. "Just Cole from now on, Darven.”
Darven cocked hisbig head quizzicdly. "Migter Cde?!
"Forget it. Bewdl, Darven."

He turned and walked down the hall. With each stride away from Thazienne's room, he grew more and
more focused, more and more angry. Hislove for her gave way to hate for the Righteous Man. His hands
clenched and unclenched reflexively as he walked. By dl the gods, he would make the Righteous Man

pay.

Korvikoum, you black-hearted bastard, he thought, invoking aterm from dwarven philosophy. Y ou
chose to harm the ones | love. The consequence of that choiceisthat | put you down.

When he descended the gairs, the servants and house guards froze in the midst of their duties and stared



in amazement. He offered them no explanationsfor his attire and wegpons-time enough to explain if he
returned-and walked purposefully toward the forehal. Thama on emerged from the library and watched
him from the doorway, grim approva in his exhausted eyes. Cale gave hislord and friend anod as he
passed, then walked out of Storm-wegther, probably for the fina time.

Hewrinkled his nose at the faded but detectable stink of the Oxblood Quarter. The daughterhouses that
used to fill the block had been moved out of the city decades ago and the buildings converted to the
services associated with caravan trade, but till the smell remained. Even the swirling breeze and
moderate snowstorm could not diminatet.

Blue cloak whipping in the wind, Gale crouched low on the roof eave of Emdllia's House, alow-class
brothel that served mostly wagon drivers and caravan guards. The steep pitch of the roof and snow dick
shingles forced him to grip astone raingpout for balance. He felt the cold of the stone through the leather
of hisgloves and his breath formed clouds before hisface. Through the shuttered windows benesth him,
despite the whine of the wind, he could hear the low murmur of mae voices and femae laughter. Brothels
never closed, even in the smal hours before dawn, and neither did thieves guilds.

A dagger toss across Ariness Street, dimly visible through the swirling snow and sputtering light of the
windblown street lamps, stood the Night Knife guildhouse.

Masquerading as a Six Coinstrading office and storehouse, the Knife guildhouse looked much like al the
other storehouses that lined the street and served Selgaunt's thriving caravan trade. Cale knew otherwise,
of course. The actud Six Coinstrading coster no longer even existed in Faerun. It had dissolved years

ago.

Becauseit had abasement level and easy accessto Selgaunt's old sewer system, the Righteous Man had
purchased the two-story brick building from the then money-strapped trading group over a decade ago.
Sincethat time, the guildmeaster had refurbished it with guild coin into acombination training facility,
safehouse, and fortress.

To perpetuate theilluson of agoing coster house, afew of the old Six Coin offices and storerooms had
been |eft intact in the front of the building on thefirst floor, though most of the structure had been long ago
converted to guild use. Night Knife guildsmen who were paid and trained to behave as norma merchants
gaffed the offices and furthered the ruse. The Righteous Man even used guild coin to fund asmall amount
of legitimate caravan trade, a practice that deflected suspicion by keeping aflow of wagons and drovers
moving in and out of the building.

Because Cde knew what to look for, and the facade now seemed painfully transparent to him. Hardly
standard in the typical coster house, the reinforced, iron bound, oak double doorsthat provided entry
looked capable of withstanding an ore battering ram. Unusua too were the thumb-thick iron bars that
backed dl of the second story windows. Thefirst story glass had been pulled out and bricked over years
ago. Cde knew that acareful observer would have noticed the surprisingly small number of employees
who arrived daily for work through the front doors, though Hie building itself was quite large. A careful
observer would a so have noticed the caravan guard uniforms worn by the hard-eyed rogues who
typicaly guarded the entry were out of place.

| don't know how we managed to keep this location a secret, he thought. To Cale, now on the outside
looking in, the building fairly screamed guildhouse!

No guards presently stood watch outside the front doors. No dingers on the roof, ether. All the second
story roomswere dark, an unusua state even at thislate hour.

Strange, he thought with afrown, because of the snow, maybe?



He consdered smply sorming the front doors, bluffing hisway through the guildsmen to the Righteous
Man, and taking the old man down, but dismissed the idea as theill-conceived product of anger.
Unbridled aggresson can sometimes be an enemy, Thamalon had told him. He smiled and thought: True
enough, Thamaon, true enough.

He observed for afew minutes more to assure himself that he had not missed anything. He hadn't. There
were no guards. The whole situation stank like an ambush. He blew out his breath in acloud of mist and
rubbed the day's growth of stubble that peppered his cheeks.

Abruptly, he made his decision-he would enter the sewers at Winding Way and come up through the
guild-house basement. No doubt that entrance would be trapped aswell, but going in that way would put
him closer to the basement shrine, and thus closer to the Righteous Man. Surviva had ceased to be his
primary concern. Gale had dready said goodbye to everything that he had to live for. Killing the
Righteous Man was all that mattered anymore.

I'm coming for you, old man.
Helowered himself over the sde of Emdlia's and nimbly climbed down to street level.

Thefdling snow melted the moment it hit the cobblestones, so the street was covered in adushy brown
muck. Cae pulled his cloak tight againgt the wind and doshed a block to Winding Way. The snowfal
made vishility difficult, so herelied on his keen earsto aert him to an ambush. He heard nothing. No one
was on the Street.

When he reached Winding Way, Cade ducked into an alley and looked through the falling snow to make
sure no one was behind him. Still no one. He sprinted to the dry common well that the guild had
"mistakenly” dug, and that now provided accessto the sawers.

Using his height to good effect, he climbed over the well wall and straddled the top. He braced his hedls
against one side, braced his upper back and shoulder blades against the other, and began dowly to
descend. Ashedid, he kept his ears focused on the sewer bottom forty feet below. Snowflakes fluttered
down thewdll and landed on hisface. They melted ingtantly in the heat of his exertion. Despite the cold
air, swesat beaded hisforehead and his raspy, labored breathing echoed off the walls. The stink of waste
and organic decay rose up the wdll tofill hisnostrils. He inhaed deeply as he descended, trying to dull his
sensesto the smell.

Helet himsdf drop the final few feet. Hitting the ground in acrouch, heingantly pulled hislong sword
from its scabbard. Faint in the distance, he heard the high-pitched squesks of rats and the scurrying
sounds of other vermin. Though too dark to see much, he knew the sewer tunnels branched off in three
directions. He wanted east. He pulled forth hisflint, steel, and tin-derbox, and lit acandle. In the damp
ar, itssmdl flame sputtered dim and orange off the crumbling walls.

Long sword and candle in hand, he headed down the east tunnel. He tried to ignore the muck that
sucked at hisfeet. Tales abounded in Salgaunt about the dire creatures that lurked in the city's sewers-
creatures such asflesh dissolving dimes and intelligent a gae men-but Cale had concern only for an
ambush by guildsmen. This portion of the sewers had been seded off from the main tunnelsafew blocks
away, and the guild regularly patrolled to keep it clear of anything, or anybody, unwanted.

He had walked less than fifty paces when he began to smdl rotting flesh. Shielding the light of the candle
with hishand, he crept forward and strained to listen.

He expected to hear the growl of approaching ghouls, but instead heard nothing. Warily, he advanced.



The stench grew increasingly stronger as he neared the turn in the tunnel that led toward the guildhouse,
Still hearing nothing, he hugged the tunnd wall and stalked forward, blade at the ready. When he rounded
the turn, he saw the source of the stink. VVomit raced up histhroat but he gritted his teeth and swallowed
it down.

Ahead of him, at the base of the ladder that ascended into the guildhouse, lay a pile of rotting corpses.
Black rats, some of them aslarge as small dogs, feasted on the bodies. Most of them squeaked
indignantly at his approach, |eft their feast, and scurried off.

"Dark," he softly oathed. He shooed away with hislong sword two stubborn rats that had not fled with
the rest and knelt to examine the corpses.

A ghastly pile of decomposing flesh, the bodies lay heaped atop one another like cordwood, so rotted
and intertwined that Gale could hardly tell where one corpse ended and another began. Fifteen or twenty
men maybe, he couldn't tell for sure. Dead atenday at |east, maybe two. The stench made his eyes
water.

Torn and naked, the corpses had been tossed down from the trapdoor above like garbage. Partialy
eaten by ghouls-Cale recognized the ragged wounds of ghoul claw and fang-the rats had been at what
remained. Puss and blood assaulted his eyes. He tried to scrutinize the mangled faces more closely but
could not recognize any of them before he had to turn away or vomit. The grotesque image of a
half-eaten arm gticking out of the base of the heap, the limb seemingly reaching for release, stuck in his
mind and made him swest in the chill.

Hetried to stedl himsdlf, for he knew he would have to disengage the tangle of bodiesto clear apath to
the

'ladder. It was either that or try to climb over.

Shuddering, heimmediatdly dismissed climbing asabad idea. A big man, hewould likely find himsdlf
snking into the midst of the corpses rather than walking on top of them. The thought of wading chest
deepinrot madehimgag.

Holding his breath and gtifling retches, he set to work, H" pulled the bodies |oose from the pile and
hurriedly cast them to the side. Many came gpart in his hands. Otherslesked so much fluid as he picked
them up that pus and blood soon soaked his cloak. He worked as fast as he could. Grab, throw, gag.
Grab, throw, gag.

When hefinally cleared enough of a path to the ladder, he grabbed desperatdly at the rusty iron rungs
and began to climb. Halfway up he vomited down the front of hiscloak. At the sametime he redized that
he had |€ft his candle sputtering on the sewer floor. He didn't care. He could not go back down, at least
not right now.

When he reached the trapdoor, he shouldered it open with agrunt and climbed into the storeroom.

Darkness, but surprisingly, no guards. Light trickled in from benesth the only door out and provided a
dim luminescence. Crates and bags lay broken and torn open. Spilled grain and splintered wood littered
the ground. Only tattered scraps remained of thefilthy rug that once had covered the trapdoor.

Rdieved, and in no danger of imminent attack, Cale took amoment to sirip his befouled closk and usea
torn burlap grain sack to wipe clean his blood-soaked arms and chest. After transferring his coin and
tinderbox into his pants pockets, he tossed the cloak, the sack, and hisleather glovesinto the sawer
below and closed the trgpdoor. Still reding from the sights and smells of the sewer, he put hishandson



his knees and allowed himself amoment to recover. He inhaled deeply and enjoyed a bresth of cleaner
ar. Thecharnd smell of nearby ghoulslingered intheair, true, but that seemed clean compared with the
foulness of the sewers.

After afew moments, he stood upright and mentally prepared himsdlf. He did not know what he should
expect. The guild seemed to have undergone some kind of purge in his absence. He felt certain that the
corpsesin the sawers below were former Night Knives. Dabbling with the demonic must have findly
driven the Righteous Man insane. The guildmaster was purging the guild of unbdieversand transforming
MasK'sfaithful into undead. The redlization caused Gae to despiserdigion al the more. A man logt
himsalf when hetook the rites. The Righteous Man had lost himself. The attack on Stormwesther had not
been an attempt to get a Cale through hisfamily. It had been merely aham-handed attempt to get at
Cde, an unbdiever. Thazienn€sinjury and al the dead were incidentd.

Doesn't matter, he told himsdlf, he did what he did and he goes down anyway.

Ready, he kndlt before the door and listened. Nothing. He had the benefit of surprise then. Sowly, he
pulled the door open-

A body dammed into it and knocked him backward. He caught aglimpse of gray flesh and dirty fangs.
Ghoul!

He leaped back with a shout and brandished his blade, expecting aflurry of claws, fangs, and stink.
Instead, the ghoul inexplicably halted in the doorway. It growled softly, amost a purr, then stepped
backward into the hdl, out of Gale€ssight.

Stupefied, Cde stood there, blade ready. He waited for atense moment, but nothing happened. What in
the Hells?

The ghoul-Cale now recognizsed it from itslong black hair as Tyllin Var, aformer pickpocket specialist
and Mask believer-reappeared in the doorway. It snarled impatiently and waved a clawed hand,
beckoning Cale forward.

Gale's heart thudded in his chest but he quieted his fear with anger. Seems|'m expected after dl, he
thought. Gripping his blade in asweating fist, he advanced cautioudy out of the room.

Aswith the storeroom, the guildhouse was in afilthy, chaotic shambles. Thelong main hall sretched
before hint, dotted with open doors and littered with debris like the aftermath of astreet riot. Broken
weapons, half-eaten bodies, shredded clothing, rotten food, overturned chairs and tables, dl lay strewn
haphazardly about. Behind Tyllin, who flashed Cde hisfangsin an evil grin, sood aghastly formation-
pair upon pair of ghoulslined the hall a even intervas, agridy formation of twisted gray bodies that
marked a processiond path directly to the shrine. The double doors to the Righteous Man's sanctuary
and worship hall stood open, hut from where Cale stood, he could not pierce the dimness of itsinterior.

Tyllin stood aside, regarded Cale with ditted eyes, gave asnarl, and waved him forward. Presented with
no other option, he stalked cautioudy past Tyllin and made hisway down the hal. Caeredized how
futile his resstance to an attack would be at this point.

Eyeing him hungrily, each pair of ghouls growled softly as he walked between them. Some pawed the air
and snarled, unable to concedl their insatiable desire for hisflesh. He kept hislong sword ready and
watched them dl like ahawk, but none of them made an aggressive move.

As he passed each pair, they fdll in behind him and herded him toward the shrine. Only athird of the way
down the hdll, he adready had asmdl crowd of ghouls behind and till more before him. He could fed



their hungry eyesboring into his back. Surprisingly, hefdt unafraid. Hefdt the liberation of a condemned
man being led to the gallows. He knew now that he would not get out of here dive, and the redization
freed him from fear. Neither of usiscoming out of that shrine, old man, he vowed.

Though many of the ghouls still wore clothing or had tattoos that Gale recognized asbelonging to a
one-time comrade, their fera yellow eyes no longer contained anything recognizably human. Magic and
religious fanaticism had mutat-

A yellow-eyed shadow flitted in the corner of hisvison. Hewhirled on it, blade high. Nothing wasthere,

Nothing but the gaming parlor where guildsmen once had bet their take from jobs on the chance dedl of
cards and the random fal of knucklebones. Human vices that Cae could understand.

Still scanning the darkness of the parlor for the shadow demon, hiseyesfdl to thefloor and he gave a
gtart. He stopped walking and looked more closely to be sure hisvision had not deceived him. The
crowd of ghouls behind herded closer. Thefloor just inside the doorway of the parlor appeared to be
dowly bailing, like smmering soup. He felt title hairs on his arms rise and bend toward the weird floor, as
though pulled. Had the shadow demon vanished into thet? Before he could consider further, a chorus of
impatient growls sounded from the ghouls.

"Maaask," they mouthed as one, and the press of their vile, stinking bodies forced him forward.

Mask indeed, he thought as he walked. Thisiswhere your fanaticism has brought you, old man. He kept
his eyes away from the half-eaten corpses

More doorways yawned to either sde as he walked the rest of the long hall. The rooms beyond the
doorways had once been familiar to him-here ameeting room, thereadining hdl, there atraining
room-but like the gaming parlor, al of them now stood warped in someway. Thefamiliar furnishings he
had known lay toppled, broken, befouled, or missing atogether. Horrors had replaced them. A wall in
the dining hall dripped what |ooked to be blood. Drops of crimson seeped through the plaster near the
ceiling and ran down thewall in rivulets. Two ghouls crouched at the base, purring, and licked up the
blood like children eating sweetened ice. The steady rasp of their tongues had worn groovesin thewall.
Caeforced down the vomit that tried to climb up histhroat. He sdestepped a patch of floor before him
that oozed athick, black liquid and walked on.

"Mask," the ghouls behind him murmured.

Instead of the familiar oak table and chairs standing in the center of the main meeting room, asickly gray
colored whirlpool now churned, as though the floor had become athick liquid. Again, hefet astrange
pull from the maelstrom. Stregks of ochre and viridian swirled adow path into gray oblivion. Caefound
the motion hypnatic. With an effort of will, he forced himsdf to look away beforethe urgetolegpin
overpowered him. As he turned away, he thought he glimpsed apair of baleful yellow eyes peering a him
from within the whirlpoal.

He drew nearer to the shrine. The crowd of ghouls behind him grew aseach pair fel inline.

He passed what had once been the training room for pickpocketing and climbing and saw that portions
of thewall and floor seemed absent. Not hewn out or dug up, but absent, as though redlity had been
dashed open hen Rath. Again he thought he saw apair of yellow eyes staring at him from the emptiness
inthewall, but when he blinked, the eyes disappeared. Disconcerted, he turned away and focused his
gaze forward on the open double doors of the shrine.

Thisis utter madness, he thought, and struggled to keep atight grip on his sanity, The wrongness of the



guildhouse made him dizzy and nauseated. A man could lose himsdlf quickly. Theliving do not belong
here, he thought. He now knew for certain that the Righteous Man had gone mad-summoning demons,
turning guildsmen into ghouls, transforming the guildhouse into aseething den of vileness. There could be
no other explanation. He no longer cared for the why of the Righteous Man's behavior-how could he
hope to understand the reasons of the man who had done this-he only cared about stopping him.

That resolution brought him an odd, detached cam. He reached for histhroat and felt the reassuring cool'
ness of the necklace of missiles, rolled the last explosive globe between hisfingers. He would kill the
Righteous Man with his sted, then start a blaze with his globe that would incinerate the entire guildhouse
and everythinginit.

Resolved, he picked up his pace and strode unafraid for the shrine. The crowd of ghouls behind him
loped to keep up.

He walked through the ornate doorway, turned to glare a the ghouls, then dammed the doors shut in
their faces. He held the doorsfast for amoment, expecting the ghouls to push them open and pilein
behind him, but they made no effort to follow. They waited just outside. Gale could hear their low
growling through the doors. They were only the escort, it seemed. He turned to survey the shrine.

"Erevis Gdecomeat lagt," sad the Righteous Man, the contempt evident in hisvoice. The guildmaster
stood near the front of the large shrine room, atop araised dais, behind the block of basdlt that served as
an dtar. Black candles burned in tal bronze candeldbra but shed only dim light. Shadowsfilled every
corner. Gale quickly glanced through them for the yellow eyes of the shadow demon but saw nothing.

Wooden pews lined the room from the back wall up to the dtar. Ghoulsfilled those in the rear. Rocking
gently and growling low, they held their hands clagped as though in prayer, a macabre mockery of piety.
They watched him siddlong out of ditted eyes. They licked their fangs hungrily but kept their seets.

Already holding hislong sword at the ready, hefilled his other hand with adagger. At that, the ghouls
began to growl and rock faster but still remained seated. He walked straight down the center aide,
through and past the ghouls, halfway to the dtar. He kept his eyeslocked on the masked face of the
Righteous Man.

That'sright, I've-come,” he said. "What in the name of the gods have you done here?’

The Righteous Man stepped out from behind the altar and spoke in asoft, menacing tone™Y ou've come
to do Mask's bidding, perhaps?"

"MaaassK," the ghoulsin the pews echoed. "Masssk." They rocked and rocked.

The guildmaster's voice sounded different, Gale noted, but he attributed it to the guildmaster's obvious
insanity. Only then did the Righteous Man's question strike him-Mask's bidding? What does that mean?

He shook his head and forced himsdlf to stay focused.

"I've cometo do my bidding, not agod's. I'm here for you, old man. It endstonight, al of it. Y ou hear
me?'

Stal rocking in their pews, the ghouls gave a soft, prolonged hiss. Gale attuned his hearing behind him but
kept his eyeslocked on the Righteous Man. Casually, he pulled the explosive globe from his necklace
and cupped it in hisdagger hand. If bad went to worse, he'd blow the whole place immediatdly.

Favoring hisleg, the Righteous Man stepped down from the dais. He stood only a dagger toss away.
Gde could fed theintengity of his stare even through the black felt of the mask. He looked normal



beneath hisvelvet robes-tal, thin, dightly stooped-but some-tiling about his mannerisms struck Gale as
odd. He moved diffly, herky-jerky, like amarionette. Palpably radiating contempt, he seemed to have
more... presence. His ominous silence made Gale uncomfortable.

asked you aquestion, old man!" He gripped the dagger and globe in his now swesaty hand.

At his harsh tone, acacophony of hisses sounded from the ghouls. Gale heard their lesthery skin rasping
againgt the wood of the pews asthey rocked faster and faster. "Mask," they whispered, "Mask."

"I heard you, Erevis Gae," said the Righteous Man, and again Gale noticed the odd inflection and
cadence. The guildmaster limped forward astep. Involuntarily, Gale found himsdf backing up. The
hissing of the ghouls grew louder. The rasping of their skin on the pews sounded like a carpenter's plane
on wood..

"Y ou enter my guild and utter bold words. Bold words indeed for but a pre-incarnate Champion of
Mask." Hefairly spat the name of the Shadowlord, and when he did the ghouls hissed their echo.

"Maaassk."

Pre-what? Gale took another step back as the Righteous Man approached. Seized with an inexplicable
fear, Cale struggled to keep it out of hisvoice.

"You're the servant of Mask, priest, not me. And he can't save you from me. It'sover.” He held forth, his
blades to demonstrate a defiance he didn't fed!.

When the Righteous Man replied, hisvoice sounded oddly distant, and Gale redlized that he was
Speaking to someone who existed only within the reelm of his madness.

"No, heisn't going to save you now, ishe Krollir?' the Righteous Man whispered to himsdlf, and began
to laugh. The sound was so thick with evil that it sent shudders dlong Gale's spine. After amoment, the
guildmaster returned his attention from wherever it had gone and refocused on Gale. "Nor will he save
you. | sent servantsto seek you out, Erevis Gale, to draw you forth and bring you here, you and the
other. He knew that one of you would become the chosen of Mask, if not him. He feared and hated you
accordingly." The guildmaster took another step toward Gale.

With difficulty, Gale held hisground. -/"1 do not share his concern. Y ou cannot siop me. Y ou or the
other, paltry servants of apatry god." The Righteous Man raised his handsto the ceiling. "I will feed!™

Gade stood stupefied. Who is he? he wondered. Me and the other? The Righteous Man had admitted to
the attack on Stormweather. But to draw Gale out? What was going Oil here?

Even as he wondered, the answer began to crystallize-the shadow demon, the ghouls, the corpses, the
warping of redity. No man could have done this, not even apriest with the power of the Righteous Man.
No human could liveinthispit.

He suddenly reslized that the real Righteous Man was dead and the thing that now looked upon him was
not human, couldn't be human. The redlization multiplied his growing fear. Hisresolve to avenge the
attack on Stormweather melted. He wanted nothing €l se but to get out of here, and get out of here now.

The... thing apparently sensed Gae'sfear, for it inhaed deeply, sniffed the air as though searching for
spoor. "Ah, you know now, don't you?' It inhaed again. Y ou do-1 smell your fear.”

The ghoulsfell slent. Gale heard only his own breething and the voicein his head screaming for himto
run,' Thething took astep closer and the ghouls rose as one. Galetried to fight off awave of



supernatural fear that rooted him to the floor.
"What are you?' he managed to mouth, but wasn't sureif he said it or merely thought it.

"Not what," the thing responded. "Who. | am Yrsil-lar, master of Belistor, keeper of the Void, Lord of
the Nothing. Now the avatar of Mask aswell. Would you see hisface and mine?'

Hisface and mine. A demon had possessed the Righteous Man. Gale's knees went weak. Histongue felt
too dry to form an answer.

The thing reached up and pedled off the black felt mask. Gale recoiled in anticipation of anightmare, but
the face was merely the drawn, wrinkled visage of an old man. Except for the eyes. The sockets looked
empty. Not merely without eyebdls, but empty, apair of holes that opened onto nothingness. Their gaze
hit Gae like an ogre's club. Gasping for breath, he staggered backward, suddenly free from the
parayzing fear that the demon projected.

Yrsllar began to laugh, and behind the thin body of the old man Gale sensed atowering, awful shadow-
the demon Yrsllar, lord of the nothing.

"Hissoul for me and hisflesh for you," Yrsllar said to the ghouls. "Mask commands you.” He began to
laugh, loud and long.

"Mask," the ghouls snarled through drooling fangs, and leaped over the pewsto reach him. At that exact
instant, the doorsto the shrine burst open and the ghouls from the hallway streamed in.

Without thinking, Gale threw the explosive globe at their feet. The room exploded in abdl of fire and
scorching hest. Ghouls shrieked. Flesh and wood blew apart and sprayed the room. Too closeto fully
avoid the blast himself, the explosion blew Gale backward into the pews and painfully charred his
exposed skin. Throughout, Yrdllar's laughter boomed loudly in hisears.

Though wounded, Gale regained hisfeet in an instant. He refused to go down easily. The blast had
caused hisvison to go gray and blurry, asthough he peered through light fog. Corpses, fire, and
rampaging ghouls tore about the room. Screams, growls, moans, and Yrsillar's haunting laughter
resounded off thewalls. The ghouls ran about and clawed wildly &t theair, growling and snarling
confusedly, asthough blind. Some walked right into the blazing fires and legped back with a scream.
Gdedid not understand it, but then he did not understand most of what had happened aready tonight.

A ghoul prowled forward in a crouch and stood beside him, probing the area beforeit with its claws, but
unable to see him. Without athought, he used his dagger to gut it. The chaosin the room drowned out its
dying screams.

Drawn by Yrdllar's voice, Gae turned to see the demon now standing atop the dltar.

"Hisflesh for you, my servants Hisflesh for you!" The demon's empty eyes passed over and beyond
Gale. Redlization dawned on him. Yrsillar could not see! Neither could the ghouls! Gale had to staunch
thefit of hysterical laughter that threatened to burst from histips.

Seeing Yrdgllar vulnerable, his desirefor revenge fought awar with his better sense. Better sense quickly
won out. He took advantage of the blindness of his enemies, picked aclear path, and ran from the shrine.

When he crossed the doorway, the graynessin hisvison instantly cleared. The halway was vacant. All
the ghouls were searching for him within the shrine. He spared a glance back and saw that the shrine
stood cloaked in blackness as thick as pitch. The torchlight from the hallway smply ceased at the shrine
doors, swallowed by darkness.



| saw through thet!

Hedidn't havetimeto consder it further. The ghouls could burst from the darkness at any moment.
Without looking to the warped rooms on either Side, he grabbed atorch from awaB sconce and sprinted
down the hall for the storeroom. It, too, stood empty. He jerked open the trapdoor in the floor and did
down the ladder into the stink of the sawers.

He avoided looking at the pile of corpses at the base of the ladder and raced back through the tunndl.
When he reached the well opening on Winding Way, he pulled himsdlf up into the shaft and climbed back
toward the surface.

CHAPTER SEVEN
REUNION

.en he reached the top of the well, Gale climbed over the side and sprinted asfast as he could down
Winding Way, away from the vileness of the guildhouse, away from theevil of Yrsllar. Minutes or hours
later, he finally stopped, exhausted. The cold air stung the tender skin of his charred face. His heart raced
and his gasping breath formed great clouds of frost before hisface.

Get yoursdlf under control, he ordered himsdlf If they were coming, they'd aready be here. With an
effort, he cdmed himsalf He had to use hisright hand to ped his|eft fist from the hilt of his sheethed long
sword. Only then did he remember that he had no cloak. Adrendine had warmed him, but now he began
to fed winter's chill. Hisarmor and clothing held off much of the cold, but he would have to buy acloak
when Selgaunt's shops opened.

They're not coming, he assured himself again, and crossed hisarms against the cold. At least not yet.

Back in control of himself he bent against Hie wind and d oshed through Selgaunt's empty streets. He
kicked about with mild surprise-the towering brick buildings of the Warehouse Didtrict loomed on dl
sdes. He had run hafway acrossthe city-and it was no coincidence he had run in the direction of
Stormwesther. The Uskevren manse stood only blocks north of him, on Sam Street.

At that moment, the fact that he could no longer return to the familiar comfort of hisroom hit him hard.
He could not return to the welcoming warmth of Thazienne's smile. He had nowhere to go.

| can't go back, he reminded himsdlf again, reaffirming his decison. At least not yet, and especidly not
now. Therisk to the family wastoo great.

While Gale did not yet fully understand everything that had happened at the guildhouse, he understood
enough to know that Yrsillar had targeted him persondly. The demon's words rattled around in his head
likeapair of knucklebones-Champion, of Mask. Y ou and the other..

Wheat did that mean? If anyone, the Righteous Man was Mask's Champion, or had been. He wasthe
priest, not Gale. Gale invoked the gods only to oath by their names. He had never even prayed to one,
had been in achurch only twicein hislifetime. He conscioudy kept gods and temples at adistance. He
stayed out of their business and they stayed out of his.

Still, Gale could not deny the magical darkness that had suddenly appeared in Mask's shrine. Only he
had been able to seethrough it. That certainly seemed adivine blessing of sorts.

Do
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Perhaps it was, he reluctantly acknowledged. But how can | be the servant of agod? Much lessagod's
Champion?

He found the idea so improbable as to be laughable, and yet thinking of it brought him astrange
exhilaration and apeculiar fear. He had no desire to surrender himsdlf to thewhims of agod. Still. ..

Would it be so improbable? He had been the servant of someone or other most of his adult life-the Night
Masks, the Righteous Man, Thamaon. The difference, of course, wasthat with al of those masters he
had maintained a certain amount of independence. Could he serve agod and till be his own man?

Doesn't matter™ he thought grimly. Tonight's not the night for taking rites. Rather, tonight was anight for
retribution. He knew now that the paralyzing fear he had felt back in the guildhouse-the fear that had
gtolen hisresolve and frozen him into inaction-had been supernatura in origin, afunction of Yrsllar's
demonic nature. Gale would be ready for it next time.

He dso knew that it had been Yrsillar, and not the Righteous Man, who had ordered the attack on
Storm-westher. The attack that had nearly killed Thazienne. For that, Yrsillar would pay, demon or no.
Gde only had to figure out how.

He could go to the authorities-after the carnage at Stormwesther, even Selgaunt'sruler, theidiotic
Hulorn, would not be able to laugh off Gae's claims. Even as he considered it, he dismissed it. It would
take the Scepters daysto act. It dways did. Gae did not want to wait that long.

Thisis persona now, you bastard, he thought to Yrsllar. Gale's nature did not allow him to turn the
problem over to the city authorities. Thisis between you and me, he mentdly reiterated. If Mask wanted
to protect hisinterest in this, he could come dong for the ride, but Gale would owe the god nothing.

To the east, the date sky began to lighten. Dawn was bresking. He had been walking the streets for over
an hour. Asthough awakened by the winter sun, Selgaunt's shops began dowly to come back to Ufa
Lights burned in the occasional window as a shopkeeper went about preparing hiswaresfor the day.
Gale ducked into the nearest clothier, dug afew five-stars from his pocket, handed them to the Sartled
shopkeeper, and grabbed a blue cloak from among the wares. Too short, as usua, but far warmer than
nothing at al.

He emerged onto the street and decided to take aroom at thefirst inn he found. He had nowhere else to
go.

Jak. The hadfling's name popped into his head as though by divineinspiration. Jak! Of course! Though he
hadn't seen the little man since their run-in with Riven and the Zhentarim amonth ago, Jek had aways
stood with him. Jak had also made it clear that he alwayswould. He-

Ga€e's assuredness melted like the snow in the street when he remembered that the little man belonged to
the Harpers. Gale had learned that during their escape from the Zhentarim. The Harpers, asecretive
organization that ostensibly strived for the good, might frown on Gale hunting ademon aone.

Demons, he corrected himsdlf, plural, Ecthaini. He now knew there to be at least two demonsin the
guildhouse-Y'rsllar, and the shadow demon that had attacked Stormwegther.

Stll, he had to congder the possibility that the Harpers might offer help in the form of intelligence, magic
items, or protective spdls. If they wouldn't, Gale knew that Jek would help him anyway. The little man

J

had bucked Harper orders before to help him, and would no doubt do so again. He didn't relish the idea



of getting Jak into trouble, but the little man was his best friend. Gales only friend outside of
Stormwesther. He had nowhere dseto turn, and probably only alittletime. No doubt Yrsillar and his
minionswould be searching for him by tomorrow night. He had to find Jak now.

Y ou and the other.

Yrsillar'swords floated up from the depths of his mind. Is Jak the other? he wondered. The little man
wasapriedt, after dl, but of Brandobaris, not Mask. From what little Gale knew of organized religion,
the relationship between the hafling god of thieves and Mask the Shadowlord was not an especialy
friendly one. Could apriest of one god serve the interests of another?

He shook hishead in frustration. He was dlowing himsdlf to get distracted. It doesn't matter, he thought.
Whether Jak had some specid divineroleto play or not, Gale needed his help, and he thought he knew
whereto find thelittle man.

Heturned hisface into the snow and headed for the gambling dens of the Wharf Didtrict.

In Selgaunt, the gaming houses dong Nedreyin Street remained open al day and al night. People of al
socid backgrounds-nobles, transient adventurers, merchants, rogues-gambled as much astheir schedules
and finances permitted. Even now, despite the dawn hour and cold weather, Nedreyin Street still had its
denizens eager to test Tymora's favor on the throw of knucklebones or dedl of cards. As Gale watched,
acrowd of five loud men in heavy cloaks and winter boots strode past the burly doorman and into the
Leering Basilisk, alow quality establishment without an attached eatery. At the sametime, apair of
noblemen-probably second sons, not heirs- walked hangdog out of the Scarlet Knave two doors down,
no doubt lighter by afew fivestars.

Not yet extinguished by the city'slinkboys, the street lamps sputtered fitfully in the wind blowing off
Selgaunt Bay. The smdll of seasalt and the reek of the nearby fishmongers stalsfilled the cold air-the
bay did not entirely freeze over until early in the month of Alturiak, and the city's fishermen habitualy
worked the watersto the very last. After the horrors he had witnessed on the-other side of the city, Gale
welcomed the Sght of human beingsinvolved in mundane human affairsand vices.

He walked down the snow-coated street, wary of the shadows in every dark corner. Despite the cold,
deeping drunkards and men who had gambled away their lodging coin lay huddled and shivering under
building eaves. Cale eyed them dl with a sharp gaze, sure that their cloaks covered gray skin and sharp
claws. His concern proved unwarranted-al of them were harmless.

Searching for word of Jak, he moved quickly from gambling house to gambling house and dropped some
fivestarsto loosen the tongues of the circumspect bartenders and taciturn doormen. Surprisingly, his coins
brought no result-no one had seen the little man. He checked Jak's usua haunts twice—the Scarlet
Knave, the Bent Coin, the Cardhouse-and heard from the regulars that no one had seen the halfling for
weeks. At that, Cale began to worry. While he hadn't expected to find Jak actually gambling at this hour,
he had expected to find hisfriend collgpsed in asuite somewhere. That Jak hadn't been seen at all set off
darmsin Gaeshead. Heknew that Yrsllar and his servants dready had hit severd playersin Selgaunt's
underworld-no doubt to draw out or find

Cdeand this other. If Jak was the other, perhaps the demon had aready gotten to him?

Unwilling to consider the possibility, Cae sat at the polished bar of the Cardhouse and spent asilver
raven on a cup of warm spiced wine. He drank it down before he headed back outside. By then, dawn
had fully broken and the city's red-cloaked Hnkboys had gppeared. Nimbly, they sealed the Street
torches and snuffed the blazing coalswith metal hoods. Though overcast, the light of morning dispelled
the shadows of night and Cale breathed easy for the firgt time since fleeing the guild-house. He thought it



unlikely that Yrsllar would dare make any movesin thefull light of day.

Now as much worried for Jak's well being as wanting the little man's help, Cae made ahard decision.
Though he had promised not to return, he knew where he had to go for information about Jak- the
Harper safehouse to which Jak had taken him after the affair with the Zhentarim. Brelgin and the Harpers
there would know how to reach Jak. if they gtill used the safehouse. They had not been pleased when
Cale had learned of itslocation and might have decided to abandon it as compromised.

There's only one way to find that out, he thought.

Hewalked back through the quickly crowding, snowy streets and headed for the Warehouse Didtrict.
Oncethere, he navigated from memory amaze of back aleys, cul-de-sacs, and smdl storehouses until he
reached the one-story Harper safehouse. The ramshackle brick building looked like any number of
gmilar, unnamed office buildings hi the didtrict - inconspicuous for its mundanity. Having once fled with
Jak up from Sdlgaunt's sewersinto its basement, Cale knew the structure to have a secret lower level
three times the area of the surface.

Through the falling snow, he could seetwo heavily

WStMj.ee cloaked men lounging casually against the wooden porch posts. Neither wore visibleiron, but
their oversized winter cloaks could have concedled a dwarven great axe. Alert expressions and wary
eyes belied their uncaring stances-Harper guards. They had to be. So the Harpers did still usethe
safehouse, and he might till find Jak. He breasthed asigh of relief.

Hewaked out from the dley and toward the sentrieswith empty handsin evidence. They dtiffened at his
approach and stepped down from the porch onto the narrow, unpayed street. Though the guards' cloak
hoods shadowed mogt of their features, Cae il recognized one of the two from his encounter with the
Harpersin the sawers. A thin, short fellow with danted green eyes that indicated an elf ancestor not more
than two generations removed. The other guard, a heavyset man of medium height, Cale did not
remember. He wasted no timewith idle greetings.

"I need to see Brelgin," he announced when he drew close. Prom his previous encounter with the
Harpers, Caeknew Brelgin to be in charge of the safehouse. "Now."

"Brelgin?' said the heavyset guard, Therésno Brelgin here-"

"Saveit," interrupted Cde. "1 know what you are and what this building is." He turned to the haf-dlf,
threw back his own hood to reved his bald head, and asked in evish, "Do you remember me?"

The hdf-efsadmond eyes flashed recognition. "1 remember you," he replied in common.

"Good," Cae sad. "Then maybe you can answer my question and save Brelgin and | the agony of a
mesting. I'm looking for Jek Fleet. Y ou know I'm afriend. Where can | find him?”

At the mention of thelittle man, the haf-elf'sexpression grew thoughtful. Cale didn't like hissilence.

"What?' Cale asked, alarmed. He advanced a step on the naif-elf and barely resisted fee urge to grab the
smaler man by the shoulders and shake him. "What's happened?' Cde had aterrible vison of Jak's smdl
body sucked empty by the shadow demon.

The half-elf'seyes found the street. Y ou'll have to ask Brelgin, Erevis Cale. It's not my place.” He poked
afinger into Gal€'s chest. "Wait here."

"Wait-"



Both Harpers turned, bounded up the porch steps, and vanished into the safehouse.

Concerned, but knowing better than to follow them unasked into the safehouse, Cale walked to the
porch, sat on therall, and awaited Brelgin.

Within afew minutes, thetall Harper leader emerged, hastily wrapped againgt the cold in agreen cloak.
Brelgin had shaved his blond beard since last they had met, but Cale could not mistake the arrogancein
the Harper leader's eyes. He stood to face him.

"Y ou weretold never to come here again, Cde." Brelgin spat Caéesnamelikeacurse. "Y ou couldve
been followed by one of the snakes you chum with. If you've compromised us," he looked up and down
the empty back street, advanced a step, and stared into Calesface, "111 seeto it you're made sorry."

Cale bit back the urge to choke this arrogant ass where he stood. For Jak's sake, he ignored the threst,
swallowed his anger, and managed an even tone. "I'm looking for Feet."

"I know."

Cde sorutinized hisrace. "Whereishe?!

Brelgin hesitated an instant too long before answering. "He's away on organization business.”
Cadeknew he waslying. He grabbed the Harper |eader by the cloak and jerked him close.

"You'relying, and | don't havetimefor thiskind of nonsense. | need to see him. I'm hisfriend, Brelgin.
Even you know that. Whereishe?' He shook the Harper leader like adoll.

From within the safehouse, footsteps thumped toward the front door-Harpers rushing to Brelgin's aid.
Looking impassively into Caesface dl the while, Brelgin waved them back just asthey appeared in the
doorway. They backed off.

"Let mego, Gde" hesad, softly.
Gde gared at him along moment, and released him.

Brelgin readjusted his cloak, studied him for amoment, and apparently cameto adecison. "lll get my
gear. Y ou want to see him that bad, 111 take you to him."

+(0)* *(0)(0)* *(0)+~(0)"

Brelgin led Gae north through the city. Despite the snow, cold, and early morning hour, Selgaunt had
now come fully back to life. Nobles carriages dowly navigated the dush of the Streets. Patrols of the city
watch, Selgaunt's Scepters, trooped past in their red tabards. Merchants hawked their waresl from shop
doorsto passersby. Street vendors pushed their carts through the dush. Customers rich and poor
shopped, haggled, and bought. To al appearances, the city seemed perfectly normal. Except for the
demons that murdered by night.

Despite hisdidike for Brelgin, Gale felt obligated to let the Harper leader know about Yrsllar. He drew
close to avoid eavesdroppers and spoke in alow tone, wasting no words.

"Ligten, Brelgin, the Righteous Man isdead.” At that, Brelgin raised his brows thoughtfully.
.P-.1CV,

"Some kind of demon has taken over the guild. It has turned the guildsmen into ghouls." When he said it



aloud, it sounded so far-fetched asto beridiculous, but he plowed on. "I dont know how it happened,
maybe one of the Righteous Man's summonings went wrong. But whatever the cause, | think al the
recent hitsin the underworld have been this demon's doing. It has another demon serving it, a shadow
that doesitskilling. I'm not sure-"

Brelgin cut him off in atone colder than the whiter air. " Sounds like aproblem for you and yours, Gale.
None of mine have been hit by this shadow. And if it'skilling criminas, | don't want to stop it. | want to
recruit it.”

Gae could not believe his ears. He grabbed the Harper |eader by the arm, jerked him around, and pulled
him to astop. Hisvoice rose with hisanger.

"Can you possibly bethat stupid? Thistiling isn't going to stop with criminas. If'snot ever going to stop,
not unless someone stopsiit. Blast you-" He lowered his voice as afat, middle-aged housewife and her
young son passed by and looked a them askance. "Nine Hells, man, it hit Stormweather last night. There
arent any crimindsthere

"Except you," Brelgin snapped, and jerked hisarm free of Caesgrip.

That hit Gale squarein hisgut. Trying to mask his shame with anger, he advanced on Brelgin until he
stood nose to nose.

"Ligten, you arrogant ass, there's no telling what thistiung will do next. But you can be damned sure that
it'll be coming for yours soon enough. Y ou think the Harpers areimmune?’ He scoffed. "If you've
avoided it up to now, you've just been lucky."

Brelgin returned Cae's glare and didn't retreat a handspan. "Until it does," he said tightly, "it's your
problem.” He spun on hished and walked off. Stewing, Caefollowed.  »

For along tame, they walked through the crowded streetsin silence. Cale could not understand the
Harper leader'sindifference. Yrsllar might eventualy pose athrest to the entire city.

Isit just personal antagonism? he wondered. Or orders from higher up in the organi zation? Either way, he
found it incomprehensible. Seething more and more with each step he took, he finally could no longer
hold hisanger at bay.*

"Y ou and the Harpers are abad joke," he snapped, waking beside Brelgin but not looking a him.

"Y ou've got everyone thinking that you work for the good- whatever that even is-but when | tell you
about ademon running rampant in the city, you tefl methat I'm on my own." He shook hishead. "Y ou
think that's working for the good? | know thieves with more courage and more sense. Y ou and your
crew are nothing more than abunch of little boystoying to protect your reputations and play at being

That stopped Brelgin cold. He whirled on Cale, asnarl on hisface. "What do you know about anything
good, Cae?' he spat. "Y ou're aNight Mask murderer.”

At that, Cale recoiled astep. Surprise wiped away his self-satisfaction.

"That's right, we know al about your background, al about your past in Westgate." He jabbed afinger
into Gal€'s chest. "I don't need to hear lectures on what* s good from an n." Brelgin turned and
stomped off

Too stunned and angry to spesak, Cale continued on silently after him. It doesn't matter who knows now,
he thought bitterly. Thamalon aready knows. If'sall ending soon anyway, oneway or another.



It hurt Cdeto think such thoughts, but there it was.

He no longer had anyone he needed to hide his past from-though his deepest secret remained his own.
Brelgin and the Harpers knew only that he had been aNight Mask. Not his relationship to the
organization. If they had known that. ..

He pushed through the crowd at ajog and fell into step beside the Harper leader.

Tension hung thick between them, and neither man said another word as they continued northward
through the city. Expecting to be led to another Harper safehouse, Cde felt surprised and worried when
thetall, beautifully crafted churches of the Temple Didtrict cameinto view.

"The Temple Didrict?' he asked Brelgin.
"Y ou'll see soon enough,” grunted the Harper leader. They turned onto the Avenue of Temples.

Though afew shrines had been raised in other parts of Selgaunt, most had been built on the north side of
the city, in the five large blocks known as the Temple Didtrict. For asfar as Cale could see, spires,
domes, bell towers, gold gilt work, statuary, and stained glass dominated the horizon. In the distance, the
festive bells of the towering temple of LUir apealed forth and sent the cheer of the Revelmistress
gpeeding into the sky. To hisright, the soft ring of chimes sounded from within the smal shrine dedicated
to Lathander the Morninglord. A crowd of faithful thronged the avenue. The low murmur of their voices
mixed with the bells, chimes, and gongs created an unintentiona but strangely harmonious orchestra of
the devouit.

Having ddiberately avoided ever setting foot on the Avenue of Temples, Caefound the architectura
variety of the temples surprising. The structure of the churches varied so much that the street looked a bit
of ahodgepodge. Some had been crafted of granite, some of limestone, and still others of brick. Each
had a different layout-here a dome, there atower, there asquat rectangle. Still, Gale had to admit that the
architectura dissonance had a symboalic beauty al its own-the various churches of the gods co-existed in
peace on the Avenue of Temples. If only Selgaunt's underworld were so understanding.

At many of the church doors, worshipers aready gathered for morning services. Monks and priests
greeted the faithful asthey entered. Clouds of incense smoke wafted from open doors and dispersed in
the coal air.

Cde noted that few carriages drove the avenue and most of the worshipers awaiting entry wore the
clothes of commoners. He would have expected as much. Typicaly, the nobility had private shrines built
within their manses, and when necessary, they could buy direct accessto ahigh priest. In Selgaunt,
weslth bought blessings as easily asit did bread.

Shaking his head ruefully, Cae trekked up the avenue behind Brelgin.

When the smooth marble walls of the temple of Deneir came into view, the Harper leader veered directly
for it. Cdefollowed, hisworry growing for hisfriend.

Shaped from dabs of gray granite and green marble-both stones quarried from the majestic Thunder
Peaks twenty milesto the north of the city-the Godscribe's two-story, rectangular temple stood open to
the street. Though it wore awel coming stair and beautifully columned portico, no worshipers waited
outside to be alowed entry.

Unsurprising, Calethought. As part of hisNight Mask linguigtic training back in Westgate, he had been
tutored by a mage who had worshiped Deneir-a haf-blind academic named Theevis who spoke as many



languages as Cde had birthdays. From Theevis, he had learned that the faith of the Godscribe apped ed
mostly to scholars, not commoners.

A marblefrieze ran dong the top of the templewall, inscribed with Dener's praisesin more scripts than
even Cale could recognize. Two marble statues, each of an intense, elderly man poring over an open
tome, flanked the closed double doors. Above the doors, a phrase had been inscribed in the common
tongue-To Preserve Knowledge isto Serve Men and Gods. Brelgin jogged up the stairs, pushed open
the double doors, and walked through. Calefollowed. "Erevia Cale had been in only two templesin his
life, and both of those had been furnished with pews, an offering box, araised pulpit, and an dtar. Asfar
as he could see, Deneir's temple had none of those. The place looked more of alibrary than aworship
hall. Desks and worn tables filled the carpeted room, each covered in papers, scrolls, inkpots, and open
tomes. Tl shelvesfilled with books stood aong the back wall. Chandeliers and three blazing hearths
provided hest and light by which to study. The place smdlled of ink, lesther, and alorath leaf, an herbal
paper preservative used by scribes and sages.

Of the handful of faithful who sat at the desks and studied lost lore, none so much as glanced up when
Cdeand Brelgin entered.

A tonsured acolyte in a black and white diagonally striped cloak cleared histhroat and smiled at them
from histable just ingde the doors.

"Do you require atable, srs?' he softly asked. "No, thank you," Brelgin replied in equaly soft tones.
"We're actualy here to meet someone." He gave the acolyte asmile and they walked past.

Asthey navigated the maze of tables and readers, Cale quietly stated, "Thisisn't like any temple I've ever

Brelgin harrumphed as though he found it surprising that Gale had seen theinside of any templesat all.

"Thisisn't theworship hdl, Gale. Thisisonly thelending library. The Deneirrath grant anyone accessto
these writings and charge only what the borrower can afford.”

Gale nodded gppreciatively. If times had been different, he could have enjoyed himsdlf greatly here. It
reminded him of Thamaon'slibrary in Stormwesther.

Hefollowed Brelgin acrossthe library floor to the rows of tal shelvesthat lined the back of the room.
There, they found seated at a desk a middle-aged priestess clad in aturquoise robe. She pored over an
ancient book, muttering to hersdlf as sheread, and occasionaly wrote furioudy on a separate piece of
parchment. Gale and Brelgin stood before her for afew moments before she findly noticed them and
looked up.

A sriking woman with short blonde hair, a strong mouth, and crows feet around her intelligent eyes, she
took them in and raised her eyebrowsin question. Before she could speak, Brelgin bowed dightly,
indicated Gale, and said in awhisper, "Priest Librarian Elaena, thisisErevisGae."

She set down her writing quill, rose with austere dignity, and nodded solemnly a Gale. "Well met, Mister
Gde"

"Priestess.”
"Priest, Migster Gde. Our titles are the same, irrespective of gender.”

Gdebowed. "Of course.”



Brelgin continued, "Forgive the intrusion during your study hours, Priest Librarian, but Mister Gale wishes
to see Jak Fleet. He's..." Brelgin cast asidelong glance a Gate, "afriend.”

Surprised by Brelgin's acknowledgment and soft tone, Gale gave him a grateful nod.

Priest Librarian Elaena smiled and looked right through Gale. "Of course heis." She covered the inkpot
she had been using, marked her place in her tomewith aflat, silver rod, and started to walk off. "Follow
me, gentlemen, weve moved him to aroom usudly used for trangent brethren traveling through the city
and staying for only ashort while" Gale and Brelgin foll owed.

Walking with a ddliberateness that wasn't quite grace, the priet librarian led them through a confusing
maze of narrow, candlelit corridors and rooms. Books, scrolls, and tapestries abounded. The place
seemed near to bursting with the written word. Gale would have loved to stop and ook, but couldn't for
worry for hisfriend.

Elaenatook them down aflight of spiral stairsuntil they reached what Gale took to be the residence hall
of thetemple. She walked to one of the paneled doorsthat lined the hal at intervals and knocked softly.
After amoment, another tonsured acolyte opened the door and stuck his head out.

"Greetings, Aret," the priest librarian said. "Only knowledgeislagting.”
"Greetings, Priest Librarian,”" the acolyte responded. "Only learning isworthwhile."

Apparently satisfied with the acolytesritua response, the priest librarian indicated Gale and Brelgin.
"They have cometo see Mr. Fleet."

Aret the acolyte, adightly overweight young man with a soft face and softer eyes, nodded and stepped
out of the room. "I'm afraid there hasn't been much change,” he said to Brelgin.

The Harper leader nodded solemnly but otherwise made no reply.
"Well leave you done," announced the priest librarian. "Stay aslong asyou like. Come with me, Aret."

With that, the priest turned and walked back down the hall, Aret in tow. Apprehensive, Gale walked into
the room. Brelgin followed and closed foe door behind them.

Covered in swesat-soaked sheets, Jak lay unconscious on aplain wooden bed and straw-filled mattress.
Gaetook a deep breath and approached the bed dowly. The little man's ashen face looked drawn and
thin. The Deneirrath must have been force feeding him bread and water, but little more. He looked to
havelost consderable weight. Hisred hair lay pasted by sweet againgt his scalp and his breathing came
inirregular, ragged heaves. Thelittle man's plight reminded Gae so much of Thaziennelying strickenin
her bed at Stormwesther that he had to steady himsdlf with the headboard to avoid falling down.

"What happened to him?' Gale asked, though he aready suspected the answer.

Brelgin stood beside him and looked down on the bed. "He stumbled into the safehouse atenday ago,
incoherent, babbling about the night with yellow eyes. Then hefdl unconscious. HeEs been like thisever
snce. The priest librarian says hisbody iswhole. It's his soul that'swounded. They haven't been ableto
do anything for him."

Gde heard the genuine concern for Jak in Brelgin's commanding voice. Thetal Harper leader cared for
the little man. He aso heard in Brelgin's description confirmation of histheory. Jak had been attacked by
the demon, too.



The night with yellow eyes, Brelgin,” Gale observed. " A wounded soul. That can only be the shadow
demon. I've seeniit. It has yellow eyes and it feeds on human souls." He banished the image of those
hate-filled, ochre orbs and turned to face the Harper leader. Gale tried to keep the salf-righteousness out
of hisvoice. "Lookslike the demon isaHarper problem after al.”

Brelgin looked taken aback at that. His gaze went back and forth from Jak to Gale, his face flushed red.
Abashed, he fumbled with an explanation.

"If'snot that | don't want to help you, Gale. Redlly. | would if | could." Hisvoice lowered to an intense
whisper and he unconscioudy made hel pless gestures with hishands. "But I've got only ahandful of
agentsinthecity." He nodded knowingly when Gale shook his head and began to protest. "I know what
the rumors say, Gale. | helped spread most of them. We need our rivasto think our numberslarge, but
thetruth isI've got less than ten operators at my disposal.” He shook his head asthough inwardly
reaffirming hisdecision. "l just can't risk them hunting ademon. This city hastoo many other problems.”

Gae consdered that. He stared at Brelgin thoughtfully, took a new measure of the man who just had
taken such agreat risk by offering sengtive information to an outsider. "I understand,” Gale said after a
moment, and gave him afriendly pat on the shoulder. "We dl do what we haveto.”

Brelgin nodded but said nothing.

[l do it aone, then, Gale thought, and tried to ignore the nervous flutter that churned his ssomach. He only
now redlized how much he had been counting on Jak's assistance, and company. | would have welcomed
your sense of humor, my friend, he thought with asmile.

He bent over thelittle man's bed and wiped the swesat from hisforehead. Despite the perspiration, Jak's
skinfdt ice cold. Gaefluffed the feather pillow and pulled the coarse wool blanket up under thellittle
man's whiskered chin. There was nothing else he could do here.

Thisis one more debt I'm going to make you account for, Yrsllar, he vowed.

He stood, but placed ahand on Jak's clammy forehead before leaving. "Get well, my friend.” With that,
he turned to leave. Brelgin grabbed him gently by the bicep.

"What now?" asked the Harper leader.

Gdedmodt laughed doud. "Now," hereplied grimly, I'm going back to the guildhouse and collecting on
adebt."

"Alone?" o
"Alone. I'vegot no onedse.” And nothing more to lose, he thought.

He had abrief flash of hope when he thought Brelgin might change his mind and offer him Harper aid.
After abrief inner struggle that Gale could see written on his stern face, the Harper |eader merely
nodded. He did not meet Gal€'seyes.

Tymorafavoryou,” Brelgin said, obvioudy uncomfortable.

Gale chuckled mirthlesdy. Til be looking for the blessings of darker godsthan Lady Luck, Brelgin. |
appreciate the thought, though.” He turned and strode for the door.

A weak, hoarse voice stopped him.



"Gde."

Jak! Hewhirled around to see the hafling's eyes flutter open, Jak struggled to blink away atenday of
deep from hiseyes and focus on Gae.

"Littleman!" Galeexclamed.
"Heet!" Brelgin shouted. Both rushed to Jak's bedside.

Seeing the surprisng sight of Brelgin standing beside Gale, Jak gave awesgk smile. "The room doesn't
seem big enough for both of you a once." His green eyesfixed laughingly on Gae. "Y ou become a

Harper
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while | was out?' He chuckled, but his laughter turned into afit of wet coughing. Alarmed, Gae shoved
Brelgin toward the door.

"Get the priegt librarian, man!™
"Right," the Harper leader agreed, and shot out of the room.

After the coughing fit had passed, Jak's hand came out from under the blanket and fumbled for Gale's
wrist. The skin of hishand aready felt warmer. "There was a shadow, Erevis' he croaked. "It...
t-t-touched m-me." Jak began to shudder, uncontrollable trembles that shook his small body from head
to toe.

"Easy Jak, easy," Galetucked the blankets tighter about the hauling. He placed acomforting hand on
Jak's shoulder and waited for the shuddering fit to pass. When it did, Gale looked hisfriend in the face.

"I've seen the shadow too, Jak," he said. "It attacked Stormwesather last night. And it touched me too."
He had been prepared to leaveit at that, but Jak's eyebrows rose with an unspoken question.

"It was bad," Gae acknowledged with anod and asigh. "Right in the middie of a celebration. No
wespons alowed, the house guard ill prepared, lots of drink. The demon came with apack of ghouls and
swarmed the house. Lots of peoplewerekilled..."

Hetrailed off, remembering. Jak squeezed his hand to bring him back to himsdf. "But none of the
Uskevren, thankfully. Thazienne was hurt by the demon, like you. But she'sgoing to be dl right. And so
areyou.” By saying it doud, he hoped he madeit morelikely.

"Dark," Jak breathed. "I'm sorry, Gale. | know how you fed about her." He patted Gale's hand
sympatheticaly.

"I know where the demonis. I'm putting an end to it tonight.”

Jak'stired eyeswent wide at that, but before he could say anything, Brelgin and Priest Librarian Elaena
ran into the room.

Surprised, Elaena stopped hafway to the bed. The Scribes quill,” she oathed. "It truly isamiracle. Even
the High Scrivener's prayers have been unable to help. What did you do?' she asked Gale.

"Nothing," hereplied. Caelooked at his hand, the hand he had touched Jak with and wished him to be
wdl. "Nothing..."



"A miraclethen,” she said perfunctorily. Her hand went to the golden holy symbol of Deneir that hung
about her neck. She caressed it lightly, mouthed a prayer under her breath, and approached the bed.

Stepping in front of Gale, she began immediately to fusswith Jak like amother hen tending her chick-she
felt hisforehead, held hiswrist, put her ear to his chest, pulled up hiseyelid-

IIHW!II
Cde amiled. Jak would recover fine,

After afew more prods and protesting squedls, Priest Librarian Elaena stood, placed afinger to her lips,
and cocked her head thoughtfully. "1 can't explainit,” she said with asmile. "But heisrecovered. He il
needs rest but-don't Sit up, young man,” she ordered Jak, who had kicked off the blankets and was trying
to it upright.

Stubborn as dways, Jak ignored her and sat up. His green eyesfound Gae. I'm with you, Cae. When
you go after thisthing, | want to be with you.”

Gae gstarted to deny him but stopped before the words reached histongue. If their Situation had been
reversed-if he had been wounded but knew that Jak was going into danger a one-Cale would have made
the same offer. That'swhat friends did for one another. He would not diminish their relationship with a
refus.

Besides, deep in his heart, he wanted Jak with him.
I'mwith you," Jek indsted again.

Calelooked to Brelgin. The Harper leader did not meet his eye and kept his stern face expressionless.
Calelooked back to Jak.

"All right," he said with agrateful smile. "Y ourewith me"
Ingtantly, hefdt lighter. Hewould not haveto face Yrsllar done. Jak would stand with him.

Jak smiled and hopped to the floor. Hislegs waobbled but he steadied himself with the bed and kept his
feet beneath him.

"Stop right there,"*commanded Elaenain the stern tone of a person used to being obeyed. She shot a
glarea Gaa"l will not alow him to leave here and go running abouit the city doing gods-only-knows
with you. Heis till not well." She turned and pushed a protesting Jak back into the bed. ™Y ou till need
reg, young man."

"Priest*-" Jak objected.
"Enough, woman," Cde said firmly, and interposed himsdlf between them. "Enough. HeEs not aboy.”
That'sright," Jak piped.

Jak's high-pitched, indignant tone brought a smile to both Cale and Elaena. "Wl wait until tomorrow,"
Gale assured her, "but we've got business after that. All right?*

She must have seen theresolvein hisface. "All right," she reluctantly agreed.

Brelgin, too, must have seen Gal€'s resolve. Without aword, he walked from the room.



Now dressed in his street clothes and equipped with his gear, Jak stopped talking in order to shove in
more
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of the bread, cheese, and dried meat the Deneirrath acolytes had set before him on asmdl table.
Famished, Gale helped himsdlf to some of the board aswell. Brelgin had considerately |eft them aone.

"Y ou know," Jak said around amouthful of goat cheese, "1 could use aspell to summon up a better med
than this"

Cale shook his head while tearing into a piece of peppered jerky. "Thisisfine. Save your strength.”

Jak nodded agreement and continued to eat. When only crumbs remained, he eased back in hischair,
pulled his pipe from a bt pouch, tamped, and lit up. Cale found the smell of the little man's tobacco
comfortingly familiar.

"Yrdfllar," Jak said thoughtfully. He pronounced the name as though it left a bad taste in hismouth. "And
he'sin the Night Knife guildhouse? With another demon?”

Cdenodded and thelittle man let out alow whistle.

"It'll beahard go," Jak said softly. ,Cae nodded again. "Harder than you think, even." He related to Jak
the details of his experience in the warped guildhouse-the gore, the stink, the palpable evil that polluted
the placelikeavilefog.

"Dark," Jak oathed, and blew out asmokering. "Dark."

Though Jak tried to hide it, Cale saw the haunted look in his friend's eyes. He knew what Jak was
feding- hetoo had felt the demon's nauseeting touch, he too had felt his soul come loose fromits
moorings and begin to drift. It wasterrifying.

Jak blew out a smoke ring and looked him in the face. The little man wore a concerned expression.
"They'reevil, Cde. Right? The ghouls, | mean. They used to be men, but now they're just evil."

To Cde, it sounded as though Jak were trying to convince himsdf. Cae had not bothered with the
niceties of distinguishing good from evil. Yrsllar had hurt hisfamily, had hurt him. Asfar ashewas
concerned, anything that got in the way wasfair game. Still, he wanted to put hisfriend's mind at ease.
Jak did concern himsalf with distinguishing good from evil, and he needed to know that whatever they did
inthat guildhouse wasright.

"They'reevil," Cae said with an unequivoca nod. "And they aren't men anymore. Well be doing them a
favor.”

Jak gave asoft nod, then blew out another smoke ring.
"Y ou sure you're capable of thisnow?' Cale asked. "I'd understand if-"

"I'min, Cae" Jak reassured him. "I'min." He took adeep, thoughtful draw on hispipe. "But if we're not
moving on thisuntil tomorrow, we should involve Brelgin. One day isenough time for him to gather some
manpower. We've got some good operatorsin the organization, Cale. We could-"

Cderaised hishand to cut Jak off. "The Harpers aren't helping.”
Thelittle man's chatter ingtantly stopped and his mouth hung openin disbelief. "What?"



"They'renot helping.”
"But it'sademon!" Jak protested.

Cdefound it odd to be defending Brelgin but did it nevertheless. "He knowsit'sademon. | told him
everything | told you. | think he would help if he could, but the organization can't spare the men or
resources.”

They're sparing mel”
Cadegmiled. "I think he knowsthat you'd come with me no matter what he said.”

"Damnright,” Jak said, and thumped his small fist againgt the table. He looked up at Cale with narrowed
eyes. "What about the authorities?"
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"No. Thisisbetween Yrsllar and me," Gae grimly pronounced. "11I leave word for Brelgin asto the
location of the guildhouse. If wefall, he can do whatever he seesfit.”

Jak nodded dowly. Thoughtful, he pulled from his shirt pocket a platinum, jewel encrusted cloak pin and
rubbed it between hisfingers. "It was only chancethat | was there that night. In the Soargyl manse, |
mean." He held up the cloak pin for Galeto see-it wasin the shape of an eaglestalon, withasingle
tourmaline inset. Gale's mind appraised it automatically-one hundred fivestars, or thereabouts.

"Thisiswhat | went to get,” Jak said. "But what | took out of there was the memory of what that demon
did to the Soargyls. Gods Gale, 111 never forget hisface while that thing ate hissoul..." Hefought off a
round of the shudders and looked across the table. His green eyes burned with intengity. "We do this
your way."

Ga e nodded, pleased thet the little man understood. He considered telling Jak about Yrsillar's reference
to the other, but decided againgt it. If Mask was working through the two of them, then Gale and Jak
would have to dedl with it when the situation arose. There was no reason to burden Jak any further.

They sat in Slencefor atime. Gale picked at the crumbs of hisdinner. Jak balanced hischair onitsrear
two legs, crossed his hands over his head, smoked his pipe, and studied the ceiling.

Abruptly, asthough he had reached some sort of decision, thelittle man leaned forward, let the chair legs
thump againgt the floor, and snuffed his pipe.

"Let'sget out of here, Erevis." Without explanation, Jak rose and threw on hisgray cloak.
Surprised, Gae did likewise. "Whereto?"
"| don't care, but | can't tay here anymore.”

Gale asked no questions. He led Jak out of the room, ttf>  Pa."! 6fTnmn through the residence hall, up
the stairs, and back into the lending library. There, they found Brelgin and Priest Librarian Elaena seated
at adesk, conversing softly. When they saw Jak, both looked up in surprise.

"Jak, I'm glad to see you up. What are you doing?" said Brelgin.

"Migter Gde," accused the priest librarian, "you assured me he would remain bedridden until tomorrow."



Before Gale could respond, Jak reached inside his cloak and removed something from an inner pocket.
He set it down on the table with a smack.

When heremoved hissmall hand, Gae saw theitem-aslver pin in the shape of an exquisite harp. The
symbol of Jak's membership in the Harpers.

"He'smy best Mend, Brelgin. If we can't help him, then we no longer includes me. I'm out.”

Without another word, Jak turned and walked out of the temple, a stunned Gale following and a
gpeechless Brelgin left in their wake.

CHAPTEREIGHT
THERETURN

Neither man said aword when they emerged onto the Avenue of Temples. Worshipers thronged the
greet. The smdl of incense hung thick in the cold air. Simultaneoudly, the bells of severa temples began
to sound the noon hour.

Jak turned and looked at Gale, his eyebrows raised in question.

"East," Caereplied abovethe din, "Toward the docks. Good a place as any to spend the rest of the
day.”

Jak nodded agreement.

Picking their way through the crowd, they doshed through Selgaunt's bustling streets and headed
eastward for the Wharf Didtrict.

Gale smédlled the fish market afull block before they reached the bay. By the time they had reached the
next intersection, he could hear the dull, inchoate roar of the market in full swing. Now ' midday, the
baysde fish stdls teemed with people and overflowed with the winter bounty of the bay-stedlfin and cod,
mostly. Customers haggled loudly for the day's catch. Fishmongers affected pained expressions and
counter-offered. Coins clinked and moved from hand to greedy hand. Selgaunt went about its business.

Ships crowded the piers, the winter-cloaked crews busy about the decks and rigging. Sails snapped in
the salty wind. Frost-covered ropes creaked in their pulleys. The shouts of sailors and the bellowed
orders of captainsfilled the air. Though he had lived aong the Inner Seahiswhole life, Cale had been
aboard ship only once, and that had been a harrowing adventure. Cale had fled Westgate aboard Wave
Runner, a schooner captained by aone-armed, vulgar pirate named Gros Fallimor. Though he and Gros
had become fast friends on that voyage, after debarking in Segaunt he had never seen the old pirate

again.

Thoughtful, Cale's gaze drifted out to sea. The still water of the bay mirrored the gray of the overcast sky.
In the distance, working to keep the shipping lanes clear of floes, he could see powerful icebreakers
plowing through the water like iron-plated dolphins.

"Let's get aroom somewhere. | need abath and somerest," said Cae. Thefilth of the guildhouse till
lingered on his clothes, and he suddenly felt the effects of aday and ahaf without deep. "Well moveon
the guildhouse an hour or so before dawn.”

Jak looked surprised at that, and nervous. ™Y ou want to move againgt Yrsillar at night? That soon?”

Cdenodded firmly asthey skirted the market and walked along the pier. 1'd go after him right now if |



didn't think fatigue would make me doppy. We can't delay any longer than necessary.” He stopped and
looked hisfriend in the face. "There's no predicting what that bastard will do next. He wants me, but I'm
not al hewants. He's going to keep killing unless someone stops him. And if he can continue turning men
into ghouls..."

"Hel have an army soon enough,” Jak finished solemnly. "We go at night, then."

Caebegan again to walk, hismind on revenge. "Don't be worried, Jak. Darkness is as much our element
asitishis”

To that, Jak said nothing. After afew moments of silence, the little man seemed to reach adecision. He
pulled Galeto astop and looked into hisface, embarrassed but determined.

"Cde, when | first saw the shadow demon in Sarn-trumpet, | froze. It scared me so bad | just froze." He
paused and added softly. "I wanted you to know."

Cdedared at him along moment. "So now | know. It doesn't change anything. There€'sno one I'd rather
havewithme"r

Jak amiled gratefully.v

"It scared metoo," Cae confessed. "But it'samagicd fear, supernatura. Since we know that now, ifll be
esser nexttime” 2

Jak did not look totaly convinced. Cae wasnt sure that he was entirely convinced himself
"Let'sget aroom,” hesad.
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They took aroom at the Winsome Wench, alow-cost flophouse used mostly by transient sailors and
operated by a westher-beaten old woman named Matilda who looked as tough as boiled leather. She
was awench, but hardly winsome. Cale paid her an extrafivestar for the luxury of abath and lauadry
sarvice.

Afterward, hetook, aglass of hot spiced cider in hisroom, climbed into the lower bunk of thetiny bed,
and quickly fell adeep.

o(c)o o(C)o o(c)o o(C)o o(c)o

He awoketo find the room dimly lit by asingle candle set in atin candleholder. Jak sat cross-legged on
diefloor besdeit, eyes closed, holy symbol in hand, meditating. Cale knew him to be praying to
Brando-baris for spdls, committing magica wordsto memory in preparation for the confrontation with
Yrdllar.

Surprisngly, Hie smal window in their room that overlooked the bay was dark. The sounds of
commerce, cargo, and shipping had falen silent. The wharf seemed eerily quiet.

He cleared histhroat to get Jak's attention and asked in awhisper, "What timeisit, little man?'

It took Jak amoment to come out of his prayer trance. When he did, he opened one eye and cocked an
eyebrow at Cde. The soft glow of die candldight made him look like asinister, red-headed pixie. "A few
hours past midnight," he softly replied. "Sdune will be setting soon.”

"Dark," Cale oathed in surprise, and sat up in the bed. He had dept away the whole day and most of the



night. " Sorry about thet, Jak," he said, while pulling on hisfreshly laundered shirt. Thelaundry girl must
have brought in his clotheswhile he dept. "1 didn't mean to deep that long."

Jak pocketed has holy symbol, stood up, and used the candle to light the wick of the room's single ail
lamp. Cae squinted as his eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness.

"Not a problem. It gave metimeto come to termswith Brandobaris. Just in case.” He laughed casudly,
but Cde thought it sounded forced. "Besides, while you dept | had some of Matilda's fish stew and
homemade ae. Quite good actudly. Wouldn't have been my choice for alast medl, though.” Hetried to
smile a hisjoke but managed only a pained grimace.

Cale could think of nothing to say to ease his friend's uneasiness. He too felt less than sure that he would
See another sunrise. Hetried to change the subject. ™Y ou should've gotten some deep, Jak. Elaenasaid
you needed rest."”

The little man snorted as he belted on his short sword and daggers. "Are you kidding? Burn me, Cale, |
fed likemy skinisonfire. | couldn't fal adeep if amage used adeep spdl on me.” Seeing Gaes
concerned frown, he hurriedly added, "But I'm il ready for this. I'm not.... it'sjust the waiting.”

Cae nodded. He understood. Had he not been absolutely exhausted, he doubted he would have been
able to deep ether. He stood and stretched hislong frame and belted on his weapons.

"Let'sget aquick med and get this over with. No more waiting."

"A med?Y ou hungry?'

Cde donned his enchanted |eather armor and threw on his new blue cloak.

"Not especidly. But | need to do something... norma beforehand. Y ou understand?!
"l understand. Definitdy." Jak smiled. "I'm hungry again, anyway."

They gathered up their gear, took the candle in hand, and walked down the hal to Matildas room. After
around of firm knocking, the deepy, grumbling old woman opened her door a crack.

"What isitr she croaked.
"We'releaving," Cde announced. "Now, and we won't be back.”

She nodded, grumbled something obscene under her breath, and tried to shut the door. Cae stuck his
boot in the opening to prevent it from closing. "We would like something to eet before we go, old
woman. Ifsimportant.”

At that, her eyes narrowed angrily. "It'stoo damned late," she protested. Toull have to-"

Cale shut her up by flashing ahandful of fivestars. "One med, Mdtilda. It'snot alot to ask. | said
if'smportant.”

She studied the corns, torn between degpiness and greed. The gold in Gale's hand represented more
than atenday'srent. After only amoment, greed won out. She gave a brisk nod and grabbed the
fivestarsin awrinkled hand. |1l get dressed and be down in amoment. Y ou'll set your own table though,
you hear? There's bowls and spoonsin the cabinet.”

"Fair enough," Cde sad, and headed downgtairs to the dining room with Jak.



They took bowls, cups, and semi-clean tableware from an ancient wooden cabinet and sat at the sturdy
common table. Within afew minutes, Matilda, now dressed in faded nightclothes, descended the stairs
and walked into the kitchen to start afire. She was till grumbling.

"Stew, bread, and aleisdl | got,” she announced over her shoulder.

Cde shot alongsuffering smile at Jak. "L ooks like you're getting fish stew as alast med no matter what
you do, little man."

"Soit seems,” Jak replied, and distractedly passed hisfinger back and forth through the candles flame.
"It'sfate, Cae, and theré's no point fighting fate.”

Beforelong, Métilda emerged from the kitchen. In her gnarled hands, she held aserving board set with a
pot of steaming stew, aloaf of day old black bread, and a pitcher of de. After setting the whole on the
table, shefilled both their cupswith de and ladled their bowlsfull with the chunky fish stew.

"Y ou have as much of thisasyou want,”" shetold them. "Leave the messand I'll get to it in the morning.”
She took a step back and eyed Cale determinedly. "But I'm going back to bed now, gold or no gold.
Thisan't no timefor decent folksto be up and about.”

"No, it'snot. Thank you, Matilda, and goodnight.”

Startled by his considerate reply, she muttered under her breath, walked away, and dowly walked back
up the creaking airs.

Jak and Cde sat in sllence. They picked at thefood, their minds on other things.

As he spooned in another mouthful of the stew-it wastasty, as Jak had said-Cale looked around the
seamy dining room. Empty now, the morning would no doubt find the dirt-stained floor populated by
seedy men with dirt-stained souls. Anyone, including fal-down drunks, thieves on the lam, nsona
job, and whatever other dregs had managed to stumble into Matilda's boardinghouse with enough coin
for anight'slodging. Back in Westgate, Cale had taken predawn breskfastsin rooms exactly likethis
more times than he could count.

Thisiswho you are, he thought, and felt no sadness, only resignation. He had tried for yearsto deny it, to
be nothing more than a butler and akind man, but he was too tired to deny his nature any longer. His
soul, too, was dirt-stained, and this was where he belonged.

"Dark," Jak oathed. He set down his spoon and stared at Cale with wide eyes.

Cale waved the candle smoke out of hisface. "What?' His hand went to his sword hilt and he haf rose
from the chair. His eyes searched the dark room but he saw nothing. "What?"

Jak's hand went to the pocket where he kept his holy symboal. "Just now,” he said, still shocked. "The
smoke. It... formed amask around your eyes."

"Youre migaken," Cdeinginctively protested, but his flesh goosepimpled.

"I'm not," Jak ingsted. "Blast. Something's happening here, Cde. With Yrsllar. With us. Something big.
Dark and empty, but | can fed it." He pulled hisholy symbol from his pocket and rolled it long his
knuckles.

Cdedecided: then to tdll Jak everything. Maybe the little man could shed some light on what was
happening.



MJak, listen. When | faced Yrsillar, he called me a Champion of Mask." He felt stupid saying it doud,
but thereit was. "That mean anything to you?"

Jak shook his head, but his knowing eyes studied Caleintently.

"He aso said that there is another, that there are two champions of Mask." He looked questioningly at
thelittle man. "Could that be us?"

Jak immediately shook his head and held his holy symbol up between thumb and forefinger. "Not
possible" he said. "Y ou could be one, | suppose, but | couldn't. I'm apriest of Brandobaris. | can't also
be the servant of another god, much less the servant of Mask. If there's another Champion, it's someone
other thanme."

Cale accepted that with anod. He sat back in his chair and gulped hisde.

Jak leaned forward and looked at him earnestly. "That confirmsit though, Cae. The gods are involved
here. Or at least Mask. Cale... | think you're being called.”

"You'recrazy." Cale spped from hisale and tried to keep his hand from shaking.

Jak laughed softly. "It's hard to get your hands around, | know." He sipped from hisown ae. ™Y ou know
how | became a priest of Brandobaris?'

Calelooked up and shook his head. They had never discussed Jak's entry into the Trickster's priesthood.
Caewe comed the opportunity to learn more about hisfriend:

"It was Year'sEnd Eveinthe Y ear of the Serpent,” Jak said, lust after the Time of Troubles. | was
twenty-gx then." Hisvoice grew distant as he journeyed far back in hismemory. "l wasdoing a
fourth-gtory job in Hillsfar-1 was solo then, too," he added with a playful wink, and took agulp from his
de

"Cae, | got inand out of thisnoble'svillawithout a bitch, loaded with swag. | had enough king's pictures
to last two years." He chuckled and shook his head. "But | was young and stupid. Really stupid. | took
too much, and it wasway too heavy. | got ten feet down the wall, lost my baance, and fell.”

"Fell! You?' Hafling rogues notorioudy lacked climbing skill, but over the years Jak had repeatedly
proven himself an exception.

Jak nodded, smiling. "'l should've left nothing more than abloodstain and apile of coinson the
pavement.”" He gripped his holy symbol and leaned forward intently. "Instead, | drifted to the ground like
afegther."

Cde knew what that meant-he had heard smilar stories before. "Divine gift."

"Divine gifts’ agreed Jak with anod. "1 turned over that whole take to the first priest of Brandobaris|
could find. Took the ritesright there. | was cdled. Y ou see?’

Cdetook adraw on hisae. "l see... but how'd you know it was Brandobaris that had called you? Why
not some other god? Why not luck? Or the whim of a passing mage?'

"No, it wasthe Trickster, dl right.” Jak nodded thoughtfully and stroked hiswhiskered chin. "How can |
explain?| think it's different for everybody, Gale, but | just Anew, you know? The same way you know
your mother isyour mother, even though you didn't see her give birth to you." He crossed his hands and
eyed Gae shrewdly. "Has something like that aready happened to you?"



Gde spped thoughtfully from his ae and recalled the mysterious darkness that only he had been ableto
seethrough. "Maybe," he said. "Maybe." Hefelt himsaf being pulled dong through events he didn't fully
understand, the marionette of a divine puppeteer. He didn't like it. He would be no one's puppet, not
even agod's. Especidly not agod's.

Asthough reading hismind, Jak said, "Y ou're dways your own man, Gale, even after you accept your
caling, and you can rgject it. Most don't though-the gods seem to call only those ready and ableto
accept. Kind of aconvergence of morta and divineinterests.”

It pleased Galeto learn that acall could be rejected. He wasn't sure Mask had tried to call him, but if so,
he reserved the right to refuse.

I'm not changing for you, Mask, understand? He had tiled changing for Thamaon and Thazienne, and it
had only made thingsworse. He was through with trying to be something other than what he was. A
Killedkiller.

He put Mask out of hismind and finished his stew. "Y ou ready?" he asked Jak.

Thelittle man'sfacefel dightly but heralied quickly. "Ready." Hurriedly, Jak dammed back the last of
hisae and enjoyed afind spoonful of stew.

"Then let'sdo this."
T

Verdrina awvoke with agart. His heart thumped so hard in his chest that he thought it would surely
explode. The resduum of the sound that had awakened him from his nightmare played at the edge of his
gtill degpy consciousness and promised him an ugly desath.

There's someone in the room! his mind screamed.

Sowly, he did his hand under the sheets and patted the space to hisright-nothing. Dark, heinwardly
cursed. For thefirgt night in the last five, he had not taken alover. He was aone.

Terrified, but unwilling to die without trying to take some action, he jerked upright in bed and peered
around the opulence of his bedchambers. He saw only darkness-the hearth had burned itself out. It must
be severa hours past midnight.

Heart racing, he waited for the deep to clear from his eyesight. Within afew moments, he could make
out varying shades of gray-his dressing table, armoire, work desk, divan, dressing screen, chairs™

There! A shadowy figure stood near hiswardrobe. His breath left him, his body went weak; hisintent to
fight to the last vanished under atidd wave aifesE

"Dark!" he screamed.

Hethrew off hissheetsin acloud of sk, rolled across the bed, and reached for the nightstand drawer
where he kept a poisoned knife. He couldn't control hisfingers-he fumbled clumsily with the drawer
latch. He couldn't breathe-he wanted to scream for Hov but his constricted throat would make no sound.
Hewould be dead in a heartbest.

Damn thisdrawer! Damn this drawer! He stared over his shoulder in terror. The figure didn't move. He
froze, cocked his head, and peered intently through the darkness. The figure didn't move because. ..



It's my damned night cloak, he redlized. He had thrown it over his wardrobe before coming to bed.

"My cloak," he muttered. He would have laughed but he still hadn't recovered his breeth. His
sweat-soaked body shivered in the night's cold. He collapsed back into the bed and stared up at the
ceiling until his heart ceased pounding.

"' Theré's no one here," he announced to the night. He had imagined the sound, had imported the terror of
his nightmare into his bedroom..

He had dreamed of the dread, or what he imagined the dread to be. He had run and run through a
featureless, unending maze, dl the while dogged from behind by a clawed black vison of unspeskable
evil. He had heard it sniffing for him, chuffing like ahound. Periodicaly, it had caled out to him. "Little
puke" it had hissed. "Little puke."

"Puke," he breathed, and chuckled in rdief. He had scared himsdlf witless!

No longer afraid, but till flushed from the rush of fear, he pined again for Arlanni, the sain, taut young
woman who had been warming his bed for the past few days. She had |eft in a huff after aspat over the
dinner roast.

Too bad Arlanni was so damned difficult. It made her al the more appedling, of course, he thought with a
amile. Thinking of her long blonde hair and firm thighs, he grew warm with excitement. | should send a
messenger for her thisingtant, he resolved.

He sat up again and reached for the small bronze bell that sat on his nightstand. Increasingly eeger for
Arlanni's body, he shook it urgently. Its soft chime reverberated through hislarge bedroom. Hov would
be dong in amoment.

The big man had taken to standing watch outside his door since the incident with Riven.
<Vl.Pa.l SIT.

Such adiligent worker... apity, Verdrina thought, too much work makes aman adullard. He again
shook the bell. "Hov," hecdled, "Hov."

Before Verdrina took another breath the darkness to hisright suddenly cameto life. A shadowy figure
rushed him. A fist grabbed him by the hair and jerked him roughly down on the bed.

"Alee-" Thefed of cold sted at histhroat slenced his scream.
A body dithered close, stinking bresth felt hot on his cheek. "Hov can't help you," said avoice,
Drasek Riven'svoice.

A shudder shook Verdrina's body when he heard the coldnessin the n'stone. Thiswas not the
emotiondly volatile Riven that had argued with him yesterday in his udy. Thiswas Drasek Riven the
professona killer, one of the best assassins the Zhen-tarim had ever trained, and he was on ajob.

Verdrina heard clear asabell the promise of blood in Riven's sinister, emotionless voice. He knew-with
certainty that the n had cometo kill him. Instead of growing strong with adrendine, Verdrina's
body froze with fear.

"Hov can't help anyone anymore,” Riven continued. Still holding the dagger at Verdrind'sthroat, he held
up with his other hand ajagged piece of meat and dangled it over Verdrind's eyes.



Hov'stongue.

Warm droplets of blood peppered Verdrina's cheeks and mouth. He twisted his face to the side and
clamped his mouth closed. His: eyesfdl on his bedroom door-Hov's cooling body must be dumped on
thefloor just outside.

"Y ou don't like that, en?" Riven chuckled spitefully and laid Hov'stongue on Verdrind's chest. "Well, he
didnt likeit much either. But he had it coming.”

Riven'slaugh made Verdrind want to vomit. He thought about fighting back, but couldn't bring himself to
move. Fear pardyzed him. He knew he was going to die, but he found himself unwilling to do anything
that might speed the inevitable. He clutched desperately to every heartbeat that remained in his chest.

"Why?' he peeped at last.

"Why!" Riven leaned over him and looked him hi the face. "Because you're aliability, and | lost Sx men.”
All in onelightning fast motion, Riven stabbed Verdrind through the cheek, withdrew the blade, and
replaced thetip againgt Verdrina'sthroat.

"Aargh!" In agony, Verdrina kicked and flailed with hislegs. Riven's blade forced him to keep his neck
motionless.

The n grinned and cuffed Verdrind acrossthe face. Verdrina, anobleman of Selgaunt, began to
cry. Riven cuffed him again, harder.

"Shut up. Thefact that you didn't see this coming only makes my point-you're aliability.”

Eyeswatering, Verdrind lay motionless. Blood ran down Msface from the holein his cheek and
collected in awarm pool on his pillow.

"I'vekilled good menfor less," Riven said. "Did you think 1'd let this passfrom you, an incompetent little
puke?'

Verdrind made no answer. Little puke. He hadn't been dreaming. Something dark had been hunting him,
ashadowy thing that had called Him alittle puke. Not the dread though, Drasek Riven.

The blade pressed harder into the flesh of histhroat. He closed his eyes and waited for death. It didn't
come.

Riven'sfree hand clamped painfully on Verdrind's cheeks and jerked hishead sdewise. Verdrind
looked into the n'seerily cam face, stared blankly into the hole where Riven's eye should be.

"| thought al night about what you said, about how the dread was doing our work for us, and how we
would kill it afterward. But then | asked mysdlf why Malix would leave the city without telling me and
leave you in charge? Do you know what | redized?"

Verdrind didn't make amove, didn't darereply.

"| redlized that he didn't tell me because | would recogni ze that explanation as dung! Malix doesn't know
what to do, you idiot! That'swhy he went to Zhentil Keep. To get help. Thisdemon is running rampant in
the city and he doesn't have a godsdamned clue asto how to dedl withit." Riven'svoice loweredto a
hiss. "So heleft you in charge, because you're too stupid to seeit.”

Verdrina would have protested but knew it would be futile. Riven's one black eye looked colder and



emptier than the holein his other socket. There could be no explaining to that eye. Verdrind kept silent
and tried to stop the tears from flowing down hisface. He didn't want to die white crying.

Riven leaned in dose. "'l lost Sx men because of Maix'sidiocy and your incompetence. Mdix will answer
to melater. You'll answver to me now."

"The Zhentarim will force you out of "the organization,” Verdrina desperately whispered.
"Maybe," Riven conceded. "But | don't care.”

A sharp stab of pain raced across Verdrind's throat, followed fay a cascade of warmth that spilled down
his chest and poured down hiswindpipe. He coughed and gurgled, but strangely, felt no pain. He
resched for histhroat and fet hislife pouring through hisfingers from the open gash in his neck.

I'm dying, he thought. Spots exploded in hishead. He tried to squirm from the bed but his body would
not move. He reached aweak hand up to grab a Riven but the assassin seemed too far away. Hisvision
started to go black.

He heard himsdf gurgling away thelast of hislife. Hefelt the soaked sheets sticking to hisbody. Riven's
voice carried across the void and filled his ears.

"I'min chargenow,"” hesad.
Verdrind tried to laugh, gurgled instead, then died.
(©)* *(0)* *(0)* (©)* *(©)"

The snow and wind had stopped. Breathless, Jak and Gale stood in the shadows of an alley beside
Eméd-lias. The sounds of that most human of pastimes carried through the brothdl's shutters.

"Not exactly shy, arethey?" Jak observed with a soft chuckle.

Gde amiled despite himself. Now that they had begun to work, Jak seemed to have shaken his
trepidation and regained his usual carefree sense of humor. Still, they needed to stay focused. Across
Ari-ness Street was the guildhouse. The street itself was empty.

"l don't see any guards," Cae observed. "Didn't last time, either. Y ou?"
"No. No one on theroof, either."

Cde continued to study the guildhouse, thinking. Assuming tilings had not gotten markedly worse, he
knew what to expect in the basement. He aso-knew from his combat with the shadow demon in
Storm-weather that they would need enchanted weapons to destroy the demons. Jak had nothing but a
luckstone. Cae had nothing at all. He rebuked himself for not keeping Thazienne's enchanted dagger.

"Therésan armory on the first floor, toward the back of the building. The guild keeps afew magica
weaponsthere, in casethey are ever needed by aguild member for ajob. They aren't very powerfttl.
The Righteous Man kept anything of power for himself. But they'll be better than nothing.”

Jak blew out amisty-frozen sigh and nodded. "Good idea. Well need magical wesponsto facethe
demons." Heturned and looked at Gale. "What's the play, though? How do we get in?"

Caeknew thereto be only two entrances to'the guildhouse, the sewers and the front doors. Before,
when he had comein by way of the sewer entrance, he had barely escaped with hislife. While not
supertitious, he would not go in the same way twice.



"We're walking through the- front doors," he said, and started across the strest.

Halfway to the guildhouse's porch, he pulled hislong sword from its scabbard. Beside him, Jak jerked
free a short swordand dagger.

Come on, you bastards, he chalenged the cold night air, but nothing happened. They gained the porch
without incident and faced the sturdy double doors.

"The hairson my arms are standing up,” Jak softly observed.

"Yourejust cold,” Cde said, though he knew the statement to be false. His hairs so stood on end. The
ah* around the guildhouse tasted polluted. He felt an ominous prickling in his body that made him
shudder. Hetried to ignore the feding and placed his hand on the door handle. If it waslocked, even Jak
would have difficulty pickingit.

The handle turned. Cale and Jak blew out frozen breaths smultaneoudy. They shared alook.

"It opensin,” Caewhispered. "To better expose as atarget anyone trying to force their way in." Jak
nodded. Cale began to push against the oak dab. It wouldn't budge. Something blocked it.

There's something on the other side," he said, and prepared to throw his body against it. " Ready?"

Jak sheathed his sword and dagger, drew three throwing knives, and positioned himsdlf to the left of the
door. "Ready."

With agrant, Gale dammed his shoulder into the door. Whatever blocked it did dear and the door flew
all theway open. Jak legped into the opening behind Cale, daggersready. Gale, long sword before him,
did sdewiseto give Jak awide berth to throw.

Enough light from the street spilled into the room to depict ascene of terrible destruction. Tables, chairs,
beds, and piles of unidentifiable debris lay scattered about. A pile of four mildewed straw meattresses had
blocked the door. A musty, rotten smell wafted from the door. The smell of smoke lingered in the air-the
aftereffect from

"Stinks," Jek said. He shegthed his throwing knives and again drew his short sword and fighting dagger.
"Get used toit,” Calereplied.

Jak stepped fully through the doorway and poked the mattresses with his short sword. "Why the
meattresses? How* re they getting in and out?’

Gale shrugged off hisbackpack and pulled out atorch. " Sewers, probably. Hells, | don't know. There's
no making sense of what's going onin here, Jak."

Before Gale could remove histinderbox, Jak stopped him. "Here." The little man pulled forth the metalic
rod that he had used to illuminate their way through Selgaunt's sewers amonth ago. Ashe held it, ablue
light sparked initstip and grew to asoft glow.

"I'm surprised to see you gtill have that thing," Cae observed.
"l don't useit much."

"Doesit do anything ds=?"

Jak frowned thoughtfully and studied therod. "I



don't think s0." He crouched and aimed it purposefully acrossthe street. "Kill!"™ It did nothing.
"Just the glow, it seems” Jak said with asmile.

"Lucky for thegirlsat Emdlias,” Cdesad grinning. "Giveit, herethen. ™Y ou can't carry it and fight
two-handed.”

Jak handed it over. His hand trembled dightly. Cae pretended not to notice.
He knew how Jak felt but they could not turn back now.
"Lef'sgo," he said, summoning his own courage. They waked into the guildhouse.

The smell of corpses permesated the stuffy air. Within afew moments, Cae's nose became inured to the
smdl. Moving warily through the ruined offices, Cae and Jak had to pick their way through the
overturned chairs, desks, and scattered papers.

"Keep your eyes on the shadows,” Cae said tensdly. He tightened the grip of his sweaty pamson the
sword hilt and rod.

"Right," Jak said with anod, his eyes watchful of every corner, both blades held high and ready

They cautioudy navigated room after room, but gpart from the toppled, broken furniture, the offices
seemed to have escaped the warping and foulness that had occurred in the basement. No corpses, no
voids, no blood, no demons. Only the ubiquitous charnd reek that announced Hie presence of ghouls
nearby.

Silent as specters, they prowled farther into the house. When the two reached the end of the offices, Cale
held up ahand to signal Jak to stop.

"That door," he said, and nodded at the oak door before them, leads into the guildhouse proper. To
reach the armory, we go down the hdl to the right, then left down aflight of stairs, then right down
another hall. Can't missit.”

Jak nodded as he memorized the directions. He mopped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his
hand. "Do you think they've abandoned the upper floor?

"Maybe. No way to tell. Well find out soon enough.” Gale stared into Jak's eyes. "Ready?"
"Ready," Jak replied. "Let's hope the Trickster and Lady Luck arein agood mood.”

Gale stepped forward, knelt at the door, and listened. Nothing in the hallway beyond. He stood and tried
to turn the-handle. It was jammed.'t

"Dark," he oathed. He held the rod before the keyhole and peered in. Jak crept close and looked over
his shoulder. "The locking mechanism'’s been deliberately mangled." He looked back at Jak. "Can you
pick it?"

"Not if the tumblers are bent," Jak replied. "But | can still get it open.” He reached into his breast pocket,
pulled out his holy cloak-clasp, and muttered the wordsto aspell. The air around his small hands began
to grow charged. Gale backed a step away from the door.

When Jak finished the incantation and pointed his holy symbol &t the lock, the magic of .the spell forced
the twisted metd in the mechanism to disentangleitself. Tumblersfdl into place, metd ground against
metal and shrieked like adying man. Gale winced at the sound. If anything stood nearby, it would have



heard them.

In three heartbests, the door popped gar. Gale pulled Jak behind him and jerked the door open, his
blade ready.

The narrow hallway stretched to the left and right, dark beyond the limits of the wand's blue light. Aswith
the rest of the guildhouse, debris lay east haphazardly about on the floor, the ghouls and demons
seemingly intent on destroying or befouling any semblance of normacy.

Despite the chaos, Cade now felt surprisingly cam. Either he would succeed or he would die.

The little man, on the other hand, seemed balanced on a sword's edge, at one moment his cocky,
adventurous sdif, at the next moment frightened beyond words. Gale could hear the nervousnessin Jak's
harsh breething, though the hafling tried to mask it.

| shouldn't have brought him, Gale thought guiltily. Jak had not come to succeed or die. Nor had he come
to avenge Thazienne. He had come because Gale was hisfriend and Gale had asked him to come.

| don't want him to diefor that, he thought. He resolved to ensure Jak's safety no matter what.
"Youfed that?' Jak asked nervoudy.

Gdenodded. Hefdt it. Theair in the halway seemed as heavy as an autumn fog, pregnant with the stink
of something vile. A distant pulsing, felt rather than heard, thumped & intervas like the best of agiant,
foul heart.

"What isit?" Jak asked.

"I don't know," Gale softly replied. He tightened hisgrip onthelong sword. -

Jak looked a him sharply, eyeswide, but said nothing. Thelittle man's hand went to his holy symbal.
"Thisway," Gde sad, and headed right,;

After walking only fifteen paces, they encountered the first sgns of warping. The blue tight of Jak'swand
illuminated avacant spot in the halway floor. The emptiness utterly swallowed thelight. The pulsing
seemed to originate from somewhere within the void. With each pulse, Gale'sloose clothes and the hairs
on hisarmswere pulled toward the distortion.

""Warethat, Jak. | don't know what it is, but we can expect more of them. Lots more. | think the
shadow demon can move through them.”

Jak walked past Gale, stood at the edge of the emptiness, and peered within.

"Careful,” Galewarned again. He recdled the hypnotic effect one of these vacancies had on himinthe
guildhouse basement. He a so recalled the maice-filled yellow eyes he had seen staring a him out of one.

"l think it'sagate," Jak ventured.

Cale stepped forward and peered within. The pull never got too strong, but it was nevertheless
disconcerting. "A gate? Towhere? Yrsllar's plane?!

Jak could only shrug.
Snarls suddenly erupted from somewhere behind. Jak gasped and-whirled, blades ready. Cale lesped



before himin afighting crouch.
As suddenly asthey had begun, the snarls died out and vanished.

Cae held thewand aoft and walked afew steps back the way they had come. Nothing. Inspired, he
knelt and placed his ear to the floor. From below, the distant sound of snarls carried through the
floorboards.

"Came through the floorboards," he said, and stood. "They must have been right below us.”
Jak let hiswegpons sag and visibly relaxed. "Dark," he oathed. " Startled me."

"Metoo."

"They coming up?" Jak asked.

"l don't know." He walked past Jak, faced the emptiness of the gate, and estimated its width-five feet,
maybe six. "Can you jump over this?'

TSasy." Without another word, Jak sheathed his weapons, backed up afew steps, raced forward, and
leaped over the gate. He cleared it easily and landed in a crouch. In aflash, he had his blades redrawn
and stood at the ready, waiting for Cale.

Cae quickly jumped the gate as well. Dodging debris, they continued forward. Two more gates- empty
holesin redlity-blocked their path, onein thefloor, easily jumped, and oneinthewall, easily sdestepped.
They reached the short flight of stairsthat descended to the lower level of the guildhouse.

"Down here" Calesaid.
Jak nodded. "'l don't smell it anymore,” he observed softly. "Therot, | mean.”

Caenodded. Hedidn't smell it either. The smell of decay had become so commonplaceto him that he
no longer noticed it.

That'swhy | don't fed afraid, he redlized. Fear, too, had become so commonplace for him over the last
two daysthat he noticed it only rarely.

A soft growling from down the twisting stairsinterrupted hisreverie. Helooked questioningly at Jak. The
little man nodded grimly. He had heard it too. Cde covered the codl tip of the wand with his pam so that
only alittlelight trickled out between hisfingers. In hand cant, he sgnaed to Jek, | lead. Be cautious.

Jak nodded and they silently descended the twisting stone stairs. When they reached the landing at the
bottom, they discovered the source of the growls.,,

A ghoul dressed in green tatters sat at the base of the wall and stared dazedly into the emptiness of a
gate. A dowly swirling mix of gray and black, the gate pulsed periodicaly, and with each best of the
unholy heart the spider web tracery of purple veins benegth the ghoul's trand ucent gray skin beet in time.
The dazed horror rocked back and forth, rhythmicaly growling softly into the emptiness. Itsyellow eyes
looked as vacant asthe hole into which it stared. The ghoul, obliviousto the pain and purple blood that
coursed down itsarms, mindlesdy dug its clawsinto its own rotted flesh.

Jak gave adight gasp and Cade sgnaed him to stop and stand till. Cautioudy, blade before him, he
walked toward the ghoul .
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Enthralled by whatever it saw in the gate, the creature showed no sign of noticing him. It smply kept
rocking and gouging itsdlf. Cae moved directly behind it. It continued to mutter and stare, obliviousto all
but the void.

Up close now, Cale could make out muttered words interspersed with its bestia growls. "Heisamong
us, anong us."

Cae swalowed his disgust. Though twisted and warped, he recognized the skinny body and short brown
hair of Willen Trostyn, aboy the Righteous Man had recruited no more than amonth ago. Willen couldn't
have been more than twenty, and now Cae had to kill him.

Without further thought, he raised hislong sword high to strike. He stopped in mid-stroke and looked at
Jak. Eyesfilled with horror and disgugt, the little man met his gaze and gave him a short nod of gpproval.
Willen showed no sign of noticing anything. He rocked, dug his claws degper into hisarms, and muttered
mindlesdy.

"Among us. Among us-"

With an overhand chop, Gale laid open Willen's head. Purple gore sprayed the wall and soaked, the
floor. Willen died ingtantly, collgpsing into a stinking heapat the base of the gate.

Seemingly of its own accord, the gore flowed toward the void. Like the mouth of some unimaginable
beast, the emptiness drew Willen's blood within and devoured it. Swirls of purple intermixed with the
black and gray of the gate and spun toward nothingness. Cale turned away to find Jak. Thelittle man's
face had turned white.

"Dark," mouthed the hafling soundlessly, as he stared at the wall. He looked as though he might lose
Matilda's fish stew at any moment.

Cale stepped forward and gripped him by the shoulders. "Don't look into the gates, Jak. Don't |look."
The little man pedled his eyes away and stared at
Cdewith eyesfull of horror. It'shungry, Erevis. The gate. It's hungry.”

"I know," Cdereplied. "It'sempty. Emptinessisaways hungry." He gave thelittle man adight shake.
"Jak! The demons are the sameway. Y ou see? They're dways hungry and they'll never stop. That* swhy
we have to stop them. Y ou see? Jak!"

The little man gave anod, seemed to come back to himsalf some. "'l see” he said, and clutched for his
holy symboal.

He'sclosetolosing it, Caeredized. He placed a gentle hand on Jak's shoulder. " Go back, my friend.
Right now. Go back and get out. Get Brelgin and-"

Jak shook his head and pushed Gal€'s hand away. "I'm not going back, Erevis. | just..." Hewaved his
bladesto indicate the guildhouse. "Trickster'stoes, it just takesamoment to digest dll of this." Hiseyes
fell on Willen's corpse, then returned to Cale. "'I'm not going back. I'm here until thisisover.”

Cale accepted that. " Then |et's get to the armory,” Growling suddenly erupted behind them and died
away. The scratching of clawed feet on the hardwood planks of the floor was loud to Gate's ears.

"They must have come up from the basement,” Jak calmly observed.



Pleased to see Jak in possession of hisfaculties, Cale nodded agreement. Trsllar must know we're here.
Let'smove."

With Caeleading, they sped down the debris-strewn halway until they reached the armory. The open
door hung crookedly, having been torn loose from its upper hinge.

"Here" Calesaid, and ducked in. Jak followed.

Weagpons lay east about the floor, many broken or chipped, but some intact. Comicaly, afew broken
swords had been replaced on their wall mounts after being destroyed. All the wooden tables and wegpon
racks had been turned over and the legs broken off Loose ding bullets covered the floor. Of the Six suits
of leather armor and three suits of studded |eather that hung by their straps from thewall, al had been
torn into usalessness by ghoul claw. A stack of broken crossbowslay piled in the near corner. Against
the right hand wall, the: large wooden chests and barrels that had once held the crossbow ammunition
had been broken open and the quarrels scattered. Shanks of silk rope, crowbars, and lock picking tools
had been tossed about randomly.

Gae's heart sank when he saw the thorough destruction. They had to have enchanted wespons! He
scanned the wreckage for the pair of long, thin, iron strongboxes that once had held the guild's small store
of magical wegpons-Growls again sounded from the hallway behind them. It rose to a crescendo and
then devolved into wet gibbering. Gae shared an darmed glance with Jak. From the sound, many ghouls
had come up from the basement,

"Probably feeding on the body of the onewekilled," Gae softly observed. "L et's get this door closed.
Quiely."

Ashen faced, Jak gave anod. "Right.”

With Gale reaching over him to hold the heavy oak door in position near its broken upper hinge, Jak
carefully pushed it closed.

"We'relooking for two iron strongboxes," Gale whispered to Jak, and started to kick through the debris.
"Hurry. They'll finish with that body soon."

Jak began searching the debris.
Gde quickly found the boxes againgt thefar wall, in e Paul C

-beneath an overturned weapon rack, awooden .-, and a pile of broken broadswords. He gave a short,
soft whistle to get Jak's attention. _lere." The hittle man hurried over. Gale could no longer hear the
sounds of the feeding ghouls.

He saw right away that ghouls had been at the strongboxes. The surfaces had been scratched with claws
and beaten with something heavy. Thelock and hinges had been pried at but they hadn't been opened.
Hefet aflash of hope.

; M1 don't have akey," he said to Jak, "Can you get them open?”

Jak eyed the locks professionaly and nodded. "I don't have another spell for it, but | should be able to
doit the hard way." He reached into one of his pouches and pulled forth asmall leather case. After
loosing its strap, he unfolded it to reved abewildering array of lock picking tools-from abent copper
wireto ahardened sted! pry for tumblers. He pondered for amoment, selected atool Gale did not
recognize, and set to work.



"Tough lock," Jak observed after working on it for amoment. He exchanged thefirgt tool for histumbler
pry."But 111 get it."

Tense, Gae said nothing. He could hear the growls of the ghouls from somewhere down the hall.
"Hurry, Ja&k."
"Mmhmm."

The growls grew louder. Through the thick door, Gale could hear the thump and scrape of clawed feet
on wood, closer now.

"I know." Jak's fingers worked rapidly. Gae heard click after click in the lock but the damned thing didn't
open!

The maddened snarls of the rampaging ghouls drew nearer until they sounded right outside the armory
door. There had to be ten or more! Their footfals sounded like a stampede of market cattle. Heart
thumping, Gale stood over Jak and turned to face the door, blade ready.

"Hurry up, godsdammit,” he whispered over his shoulder. He would rather face ten ghouls with an
enchanted blade than withoui.

"Almod ... got... it..." replied thelittle man. "There!"

Helifted the fid of the strongbox just as aghoul body thumped into the door. Jak gave astart and
dropped the tumbler pry. The sound of thetool clanking on the wood floor made Gale wince. Surely they
had heard that. He expected aflood of ghoulsto rush the room in seconds.

"Cde-r-" whispered Jak.
Gdewaved hishand sharply. "Hsss."
The little man popped his mouth closed, drew his blades, and stood beside Cale, waiting.

Seconds passed and the door stayed closed. Gradualy, the sound of the growls began to grow fainter.
The ghouls were moving past them! Cae could not believe their luck!

They waited in nervous silence as the sounds of the rampaging pack grew fainter and fainter, until finaly
the growls disappeared atogether. They exhaled as one.

"Dark," Jak whispered.
"Dark indeed," Gale said, and shot him ahard smile. "We got lucky there.”

Jak returned the smile with a grin and tapped the luckstone that hung from achain at hisbelt. "The Lady
doesfavor thefoolish, Cae." Heturned and knelt before the open chest. "Here, look at all this."

Lined with black velvet, thefirst iron strongbox held two long swords, agilt mahogany case, and asmall,
plain maple box. Each long sword had alarge onyx set into the pommel, a hilt wrapped with silver wire,
and aflawless, shining blade,

Calereached for the blades but Jak stayed his hand.



"L et me check for magicd traps™ he said. "lll dso confirm that they're enchanted.”

"Good idea," Calereplied, then added some good-natured ribbing. *Must be nice to have spells at your
disposa onajob."

Jak winked at him as he pulled forth his holy symboal. "Very nice. The Trickster takes care of hisown."
Helooked up at Cde sidelong. "Mask doestoo, | suspect.”

While Caethought on that, Jak softly intoned the wordsto aspell. Afterward, he carefully scrutinized the
chest.

"No traps," he said with assurance. Still holding the bejeweled cloak-clasp, he mouthed the wordsto a
second spell. "The swords are magicd, plus whatever isin the box and case.”

Without further ado, he lifted out the case and popped it open. Withinitsred, felt-lined interior sat four
slvery ding bullets, each inscribed over their entire surface with tiny, intricate runes. He set that asde and
pried open the maple box. Three glassvias sat within, cushioned by packing rags. The tranducent liquid
within the vid's shimmered azure in the blue light of the wand.

tions," Jak announced, followed quickly by, "No good to us now though, unless you know what they
do."

Cde shook hishead in the negative. "Bring them anyway," he said, and kndlt to pick up one of the
enchanted long swords. He tested its heft. Though somewhat wider than his norma blade, the enchanted
long sword felt lighter and perfectly balanced. He
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smiled appreciatively, though he knew it musin't be too powerful aweapon or the Righteous Man would
not have stored it in the common armory. Even aweak enchantment was better than none. Thazienne's
dagger had wounded the shadow demon and he did not think it had been particularly powerful. He
discarded his own ordinary blade and sheathed the enchanted one.

Jak pocketed the potions and placed the magica ding bulletsin hisammunition pouch. He did over to the
other strongbox, pulled out histools, and set to work onit.

While he waited, Cale paced apprehensively. His eyesfell on the open strongbox.
"Hmm?"' Thelittle man didn't turn around. "Nearly got it."
A tingleran up Gale's spine. He kndlt before the first strongbox, throat constricted.

Within, nearly invisble againgt the black velvet, lay ablack felt mask, the symbol of Mask the
Shadow-lord. Cale gared at it, motionless, afraid to touch. Wasthisasgn? Hefdt himsdf standing on
the edge of acliff. Touching the mask would be to step off and fdl, or fly. He wasn't sureif he was ready
tofly.

We must have overlooked it, he thought, but didn't redly bdlieveit.
Beside him, Jak popped open the lock on the other strongbox. "Got it," he said, and lifted thelid.

Cale grabbed the mask and stuffed it into his cloak pocket. He told himself he did it for the sake of Jak's
safety, but knew it to be untrue, For thefirst timein hislife, hewas hoping for help fromagod. The



events of the last two days had changed him. Yrelllar had to be stopped. Tonight, Cale would take help
from wherever he could get it.

"No traps," Jak said. He whistled and pulled out awide-bladed, mundane looking short sword. "L ooks
plain, brut the aurashowsit as enchanted. |1l useit." Helifted out another maple box like the one they
had found in the first strongbox. "Nothing specid.” Liquid dripped from the seam between the lid and the
bottom. The potion vids must have been broken when the room was tossed. They're no good." He
pulled out asmdll leather bag, loosed the drawstring, and dumped the contents onto his pam, two rings,
one aplain eec-trum band, one asilver band inset with three smdll black opals.

"No way to know what these do, either," said Jak. "Y ou take this one." He tossed Cale the bgeweled
dlver ring. "I'll keep thisone." He dipped the eectrum ring into abelt pouch. "Well figure them out later.”

Cde pocketed the ring. When he did, his hand brushed the felt of the mask and a charge raced through
his body. He had difficulty deciding whether he had imagined it or not. For an ingtant, he felt a part of
something larger than himsdlf. He fet anewfound confidence. Maybe they would get out of thisdive.

Jak stood and took afew practice stabs with his new short sword, seemed satisfied, and looked at Cale.
"Let'sget moving.”

Pleased to hear the confidence in Jak's voice, Cae nodded and moved for the door. He knelt and placed
his ear against the door. The ghouls were gone.

Knowing that the loosely secured door would fall if he smply released the latch, he sheathed hisblade,
gripped the handle with both hands, and used his strength to steady the door while he opened it-

Theingant he turned the handle, something flew into the door and blew it open, nearly knocking it
entirdy loose from thewall. Cale staggered backward, stunned. Savage snarls and bestia growlsfilled
hisears. Ghouls! The smell of rot filled his nogtrils as ghoul after ghoul poured into the room.

"Gae-" Jak screamed. The growls of the ghouls drowned out the rest of what the little man said.

Gde fumbled to get his sword clear of its scabbard. Gray bodies milled around him, snarled and tore at
hisflesh. He couldn't distinguish individua creatures. The whole pack seemed asingle mass of gray flesh,
black fangs, filthy claws, and wretched sewer stink. Beside him, invisible through the press of rotted skin,
he could hear Jak shouting defiance.

Claws and teeth thumped off Gal€'s enchanted armor. Tatters of his blue cloak came loose and floated to
the floor. Snarlsfilled his ears, surrounding him on al sides. He grabbed one ghoul by the throat while
jerking his blade free with hisleft hand. Another jumped on his back and nearly bowled him over. ,

"Arrgh," he grunted. He ran his blade through the sternum of the ghoul he held by the throat. It screamed
and died but othersinstantly rushed to replaceit. The damned things were everywhere! He threw the
rabid creature from his hack and swiped wildly about with hisblade. They pressed him so closely that he
couldn't help but strike a ghoul with every blow. Again and again the enchanted iron chunked into ghoul
flesh. Squeds of pain joined the savage growls.

A multitude of raking claws bloodied his arms and face. He ignored the pain and chopped. Purple blood
sprayed thefloor to join thered of hisown.

A claw tore across his chest, penetrated hisarmor, and bit into flesh. Terrifyingly, hisbody began to
grow duggish, the venom of ghouls gashes doing itswork. He continued to swing hislong sword while
he tried to fight off the poison. His body grew heavy, dowed. He wanted to cal out for Jak but his



tongue weighed a hundredweight. Clawstore into him. He couldn't move. Ghouls pressed closer, bit into

hisflesh and fed on him. Hefelt their fetid breath hot on his skin, felt their foul salivamix with hisblood as
they tore loose morsdls of his exposed flesh. The excruciating pain set off aspark shower in hisbrain but

he could not move or scream, could not even blink, could only watch helplessy as ghoulsfed on him and
hedied.

Not tikethis, he desperately prayed. Mask, not like this! If the Shadowlord heard his plea, he made no
response. Gale thought he was dead.

Jak suddenly legped into hisfield of vision, bloody blades held high. The little man snarled challengesand
lashed out with both blades at the ghouls biting at Gade. They pounced after him, but the tittle man
ducked, whirled, and ran one through the chest with his dagger and short sword. It squeded and fell over
dead. Jak had his bladesfreein an ingtant.

Three ghouls surrounded the tittle man. They lashed out with daws and teeth. Jak whirled, dodged,
fought tike arabid badger. Gale could do nothing but watch. Jak bled fregly from many wounds-thetittle
man wore no armor'-and Gae knew that if he succumbed to the paralyzing poison they would both die.

The three remaining ghouls charged the tittle man at once,

Like ared-headed whirlwind, Jak ducked, spun, and rolled. Claws flashed and tore into his exposed
hack, but herolled away and retdiated with an upward dagger thrust through the groin of one ghoul. It
screamed in agony and fell writhing to the floor. Thetittle man jumped to hisfeet, jerked free another
dagger, and rushed the last two. Rushed them!

Gae had never seen Jak s0... savage. Teeth gritted in asnarl, the haMing tore open the gut of one ghoul,
then finished it with a stab through the race. The last gray horror tore into his exposed flack. Bed blood
sprayed and Jak buckled. The ghoul legped for him, jaw?wide. Jak had nothing else to do but fall bade,
hold his short sword verticdly like apennon pole, and let the creatureimpaeitself. Thethick blade of his
short sword burst through the back of the ghoul in aspray of purple. It squealed once, convulsed, and
moved BO more.

Hed doneit!

Covered in purple and red blood, thelittle man squirmed out from under the dead ghoul. Gasping,
swesting, hetried to stand but wobbled and sagged to his knees. Gale could see his small body
trembling. Whether from exhaustion, rage, or fear, he could not tell. After taking amoment to recover,
Jak rose and pulled out his holy symbol.

"Hang on, Gale," he said. Hetook a deep breath, gathered himsdlf, and intoned the wordsto ahedling
spdll. Ingtantly, the wounds on his back, arms, chest, and face closed to pink lines, then vanished
atogether. He sheathed his blades, recovered his dagger from the body of aghoul, and picked hisway
through the carnage to Gale. -

"Dark and empty," he softly oathed, upon studying Gale€swounds. "Y ou're as cut up as one of my mom's
gew carrots" He giggled at that, and Gale thought he heard hi the laughter the beginnings of hysteria The
little man recovered himsdlf quickly, however, and returned to business.

"Fast thewounds,”" he said, and repeated the magicd syllables of aheding spdll while touching Gal€'s
hand. The pain vanished ingantly. Galestorn skin knit itsalf back to wholeness. The horrible wounds
closed. Jak had cast a powerful spell.

"Now the pardysis." Jak mouthed amore complex prayer while waving hisholy symbol before Gale's



frozen body.

Like the wounds, the paralysis suddenly vanished. Free to move, Gale sagged, lowered his blade, and
found hisright hand buried in his cloak pocket, clutching the felt mask.

Odd, he thought. When the ghouls had surprised him, he had drawn his blade and unconscioudly reached
for the mask. Very odd.

"Feel better?' Jak asked.

"l do," Galesaid, and pulled hishand from his pocket. He examined his flesh. No trace remained from
what had been a multitude of wounds. Thank you, my friend."

Embarrassed, Jak waved away his gratitude and smiled awkwardly.

Gae surveyed the carnage. The corpses of eleven ghoulslay amidst the broken weapons on the blood
soaked floor.

"Y ou need afew minutes?' he asked Jak. "We can wait." Thelittle man had to be taxed after all that.
Jak turned to face him, firein hisgreen eyes. "No, I'm ready now."

"Let'smove then."

Jak nodded. "Where?"'

The basement,” Gae said.

CHAPTER NINE

Gaewaked out of the armory, turned |eft, and headed back toward the short flight of stairsthat led
back up to the main halway.

"We can't access the stairway to the basement from thisleve," Gale said over his shoulder. "Well haveto
go back up to thefirgt floor. It's not far from there.”

Not far at al. Where before they had walked out of the offices and turned right into the main hal to reach
the armory, now they would go |eft to reach the stairway down to the basement.

Jak nodded and they continued on, wary.

After afew minutes, they reached the base of the stairswhere Gale had killed Willen. The ghoul pack
had reduced the corpseto avirtua skeleton. Whet little flesh remained hung from the twisted body in
frayed ribbons. Everywhere purple blood stained the floor. Gale could only imagine the orgy of feeding
that had occurred here. The odor made his eyes water. He swallowed bile and kept down the vomit by
sheer force of will.

Willen's femur-nearly Jorn from his pelvis—stuck out at a grotesque angle and extended into thevoid in
thewall. It vanished into nothingnessjust above the knee. With each pulse of the gate, abit more of the
body inched into the emptiness.

L ake the ghouls, the gate too seemed to be gulping down portions of the corpse. Thick streaks of light
gray and dull white-the color of Willen's skin and bones- now swirled amidst the dark gray and pitch
black whorls of the void.



After taking in the scene and no doubt having thoughts similar to Gale's, Jak began to heave. He covered
his mouth to hold back the vomit, but quickly lost the battle and retched Matilda's chunky fish stew onto
the planked floor. Aswith Willen's blood, the vomit began a dow migration across the floor toward the
ever-hungry void.

Though the sight of it flowing for the gate disturbed him, Gale nevertheless welcomed the vomit's acrid
smell, ahuman smell that overwhelmed the inhuman reek of rot and death. He waited while Jak emptied
his scomach and finished retching.

After afew moments, Jak gathered himsdlf. He stood bent over with his hands on his knees, breathing
hard. He looked up at Gae through watering eyes and wiped hisface sheepishly.

"Dark," hesaid. "Sorry, Gale. Atetoo much, | guess.”

"l guess" Gale said with ahaf-amile. Seen too much, more likely. Gale could sympathize. It had been an
eventful day-and-a-half Hang on, little man, he thought.

Recovered now, Jak studied Willen's corpse and eyeballed the gate with an appraising gaze. "It's
big-ges" he announced after amoment. "The gate. .. it'sbigger.”

Jak wasright. The gate was bigger, marginaly so, but definitely bigger. Gale had missed it. "How?" don't
know," the little man said thoughtfully, and stroked his whiskers. He approached the gate and peered in,
careful to avoid stepping on Willen's corpse.

"It drinksthe life-force of theliving," he said. "Like the shadow demon. Probably the moreit egts, the
more powerful it gets." He stepped back from the gate, shrugged, and |ooked over at Gale. "Maybe with
each pulsg, it consumesalittle bit of our plane and thereby grows larger..."

Gdewaited. Thelittle man was gtill working it through.

*| don't know how it'soccurring,l' Jak said at last, hismouth agrim linein anest of red whiskers. "Buit |
know that we better stop it. If it getstoo big..."

Gae nodded once, firmly. "Let's go." Without another word, he turned and strode up the stairs. Jak
followed.

Stopping periodicdly to listen for any Sgn of ghouls, they made their way up the short stairway and back
into the main hall. It stretched before them, dark and threatening. They shared alook and continued on.

After jumping or Sidestepping the few gatesthat stood in their way-al of them aso dightly larger than
before, Gale observed-they made it back to the door that opened onto the offices.

The hdl continued on in the opposite direction, beyond the limits of the glow wand. The pulsing from the
gates continued to beat in the rotten smelling air, but Gale had become accustomed to it and barely
noticed. At arun, they could be back out on Ariness

Street in lessthan aminute. They could be out of the guildhouse and out of thisinsanity. They would be
safe.

Heturned to face Jak. He had to give the little man another chance to get out of here.

Therewill be more ghouls downgtairs," he announced, and studied Jak's reaction. The little man nodded
gravey, but gave no sign of fear. Gale went on, " Probably more warping too." He thought of the bleeding
wall and the procession of ghouls and couldn't hide his grimace. "There will be more horrible sghts.”



Jak nodded again. "'l understand.”

"Y ou can get out of here, Jak," Gale said. "The street's right out there." He pointed with his blade toward
the offices, toward the door out. Thiswill probably be the last chance either of us hasto turn back. |
won't mention it again."

Gdedidnt redly want Jak to leave, he desperately wanted him to stay, but felt obligated to make the
offer. The madnesswould only get worse in the basement, and worse till in the shrine.

To hiscredit, Jak didn't even took toward the offices. He shook his head emphaticdly and gave Gde a
hard smile. "Were hip-degp in apile of dragon dung, Gate. I'm aready asdirty as| can get. Thereain't
no going back."

Gde amiled and gratefully squeezed Jak's smdl shoulder. Thanks, my friend."

They started cautioudy down the hall. Gaefelt only mild surprise when he redized that hisright hand was
in his pocket, clutching the felt mask. There ain't no going back, he thought, echoing Jak. Had he already
taken some first, hesitant steps toward Mask?

Fifteen paces down the halway, the floor grew spongy, like rotten wood. The first signs of increased
warping. He held the glow wand close to the floor. With each puke of the gates, the wooden planks
flickered between trand ucence and solidity.
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"Dark," Jak observed. Thiswhole place isbecoming one giant gate.”

Ga e nodded and they continued on. They gingerly trod the increasingly soft floor until they found thelr
path blocked by another swirling hole of emptinessin the floor, this one bigger than any previous.

"l can't jump that, Gale. Too wide." know," Gale replied. The jump would be tough even for him,
especiadly with the spongy floor. The sheer wdls of the halway would make climbing around it adifficult
option.

"If | can get across and throw back arope-"

"No need,” Jak interjected. He sheathed his blades, plopped down on the floor, and removed his gloves
and soft boots.

"What are you doing?"'
"You jump over it," thelittle man said. "lll climb around it."
That'satough climb.”

"Not to worry," Jak interrupted with asmile. "I've got agpell.” He shot Gale amirthful wink. "Niceto
have spells at my disposa on ajob, remember?”

Without hesitation, Jak pulled forth hisholy symbol and began to chant. When hefinished, awhitish paste
seeped from the pores on his palms and feet. His feet sucked at the soft floor as he padded to the wall
and placed hishands upon it.

"Wall is soft too," he observed. " Shouldn't be a problem though.” He placed hisfeet againgt the wall-
"Wait, Jak," Gde ordered. Heinched forward to the edge of the gate, blade held ready, and peered



down into it. The seemingly endless void nauseated him but he fought it off and forced himsdlf to search
the vacancy for apair of yellow eyes. He saw nothing. Satisfied, he eased back from the edge. "AH
right."

Immediately, Jak ascended afew feet. Despiteits softness, his hands adhered to the surface of the wall
and he moved adong easily. Spiderlike, he began to dide sidewise. Beneath him, the emptiness of Hie
void beckoned.

Gale watched him nervoudy for amoment, but the spell seemed to be working. Now nearly hallway
across, Jak showed no sign of problems. Gale now had to worry about getting himsdlf across.

He sheathed his blade and backed off a bit. He would need running room to clear the gate. Jak's larmed
voice turned him around.

"Gdeé It'sbleading.” Thelittle man's voice trembled with horror.
Gale hurried back to the edge of the gate and held the glow wand high- . -
"Dark," he breathed.

The little man hung suspended on the wall halfway across the gate. Where Jak had touched the warped
wall, the pressure apparently had forced blood from the stone. With each pulse of the gates, atrickle of
gore dripped from the wall where he had placed his hands and feet. A path of seeping wounds marked
the route behind him.

It'swarped more here," the little man said, hisvoicerising in sudden darm. "It's sicking to me. Dark,
Gde, my hands are starting to dip." Hetried to continue Ms move across, but when he attempted to pull
free from thewall, the surface adhered to his hand and came away in thick, fleshy strings. Gale caught a
disgusting flash of pulsing blue veins and glistening red tissue beneath the warped wall surface before the
new tear began to vomit forth a steady gout of blood.

"Burn me!" Caught in the fountain of blood, the little man cursed and tried to dide asde. His abrupt
movement only tore open more holesin the wall. Streams of blood ran down to the floor, drained into the
gate, and quickly turned its swirls crimson.

"Galel" Jak peered over his shoulder, spattered with gore, "Help." Hisfearful eyesfel to the churning
gate beow. "Help," he said again.

Gd e heard the beginnings of panic cregping into Jak's voice.

"Hold still." Without another word, Gale backed off, sprinted forward, and legped the gate. He hit the
spongy floor in aready crouch.

"Don't move," he again said to Jak.

"I'm not moving." Jak clung desperately to the warped wall, kept hisface down to shield hiseyesand
mouth from the crimson fall. Gore-soaked, his cloak hung heavily from hissmall body.

"Don't look into the gate™" Gale said. He set down the glow wand, shook free of his pack, and pulled out
acoil of slk rope.

"Godsdammit, Gale," Jak snapped, "I'm not moving and I'm not looking! Hurry up. Thisisdisgusting.”
Gd e amiled despite himsdlf-the having kept his sense of humor even when terrified.



Deftly, Galetied adipknot into one end of the thin but strong line. He opened some play iathe loop;
gathered it in, and prepared to tossiit to Jak.

"Cachthis"
"Cachit!" Jak eyed himincreduloudy over his shoulder. "How?"
*Let go with one of your hands.”

"But-Dark and empty!" he said, and nodded in resignation. "All right." He gingerly pulled hisleft hand free
of thewall. Despite his care, the wall's skin stuck to his hand and tore loose. Blood spurted from therip.
He hung on thewall with only two sticky feet and asticky hand.

"Throw itf

Gae stood at the edge of the gate, let eight or so feet of line play out, and swung itup toward Jak. The
little man caught it on the first try. He stuck hisarm through the loop, draped it over hisneck, and tried
againto get agrip onthewal. Slippery with gore, his hand no longer stuck.

"Blagt," he oathed. "It won't stick." Before Cale could say anything, the little man reared back and
dammed hisfig into thewal, wrist degp. "Ugh," he exclamed in disgust.

Quick thinking, Cale thought. "Get the rope around your torso,” he said. "IH giveit ajerk at the same
time you jump toward me. Ifsonly about eight feet. Y ou'll makeit.”

"l know what the planis,”" Jak muttered irritably. "Easier said than done, though. | don't know if this
hand," heindicated with his head the hand buried in thewal, "will hold meif | let go with the other."

Cademade no reply. Hewaited for Jak to cometo terms. They had nothing else, and Jak had to know it.
The fleshy, bloody wall offered no handgrips. Jak was stuck, and if he tried to move farther, he would
certainly fal into the gate.

"Let'sdo it now. With the ropetikethis."
Caeshook hishead. "Cant. | think it'l dip right over your head and off when | pull. Won't work"

"Dark," Jak 9ghed. "All right, let'sdo it. But if my hand won't hold and | start to fdl, you pull right away.
Try to, at least.” He glanced down into the bloody gate. "I don't want to go wherever that leads.”

Cae nodded, braced himself, and pulled the rope as taut as he dared. He had to leave some play so Jak
could get his other arm through, yet he had to be ready to giveit asharp pull if the little man Sarted to
fal.

"Ready," hesad.

"Heregoes." Jak jerked hishand free. Blood spurted from the wall and poured past him into the gate.
Caetensed. Jak dangled dangeroudy but didn't fall. His

ol ,aother hand held! Quickly, thelittle man threaded his free arm through the loop. He turned and shot
Cdeagrin.

"All right, Cale-" Thelittle man's green eyesfell on the gate and went wide. "Pull, Cale! Now! Now!"

Cdejerked a the same moment that Jak jumped free of thewall.



The sngp of the rope pulled the breath from the little man in awhoosh. He flew through the air, just
cleared the edge of the gate, and landed in a heap on the spongy floor beside Cale. He legped to hisfest.

"The shadow demon! | saw it looking out at me from the gate!™

Cale dropped the rope and had his blade out in an instant. Without hesitation, he stepped to the edge of
the gate and looked down. From deep within the void, two hate-filled yellow sparkslooked out at him
and narrowed baefully. The eyes of the demon that had nearly killed Thaziennej ; =

"Bagtard!" He reversed his grip on the long sword, dropped to one knee, and drove the blade hilt-deep
into the void, directly between those demonic yeew eyes. The stuff of the gate gave way before theiron
Ekewater. A digtortion rippled acrossits bloody surface. When it cleared, the eyes had disappeared.
Cale snarled and pulled the weapon free. He didn't know if he had hit the demon or not.

Jak approached and stood beside him, blades bare.
"It'sgone?’ he asked.
"ltfsgone.”

"Good," Jek sad. "Close one, Cde. | wouldn't have wanted to fdl in there with that thing, at least not
without you." The little man stripped off hisbloody cloak and threw it into the gate. "Here," he said to the
gate, "you get thisingtead.”

The bloody cloak swirled into oblivion and vanished.

Jak took an extra cloak from his pack and wiped himself as dean as he could. "Disgusting,” he muttered
as heworked. He threw the newly soiled cloak into the gate aswell. "That's better," he said afterward. "l
fed likeanew man. We moving?'

Gde nodded and turned reluctantly from the gate. "We're moving,” he affirmed.
"What'sin your hand?' Jak asked.
"Huh?'

Surprised, Gale redized that he held the felt mask in his hand, H& must have pulled it out of his pocket
after jerking his blade out of the gate. Or had he done it before?

"What isthat?" Jak asked again, and gently gripped Gale's hand by thewrist.

"It'samask," Gae said. He shook free of Jak's grip and stuffed it back into his pocket. "I picked it upin
the armory. Y ou overlooked it in the strongbox.”

Jak looked skeptica at that. "I didn't overlook it," he said thoughtfully. "A mask? Gde..."
"I know."

Jak smiled and patted Gale's forearm. " Seems the Shadowlord wants an answer sooner rather than
leter.”

Gde dared not reply to that. He thought some part of him might have aready given his answer. Without
another word, he knelt and retrieved the glow wand. "L et's kegp moving. The stairs to the basement are
just ahead."



With Gale holding the glow wand high to best illuminate the darkness and Jak keeping awatchful eye
behind for the shadow demon, they moved warily through the narrow hdls. Thefloor solidified asthey
distanced themselves from the gate, the warping seemingly localized around the void. Still, thewhole
guildhouse fairly reeked of wrongness.

With only the dim glow wand for light, Gale relied more on his hearing than his vison to warn him of
danger. Hewas dert to any sound, but heard nothing-nothing but the dull, thudding pulses emitted from
the gates asthey grew larger and ate away at the world.

He wondered briefly whether proximity to the gates would somehow change he and Jak, warp them into
ungpeskable horrorstike the ghouls. Uncomfortable with the thought, he dismissed it asusdess
speculation. He reached into his pocket and felt the comforting touch of the felt mask.

I'm aready changed, he admitted to himself. He was finding comfort in agod. Only timewould tell if he
also had been warped.

Doors dotted the hallway as they moved. The gates had warped someinto saggy dabs of wood with the
consstency of candle wax, while others seemed normal. Where the doors stood closed and solid, Gale
left them closed. Where gjar, he kicked them open and stalked into the room, blade ready. Alwaysthe
rooms beyond stood empty but for the occasiond gate, broken furnishings, torn paintings, and of course,
the smdl. They moved forward, cautioudy dert.

Jak's hand suddenly closed over Gaeswrist and pulled him to a stop. " There's something behind us,” the
little man whispered. "'l canfed it."

Gaedidn't fed it, but Jak's words caused the hairs on his nape to rise. He nodded and set the glow
wand on thefloor. "Well wait for it here," he whispered into Jak's ear. It could only be the shadow
demon. He had cleared the previous rooms to make sure that no ghouls could attack from behind.

Thelittle man nodded and both took positions along opposite sdes of thewall. Gale held the enchanted
long sword in atwo-handed grip. Jak held his short sword and dagger in trembling hands. They stood
just outside the blue light of the glow wand and peered back into the darkness, ready, waiting. Gale's
heart thudded in time to the unholy pulses of the gates.

Nothing happened. They stood there for twenty heartbests, still nothing.
Trickster'stoes, Cale. | felt something.”

Galedidn't doubt it He felt sure that the shadow demon was lurking somewhere nearby. Evenif he hod
wounded it back at the gate, he certainly hadn't killed it. He picked up the glow wand. "We keep
moving. Stay close, and keep your eyes and ears aert behind.”

Jak nodded agreement. Gale saw that in his dagger hand, the little man held both blade and holy symboal.
Caefought off the urge to draw forth the felt mask from his pocket.

| don't have aholy symbol, heinwardly averred. Cde didn't know if he believed himself.

They trekked on. Ahead, the hall branched into a T-shaped intersection. Moving forward in aready
crouch, wary for an ambush, Caeturned right. [lluminated by the glow wand, the door to themain
dairwel cameinto view.

"There" he said over his shoulder, and pointed with his blade at the door. Jak mouthed the words, Let's
doit, and they stalked ahead.



After assuring himsdlf that it wasn't warped, Gale kndt at the door and listened. Though he heard nothing,
he did not assume the landing beyond unoccupied. He hadn't heard the ghouls outside the armory, either,
and had nearly died asaresult. He turned to face Jak. Thelittle man was staring into the darkness behind
them, dert. Cale snapped hisfingersto get his attention, and signaed in hand cant, Ready yourself.

Jak turned toward the door and moved in close behind Cale. When he fdlt ready, he gave Cale anod.

Cae dowly turned the handle, dick. He shared a glance with Jak then jerked the door opeaand jumped
back, enchanted blade before him.

There was nothing there. Only the upper landing of the sairs.

Hedidn't dlow himsdf the luxury of arelieved sgh. He knew that from this point onward, there would be
no rest. Yrsllar must know that they were in the guildhouse. Since the demon hadn't set up an ambush
here, Calefigured he had marshaled hisforcesin the basement.

"Get'sugly from now on," he said to Jak.

"It's been ugly since the day we met," Jak joked, and gave him afriendly shovein the shoulder. "Why
change now?"

Cde couldn't bring himself to smile. "Thefirst flight descends ten feet or S0, leadsto asecond landing,
then to asecond flight of stairs." He paused, then added, " Those go down about another fifteen feet and
open into the basement.”

Jak's face remained emotionless. "You lead."

Pacing hisright hand on theiron banigter, Cale started down the narrow stone stairway. The smell of
rancid meat and rotting corpses wafted up from the depths of the guildhouse as though from the bowels
of the Abyss. Cde seded himself and walked on, prodding each stair with his blade before putting his
full weight upon it. He rounded the first curvein the stairway and stopped cold.

Before him, the stairs shimmered in the light of the glow wand like shalow water in moonlight. Each dull
pulse of the gates sent adistortion wave rippling ong them. Below, the entire landing had been
transformed into agate, ahole that led to nothingness. Legping over it would beimpossible,

"I>ammit," Gate muttered.
"Dark," Jak echoed.

He turned around to face Jak. "We can turn around, go out of the guildhouse, and try to come back in
through the sewers." He paused for amoment, then added, "Or we can climb around it."

At that, the little man's expression fdll-Jak had apparently had enough of climbing around gates-but he
ralied himsdlf quickly. "Weclimb," he said. "WeVe cometoo far to turn back now. Besides, the sewer
entrance could be blocked too."

Heturned away from Gale and tapped aong thewall with his short sword. "Wall seems unaffected this
time, if not the floor. It'sagood tiling too, because | don't have another spell to help me get across.
Seemsthe Lady isHill with us™

Gd e nodded absently and studied the walsfor himsdlf. Like everything in the guildhouse, they had been
built sturdy and sound, but without regard for cosmetics. Their rough, unfinished, and unwarped surface
provided plenty of handholds. The redl problem, however, wasnt the absence or presence of handholds,



it wasthat he and Jak would have to dide not just sdeways dong the wall, but sdeways and down, a
difficult maneuver under the best of circumstances. Thankfully, the ceiling provided plenty of clearance.
They wouldn't have to climb with the gate mere inches below their feet.

We can do this, he thought, and believed it.
Jak had dready sheathed his blades. Gale did the same.
"Same ddeor different?' asked thelittle man.

Gde conddered. Evenif they did follow each other dong the same side of thewall, they wouldn't be able
to help one ancther if ether ran into difficulty. "Different,” he said. "'If only one Side provesimpassable,
we don't both want to have to double back. Thisway, when

"Itp oae of us gets across safely, he can throw arope to the other to help him across.”

Jak gave anod, turned, and started to fedl the wal for handholds. Gale stuck the glow wand in his belt
and did the same. He quickly found alikely route.

With asoft grunt, he began to climb. Behind him across the stairwell, he could hear Jak's bregthing as he
struggled to move his hands and feet over the stone. Gale ascended five or six feet vertically.

"You al right?" he asked Jak. He had to contort his neck so that he could turn far enough around to see
thelittle man.

Jak had climbed to about the same height as Gale. His short arms and legs stuck out at al anglesashe
gripped the available protrusions. I'm dl right,” he said. ™Y ou?"

"Fine," Gaereplied. Bracing himsdf with hisfeet and left hand, he reached out Sdewisefor agrip. After
finding one, he shifted hisweight and probed the wall with hisright foot for another step. He found one
and did afoot or two sdewise. . We can do this, he mentdlly reiterated. . Gale was bresthing hard now.
Sweat poured down his back, trickled down his brow and pooled in his eyebrows. Behind him, Jak's
bresthing had aso grown loud and raspy. With his short limbs and fingers, Jak would find the climb even
moredifficult than Gale.

But hell makeit, Gale affirmed hopefully. He called over his shotdder, "How'sit going?'

"It'd be going better if you'd stop distracting me," Jak retorted. Gale could hear the smilein thelittle man's
voice.

Gale smiled and continued the dow sidewise climb. For the next few minutes, he focused only on the
wall, hisweight, and his next movement. Reach, fed for aprotrusion, grip, extend hisleg, plant histoe,
ddicatdy shift hisweight. He made steady progress.

From the sounds of his breathing, Cae could tdll that Jak lagged a bit behind him. Shorter % half, the
little man could not move as quickly as Cale acrossthe wall. Nevertheless, Jak made steady progress.

Hallway across, Cae spared a glance dawn between hisfeet at the gate. Emptiness opened beneath him.
He seemed not to be climbing awall only four feet above the surface of the stairs, but instead clinging to
adliff facethet overlooked afdl into infinity.

Dizsdness sent his head redling. Gasping, he snapped his head up, clenched his eyes closed, pressed his
cheek into the cool stone of thewall, and held on to let the dizziness pass. Jak must have heard his
distress,



"You dl right, Cae?' the Uttfe man asked, concernin hisvoice. "Gae?'

I'mal right," he managed at last, eyes il closed. "Jugt alittledizzy." Hefdt likethewal he hung on was
spinning. "Just don't look down."

Jak chuckled, alaugh that gave way to a grunt as he climbed ancther step. "Dark, Cale, that's the first
ru-"

The hairs on Gale's neck rose and awave of cold like anicy wind sent shudders through his body. An
otherworldly moan of hate rose from within the gateto fill the stairwell. Though he could not turn to seeit,
he knew the shadow demon had burst from the void like ablack arrow shot. He could fed itsevil
presence behind him, could fed its unearthly cold radiating into hisflesh, could fed its maice-filled,
yellow eyes burning holesinto his back. He and Jak were helpless on the wall. They were dead men.

"Calel" Jak shouted, "Watch out!" Cale could hear theterror in the little man's voice. Theshhk of adrawn
blade sounded. Jak had somehow drawn aweapon.

Cde gtruggled to fight off the dizziness. Hang on, Jak, he thought urgently. Hang on.
"Cdd Dark, Cde" i

Despite the dizziness, the fear in Jak's voice pulled his head around. Careful not to look down, he opened
his eyes and looked over his shoulder. The cold from the demon hit hisface like agust of Hammer wind.
The creature hovered gracefully over the center of the gate, facing Jek. Its great wings-which beat only
rardy-stuck out behind it and hung in the air so close to Cae that he could dmost reach out and touch
them. Though it seemed composed of nothingness, the nothingness somehow had substance. Cale could
see the deek muscles that rippled beneath its skin, vicious claws at the end of itslong, graceful arms.
Streamers of darkness, empty ribbons of shadow, floated about its being like ablack mist.

The little man had drawn his short sword and hung precarioudly by his feet and one hand. Looking over
his shoulder with wide green eyes, he tried to wave the blade defensively to keep the demon at bay. The
pathetic effort did nothing to deter the dark horror. It flitted back and forth around the little man, outside
the reach of the blade. Playfully, it threstened again and again with its claws. Cae could sense its hunger
building asit whetted its appetite on Jak'sfear.

Cale could not dear his damn head!

"Cale" Jak cried. He frantically waved tfie short sword as the demon feinted an attack. The swing
unbalanced him and his hold dipped. Desperately, he twisted back to the wall and tried to save himself
with his blade hand. The short sword clanged into the stone, fell from hisfingers as he clutched thewall,
and dropped into the oblivion of the gate.

Dark," Cdeheard Jak mutter into thewall.

The demon hissed in triumph, an otherworldly sound that Cae felt more than heard, a shriek of pure hate
that sounded as though it had originated from deep within the earth.

Jak dung to thewadll, helplessand trembling. "Gale, help,” he cried.

It tore Gale up ingde to do nothing, but if he moved, hewould surely lose hisbaance and fdl into the
gate.

With Jak defenseless and terrified, Gale sensed the demon's hunger rise until it reached a crescendo, felt
itsdesireto feed radiate in papable waves fromitsbeing.



Jak, desperate now, reached into his pocket and searched for hisholy symbol-whether for comfort or for
spellcasting, Gale could not tell. Thelittle man released one hand from the wall and twisted his head so
that he could see the demon. The black horror reared back with one of its claws, dowly, teasingly,
prolonging the inevitable. Jak's eyes |ooked past it and met Gal€'s.

can't go like the Soargyls, Erevis" he announced. "1 cant.”

With those words, he let go hishold on thewall. Staring at Gae the while, hefell soundlesdy into the
emptiness of the gate and vanished into the void.

"No!" Gae shouted, and nearly legped in after him. "No! Jak!" The dizziness gave way-before awave of
grief and anger. "No, godsdammit!"

With its meal now gone the demon howled in frustration. It faced down toward the void and began to
dart into the gate after the little man but it stopped cold in mid-air, seeming suddenly to remember Gale.
Its head turned dowly upward and its baeful yellow eyes narrowed to sparks.

Gdelooked down over his shoulder and met that gaze unflinchingly. Anger fed his courage. He no longer
feared thisdemon.

"Do you remember me, you black son of awhore?" he snarled. Though he nearly fell asaresult, hefreed
one- of his handsto awkwardly draw hislong sword. "I'm the one that cut you before, remember?1’

" Itseyeswidened and it cocked its head thoughtfully.

*Tfou do remember, don't you?' He waved the enchanted blade in chalenge, tried to find away to plant
hisfeet so that he could somehow fight, somehow avenge Jak. He redlized immediately thet it was
impossible. Hisgazefdl to the void below him to the emptinessthat had swallowed his best friend.

A voicein hismind screamed accusations. Jak was only here because of me. He was only here because
of me!

Though thelittle man'sfinal glance had held no blame, Gale couldn't help but berate himsalf. Once again
his salfishness had led someone he loved to be harmed. First Thazienne and now Jak.

All because of me...

The demon drifted nearer, amere armdength away. Gale ignored the cold thet rediated from it. Hisrage
lent him warmth, his sdf-loathing insulated him and made the demon's malice for him seem paltry by
comparison. He sensed its hungry anticipation but gave it no terror to feed upon. It flapped its wings once
and screamed hate into hisface.

He stared back into its malicefilled yellow eyes and made the only decision he could. He had to go after
Jak. Thelittle man had always stood with him, come what may. Gate could not desert him now, not if
there was any chance he dill lived.

"But firgt you, you bastard,” he angrily muttered.

The demon hovered directly behind him. 1t flitted .about him and tried to make him afraid. Gale no longer
felt fear, only hate. Hate for what had happened to hisfriend Jak.

Without another thought, he summoned his strength and legped backwards off the wall. Spinning around
in mid-air, he dexteroudy reversed his grip on the long sword and held it before him in atwo-fisted grip,
aunicorn horn of enchanted sted!.



Startled, the demon's eyes flashed with surprise. Gale sensed it hiss. Lightning quick, it lashed out with a
claw. Cdedidn't know if it hit him. He flew into the demon and lashed out with aterrible strength fueled
by rage. Even ashe Y d| toward the void, he drove the enchanted iron between the demon's eyes and
pierced its head. Thelong sword bit deep into the demon's shadowstuff. Black mist exploded from the
wound. Its scream resounded in Gal€'s ears like the cries of daughtered cattle. He kept hisgrip onthe
long sword's hilt as he plummeted toward the gate. The enchanted iron split the demon from head to
groin, thetenson similar to cutting abed sheet in twain. A cloud of shadowstuff exploded around Gale,
the stench overwhelming. The demon's scream of agony sounded loud in his ears-a degth scream for
certain.

Hefdt satisfaction for only afraction of a heartbeat before he and the remains of the demon fdll into the
gate. When he hit the surface, he felt abrief tenson followed by sudden give, as though he had jumped
through the skin of one of Brilla's day-old soups. A charge raced through his body and hefdt like he was
swimming in syrup. A weight pressed againgt his chest. He gasped for breath but his congtricted throat
could draw in only the reeking stink of the dead demon's shadowstuff. His body went numb and he

passed out.
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CHAPTERTEN
SOMETHINO FROM NOTHING

Jak regained consciousness. Apart from the soft rush of an uncomfortably warm wind, Jak heard only
dlence. Helay on his back and remained perfectly till, afraid to move* afraid, to dispd theillusion that
hewas till ah've.

Sill dive? How can that be? he wondered;

He had expected to awaken in whatever happy afterlife awaited servants of the Trickster. Brandobariss
teachings were frustrat-ingly, and Jak suspected, deliberately, vague on this point-but he knew from the
achesin his body that he was till composed of flesh and bone, not spirit.

Surprising, he thought. He knew the gates in the guildhouse to be voids, empty pitsin redity that ate
away a hishome plane like pools of acid. He had assumed that flesh-and-blood beings could not
withstand contact with them, and had figured physical degth in the gate a better fate than the deeth of his
soul at the hands of the shadow demon. But he hadn't died, and here he was.

Wherever here was.

He dared not open his eyes, at least not yet. He knew from the smell in the air and the coarse earth
beneath his body that here had to be some demonic wasteland of the sort he had heard of in adventurers
tales. Hewas not yet ready to face that.

Hetook menta stock of hisbody and redlized with alarm that breathing came only with difficulty. His
muscles, hisbody, and hisvery soul fdt dulled, like aonce-colorful painting faded by time and sunlight to
drabness. His brain felt duggish, histhoughts thick and muddy. A side effect of passing through the gete,
he assumed. Y et hewas dive! Hishand fumbled ineptly for the luckstone at hiswaist.

TheLady dill favorsus, Cale-

His happiness at finding himslf dive vanished. Jak had |eft Cae back in the guildhouse, left him aone
with the shadow demon helpless on the wall, | eft him aone to feed the demon with his soul.



I'm sorry, Erevis, he thought, and tearstrickled out from under his closed eydlids. | couldn't dielikethe
Soargyls. | couldn't be drained by the demon into dried hunks of soullessflesh. | just couldntt.

But | left Cdeto diethat way, he accused. He hadn't planned it that way, he just hadn't wanted to die
that way himsdlf. He redized now what he had done and the redlization pained him beyond measure.
Cde could not have survived on that wall.

Moretears|eaked out, ran dong his hairline, and pooled in his ears. They did nothing to quiet the
accusatory voice he heard in hishead. He didn't try to fight the grief and the guilt. He couldn't fight it. He
had abandoned his best friend to an ugly death.

I'm sorry, Erevis.

He had known Cale for over ten years, and had never met aman more loyal to hisfriends, or more
fearlessin the face of danger. Cde had lived for so long on the fine line that separated life from degth that
he walked it with the practiced ease of afestival acrobat on atightrope. Jak had loved him like a brother
and abandoned him like a coward.

I'm sorry, my friend.

Helay till and let the tearsflow until the pangs of guilt began to dull. He had to get up, totry tofind a
way back. If their situations had been reversed, Cale would have carried on. Jak would, too. He would
take up Gae's cause ashisown. Yrsllar had one more death to account for.

Heforced hisduggish lungsto draw in adeep breath. The acrid air left afoul grit on histongue that
tasted sulfurous and smoky. He cleared histhroat to fight off afit of coughing. Reedy, he sat up with a
dight grunt and snapped his eyes open.

| should've kept them closed, heimmediately reprimanded himself.

As he had suspected and feared, awasteland of coarse gray ash surrounded himin dl directions. It rolled
in dunesin the ceasaless breeze like sand in agreat desert. Jagged dabs of basalt as sharp as spear tips
occasiondly jutted through the ash, tombstones in agraveyard that extended for infinity. No plants and
no life. A wasteland of emptiness. There was no sgn anywhere of the gate he had traveled through. The
trip here was one-way. He was trapped.

I'min the Abyss, hethought. Yrdllar's home plane. The redlization hit him hard and made him week.

Helooked skyward to see an unbroken blanket of soot-colored clouds aslifeless and gray as the sea of
ash under hisfeet. Occasiondly, flashes of sickly blue-the color of ghoul flesh-backlit the sky. Rather
than enlivening the sky, the sudden, silent bursts of color served only to accent the drab desolation of the
gloom.

Low on the horizon hung agigantic vortex of swirling nothingness. A maelstrom that was amirror image
of the gatesin the guildhouse but magnified in size athousandfold. Streaks of ochre and viridian mixed
with the-gray and churned toward the empty center of oblivion. No sun or moon hung in the date sky.
Jak felt certain that this hellish relm had never seen thelight of asun, that it tood forever illumined in
only perpetud twilight. He clambered to his feet and brushed astray hair out of hiseyes. When he did, he
saw- "What inthe..."

Wisps of white vapor steamed from his exposed skin like smoke from alegf fire. Dumbfounded for a
moment, he merely stared. Contrary to the direction of the wind, the vapor rose from his flesh and floated
inexorably toward the vortex in the sky as though drawn by alodestone. Then the redization dawned on



him. My soul isdipping away.

Small wonder hefdt so torpid. The negetive energy of the maelstrom would eat hislifejust assurely as
the demonsthat dwelled here. Thankfully, he had prepared for something smilar back at Brillas place.

Hurriedly, he pulled forth his holy symbol. The green tourmaline in the eagle'staon looked so dull asto
appear nearly black. He began to incant the syllablesto aspell that would protect him from negative
energy. He had memorized the spdll severa timesto protect himsdf and Cale when they fought the
demon, but he thought it would work equaly well againgt the pull of the magl strom.

Y

He began to cast, but stumbled over the incantation. His voice sounded strangely muted. The unnatural
gloom and ash-laden air strangled his voice the moment he made a sound.

Jak'slife-force leaked through his skin. He felt himsalf grow weaker with each heartbest.

He cleared histhroat and began again, louder thistime. The vigor in hisvoice warred with the torpidity of
theair. With gresat effort he forced out each magic-pregnant word, moved his holy symboal through the
gray air to trace the appropriate sigils. His lungs heaved and sweat beaded his brow but he stubbornly
plodded on.

At lagt he finished, and when he did, agolden glow took shape around him and sheathed his entire body.
It crackled and popped energetically asits positive power held the negative energy of thevoid at bay.

"Interesting,” he observed, and held his arms before him for examination. Now protected by the goMen
auraof the spell, the white vapor no longer seeped from his pores. His flesh had lost its gray pallor and
returned to normd. Equaly important, he felt himsalf again. His mind and body once more moved with
their habitua deftness. Aslong as his protective spdll stayed in effect he would be safe from the draining
effects of the energy maglstrom.

But how long will it last? he wondered nervoudy. The spell was supposed to protect him from creatures
that used negative energy in asingle concentrated attack, not from the persistent, dow-draining negative
energy of an entire plane. He couldn't know for certain, but from the way the golden aurasizzled, hedid
not think the spell would last long. He could cast it again, of course, but sooner or later, he would run out
of protection.

"Unless| can find away out of here." Within the protective aura, hisvoice again sounded norma. He
alowed himsdf asmile and enjoyed hissmadl victory over animpossibly grim Situation.

[l take them where | can get them, he thought, and ran histhumb over his holy symboal. Y ou got anything
to say? he thought to the Trickter.

"l didn't think so," he muttered irritably. "Haveto rely on Lady Luck then." He tapped the agate
luck-stone at his belt and scanned the landscapein al directions. Partially buried in the ash nearby, he
spotted the short sword he had dropped through the gate back in the guildhouse. Smiling, he hurried
over, picked it up, and sheathed it at his belt. Lady Luck had granted him another boon. It heartened
him.

"There hasto be another gate," he softly chanted. There hasto be."

Other than his blade, al around he saw nothing but wasteland. Only the jagged black points of basdt that
jutted from the ash broke the infinite expanse of gray. Nothing that |ooked like agate. Nothing that
looked like anything.



His good spirits began to fail him and despair began to thresten. He was aone, had never been more
aone, and he could see no way to get out. The maglstrom hung threateningly in the soot sky like the
mouth of abeadt, twigting, churning, ready to grind hislifeinto oblivion, waiting for his spell to expire o it
could feed.

Tears began to well but he blinked them away. He struggled to quiet the hopeless voice in his head that
told him to curl up in the dirt and accept death. By al the gods, he would not surrender!

"Tothe pits of the Nine Hdllswith giving up," he said doud, as much to sted hisresolve asanything. He
clutched the luckstonein hisfigt like atalisman of hope. "Anything more from you, Lady?'

Nothing.
He nodded, swallowed his despair, and began to walk. The direction didn't matter.

Oneway isas good as another, he thought. He had to find a gate back to his plane soon. Otherwise, his
soul would feed the beast.

He hadn't taken five steps before an explosive surge of energy from behind blew him facefirgt into the
ground and made his ears ring. Clouds of ash whipped around him like a sandstorm.

Spitting thefilth of the void from his mouth, Jak shielded his eyes from the ondaught of ash and looked
over hisshoulder. A sudden sound like tearing cloth broke the stillness. From apoint six feet inthe air
above where Jak had been standing, the empty air split open. A hole the size of adoor formed. Colors
poured through.

The gate! hismind registered. He scrambled to hisfeet and ran for it. Before he could reach it, however,
two bodies el through therift and hit the earth in an explosion of ash. Ingtantly, the gate collapsed in on
itself and vanished with a soft pop. -v =* |

"No!"..4. -, --.- - - Ve -

Gde gtared up into asky the color of date. Helay on his back unmoving. The earth beneath him felt
coarse, like the sands of the desert kingdom of Cal-

Where am |1? he wondered.

Hetried to move but hislimbsfelt like lead, too heavy to lift. His mind seemed muddled. He must have
hit hishead. A light mist steamed from hisface, like that of alathered steed in winter.

Am| sweating?
His mind was fuzzy. He remembered jumping from awall and stabbing a shadow-

A digant voice pulled a him. "Gae! Cael" Hetried tolift his head but couldn't. The voice remained
indgent. "ErevisCde"

Suddenly, aform bent over him and ared-whiskered face took shape above. Jak! Hetried to smitea
greeting but his mouth didn't work.

"Dark," the little man oathed. He gripped Cale rudely by the face and looked with concern into his eyes.

Cdetried to say, I'm dl right, but only managed to say, "Amgahh.” His damned mouth didn't work right!
What waswrong with him?



Piece yoursdlf together, he ordered, but that seemed easier thought than done.

"Hang on, Cae," said Jak, and let hishead fdl back to the soft ground. Thelittle man pulled out his holy
symbol and moved it over Caée'sbody while mouthing a series of magica syllables. Abruptly, Jak
jumped back in shock.

"HQN'"

A golden light took shape before Ca€e's eyes. He came back to himself dmost immediately. Hismind
cleared and his body felt lighter. He had killed the demon and falen through the gate.

He sat up. Jak rushed forward and embraced him, nearly knocking him back down.

"Cae" thelittle man happily exclamed. "Dark, but I'm glad to see you." A sparkling golden glow
surrounded the little man and crackled like sizzling mest. Cale, as pleased to see Jak as Jak wasto see
him," returned hisembrace.

"I'm glad to see you to*, my friend." He disengaged himsdlf and stood. Only then did he recognize that he
too was sheathed in agolden aura.

"What isthis?"' he asked Jak, and indicated the's' 1 11.
aura. While he watched, it sparked and sizzled like abonfirein theraia

"Ifaaprotective spdl," Jak replied. "Without it, this place would kill you. The whole plane drains souls,
just like the shadow demon.”

Caenodded. "That was quick thinking, little man, thanks" >

Jak gazed at him solemnly *1 didn't cast it, Cale, | started to but didn't finish." He paused a heartbest
before adding, "'Y ou must've cast it." His green eyes went to Gate's right hand.

Gate's gaze followed Jek's. Therein hishand, he unknowingly held tire felt mask.

His stomach went topsy-turvy. His knees turned so wesk he nearly fell down. Cast aspell? He couldn't!
He had made no commitment to Mask, had he? He looked to Jak, astonished.~

"I don't know how to cast spdlls.”;, IW™

He sounded unconvincing even to himsd & flec& fctY know how, but he o intuitively knew that

Boasehow he had. Or that the Shadowlord had cast it for him. In the end, he wasn't sure if the difference
WAS ofanyssg™ nificance, and that thought niade him wry uncomfortable. He would not surrender himself
to agod. Hewas his own man. Defeating Yrsillar was histask. Histask aone...-ee";.-v:. ¢'se A 's: o see_e

Jak stepped forward and placed asmall, commiserating hand on his shoulder. "Mask wants you badly,
Erevis. Y ou must bevhis GhampienIt% the calk™

Angry and frightened, Gale stuffed the felt mask back into his pocket. He couldn't quite bring himself to
discard it, though the temptation was strong.

"Fedslesslikeacall and morelike an order." He clenched hisfists and looked up into the churning
maelstrom of nothingness that dominated the sky. "He's saved metwice, Jak. Oncein the shrine and
once now. But | won't bow down to him out of some sense of obligation. Y ou understand?”



Jak smiled softly. "1 do understand,” hereplied. "I do. But in the end it's not about obligation. Y ou'll come
toredizetha. Jud... giveit sometune.”

Cdelowered hisgaze from the soot sky. 1 fed tike I'm changing despite mysdlf; Jak-" Hefdl silent when
his eyesfell on the grotesque body that lay in the ash nearby. He swallowed down hisgorge. Twisted and
malformed, the flesh of the thin, winged carcass |ooked the bluish-gray color of something long. dead.
Long, wiry amsended in aset of terrible, sted-gray claws aslong asknife blades. A thinditinthe
hairlessovd of its head marked a mouth, and its round, milky eyes stared vacantly into the gray sky. A
deep, bloodless gash-the wound from Gal€'s enchanted long sword-split the corpse nearly in two, from
itsova faceto the center of itstorso. Bloodless entrails hung from the hole like aship'srigging.

"The shadow demon," Cderedized.

Jak gave agtart and stared at the corpse in amazement. He poked it with histoe. It didn't move. "You
killed it. Back on our plane?'

Cafe nodded grimly. "As| fell through the gate. It didn't look tike this, though. Didn't fed tike flesh,
ather." Heknet and retrieved his enchanted long sword, which lay beside the corpse®

Jak studied the macabre corpse and stroked his whiskers thoughtfully. "Thisis how its body must appear
onthisplane. Or at least how it chooses to appear on this plane.” He shook his head in bewilderment.
"Something from nothing. The shadow form must be how its kind manifests on our plane." He poked it
again with hisboot "Dark, but itsuglier tikethis."

Cdegaveahard amile. "Itis," he softly agreed. "L ooks better dead, though.”

Jak giggled at that, but when hislaughter died away he turned serious. His eyes found the ground and he
kicked hisboot in the ash.

"Cale, back at the guildhouse... | fedl bad about..." hetrailed off, took a deep breath, and started again.
"| thought we were dead, Cale. | mean, | wasn't trying to abandon you, | just-"

Cae knew what Jak intended to say. He stopped him with an upraised hand and araised voice. "Dark,
Jak, | know why you did it." He gave the tittle man areassuring pat on the shoulder. Cae knew full well
that Jak, of al people, would never abandon him, at least not out of fear. Cale would not have thelittle

man fedling guilty for doing something that most any man would have done. Cae knew too well the way
guilt burdened aman's soul.

"I'd have done the same thing,” he said, and meant it "1 thought we were dead too. | get Jucky*

Jak looked up and gave him a grateful, sheepish nod. "But we aren't,” he said with asmile, "Dead, |
mean." ;|

"No, wearen't” Cate looked*uwoa& toettothe <i first time the desolation that sunwunded them. On dl
4fj Sdes, awagteland of gray extended for asfar as he J could seein the gloom. A whirlpool of
emptinesshung | inthe gray sky just over the horizontine. A giant gate,'t heredlized. ! *

"Whereinthe Nine Hdlsarewe?"

"Not the Nine Hells," Jak replied matter-of-factly. "The Abyss. At least | think." He nodded at the
demon's corpse. "Thisisits home plane. Yrsllar'shome planetoo, | assume.”

Hearing Yrsllar's name sent awave of anger through Cae. He quelled it and tried to absorb what the
littleman had said:



He knew of the Abyss only through adventurers stories. Stories which always portrayed it as a chaotic
place teeming with demons and alive with unspeakable horrors. This place, on the other hand, seemed
utterly deed.

Jak pulled out hisivory-bowled pipe and chewed its end, though he didn't light it.

"Thisisn't what | would've expected,” Cde said after amoment. "Where are dl the demons? The
tortured soulswrithing in agony? Surely Yrsillar and thisthing," he pointed with his blade a the demon's
corpse, "can't be the only creaturesthat live here?!

Jak shruggeTi thoughtfully. "Maybethey are. The Abyssis made up of lots of different planesand thisis
an unusua one. The energy here seemsto drain away lifetheingant it appears. Most everything that
travels here would be dead in minutes, even most demons." He nodded at the shadow demon's corpse.
"Cregtureslike that can obvioudy live here, or like Yrsllar. Certain kinds of undead too, | suppose.
Those kinds of creaturesdon't livelike you and | live. They unlive. Wed be dead long sinceif not for the
protective spells.”

Calewinced, once more reminded of Mask's seeming beneficence, once more reminded of thecall. The
felt mask in his pocket weighed like astone.

Only when and if I'm ready, he thought to the Shadowlord. Stop pushing.

"Can we get out of here?'

Jak took his pipe from his mouth and regarded Cal e with raised eyebrows. 1 dont know."
Cale appreciated the frankness. The gate?'

Jak eyed the empty air above Cale ahead. "That's where it materiaized, but it must be one-way only. It
doesn't even appear on this Side unless someone is passing through from the other sde.” Seeing Cale's
frown, he added, "Maybe there's another one somewhereelse.”

Maybe. Frustration and anger rosein Cae like ared tide. That they could have come so far only to diein
this damnable extra-planar desert enraged him. Hewould not et Yrsllar win, he could not. Not after
what had been done to Thazienne and Stonnwegther. The demon would pay, by Mask.

By Mask? He gave adight start, surprised at himsdlf.
"Youdl right?" Jak asked.

Cdetook adeep bresth, quelled hisfrusiration and his surprise. Anger would not get them out of here.
"I'madl right," hereplied.

Jak nodded, pulled his pipe from between histeeth, and placed it back in hisbelt pouch. "Cae, whatever
we're going to do, we've got to do it soon. | don't think our protective spells are going to last very long.
At least minewont."

Cdeignored theimplication in Jak's last satement. "L et's get moving then,” he said. "Weve got to find a
way back to the guildhouse-"

Without warning, the "arth buckled and roiled like the storm-tossed whitecaps of Selgaunt Bay. Cae's
vision blurred. The world spua*Otee 18" S*pe dissolved into agray haze. Unbaanced, his ssomach
churned and his knees buckled. He struggled to stay upright. He felt himself streanuag forw"Ed™MURgh
space, out of control. The blurry landscape whipped past, a continuous sheet of indistinguishable gray.



Hefelt surethat a any moment he would be dammed into the Side of abasalt dab and pulverized. He
tried to speak but histongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.

"JeedllIKK!"

Asthough through a howling wind, he heard Jak's poorly articulated reply. "Caaed Uc!" Thelittle man
wasdill with him.

He couldn't turn his head to look at Jak, could hardly keep hisfeet under him.
Without warning, the sensation of motion ceased.

Cale bent over double from the abrupt stop, gasping, but managed to keep hisfeet by catching himsdlf
with apam on the ground. Beside him, Jak stumbled willy-nilly across the planked floor and dammed
againg the wall. He recovered himsdf quickly and looked around, wide-eyed and gasping. Only then did
their location hit Cale.

Plooraval?
Floor and wall indeed. He looked around in dishdief. -What in the Hells?'
"Burn me," Jak oathed.

They stood in the guildhouse. Or at least, they stood in something that looked very much like the
guildhouse. Planked floors, rough-hewn stone walls and stairsleading down to abasement. Thewhole
building was composed of the drab, gray color of the void, as though the guildhouse had been remade
with the stuff of the Abyss. Redling, Cale struggled to comprehend what had happened. He turned circles
and gawked.

"Dark," Jak breathed. "What happened?’
Cale placed his hands on his hips and shook his head, dumbfounded. "I don't know. Where are we, Jak?
"How should | kn-"

Jak's abrupt stop pulled Cale around in alarm. He turned to see Jak's eyes glued to the demon's corpse
on the floor. The same demon's corpse. Relative to Cale and Jak, the twisted body lay exactly where it
had been previous to the motion.

"HCN\[-"
Jak waved Cde dlent, eyes till on the demon. "Let methink aminute.”

Caewatched hisface and waited, and wondered. How did the demon's corpse move with us? What
was going on?

,(oo

So far as he could tell, the abyssal guildhouse seemed an exact copy of thered guildhouse. To be safe,
he drew hislong sword and kept his eyes on the stairway above and below.

"Gods, Cde" Jak said. "l don't think we've moved!™

Cdeturned around to face him. "What?'



"We haven't moved,” Jak said again, nodding. "I'm certain of it."

Cdedidn't get it. They had been in adesert, and now they were in the guildhouse-of course they had
moved.

"How can we not have moved?| fdt usmove."
"That wasn't motion," Jak replied. "It was... redlity changing.”

Involuntarily, Caé's eyesfell to the demon's corpse- exactly the same distance and direction from him as
it had been before. He pulled hiswaterskin from hisbelt and had agulp, glad now that he had thought to
bring water. "What do you mean?' He offered the skin to Jak but the little man declined.

"Thisplaneisnothingness, Cae," Jak explained. "Literaly, nothingness. The gray wasteland from
before-that was me. | expected the Abyss to be awasteland and it was. The plane shaped itsdf to my
expectations. Or my expectations shaped the plane. Y ou see? Just before the guildhouse appeared-"

Cale nodded in sudden understanding. "'l said, "weve got to get to the guildhouse.™ He looked over at
Jak, gl not quite believing. "Y ou're saying that | made this, then?

"You madeit,” Jak affirmed with anod. ™Y our desire madeit. Y our expectations, your will, whatever.
Y oumadeit."

Cdetried to make sense of that. Hismind rebelled, but he dowly got hisintellectual hands around the
idea

Intheend, it really didn't matter whether they had physicaly moved or had themsdalves moved redlity.
Herethey were, and they still needed to find agate back, fast. The golden auras still sparked and sizzled,
at war with the energy of the void. There was no telling how long they would last.

"So what now?" Jak asked. He reached for his pipe out of habit but stopped himself before reaching the
drawstring on his pouch.

After amoment, Gale made the only decision he could. "Let'smove," he announced.
"Whereto?' Jak asked.

"To the basement,” Gale said grimly. "Just like we had planned before. Let's seeif anyonéshomein this
guildhouse™

Gdeled asthey warily descended the Stairs, blades held ready before them. Silence reigned-the silence
of the dead. Their breathing, sharp and tense, sounded to Gale as loud as a scream. The stairs evidenced
no warping on thisside of redity. Like the gates, the warping seemed to be only oneway. He kept his
back pressed to the inner wall as he spiraled down the stairs.

Aswith everything on this plane, adim light with no gpparent source illuminated the interior of the abyssal
guildhouse. Through the gray, Gale could see clearly for only a short span, beyond he could only make
out blurred shapes and movement.

"Light spell?* Jak whispered from behind him.

"No," Gde softly replied over hisshoulder. If there were anything a home here, alight spell would only
draw its attention. Gripping his enchanted long sword in a sweaty hand, he advanced. Ahead and below,
the



* Paul SKcmn archway that opened onto the long hallway hi the basement beckoned.

He turned to Jak and spoke in a hushed whisper. "That archway opens onto the main hall. The shrineis
to theleft. To theright, the hal endswith the soreroom. I'm thinking left.”

"Left," Jak agreed with anod. "But remember Gale, you'relooking for agate back to our plane, not the
demon.”

Without reply, Gale briskly turned to go-if he saw Yrsllar, heintended to put the bastard down-but Jak
grabbed him by the arm and pulled him around.

"Ligten, Gdle, godsdammit,” the little man whispered sharply. "Demons are stronger on their own planes.
We don't want to face Yrsllar here. We don't Burn me, but we don't want to face anything here. We
need to get back to our own planefirgt;"

Gde gtared expressonlesdy into the little man's eyes. Again he made no reply. He could make no
promises. If an opportunity to fight Yrsillar presented itself- here or back on their plane-he would not
passit up, not unless it meant putting Jak in unnecessary dange.

Seeaing hisexpression, the little man gpparently understood hisresolve. He released Gaesarm. "I'm with
you ether way, though,” he said withasigh.

Galetried to reassure him. "1 want to find away back too, little man. | also want Yrsillar dead. 11l try not
to let the one get in the way of the other.”

Jak seemed to accept that. "I want him dead too, Gale." He hesitated a moment before adding, "'If wekill
him on hisown plane, he's dead forever."

"What do you mean?"

"1 mean that if wekill him on our plane, we only kill his manifestation there. That doesn't redlly kill him. It
just prevents .him from returning to our plane for acentury or so. But if wekill him here..."

"Wekill him for red and forever," Gdefinished.

Jak nodded. "But it's harder, Gale, much harder. Like | said, he'd be more powerful here, not as easy as
that shadow demon you killed before going through the gate.”

Gdeleaned againgt the wall while he digested the information. It probably did not matter much. He had
no reason to think that Yrsillar moved back and forth between this plane and their home plane. This
guild-house was probably empty. They had to find agate back. « ; .

"What will agate back look like?"
Jak shook hishead. "I don't know for sure. But | think well know it when we seeit”

Gate gave anod, and with that, they descended the rest of the stairway. When they reached the archway
to the main hall, Gale stopped short and peeked around the corner. Jak squirmed between his body and

thewall and did the same. Their smultaneousintake of breath was as sharp as ablade, but neither could

look away.

Aswould have been the case withlhe main hdlway in thered guildhouse, the hdlway here stretched | eft
to the shrine and right to the storeroom. Doors dotted the walls, some open, but most were closed. No
garbage littered the floor here, and the smooth, unwarped floor was bare except for some twenty or so



indiginct gray forms.

Postioned at intervals aong the halway, they crouched low to the ground as though hiding behind
something Gale couldn't see. If not for their occasional movement, he would have thought them an
illuson, atrick of hiseyesin thetwilight. Bat they did move, and they wereredl.

Composed of swirling gray vapor, Gale could distinguish no facid fegtures, could barely make out the
rudiments of aman-sized bipeda form. The beings

A f ¢ vV—- waited in absolute silence. Though Gale and Jak stared in amazement, the beings showed no
sgnsof having seen them.

Abruptly one stood and loped back down the hall toward another pair that flanked the shrine doors.
It loped.

Gate recognized the movement. His eyes narrowed.
Jak must have sensed his sudden tension, for he asked in awhisper, "What are they?

Afraid one of the creatures would hear, Gale grabbed Jak by the collar and ducked back behind the
archway.

"Ghouls," Gaereplied in awhisper. He held his blade ready and kept his ears attuned for the sounds of
the approaching pack.

Rather than fear, Jak looked a him with afurrowed brow. "Ghouls? Those aren't ghouls." He peeked
iwwk around the corner. Gale did too.

"Wait until onemoves," Gdesad.There"-

One of thefigures rose andosssed the halL Though indistinct and vaporous, Gale couldn't mistake itslow
crouch, hunched back, and loping stride. Neither did Jak. The little man gave a start and both again
retreated into the archway.

"Trickgter'stoes,” Jaksoftly oathed.
"What kind of ghouls are those?* Gale hissed. "What is going on here?!

Jak looked as dumbfounded as Gale. "L et methink," he replied softly, and stroked hiswhiskers. "Let me
think."

While Jak considered, Gale looked into the hall and kept his eyes on the misty forms of the ghouls. He
did a headcount, twenty-six, adl of them crouching low, al of them trying to hidein plain sight. Gale began
to work through the rudiments of an attack. Though he could not distinguish features, he felt certain that
some of the ghostly ghoulslooked right at him. Y et none moved to attack. Their unnatural silence sent a
chill up his spine. He ducked back. There was nothing to do but to attack head-on.

"It'slike they're waiting to ambush us," he said to Jak, and readied himsdf for acharge.

Gae had anticipated an ambush in the guildhouse basement-in the red guildhouse basement-but he hadn't
expected so many ghouls. Between the battle at Stormwesther and Gal€e's necklace of missiles, Gae
figured over thirty aready had been killed. The Night Knives had numbered no more than forty men all
told. Yrsllar must have transformed more Selgauntansinto ghouls than just the Night Knives. He
shuddered to think of what might have happened at Storm-wesather if the attack had succeeded, if he had



not driven off the shadow demon.
They arewaiting for us," Jak suddenly exclaimed, and sngpped hisfingers.

"Quiet," Gae hissed, and looked in darm around the corner. Except for an occasiond shift of position,
the ghouls hadn't moved.

They can't hear us," Jak said doud. "And they can't see useither.”

Before Gae could stop him, the little man stepped brazenly out into the halway. Cursing, Gale legped out
beside him, blade ready for the swarming pack.

The ghouls showed no sign of noticing anything amiss. Though Gale and Jak stood in plain Sight, they
continued to crouch and wait.

With one eye gill on the misty ghouls, Gale looked to the little man.

They're like the shadow demon, Gale, but in reverse. Thisvapor shapeistheir manifestation on this
plane. Like the shadowy form of the demon isits manifestation on our plane." He stated it asthough it
were obvious, but Cab's confusion must have shown on hisface.

"Thetransformation from man to ghoul must result in some sort of dual existence, part of them here, close
to the Abyss, but most of them-their corporeal form- on our plane.” Jak tapped his chin and went on,
"But they aren't powerful like ademon, are they? No, they have adua existence, but must not have a
dua consciousness. They can't seeinto this plane, which meansthat they can't see us." He looked up,
amiling. "Gale, this guildhouse must correspond to the real guildhouse. Back on our plane, these ghouls
arewaiting for usin the red basement, but they can't see us herein this basement.” His hand went from
his chin to the luckstone at hisbelt and he smiled broadly. "Mask isn't the only one with ustonight, Erevis.
The Lady's decided to come along aswell."

Gde couldn't argue. He looked around at the ghouls crouching, lurking, ignorant of their presence mere
feet away. Thelittle man'stheory fit the facts. Gale could picture the ghouls fleshy formsback on
then-plane with their sinking, rotted skin, filthy claws, and vicious fangs. He redlized that the ghouls
crouched like this because they were hiding in the real basement, behind toppled chairs and debris that
didnt manifest in the abyssa guildhouse.

They couldn't see or hear him, but he could see them. He had only one question.
"Canwekill them?'
Jak's pleased expression grew more serious at the thought of killing. "1 don't know."

Gde advanced afew steps down the halway, vengeance for Stormweather on hismind. "Only one way
tofind out.”

Jak grabbed him around the wrigt. "Wait, Gale."
Gae stopped, looked into hisfriend's green eyes.

The little man looked uncertain. His gaze looked past Cde to the misty ghouls. "Erevis. How can we do
this?| can't fight acreature that can't defend itsdlf.”

Cale placed ahand on Jak's shoulder, "They're evil, Jak. Well do it quick and clean.”
Jak till looked unsure so Cde gave him adight shake, knelt down, and looked hard into hiseyes. "l



know they were men once, Jak. But what they wen doesn't matter now, only what they are. They're evil,
andwehavetodoit.”

Jak looked feck at the ghouls, then at Cale. He gave adow nod.
Cale patted him on the shoulder and rose. "Y ou wait here, little man. Leavethisto me."

With that, he waked past Jak and into the hal. The ghouls did nothing as he closed, meredly waited in an
ambush that would never occur. After amoment, Jak fell into step beside him, short sword and dagger
bared.

"l sad I'mwith you, Cde."

Cale gave ahard nod and together they advanced on the nearest ghoul. Still no sign of alarm: Cale stood
over the crouching creature with enchanted blade held high. It looked right at where he stood, unseeing,
ignorant of thethrest.

Gritting histeeth, Cae cut through its throat with a powerful forward dash. He needn't have swung so
hard. Thefed of the blow reminded him of the way it had felt to wound the shadow demon back on their
home plane, dight resistance, then sudden give. Like dashing apudding.

No flood of purple spilled to the floor, and no scream of pain resounded in the hal. The ghostly ghoul
clutched itsthroat, writhed silently on the ground, and suddenly disappeared. Cale wondered if back in
the real guildhouse, purple blood had pooled about the nearly beheaded corpse of aghoul.

Must have, he thought, because the hallway erupted into motion.

Misty ghoulslurched from their hiding places and charged to the point where the body would lay. There
they stopped, confused. Seeking an unseen foe, they turned about and clawed at the air. So many
surrounded Cae and Jak that they seemed engulfed in the morning fog that rolled off the Elzhimmer
River-located off the far shore of Sdgaunt Bay-most autumn mornings.

Cale gave Jak areassuring glance, then the two friends set to work.

Grim-faced, Jak ran one through with his enchanted short sword. It buckled, clutched its gut, collapsed
to the floor, and disappeared. He stabbed another one through the face with his dagger, to no effect.

"The dagger won't bite," he announced, unnecessarily loud in the otherwise silent hdlway. "Only magica
weaponswill work." He sheathed the dagger and gripped the short sword with both hands.

* Mercilessy, Cae diced the head from aghoul, then another, then another.

Confused and faling dead without explanation, the pack milled about in the hal. They jJumped at one
another, clawed and bit at the empty air. In the chaos, individua creatures became difficult to distinguish.
Cdenow saw only aswirling fog. He knew the hallway back on their home plane must be awashin
purple Mood, gray bodies, snarls, and guildhouse debris. Here, there was only silence.

v diced indiscriminately at the mist and killed ghoul within reach. Unable to defend themsdlves, unable
even to see their attackers, the ghouls died one after another. Without mercy or remorse, Cale

; them down. He felt no guilt, only grim satisfaction, ghoulsthat had attacked Stormwegther, had preyed
on the defensel ess, had cut down men armed with dinner utensils and women armed only with screams.
They deserved what they got.



For Stormwesther, he thought with each dash, for Thazienne.
The survivors swirled around him, confused, close to panic. He raised his blade high-

A sudden redization hit him like abolt of lightning. He stopped in mid-stroke and looked beside him to
Jak. "Yrsllar doesn't know were here” he said, certain. "He thinkswere il in the red guildhouse.”

"What?' With his short sword, the little man ran through the gfcoul Cale had spared. 1t collapsed,
writhed, and dissipated into nothingness. "How do you know that?"

Caetook no timeto explain. The panicked ghouls started to mill down the hall toward the shrine. "Don't
let any get awvay!"

He ran down the hal and ripped one of them in two with an overhand dash. The misty body split neatly
down the middle and dissolved into nothingness. He cut down another, and another. Jak legped into their
midst and did the same. None escaped.

Afterward, he and Jak took in the spotless halway, their unbloodied clothes. Back on their own plane,
the hallway must be littered with carnage. He and Jak had administered adaughter and yet remained
clean. Hefound that thought unsettling.

"YraDar must not know we're here. He knows his ghouls are vulnerable to attack from this plane. If he
had known we were here, he would have been waiting for us himsdlf, not alowed his ghoulsto be
daughtered thisway."

Jak winced at his choice of words. Pretending not to notice, Cale waved his blade around the hall to
indicate theimplied carnage. "' They

* Paul S. Kemp werewaiting to ambush usin the real guildhouse. They didn't have any ideawe were
here. Neither does Yrsllar."

Thoughtful, Jak scratched his head and findly nodded agreement. "Makes sense. Welve only been herea
quarter-hour or so. That's not very long. He must not yet have learned that we passed through the gate
and survived, much less stumbled onto the planar correspondence.”

Breathing hard, flush with their success and eager for more, Gale nodded, "We need to find away back
home quickly. He's vulnerable now. We killed the shadow demon and wekilled the ghouls. Yraillar will
haveto face usadone." Cae felt confident about the result of that confrontation.

"Agreed,” J&k said, rallying himsdlf. "Wefind away back and hand that bastard hisguts." Thelittle man
shot Cdeagrim smile, but his confidence gave way to nervousness when he eyeballed the golden aura
that protected him from the Abyss. "Let's move fast, though. | don't know how much longer thisspell is

goingtolag.”

Cadehdd out hisarms and checked his own protective spell. The golden light seemed to have faded
somewhat, and the soft sparks and pops sounded less frequently than before. If the unrelenting energy of
this plane fully drained their splls, he and Jak were dead.

His hand went to Ms pocket, and he ran hisfingertips over the felt mask. Just awhile longer, he hoped,
just awhilelonger.

"Let'smove." Cae strode for the closed shrine doors. The shrine to Mask seemed the center of this
whole affair. The worship hall of the Righteous Man, the place Cae had first encountered Yrsllar, the
home of the god for whom Cale seemed called as a Champion.



Shadow's Witness ¢
It was as likely aplace as any for a gate back home.

Before they reached the doors, the telltale ripping sound of sundered redlity stopped them cold. Without
words, they fell into awary crouch. Back to back, Cale watched the shrine doors while Jak watched the
hall behind them.

A thinred line appeared in die air three paces before Cae, abloody dash that hung unsupported five feet
up in the nothingness of the Abysssair. A gate.

"There" Cde. said excitedly.

Jak turned and stood beside him. Both watched as the glowing line expanded to the sze of asmall
window. Colors! Colors poured from the hole like awaterfall and overwhelmed the drab gray of the
Abyss. The colors of their own plane. The colors of home. Cale had never seen anything so beautiful.

"That'sagate back!" Jak exclaimed.
"I know!"

"They must open and close randomly,” Jak said,'as both stepped toward it. Becauseit sat so high inthe
air, Cde knew he would have to lift Jak through and then jump-

A shadow blotted out the cascade of hues. A head appeared in the midst of the gate and moved toward
them, corrupting the colorswith its emptiness. Nause-atingly, the scene called to Gales mind agiant
womb giving birth to ahorror. Involuntarily, he and Jak stepped back. The head of a shadow demon
crowned. Asit did, the shadowstuff solidified into abluish-gray ova of flesh, featureless but for two
malicefilled, milky-white eyes and adit that might have been amouth. Two powerfully clawed hands
appeared to either side and gripped the edges of the gate as though to rip open the birth cand fully.

A shadow demon, Caeredized, another shadow demon.

* |t saw them, and the baeful ook inits pupilless eyes pierced Cae like adtiletto. The milky-while orbs
narrowed to ditsand it hissed through the dash of its mouth-the first actua sound Cale had ever heard
one of the crestures make.

" Another shadow demon," Jak said, and sounded tired. "Gods." Cale could hear the fear in hisfriend's
voice. Thelittle man began to ease backward.

The demon eyed them evilly, hissed again, and began to squirm through the opening. Itstwisted,
swinged form took shape and fully eclipsed the rainbow colors of home pouring through the gate.

"Feed onyou,” it whispered through the lipless hole in itsface. Itsvoice grated like fingernails on date.
"Eat your soul. Feed onyou as | fed on the others.” It was through the gate up to the shoulders. A wave
of supernatura fear went beforeit.

The others. Was this the demon that had attacked Stormweather, and not the other that Cale had aready
killed? Remembering the daughter in the feasthdl, recalling Thazienne€'s wounded spirit that might never
heal, Gale's anger flared white-hot and chased away hisfear.

It doesn't matter which one did it, he thought. For that sin, they would al pay. 11l wipe out every
gods-damned one of them. He had aready killed one, and he could damn well kill another. He would kill



another. Without another thought, he charged. "Feed on thisl™ he shouted, and raised his enchanted
sword high to strike.

With only haf of itsbody clear of the narrow gate, the demon raised its claws defensively, hissed in
alam, and lurched backward. With dl his anger, Cale dashed downward into the creature's shoulder and
chest. Thelong sword struck with asatisfying thunk and went a bandwidth deep, opening abloodless,
mesty gash in the demon's gray flesh. The demon screamed and writhed in pain. Though in the throes of
agony, it nevertheless swiped aretaliatory daw rake toward Gale.

Gde dodged a heartbest too late. The claw struck him dong the arm. Golden light exploded in his eyes,
knocked him backward astep, and nearly blinded him. The demon shrieked louder still and jerked back
its clawed hand, now blackened by contact with the protective spell. Gale* stood unscathed, body and
soul, by the attack, though the protective aurathat surrounded him had dimmed to a soft yellow.

"Gde, the gatel" Jak ydled from behind.

Screaming in pain, the demon pulled itsdlf fully back into the gate. Asit retreated, itsflesh grew
increasingly opaque, its body grew smaller as though the gate was atunnd over abowshot long. One of
its claws-the unwounded one, Gale noticed-till clutched the edge of the shrinking portal. The demon's
arm seemed to stretch for miles, half shadow, haf blue flesh. The gate shrank as the demon shrank,
diminished with each heartbegat. The demon was pulling the gate closed behindiit.

Desperate, Gale dashed crosswise at the demon's exposed hand. The enchanted blade bit through the
demonic flesh and severed two long, daw-tipped fingers. They fell to the floor of the abyssa guildhouse
and for a nausesting moment squirmed and flopped like thick worms. Gale sensed in his soul rather than
heard with his ears the demon shriek as it released the edge of the gate and retreated farther within. Its
screams grew more and more distant until they finally tapered off to nothingness and it vanished from
sght. The portal stayed open, albeit smaler now, and the demon was gone.

Alive with the colors of home, the swirling gate hung in the drab air. Only aswide asaman'sforearm,
Gderedlized that he and Jak would have to go through one a atime. He turned to the little man-

Jak's wide-eyed gaze went from the demon'sfingers to Gale's face. Trickster's hairy toes, Gae! You're
not afraid of anything!”

Gdeignored the compliment and indicated the gate. "Y ou firgt," he said. "1l lift you through.” Jak began
to protest, but C"ue cut him off. "1l beright behind you, little man. | can make the jump up by mysdf.
You can't." Helooked into Jak's eyes. "This could be our only chance out of here. Y ou saw, the demons
open and close the gates themsalves. It's not arandom event. We need to go now."

After amoment's consderation, Jak nodded and stepped beside him. "All right. Let'sdo it.”

Gde gripped him under the armpits and lifted him hafway toward the gate. In one hand Jak held his short
sword, with the other he clutched hisluckstone.

"Wait, Gde, Yrsllar must know we're here now. What if he and the other shadow demon are waiting on
the other sde?!

"Then wekill them right there," Gale grimly averred. "Don't worry. HI beright behind you." Intruth, Gae
hoped the demons were waiting for them. He would wel come the chance to put an end to this.

"All right* Jak said, but didn't sound convinced. Gale lifted the little man toward the portal home. Jak led
with hissword.



Before he got Jak fully into the gate, asudden pressure assaulted his eardrums, like the thickening of the
air that occurred before a heavy storm. The sensation affected his equilibrium and he nearly lost his
balance.

"Gae?' Thetip of Jak's blade dready stuck through the gate.

"| fed it," Gae acknowledged with agrimace..

"Put me down. Hurry," Jak ordered.

Nodding, Gale st the little man down and tried to get his bearings.

A charge ran through hisbody. The hair of hisarmsrose and stood on end. His breath left him. A wave
of nauseawashed over him and he retched.

"Gde..." ..
Abruptly and without warning, the sensation vanished.
Jak bent over and held his ssomach. His breath came hard. "What wasthat?' he asked.

"Don't know," Gaereplied. Intuitively though, he did know. Another gate had been opened, opened by
something more powerful than the shadow demon.

Hefelt apresence manifest. A palpable wave of malice radiated out from behind the closed shrine doors.
Hate rained down on him like adeet sorm.

"Gal-" The sheer power of the presence lurking behind the shrine doors choked off Jak'swords.
Breathing hard, the little man turned to face the shrine. Gale placed ahand on Jak's shoulder and did the
same. The doors began to pulse like a heart.

"YrsUar," Gae hissed through gritted teeth. The demon's hate seemed so substantia asto be aphysical
thing, the only physical thing on this plane of emptiness. Gale answered the demon's hate with arage
equally substantial. Here was the cause. Vengeance was at hand. He took a step toward the doors.

Jak clutched his hand, pulled him to astop, and fairly jumped into hisarms. "Lift methrough, Gae" he
sad urgently. "Lift methrough!™

Eyes on the pulsing doors of the shrine, Gale made no response. Anger consumed him. He felt no fear.
Yrsllar waswaiting for him.

Jak gripped Gaes hand in both of hisown, "Erevid

Gdel Dammit, you can't fight him here. He's strongest here.” Jak shook hisarm asthough to bring him to
his senses. "L et's go through the gate and fight him on our own plane. Erevis Don't."

"You go, littleman," he said, and lifted Jak toward the gate. Gale wanted to fight Yrslllar here.

"What? Waitvwait." Jek squirmed in his grip like afish. Gale turned thelittle man around so they could
look into each other's eyes. Gal€'s resolve must have been evident from his expression, for Jak's protests
fdl glent. Thelittle man visbly wilted.

"Why, Gae?" he softly asked.

"Becausewhen | kill him here, he's dead for good.” Nothing less could satisfy him now.



Jak said nothing for amoment, merely hung in the air between Gale and the gate home.
"Put medown," hesaid at last.
"Y ou don't need to-"

"Put me down, godsdammit,” Jak ordered. "Thisis our fight, Gale, not just yours. Those bastards hurt me
t00." Jak looked at him meaningfully. Fear had given way to resolve, or resgnation. "1 said I'm with you
and | am. Put me down."

Gdedid. Both drew blades and turned to the pulsing doors of the shrine.
"He'swaiting for us," Jak observed. "Hethinksit'll make usmore afraid.”
Gadle sarted for the doors.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CONFRONTATION

V>ad e strode boldly for the pulsing double doors. The wooden dabs beet faster as he neared, asthough
in anticipation of histouch. Prom behind the doors he heard only silence, but he could fed Yrsillar's
brooding presence. The demon was waiting.

Besde him, Jak's breathing camein fearful gasps.
"Easy," he said, and reached down-to-pat Jak on the shoulder.

The hpHHNg nodded, struggled to get himsalf under control. "I'm dl right,” he said, though his breathing
dill came hard.

Cale saw that Jak had sheathed his dagger. He now held hismagical short sword in one hand and his
holy symboal in the other.

Frightened, the little man had fallen bade on his god for strength. Jak had sheathed awegpon of stedl to
draw aweapon of faith. Gale envied him.

Thefdt mask in his pocket brought him small comfort. Perhaps someday faith could be awegpon for
him, but for today he would rely only on his stedl.

Standing before the doors, he took a breath and kicked them in.

The moment the doors flew open, awave of terror blew from the shrine like ablack wind. Gae'sthroat
congtricted and fear threatened to overwhadm him. With gresat effort of will, he fought down the
supernatura terror and stood hisground. It's not redl, hetold himsdlf, it'sonly magic.

Beside him, Jak let out asoft moan.
"Itsmagicd, Jak," Gale said, and shook him by the shoulder. "Resist it."

"I know," Jak replied through bared teeth. He clutched hisholy symboal in hisfist so tightly that it must
have cut into his pam. Gae saw blood squeezing from between Jak's white knuckles, but the little man
held hisground.

"Wl provide you no amusement, Y rsllarP Gale shouted into the gloomy shrine.



"Damnright,” Jak echoed with as much bravado as he could mugter.
No response came from within.
They shared a solemn glance and walked through the open doors.

The shrine here looked much the same as the actua shrine back on their home plane. They saw rows of
pewsthat led up to araised daisand an dtar.

From the opposite side of the room, Trailer's voice boomed, the deep bass of distant thunder. "Y ou've
grown some since last we met, Champion.”" Hisvoice dropped so that each syllable dripped with enough
malice to make Gae wince. "Some, but not enough.”

Gale scanned the room toward the dtar. He saw nothing but shadows and darkness.
"There," Jak softly said, and pointed to the left of the altar.

The shadows and gloom suddenly unfolded, vomited forth thetitanic form of Yrsllar. Gaesbreath
caught in histhroat.

The demon lord looked mgestic. Where the lesser shadow demons had been lean and wiry, Yrsllar was
amountain of bluish-gray flesh. Powerfully muscled, the demon lord's mammoth chest and rippling torso
sat squarely atop apair of tree-trunk-sized legs. He towered over Gale. Naked, but seemingly sexless, a
nauseating spiderweb of purple veins pulsed visbly beneath the hairless, leathery skin of hisbody, each
best keeping time with the pulsing of the shrine doors, each beat no doubt keeping time with the pulsing
of the gates back in the rea guildhouae.

Overlong, powerful arms ended in bony, three-fingered hands, each digit capped with ablack claw as
long as Gale's hand. Membranous wings sprouted from his back and spanned the room. He stood il as
adtatue, anightmare carved of stone. The voids of his eye sockets, each aslarge as a Sembian fivettar,
dared holesinto Gale's soul.

From the darkness around him emerged the shadow demon that Gale had wounded earlier, aminiature
verson of itsmadter flitting about Yrsllar like amoth flitting about aflame.

Silently, mgedticaly, Yrsllar stepped to the dtar and regarded them coldly.
"Not enough,” he said again. From behind the demon lord's shoulder, the shadow demon hissed.

Thisisjust how Yrsllar choosesto gppear to us,” Jak whispered through the side of hismouth. To
heighten our fear, but he's made of nothingness, Gale, nothingness. Remember that."

Gale nodded grimly, his eyes on the demons. "We give him nothing,” hewhispered in reply.
"Damnright," Jak said, and sounded as though he meant it.

They stepped forward into the main aide, blades ready, and walked halfway to the raised daisand dtar.
Yrsllar regarded them in unconcerned slence, hate embodied. Gale fdlt the demon lord's hunger for them
asan itching between his shoulders. Heignored it and spat on the floor in defiance.

At that, the shadow demon hissed, pawed at the air, and flitted about in agitation. Yrsillar said nothing,
did nothing, smply stood before them and let their fear build.”

Silent seconds passed. They seemed an eternity. Though his heart pounded, Gale braved the buzzard of
hate and held unflinchingly Yrsllar'sbaeful gaze. He refused to bow to hisfear.



The stress became too much for Jak, however, and he began to lose composure. His breathing sounded
like abedlows and he shifted anxioudy from foot to foot.

"Dark," he oathed under his breath, "Dark and empty."

Gale placed ahand on Jak's shoulder and shouted at Yrsillar. "You'll get no fear to feed on from us,
ecthain." Defiantly, he held forth his enchanted blade. At that, Y rsllar's wings beat once-and he began to
laugh in abooming, mocking chuckle.

"Once more you face me, Champion of Mask, and once more | smell the fear you try to hide. Y ou stink
of terror." He shifted hisgaze to Jak. "Asdo you."

Thelittle man let out an darmed peep. "Trickster'stoes,” he muttered like achant, "Trickster'shairy
toes."

Gdegrabbed afigful of thelittle man's cloak and gave him asingle shake. "We give him nothing,”" he
hissed. "He wants you to be frightened. Give him nothing."

At that, Jak started to rally. He did astep closer to Gale so that his shoulder bumped Gale'sthigh. The
touch apparently gave him strength.

"We give him nothing," Jek softly agreed, and his voice sounded steady. Shaking only dightly, he returned
Yrsllar's stare. The shadow demon hissed inrage. Yrsllar beat his great wingsin anger and |ooked
sharply a Gae. His mocking tone turned deeper, heavy with hate and dripping with hunger.

"Il savor your soul, ErevisGae. As| will that of the other Champion.”

Jak's breath caught at that, but Yrsillar did not so much as glance at the little man. "Both of you will live
out therest of your livesin pain. | will hold your soulsin thrall, feasting at my leisure. He stepped from
behind the dtar and down the dai's, graceful despite his size. Muscle rippled with every move he made.

Asthough by prearranged plan, the shadow demon darted like an arrow for the celling.
"I will force you to watch impotently as| swallow the souls of the onesyou love.™

Gdethought of Thazienne defiled by this creasture and his rage doubled. Guilt, self-loathing, and hate for
Yrsillar fueled his anger. He gripped the enchanted long sword, with both hands, knuckles white with
anger.

"Leavehimto me" he said to Jak through gritted teeth. ™Y ou keegp an eye on that thing," heindicated the
shadow demon, "and watch my back.”

Jak nodded once, vigoroudy. "WEell watch your back," he replied, and held up hisholy symbol ina
bloody hand. His gaze went to Gale's pocket and he added meaningfully, "Y ou're not alone, Cale.
Remember that. If you accept the cdll, yon are his Champion.”

Cae nodded and gripped his shoulder. Jak smiled and looked up to watch the shadow demon.
If you accept thecdl...
Tentatively, Cae reached for his pocket, for the symbol of Mask, but stopped halfway.

| won't do it thisway, he thought to the Shadowlord. Staring deeth in the face, most everyone turned to
the gods. Cale had never conscioudly acted out of fear. To turn to Mask now would be to surrender too
much of himself. Hewouldnt.



Y ou make thefirst concession, he thought to Mask.
He received no reply, no stroke of divine lightning.
Unsurprised, Cale looked down the aide and regarded the demon lord.

Yrsllar stood at the end of the center aide, near the base of the dais. Briefly, Cde wondered what
happened to the body of the Righteous Man while Yrsillar manifested here. Was he in stasis? Dissipated?
Nothing? He didn't know, and had no time to consider the matter further.

He stared into the voids of the demon's eyes and held his gaze. Yrsllar said nothing but the veins benegth
hislegthery skin began to pulse faster. Hiswingsfluttered intermittently, filling the room with gusts of fetid
wind. He hdd the dit of his mouth partly open, a haf-moon carved in the face of anightmare. Hisclaws
glistened despite the gloom. Cae sensed his hunger, sensed his growing anticipation.

Caletook a step toward him-

Inexplicably, Thamalon's words suddenly rang in Cal€e's brain-Unbridled aggression can sometimesbe an
enemy-but he pushed it aside. Unbridled aggresson wasall he had.

Snarling, he gripped the hilt of his blade in both hands and strode toward the monster that had murdered
SO many.

*(n)-+(0)* +(c)* *(0)* *(0)

The gray-skinned shadow demon eyed Jak evilly asit flitted about the ceiling rafters. Willing to take his
eyefromit for only amoment, Jak spared aquick glance over his shoulder to shout encouragement to his
friend.

"Cdel Remember that you're not done! Mask iswith you if you ask!" Cae showed no sign of having
heard him.

Jak looked back just in time to see the demon streaking down for him.

"Dark!" He dived to the side and used the back of apew for cover. The shadow demon's claws
screeched across the wood and tore his cloak, but did not .reach flesh. Heregained hisfeet in an instant.
The demon had dready darted back into the air. It hovered near the ceiling, willing to wait for another

opportunity.

"Feeeeed,” it hissed a him.

Cdesfury propdled him forward. Fedling nothing but hate, he walked resolutely toward Yrsillar. He felt
gpart from himsdf, numb, as though he were watching the scene unfold from above. With each row of

pewsthat he passed, hisanger increased. Yrsllar's veins pulsed fagter, his claws opening and closing in
reflexive anticipation.

Undeterred, Cal€'s hate demanded that he advance. Hiswalk turned to arun, hisrunto acharge. Yrsllar
crouched on his powerful legsand held his claws out wide.

As Cde closed the last few gtrides, he held his blade high and shouted years of pent-up rageinto the
rafters, sent alifetime of salf-loathing careening into the nothingness of the Abyss. Yrsllar answered with
aterribleroar so full of maicethat it would have blown Caeto hisknees but for hisforward momentum.

Only then, in that find moment, did it occur to Cae that Mask had long ago made the first concession,



had made two, in fact-the darkness back in the red shrine, and the-golden aurathat protected him now.

Too late, he realized, as he bent against the demon lord'sroar like a man in asnowstorm. He would have
to stand or fal on hisown.

Yrdllar made no moveto retreat, he merely crouched and held his claws at the ready, a giant predator
awaiting its prey. His veins bulged beneath his skin, tracks of livid, sickening purple.

Caelunged forward and swung his blade toward Yrsillar's chest in avicious upward are, the stroke so
powerful that it cut through the air with awhistle.

Asfast asahunting cat, the huge demon bounded back a step and hopped atop the dais. Cale pursued,
reversed his stroke, and chopped downward. Impossibly fast, Yrsillar jerked back. Gal€'slong sword
rang parking off the dtar block.

Little more than agray blur, a claw streaked for Gale€sthroat. Using the atar as cover, he dropped
beneath the blow and dashed upward with hislong sword. The blade cut aswath through empty air.
Yrsllar'sarm had arced before Cale ever got hisblade into position. He jumped back to hisfeet, held the
long sword before him like a pike and lunged over the dtar for the demon lord's chest.

Yrsillar swooped up and under with one of his claws. Caught in mid-lunge, Gales momentum prevented
adodge. Golden light flashed brightly ashis

protective spell flared out of existence. The power of the spell seared Yrsillar's flesh but the demon lord
did not recoil. Cae whiffed the meaty odor of charred skin. The powerful, dagger-length dawstore
through Gale's cloak and split hislesther armor from abdomen to throat. A shallow gash opened aong
his entire torso. The blow stunned him. Warm blood coursed from the wound. Without the protective
gpell, his soul began to seep from his body/Unable to defend himself, he reded on the dtar, anironic
offering to Mask awaiting the sacrificid knife.

Yrsllar roared, baled his hand, and drove hisfist into Gale's chest.
The blow crashed down on Cale with the force of amaul.

Cde careened backward off the dtar awl flew through the air, armsflailing. Only the remnant of his
enchanted leather armor kept hisribs from shattering.

He crashed four rows deep among the pews and collapsed in an awkward heagp of bones and wood. His
sword flew from his grasp and clattered away.

Battered and gasping for breath, he knew then that he was a dead man. He had failed Thazienne, had
faled Mask, had failled himsdf. Yrsllar would finish him before he drew another breath.

The shadow demon swooped for Jak. Ready, and still clutching his holy symbal, Jek spat the magical
wordsto aspél, "/rareluxos," and pointed at the diving demon.

Ingtantly, aglaring light flared in the demon's eyes, turned the milky-white orbsinto glowing opas.
Blinded in the middle of its headlong descent, it clawed wildly at itsface and tried to pull up.

Nimbly leaping pews, Jak dived to the sde as the enraged cresture crashed to the floor and sent pews
flying. Still hissing in anger, it climbed to its feet and flailed about with its dawsin amad effort to locate
him.

Teed onyou," it hissed, enraged. "Feed."



It swept wide arcswith its daws. Jak scrambled over and under the pewsto avoid itsreach, but it
pressed him relentlesdy. His spell would last for hours, but he would run out of room to run long before
thet.

The shadow* demon sniffed at the air asit lashed about, tike avile hound searching for the scent trail.
Jak knew that despiteits blindnessit could somehow sense him. He had been invisible in the Soargyl
bedroom and still one had sniffed him out. He kept moving, dodging over and under pews.

It stayed on him, ways one step behind, but never giving him time to plan a course of action. Jak could
senseitshunger for him. It hissed and beat itswingsin angry frustration. Purple veins pulsed benesth
leathery skin. Itsrancid-meat smell made Jak want to gag, but he dared not make a sound. He hid behind
apew, gasping, mind racing, and tried to think.

He dared not closeto attack, even from the rear. An inadvertent strike by one of the enraged demon's
clawswould dispd his protective aura. He could cast the same spell again, of course, but that would take
time. Timethat he wouldn't haveif he were in hand-to-hand combat with the demon. If he went too long
without the protective spdll, the plane would kill him.

"Feed. Feeeed."
It dosed on him He readied himself and pulled two of histhrowing daggersfree.

Might aswdll seeif plain stedl can hurt it in thisform, he thought. He touched each blade to his
luck-stone, raised hisarm, threw, and darted away.

When the demon erupted in a pained squedl, Jak smiled. Thank you, Lady, he thought to Tymora. The
blades had struck home,

Feed on that, wretch, he thought with agrin.
Teeed on you, little creature. Feeeed.”

Leaping behind another pew, Jak placed his holy symbal in his belt pouch and jerked another dagger free
of its sheath. Pumped full of adrendine, and focused only on the demon, he suddenly felt no fear. The
redlization changed him. He had been frightened only moments before and he remembered being utterly
terrified back at the Soargylsthe last time he had faced one of these crestures.

I'm getting more like Gale every da-

Abruptly, the demon's hissing ceased and gave way to a series of softly muttered words. Jak didn't
recognize the language, but he recognized the intonation and cadence of spdlcasting.

By the gods, spells?
He peeked over the pew.

The opa escent glow had vanished from the demon's eyes. The creature had dispelled Jak's cantrip, and
now it could see him. Its milky white eyesingtantly discovered him.

It stalked forward, wings beating.
"Dark," Jak oathed.

He rose from behind the pew, dagger and short sword ready. The demon's hunger hit him tike a bitter
wind, but he vowed not to givein to fear, vowed to give this demonic bastard the fight of itslife. Thelast



time he had faced one of these creatures, held frozen up, humiliated himsdlf by wetting his pants.
"Not thistime" he promised himsdif.
"Comeon," he said through fritted teeth, and beckoned it forward with his bWe* -

At that moment, avictorious roar from the front of the shrine jerked his head around. He watched as
Yrsllar swiped adaw through Gale's midsection, followed by a crushing blow to the chest that sent his
Mend flailing through toe air to crash among the front rowsof pews®

"Cder

The shadow demon took advantage of Jak's |apse and leaped forward, quick as an adder to strike the
little man.

Though the strength behind the daw nearly knocked the blade from Hisfist, Jak managed a parry with his
dagger, A second claw rake followed. Jak |egped backward out of range then immediately lunged
forward with his short sword. He was too dow. The demon backed off in a crouch and hissed, its claws
weaving hypnoticaly through the arr.

Jak saw his death in those daws. The demon wastoo fast, and when it hit him, his protective aurawould
flare out-

"Burn me," hesaid, anideadawning.

The demon's touch would probably dispel the aura, but in the processits energy would hurt the cregture,
the origind intent behind Jak's spell.

The beginnings of a plan took shape in his mind, a desperate gambit He would probably die, but if he did,
he hoped to take the demon with

Gderighted himself and scrambled to al fours, expecting Yrsllar to thunder toward him at any moment.
Hislungs ached and his head throbbed. Dazed, he crawled for his sword. When he dosed hisfist over
the hilt, he saw the white vapor of his soul bleeding from the skin on his hand. It billowed bade toward
the dtar, back toward Yrsillar. Already he was beginning to fed the effect it had on him. He was growing
weaker by the instant. In minutes he would be dead. He lifted hisincreasingly heavy head and looked out
over tue pew.

Surprisingly, Yrsllar remained on the dais. The voids of his eyesfocused on Gale and he began to laugh.
Gae quailed before that terrible _ sound and ducked back behind the pew, breathing hard.

"| can taste your despair, ErevisGde," Yrdllar said. "Only now, at tine very last, do you redlize your
fely."

Summoning his courage, Gale again looked over the top of the pew. Yrsllar made no move to come
finish thefight. Instead, he seemed content to let Gale die dowly. With the protective aura dispelled, the
gray vapor of Gae'ssoul flowed into Yrsllar.

While he watched, the great demon sucked in the streams of Mslife-force. The demon's great body
shuddered in ecstasy with each mouthful. Gale wanted to vomit. He was watching his soul be devoured
piecemed.

Yrdllar laughed as he feasted. Tfour wesknessis gpparent to you now, isit not, Erevis Gae?' He
gobbled in still more. " So fares the so-called Champion of Mask. So fare any who rely on godsfor



svaion."

Or course, Gale had not relied on Mask for salvation, had not relied on Mask for anything. He did now.
Prayer came hard to him, but he quelled hispride and did it.

Lend me strength, Shadowlord, he thought. If 1'm to be your Champion, lend me strength.

His body suddenly grew less duggish. Shielded from Yrsllar by the pews and invigorated by the prayer,
he crawled adong the row until he reached the center aide.

"I will not give up" he vowed, the words hollow in the face of hisweskness. "'l will not!"
Yrsillar'slaughter mocked his resolve. The demon lord continued to devour his soul, piece by piece.

Gaeknew he had to retrieve Jak and get the Nine Hells out of here. Thelittle man had beenright all
aong-they should not have fought Yrsillar on hishome plane. They needed to get back to their own plane
fast or they would both die here.

| let my anger and pride blind me. He should have heeded Thamalon's advice-unbridled aggression had
been hisenemy. Hisfear of losing himsdf had been hisenemy.  -"

The sudden understanding brought him to reach into his pocket and pull out the felt mask. Itstouch
brought him comfort. He redlized now that espousing afaith did not mean surrendering himself; it meant
the possibility of bettering himsdf. In aflash of inspiration, he redlized that hislifelong derison of religion
hed itstrue origin not in hisfear of losing himsdlf but in his own self-hatred. He had pretended to despise
religion because he had deemed himsdlf unworthy of it. But his own standards had been too high, Mask
hed called him, and Mask knew Galesflaws.

He thought of Jak and Ansril Ammhaddan, both of them priests, and both of them flawed men, but both
good men, too. For thefirgt timein hislife, Gae redized that the one did not exclude the other-he could
be both flawed and good. With that, he took the final step toward faith.

| accept, godsdammiit, he thought to Mask. He only wished he had done so sooner. He had become
Mask's Champion only to dieat Yrdllar's hands. Theirony dmost drew asmile.

Stll, hed be damned if held die without afight. He jumped to hisfeet.
Yrsllar'slaughter immediately ceased. ™Y ou are going nowhere! ™

Gaedidn't dare turn around. He ran back toward the double doors as fast as his weakened legswould
cary him.

From the corner of hiseye, Jak saw Gale sprinting toward him. His protective spell was gone! Hetrailed
the mist of hissoul behind him like smoke from aflickering candle.

With Jak momentarily distracted, the shadow demon raised aclaw.

Jak staggered backward out of reach. Gale shouted to biiTi as he closed.
"I'm coming, little man!"<

The shadow demon turned its head toward Gale.

Seeing his opportunity, Jak charged, arms wide in an embrace. Too late, the demon tried to bound
backward. Jak crashed into it and wrapped hisIWtefirs around its leathery midsection in agreat hug.



Brilliant golden light flared blindingly bright. Asthe protective auradissipated, its energy "Epicxle*iatO the
shadow demon. The stink of charred demon flesh filled Jak's nogtrils. The creature screamed, spasmed,
and tried to pull away, but Jak held on. Absently, he noted the fedl of the creature's skin, cold and flabby,
like awineskin filled with ke water. A claw tore painfully across his back. He screamed but held on.
Another daw gripped him around the head, lifted him into the air, and flung him away like arag doll.

He grunted, hitting the ground awkwardly. Jak looked up to see the demon standing over him, its
abdomen and torso horribly burned and smoking.

Gale appeared behind it, long sword overhead. He chopped across and neatly swiped the demon's head
off Milky-white eyes widened with surprise, and the shadow demon soundlesdy collgpsed. Thick purple
liquid trickled from its neck.

llGdell
"Littleman." Gale extended a hand and helped him to hisfeet "Wereleaving.”

"Good," Jak said. When he gripped Gaesforearm, he saw their souls bleeding from both of them. Hie
gray mist rose from their skin and floated back toward the altar where Yrsllar still stood, esting. Jak felt
weskened dready, but whether from the drain or the bleeding wound in his back, he couldn't tell.

"Y ou cannot escape me," Yrsillar boomed, but remained on the dais.
Gale steered Jak for the door. "L et's move.”

Behind them, Yrsillar began to mouth the wordsto a spdll.

"Dark! I didn't know they could cast spells, Gale. | swear | didn't.”
Theyran.

Jak glanced behind them to see that adistortion had formed in the air before Yrslllar. Inavoice asloud
as thunder, the demon lord spat the final magica syllables of the spell and pointed aclawed hand at Gae
and Jak. At once the distortion spread out and took on the shape of awave, atide of pure nothingness.
Pulsing with power, it undulated toward them like a great worm. Picking up speed, it swallowed pews,
floors, and ceilings, and left only blanknessin itswake. Yrsillar and the dais sat amidst an ocean of
absolute emptiness.

Jak found the emptiness hypnoatic, the oblivion tempting.
"Y ou're going nowherel" the demon lord boomed again.
"Run!" Gale ordered, looking over his shoulder and pulling Jak dong. "Run!”

Jak ran. Trailing wisps of soul in their wake, they ran down the rest of the aide as quick asthey could,
crashed through the doors, and sped down the hallway for the gate that led back home.

Right behind them and gaining, the wave burst through the door, wall, and floor. It consumed everything
inits path. They reached the gate. Gale lifted Jak to throw him through.

~o," Jak said. "We go together or not at dl.”

The wave sped toward them. Gale didn't argue. He nodded, picked Jak up, and dung him over his back.
"Hangon."



Thewave closed in, swallowing everything. Looking into its emptiness, Jek felt dizzy. He closed hiseyes
and clutched Gale around the neck.

"Go!" he screamed. "Gol"

Gae backed up afew steps, spun on his hed, and sprinted forward. Thewall of nothingness seemed
about to engulf the colors of the gate; to swalow them in emptiness..c

"Gael" Jak was face to face with the void. Bile raced up histhroat. They wouldn't makeit!
Gdetook afind dtride and legped into the air.

Jak'sfinal shout resounded in hismind but Gale could make no reply. Hefdlt his body stretched asthin as
parchment and atingling that quickly grew painful, asthough tiny needles had been driven into his pores.
Therewaslight and color.

"Oomph!"
"Dllark!™

They toppled from the gate and collapsed to the floor in ahegp. They quickly disentangled themselves
from one another and tried to recover their bearings.

Above them, apulsing void of emptiness swirled in the air-the other sSde of the gate that they had just
traveled through. With each pulse, it pulled the hairs upright on Gales arms and heed, like atidetrying to
pull him back to sea. The pull of thevoid.

Hetook a deep breath, inhaed the acrid and coppery air of the real guildhouse. He sat up and looked
around.

Corpse after bloody corpse Uttered the hall, over twenty of them, all gutted and decapitated. They were
the ghouls he and Jak had daughtered in their vaporous forms back in the Abyss.

Jak stared at the daughter. "Dark," he said in wonder.

Looking upon the carnage, Calefdt no horror, just adistant, grim satisfaction. The ghoulswere twisted
evil creatures-irredeemabl e horrors-and he and Jak had done what they had to.

He surveyed the rest of the guildhouse, the red guildhouse-wood plank floors, piles of broken
furnishings, hesps of filth. Thewholewaslit by the familiar flickering of torches. They had made it back
dive

Hewas surprised to find his strength returning, the energy of home apparently replacing that sapped by
the Abyss. With the return of fegling came a heightening of pain-hisribs ached sharply and the gash in his
torso throbbed with every best of his heart.

The pain of being dive, he supposed. The pain of the human condition. He wel comed the sensation.
Better that than the oblivion of the void.

Revivified, if not quite whole, he looked at Jak with raised eyebrows.
II\H(?I

The little man nodded. "I fed it too. It'sreplacing the life we lost to the Abyss." After athoughtful pause,
he added, "But it can't replace the life-force consumed by Yrsillar."



Yrsllar. HEd be coming as soon as herealized that his spell had not killed them. Cae climbed to hisfest,
one hand holding his blade, one hand holding the felt mask.

"Let'sdo this," hesaid, and helped Jak to hisfeet. "Hell be coming.”
Jak nodded, pulled out his holy symbal. "First some heating. We're both wounded.”

Without waitingforareply, he chanted the wordsto aspell and laid amagicaly charged hand on Gale's
arm. Gal€'s bruised ribs instantly stopped aching and the gash in historso closed. Jak cast another on
himsalf, sedled the dash in his back and the scratches about his face and head.

"That'sit, Cale, that'sall | can do,” Jak said as he pocketed his holy symbol.
Gale nodded, held up his blade. "Well make do with only these, then.”

, Jak chuckled softly, indicated Gal€'s shredded cloak and torn leather armor. "Not exactly in the best
shape for thisthough, are we?"

"WEell bedl right," Cae reassured him. "Weve got an extraaly now," He showed Jak the felt mask he
held in hishand.

The Mttle man took in Cale's meaning, nodded knowingly. "Y ou've accepted then?'
"I've accepted. Let'sgo."

Together, they turned and walked for the doors that opened onto the shrine of Mask, hisgod. Jak fell in
besde him.

Before they had taken five paces, the sound of an opening gate from within the shrine gave them pause.
The voice of fee Righteous Man, the voice of Yrsllar, came through the doors.

"ErevisCdel Youwill faceme!" want nothing more," Gale muttered, and made for the doors.

Asthey walked, Jak grabbed Gae'sforearm. "Remember, he'sweaker here, but hell ill have magic.
We need to be careful "

"Wewill." Helooked down on Jak and held up the fet mask. "I haveto face him in the shrine. We fought
him on histurf. Now wel fight him on mine."

Jak eyed the mask, nodded in understanding, and the two friends strode for the shrine.

Ashewalked- Galethought of Thazienne, of Tha-malon and Stormwesather, of the warped Night
Knives, the uncountable dead inadvertently caught in this demonic nightmare. He gripped hisblade and
the mask tightly. A reckoning wasfindly at hand. He jerked open the shrine doors.

Burned pews and charred ghoul corpseslay scattered about the room, the aftereffect of the magical
globe Gale had exploded in the shrine two days earlier. The rest of the room remained intact, and
Yrsllar, now in theform of the Righteous Man, stood in the center aide halfway between the dhrine
doors and the dtar to Mask. A gate swirled behind him, the doorway through which he had transported
himsdlf back.

Having seen the awful majesty of the demon lord in histrue form, Gale could hardly conceive how the
guildmaster's body contained such abeing.

Asthough in answer to histhought, a distortion began to take shape around the Righteous Man's dight



frame. Hickering tongues of nothingness danced around the Righteous Man's body that obscured his
human form and suggested the awful magnificence of Yrsllar'strue shape. To Gale, the Righteous Man's
body seemed ready to burst at the seams, to vomit forth the truth of Yrsllar's being from thelie of the
guildmaster'sform.

"Gome, then," the demon hissed.

Without hesitation, Jak jerked free two throwing daggers. Silvery blursin the torchlight, they diced
through tiiear for Yrsllar'sthroat.

Casually, Yrsllar sdestepped thefirst blade, then shot forth athin arm to snatch the second dagger out of
midair. Quick asatriking snake, he hurled the blade back at them.

It streaked past Gal€'s ear before he could move, missing by sheer luck, and sunk al the way to the hilt in
the wood of the doorjamb.

"Dark," Jak bresthed.

Gd e nodded agreement but said nothing. The strength behind that throw had been superhuman, demonic.
That meant that the frailties of the Righteous Man's body did not limit Y rsllar in this human-demon form.
The redlization alarmed him because it meant Yrsillar would not be as weak asthey had hoped. It dso
exhilarated him because it perhaps meant that the demon lord could be killed, not smply transported
back tothe Abyss; :; v; "i: :;o:: ,: He had no more time to ponder, Yrsllar advanced, strode boldly for
them, the limp of the Righteous Man no longer in evidence. The distortion about his body became
increasingly defined as he neared. Theterrible form of Yrsillar expanded with each step and dwarfed the
human body that struggled to containiit.

"Y our death will be long, Champion of apaltry power, long and painful.”

Gate and Jak spread asfar apart asthe aide per* mitted.

"Becareful,” Gae said out of the sde of his mouth.

"I'm dways careful,” Jak replied.

Yrsllar ignored Jak and headed directly for Gale. He bore no weapons.

Gde backed off, drawing him in, blade held defensively before him. "Come on," he breathed. "Come on."
From behind Yrsllar, Jak rose up and charged, short sword aimed straight for the creature's back.

Yrsllar whirled halfway around, sidestepped Jak's stab, and backhanded the little man'sjaw. Blood and
spit flew from Jak's mouth.

"Unngh." Jak flipped head over hedls from the force of the blow and crumbled to the shrinefloor.

Caelunged forward and stabbed Y rsllar through the abdomen. He drove the long sword through the
digtortion and dl the way into the Righteous Man's thin body until thetip of the blade burst out the other
sde hisribs. Blood poured from the wound.

"Arrrgh!" Yrsllar sagged. The demonic distortion faded, shrank back into the body of the Righteous
Man. Cde grimaced and twisted the blade. He felt the metal shear at the demon's organs, gave hisanger

freeplay.
"That's for the Uskevren, ecthain,” he hissed into the wrinkled face of the Righteous Man.



It was Yrsllar's voice that groaned with pain. The demon still had possession of the Righteous Man. Cale
drove the blade in farther, pushing the body of the Righteous Man acrossthe aide.

Yrsllar spat blood and grimaced in pain.
Cdegamiled grimly, satisfied and victorious. Thiswas over.

Even asthat thought crossed his mind, the body of the Righteous Man suddenly jerked up straight. The
voidsof Yrsllar's eyesregained their focus and their glare sent a shiver up Gae's spine. The demon lord's
grimace of pain twisted into amirthful leer. He closed a hand around Gale€swrist and began to squeeze.

"Not s0 easy, Champion.”
Though the distortion no longer played about the

Righteous Man'sform, the old man's dight body nevertheless exhibited the terrible strength of the demon
lord.

Desperate, Cade maniacally jerked the long sword around and opened a hole in the Righteous Man's
flesh. Yrgllar laughed into Cae's face and squeezed.

"Ahhh!" Hiswrist snapped. Still Yrsllar squeezed.

"Ahhhhh!" Bone grated againgt bone like grinding millstones. Dizzy, he thought he would pass out from
the pain.

Unableto stop himsdlf, he released the hilt of hisblade. Yrsllar fill gripped hiswrigt.

With dl his strength, Cale baled hisfree hand into afist-afist that enclosed the felt mask-and punched
Yrsllar intheface. Again and again he struck powerful blowsthat broke the Righteous Man's nose and

golit hislips

With blood streaming down his battered face, Yrsllar only laughed. He lifted Cade by thewrist and
shook himintheair likeachild'sdoll. Cale screamed in agony.

Disdainfully, Yrsllar flung him asde. Caeflew through the air and crashed amongst the pews and
charred ghoul corpses. Wracked with pain, he righted himsdlf and looked up to see Yrsillar looming over
him. Cale had no weapon. He crawled crabwise over the ghoul corpses, cradling his broken wrist.

"| told you that you cannot escape me," Yrsillar taunted, and spoke aword of magic. Five glowing bolts
of energy streaked from the demon's extended fingers and dammed sizzling into Cae's chest.

The impact knocked him flat on hisback. His chest was on fire. His breeth left him. Herolled over onto
his ssomach and tried to crawl away. Yrsllar followed him. Cale could fed him, could fed the empty
holes of the demon's eyes burning into his back.

"And you thought to chalengeme! Y ou and your ridiculous god.” He laughed evilly. "1 have esten more
soulsthan you have lived days, Erevis Gale.

Then with another magica word, another wave of energy seared Gale's back.

Hisvison went blurry. He struggled to stay conscious. Desperate, he clutched the felt mask in his
gpasming fid. Its soft touch brought him amoment of clarity.

Hewould diewith dignity.



I'm your Champion and | won't die like agroveling dog, he thought to Mask.

Another blast of energy sent stabs of pain dong his spine. He clamped his mouth shut and walled off the
scream of pain that tried to burst from behind histeeth.

Though the effort nearly made him pass out, he flipped over onto hisback. Yrsllar sood over him, frall
with the Righteous Man's form, but awful for the power he contained.

"Damnyou," Gae croaked.

Yrsillar stopped laughing, bent down to regard him with narrowed orbits. "It is you who are damned,
Champion," hesaid. "Y our soul ismine. I'll devour most of it, but leave you with just enough to remain
sentient, enough so that you can appreciate your fate."

Gdetried to spit in hisface, but only managed to dribble sdlivadown his chin. "The gods damn you," he
croaked again.

Yrsllar stood upright and regarded him with amused contempt. " The gods do not damn, fool, nor do they
bless. They manipulate. Thisiswhere those manipulations have brought you," his mouth twisted into a
snarl, "Champion.”

Yrdllar reached for him.

Though it took asupreme effort of will, Gale did not try to squirm away. Hewould not give Yrsllar the
satisfaction of seeing him afraid. Hewould die defiant.

Reflexively, hethrew the only thing he had left. Thefelt mask.
"TotheHelswithyou,” hesaid.
A bird of cloth, the mask fluttered through the air and softly struck Yrsillar on the chest-

Without warning, the air around the demon lord exploded in ablast of slvery-gray light. A roaring sound
filled Galesears. A sphere of energy encapsulated the demon lord, sizzling and burning him. Heroared in
pain, reeched for Gaein arage, but the energy held him shackled.

Shidding his eyes, Gale scooted away .

Yrsllar'sroars grew more and more pained, his promises more and more dire. The Szzling intengfied.
"Y ou will suffer an eternity of pain, Erevis Gale! | shal pedl your soul like an onion and devour you over
the course of millennia. | shall-"

The cascade of slver energy grew brighter and brighter until it reached a sparkling, sizzling crescendo.
"No!" roared Yrsllar, and swung hisarmswildly againgt his confinement. It was afutile effort.

With the suddenness of alightning strike, the demon's trand ucent form was torn from the suddenly dack
body of the Righteous Man. The mortal separated from the demonic with the sound of ripping cloth. The
guildmaster's body fell to the ground unmoving. Y rsillar's writhing demonic form, till contained inthe
slver energy, was blown across the shrine and into the gate. His screams of rage and pain diminished as
hisbody grew smaller and smaller.

The gate snapped shut with a sudden pop, the sound asfina asafunerd dirge. Another such pop
sounded from the halway outsde the shrine as that gate closed. Within seconds, the ubiquitous pulsing
had ceased. All the gatesin the guildhouse must have closed.



Galelooked around stupefied, dazed. The shrine was empty and silent.

It took afew momentsto register. Yrsllar was gone. They had won. The redlization affected him
srangely. He fdl back and tried to laugh, but managed only a pained grimace. He wasn't yet ready for
laughter. Emotion flooded him though-not happiness, but something he couldn't quite put anameto. His
eyeswelled. He blinked away the tears.

How? he wondered, but aready knew the answer.

Mask had banished Yrdllar, or Gae had banished Yrsllar with the power of Mask. It no longer mattered
which. He was now aman of faith.

| accept, you bastard, he thought with ahaf-smile. | accept.

Helay ill and let hisemotions run their course. After afew moments, he recovered himsdf enough to
climb unsteadily to hisfeet. Jak needed him.

He staggered along the aide, past the body of the Righteous Man. The guildmaster's abdomen gaped
from where Gale had dashed it open. The rest of the body |ooked shrunken and dried out, sucked
empty. Thefdt mask lay on thefloor beside it. Gale stooped to retrieveit.

"Caade," the Righteous Man croaked.

Startled, Cale jerked back.

"Gde..." A thinarm tried to move, failed, and instead a bony finger beckoned.

After amoment's hesitation, Cae moved forward and knelt beside hisformer guildmaster. "I'm here.”

The Righteous Man's eyesfluttered open. Cale gave aart-the sockets sat empty, mere pink holesin his
sunken, wrinkled face.

Cderesged theimpulse to touch him, to give him comfort. He felt no affection for the guildmaster, only
adistant anger. "What happened? How-"

"Y ou're the Champion,”" the Righteous Man whispered.

"l am," Cae acknowledged. With his good hand, he picked up the felt mask and placed it in his pocket.
"I am." There was nothing more to be said. Jak needed him. He started to rise, but the Righteous Man
gripped him by the forearm with surprising strength.

"Wait, Erevis" hewheezed.
The Righteous Man's touch was dry and cold.

"I'm not afraid to die. I'm at peace with the Shadow-lord now. | see hisplan." He coughed a bloody
foam onto his chin. "But | want to be at peace with you, Erevis, Champion.” Another round of coughing.
Hepulled Cdecloser. "I didn't meanfor Yrsllar togofree...”

Cde waited another moment but the guildmaster said nothing more. Cale gave him what absolution he
could; no one should die with guilt on their soul. "1 know," he said, disengaged his hand, and started to
nse

The Righteous Man jerked to consciousness, coughed, beckoned Cale closer. "No, that's not whét |
meant. | didnt freehim..."



Cdediffened at that. If the Righteous Man hadn't freed Yrsillar, then who?

The guildmaster struggled to say something. A word hung on his blood-flecked lips. Cale leaned forward,
clutched the guildmaster's tattered robe with his good hand-

"Riven," the Righteous Man softly hissed. "Riven and the Zhentarim set Yrsllar free”
o(r)_ o(C).<">o o:€>o o(C)o

Caekndt over Jak, probed hisjaw with gentle fingers. Not broken, though the little man had lost severa
teeth. His cheeks had swollen enough to distort hisface. His head would be fuzzy for hours.

"Jak," he called, and gently nudged hisfriend. "Jak."

After afew moments, thelittle man's eyes fluttered open, focused blearily on Cde.
"Cale?

Cdeamiled. "Yrgllar'sgone. Wewon, my friend.”

Despite hiswords, he didn't fed like he had won. He fdt little more than tired and angry at Riven and the
Zhentarim,

"Gone." Jak's" smdl hand found Gal€'s arm and sgqueezed. The little man sighed and closed his eyes.
"How?'

Caequickly related the story of the combat, of the mask and Y rsllar's banishment. Afterwards, he
looked at the mask he held in hishand. "'I'm his Champion, it seems.”

Jak regarded the mask for amoment, looked into Gale's eyes, and nodded knowingly. "You're his
Champion. But you're till your own man, Erevis." He chuckled and said, "That's probably why he chose
youinthefirg place”

"l am gill my own man," Cade affirmed. He knew now that he could have hisfaith and hisindividudlity.
Smiling, he used his good hand to help thelittle man to Sit upright. Careful not to jolt his broken wrigt, he
took hiswaterskin from his pack and offered it to hisfriend.

Jak took asip, swished it around in his mouth, and spat blood. Afterward, he eyed Cae shrewdly. "Can
you cast Spells?’

Surprisngly, Cdedid not find the question darming. "I don't know. How would | know?'
Jak took another gulp from the waterskin. He swallowed this one down. "Y ou just know."

Cde consdered the mask. My holy symbol,he reminded himself. He didn't fedl any different- certainly
didn't fed like apriest, or aChampion. "Then | don't think so. No, | can't.”

"Tryit," Jek said.
"How in the name of thegods do | try it?I've never cast aspell before.™

Jak looked at him asthough he were adolt. "Dark, Cale, you're not amage. Y ou don't need years of
training. It'sadivinegift. You will it to happen.”

"Will it? Thet'sit?'



"Youwill it,” Jak said with anod and a pained wince, "then pray to your god to redize your will."
Cdewasincredulous. "That'sit?'

"That'sit,” Jak replied. "Now try it."

Though hefelt anidiot, Cde held the mask in hishand, closed his eyes, and willed hiswrist healed.
Nothing happened.

"You haveto pray," Jak said. "You can do it silently if you need to."

Cde saw Jak's smirk but choseto ignoreit. He calmed himsdlf and for the second time that day, prayed
slently to Mask, thistime for the power to hedl. At first nothing happened, but then his consciousness
flew open. A dam had burst in hisbrain.

"Dark," he whispered, awed. A warmth filled him, a presence joined with him and made itswill hisown.
He knew then the fedling of serving something greater than himself, knew then the transcendence of the
divine

Hiswrist began to tingle. Suddenly, bones and tendons knit back together. The pain ceased. He opened
his eyes, held his hand before hisface, and rotated hiswrist-no pain. The pain in his back and chet, too,
hed vanished. He had hedled. The redlization humbled and exhilarated him.

"You're dill your own man," Jak reassured him.

"I know," hereplied. Mask had made no demands. Cale would have done everything he had done with
or without Mask'sinvolvement. A convergence of the mortal and divineinterests, Jak had called it.

So beit, hethought. Touching Jak, he prayed, and willed hisbest friend healed. The swdlinginthelittle
man's face diminished until it had al but vanished. Jak's bruises disappeared. His color returned and he
shot Cdeagrateful smile.

"Thisisgoing to be an interesting time, Cale," he said, and roseto hisfest.
"Indeed,” Cdereplied. He gently tucked his holy symboal into his pocket.

Jak's smile fell when he looked around the shrine- ghoul corpses, charred pews, the stink of death. His
eyeslingered long on the corpse of the Righteous Man.

"I guessyou'refindly out of the guild.”

"l am," Calereplied. He had, however, entered into a brotherhood of a different sort.
"And I'm out of the Harpers."

"Youae"

"So what now?"

Caetoo looked around the shrine. The whole guild-house had become a daughter-pen, an abomination
to man and god.

"Weburnit," he said. "Gut the entire place. The sewer entrance too. Ther€sail in a storeroom upstairs.”
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They spent the next hour soaking the basement in lantern oil. Cale had seen many such fires set by Night
Mask arsonists back in Westgate-he knew how to ensure agood burn. Afterward, he threw atorch on
the kindling point. The fire would gut the basement before the flames were even visible from the street
outside.

And by then, the building would be lost. Selgaunt'sfire-crews would spend their energy preventing the
flames from spreading to the buildings nearby. The Night Knife guildhouse was dead. The Night Knife
guild was dead, and Cale had been reborn.

Side by sdethetwo friends waked upstairs, from the darkness and toward the light.
"l can't believeit'sover," Jak said. The smell of smokewas aready srongintheair.

"Itisnt," Cdesad, and left it at that. This end was only abeginning-hiswhole life had changed in the
course of only two days. He now had to return to Stormweather and face Thamalon with the truth, the
whole truth, no more lying. He had to face Thazienne, who by now must have read his note and learned
hisfedingsfor her. Hislifewould be different from now on, harder in some ways, but at least hed be
ableto face himsdif.

"We never did find out who Yrsillar meant by'the other,' " Jak observed, asthey emerged onto the Strest.

Cae nodded. Hismind had aready turned to his next task-Riven had set this entire nightmare into
moation.

CHAPTER TWELVE
THE END OF THE BEGINNING

Viven rose and dressed in silence. Behind him on the feather bed, Irislay amidst a sea of swesat-soaked
sheets, il breathing heavily. Her dark hair pooled on the pillows. Small but nicely proportioned, her
shapely legs stuck tantdizingly out of the blankets. The soft candldight highlighted the curve of her thigh,
the smoothness of her skin. Hefelt the stirrings of arousal again but sublimated them-he had too much on
hismind to spend al night with awhore.

The Night Knife guildhouse had burned to the ground two nights ago. There had been rumors about
peculiar remains found in the charred ruins, but he didn't know whether Yrsllar and the shadow demons
had been caught within the flames or had used the arson as cover to hide themsalves. Asusud, Malix,
who findly had returned from Zhentil Keep yesterday, could offer no insgght. Riven had comewithina
bladewidth of splitting that self-satisfied dolt on the spot. Malix had foreseen nothing, and his planto let
Yrsillar day the Zhentarim's enemies-while it had wiped out the Night Knives-had gone very bad very
fadt.

Intypica fashion, it would fall to Riven to pick up the pieces. The aftermath of this misadventure would
cause unrest in -the underworld. The various gangs would be scrambling for position. The Zhentarim had
lost so many men-including Verdrind, Riven thought with asatisfied sneer. It wasfar from certain that the
Zhentarim would come out of this better off than they had comein.

Thismight be the time to get out, he thought. With the Zhentarim as week as they now werein Segaunt,
old grudges would resurface. Carrying the black and gold badge of the Network might be the quickest

way to a bloody end-
Irisinterrupted histhinking with agiggle.
"What's funny?"



"Nothing," she playfully replied in her lilting, Sngsong voice. "The smoke from the candle made amask
around your face. Y ou looked like a bandit just now."

Riven waved the black smoke from his eyes and grunted at her foolishness.

"Come back to bed," she pleaded. He found the offer tempting, but resisted.

"No, I've got thingsto do yet."

She writhed around on the bed with an exaggerated sigh.

Heignored her, grunted a goodbye, pulled on his scarlet cloak, and strode from her flat.
Dueto the late hour and bitter cold, Ironmongers

Lane stood empty and dark. All but one of the street torches had been extinguished by the wind and the
city'slinkboys didn't concern themselves with relighting the lamps on back streets.

Thoughtful, Riven crunched through the ankle deep snow.

For the next month or so, he would have to keep an eye on Mdix. With Verdrind dead, Malix likely
would try to pass responsibility for this operation to Riven. He might even try to kill him and attribute
blame posthumoudy. He thought again about getting ouit.

Movement a block ahead drew his attention. Out of habit, he backed into the shadows of a nearby
building and peered up the street.

A short, cloaked form was staggering down the street. A drunk halfling, he recognized. Not especidly
unusud at thishour. A feathered cap-

Recognition dawned and he exhaled a cloud of frozen mist sharply. Fleet. Riven could count the number
of haflingsin Segaunt on both hands, and only one of them dressed like a peacock even in the depth of
winter. Jak Feet.

He snarled slently and his hand drifted to his back. He still bore a scar from the backstab that little
whoreson had dedlt him amonth ago. Mdix had forbidden him to hunt Fleet down for fear of Harper
retdiation, if Riven even had been able to find thelittle puke. Fleet went underground as well as anyone.

But now here he was-drunk and done. If Riven had worshiped agod, he would have thanked him for
this

Timefor payback, he thought as he stepped from the shadows and silently trailed after the hafling. He
drew both his enchanted sabers.

Heet turned right on Larawkan Lane and headed east, toward the Warehouse Digtrict. Still staggering,
the little bastard hummed as he walked.

Y ou're doppy, littlewhelp, he thought. And it's going to cost youl.

Gradudly, he closed in, careful to maintain silence. Feet had no permanent residence in the city. That's
what made him so hard to locate. Riven assumed he was making for aHarper safehouse. The Zhentarim
knew the Harpers kept at least one safehouse in the Warehouse Didtrict, but they didn't know where, At
the moment, Riven wasn't concerned with finding that out. He wanted Fleet's blood, not his hideout.

Thewind picked up, whipping Riven's cloak behind him. Fleet ot his hat and turned to retrieveit.



Riven ducked into the darkness, hald his breath, and didn't move.

Fleet skipped clumdly after hishat, at last caught it, tucked it under hisarmpit, and headed back off
toward the brick towers of the Warehouse Didtrict. He showed no sign of noticing Riven.

Riven emerged from hiding and followed.

Fleet moved deeper into the didtrict. Slently, Riven closed to within twenty paces. Hefelt the thrill the
hunter feels as he closes on his prey.

Near Drover's Square, Fleet looked both ways and ducked down an alley.

Drover's Square was the place Fleet had given Riven his scar. Appropriate that he die here, Riven
thought.

Hefollowed the halfling down the dark alley, using carts and refuse hegps as cover. Ahead, Fleet
continued to weave uncertainly. He stopped periodically, confused, and muttered to himself. With the
acoustics better in the aley than in the windswept street, Riven could make out hiswords.

"... thish hash aback door?' He giggled in that annoyingly high-pitched halfling way. "No? Darksh.”

The hafling trekked on. Ahead, Riven saw the dley hit adead end. Too drunk to redizet, the hafling
walked forward. The prey was trapped. Sneering, Riven let hisfoot scrape the street. Fleet froze, but
didn't turn.

Riven stepped from the darkness and walked forward. " Jak Flest, I've been looking for you."

The hdfling whirled in darm. Riven put on his most contemptuous sneer, expecting to see Heet
wide-eyed with fear. Insteed, the halfling wore a sneer of his own and spoke without durring.

"And we've been looking for you, Drasek Riven.”
we?

Too late he caught motion out of the corner of hiseye. Ambush! Riven whirled to seeatall, bad specter
dide from the shadows and cut off hisretreat. Gale! The towering bastard held along sword in one hand
and apiece of black cloth in the other.

"Gdd"
Feet giggled.

Riven'slips peded back in ahateful snarl. Quickly, he got hisback againgt the dley wall and lowered into
afighting crouch. He could take both of them in astraight fight.

"Come on, then," he challenged. He whirled his enchanted sabers before him with easy grace. Hed give
these whel ps more than they could handle.

"Youreanidiot, Riven," FHeet said.
Riven glared a him, but watched Gale-the more dangerous opponent-out of the corner of hiseye.

Gae kept his distance. He regarded Riven with an expression as cold asthe air. Riven had never seen
such an expression on Gale's face before. He looked not merely angry, but... hateful. The expression
made him nervous.



"Comeon, Gae" he said again, to hide his discomfiture. "This has been along time coming.”

"Long time coming isright," Gale hissed. He lowered his blade, rubbed the piece of black cloth between
hisfingerslike atdisman, and stared into Riven'sface. "Y ou were responsible for freeing the demon.”

He stated it as afact, not aquestion. Riven saw no point in denying it. "Correct. S0?' He sneered. "Part
of the game, Cade. Business. That upset you? Y ou missthe guild? Nine Hells, | did you afavor.”

Gaeseyes narrowed. "Business, isit?' he whispered, soft and angry. "Part of the game? Soisthis, then.”
With that, he closed his eyes and began softly to incant-incant!-as though he could cast spells.

Dumbstruck with disbelief, it took Riven amoment to redize what Cde was doing. Cagting aspdll?
Cde?When hefindly recovered himsdf enough, he lunged forward with both blades and tried to disrupt

thespll.

Hewastoo late. Before he had taken two strides, Cale had dready finished. A spark shower erupted in
Riven'sbrain. On theingant, his body froze, immobile.

He couldn't move his head, couldn't even blink, but he could seeinto Gal€'s narrowed eyes.
How in al the levels of the Abyss can Cde cast spells?

Cdefolded the piece of cloth-a mask, Riven saw, and thought of Irisswords-then placeditin his
pocket. He looked to Fleet and said, "Nice work, little man,” then turned back to Riven. Thelook in his
eyeswould have made Riven turn and run, if he could have moved.

Caewalked up and stood nose to nose, stared into Riven's eye. "Do you have any idea of the damage
you've caused?' he hissed.

Riven could do nothing but breathe. Of course he knew the damage he had caused; causing damage had
been the point. "Of course you don't,” Cale went on. "Y ou're nothing more than a Zhentarim lackey."

Riven brigtled inwardly. Lackey!

Quick asastriking snake, Cale gripped him by the throat, turned his head, and put the long sword beside
histhroat. Gale's voice rose as his anger escagped his control. "A lackey and nothing more. And no one
careswhether alackey livesor dies.”

Hereit comes, Riven thought, the sharp flash of pain asiron ran across histhroat.
But it didn't. Cale got himsdlf back under control. A fact that aarmed Riven al the more.

"I'm making you thefirgt, Riven. Thefirg of the Zhentarim to die. Thefirst of many." Cae gripped him by
the cheeks s0 hard that Riven'steeth cut into the ingde of his mouth. He could make no sound. He could
only endurethe painin silence.

"You'redl going to pay for this. Y ou undersand? By Mask, every godsdamned Zhent in Selgaunt is
going to answer to mefor this. Starting with you."

Starting with you. Caewas going to kill him, then, and he could do nothing but stand here and takeit.
Inexplicably, hismind turned to Verdrinal-to the nobleman's panicked expression as he bled to desth.

At least | won't go like that, he thought. Even if he had been afraid-and he wasn't-his frozen expression
could not have shown it.



Caletensed as though to draw the long sword across his throat. Jak Fleet's words hated him.

"Let himlive, Cale. HEll know he'sdive only because we let him walk away. Hell let the rest of them
know were coming. We want that."

Riven could see Ga€sinner battle written in his expression.

Listen to the hdfling, Cale, he thought. Listen to him. It would gall Riven to know that Fleet, of al people,
had saved him, but at least he'd be dive. HEd have hisrevenge on Cale, sooner or later.

Cade heditated, stared into Riven'sface, and finally lowered his blade. He leaned in close.
"Youtdl them I'm coming for them," he hissed. "Every Zhent in the city. I'm bringing them al down.”

Riven would have laughed if he could. The whole Sdgaunt organization. How absurd! The Zhentarim had
infiltrated every high officein the city, and most of the noble houses. No one man could bring it down.

"After you tell them, get out." He rummaged through Riven's pockets until he located his smal Zhentarim
badge in the inner lining, the badge that had replaced the one Riven had tossed a the Righteous Man's
feet when this operation had begun.

"If we meet again and you've got another one of these, then | swear by Mask-you're adead man, and I'll
kill you ugly."

He pocketed Riven's badge and punched him in the face with dl of his strength.

Riven heard his nose break, the same sound his boots made when they crunched the snow. Light and
pain exploded in his head but he could not cry out. He collgpsed to the ground and blacked out for a

heartbeat. The next thing he knew he was staring up at the rooftops and night sky. Still unable to move,
blood and snot streamed unabated down his face.

Cal€e's head appeared above him, blotted out the sky. "Part of the game, you bastard.” He moved out of
Riven'sfidd of vison. Riven heard them walking away.

Caésvoice caried from somewhere down the aley. "I meant what | said, Riven. I'll kill you if | seeyou
again. By Mask, I'll kill you."

Riven would have laughed if he could have moved hisjaw. By Mask?Who did Caethink hewas? The
Righteous Man?



