Prologue

Donal Loomis was a dwarfish gnome of a man, which is not to say that he claimed any
blood lineage to either the dwarves or the gnomes but rather that his overall appearance,
unfortunately, seemed to em-ulate the least favorable attributes of both races. With his
bulbous features, stunted stature, and obese waistline, he was easily considered an
un-sightly wart on the face of humankind.

The jagged facial scars that decorated his hairless head, unsightly reminders of the
painful removal of tell-tale tattoos, did not help the ugliness of his phys-ical appearance. Had
he not retired to "the Retreat" he would have been a focal point for ridicule and per-secution
almost anywhere he went.

The Retreat, as the members called it, was origi-nally a place of study, refuge, and
retirement for those who wished to devote their lives to the study of mage-craft and other
magical arts. Scholarship alone, how-ever, ceased to be enough of a reason for being or
means of survival in the dour political climes of the Moonsea region, and the elder wizards
who founded the Retreat many years ago decided that it had be-come necessary to widen
their membership to certain other members of society who might help to subsidize their
institution through financial endowments, polit-ical protection (whether by favors, military aid,
or just good old-fashioned blackmail), or diplomatic influ-ence. As a result, the institute of
learning and refuge also became a place of sanctuary for political outcasts whose assets or
knowledge could benefit their founda-tion, spies from the south or the west en route to the
east or vice versa (Harpers were usually particularly welcome temporary guests whose
incurred debts were always paid in a timely and generous manner); or just a convenient and
permanent hiding place for offspring born on the wrong side of the blanket by royals or soon
to be royals whose legitimate heirs had reason to worry about potential rivals.

As long as the accounts were met, no questions were asked, nor information given out.
As a result, numerous members of the peculiar institution who had come to accept their lives
of study had no knowl-edge of their parentage or lineage, and possessed memories solely
of their lives within the monastic walls, nor did they desire such information nor opportunities
for adventure. Loyola Ignato, one of the Retreat's founders and, according to legend, a
mage of some note, had prided himself on his abilities to indoctrinate the young and
inexperienced into the ways of life in the monastery. He was known to boast that if you gave
him a youth between the ages of two and twenty, the Retreat would have him for life, and
many nobles were more than willing to accommo-date him. Without exception the Retreat
had never lost an initiate to temporal temptations that lie be-yond the monastic walls.

Donal, however, was not one of these members for he had actually chosen the sanctuary
of the Retreat (seeing few alternatives) for himself, and, further-more, was more than
partially acquainted with his own lineage and parentage, no matter how hard he tried to
forget.

The self-labeled wart of humankind rubbed the scars that adorned his bald and wrinkled
pate. | wore my tattoos with pride, he thought to himself, if | regret anything it is their removal.
With them, | had respect, power, and prestige despite my godsfor-saken appearance.

Donal sighed.

And with them, | was soon a marked man, he con-tinued in his reflection. Such is the case
when one finds oneself on the wrong side of a revolution, and Szass Tam was one lich who
definitely didn't forgive and forget.

Donal had had his telltale tattoos painfully burnt off his facial skin, and had applied for
sanctuary at the Retreat, supplementing the mercy and pity that the elders felt toward him
with promises of devotion and the sharing of numerous secrets of conjuration. To them, he
was just another poor wizard who had fallen victim to hard times and misfortune, and so he
was accepted and put to work to earn his keep.

Originally the former Red Wizard had had illu-sions of safety in his anonymity, and dreamt
of se-creting a small fortune by which he could leave the Retreat and live out his days in a



secret location at a higher degree of comfort, but these hopes were soon dashed when
Nathor, a fellow conspirator from that ill-fated revolution had also turned up at the steps of
the Retreat.

Donal still remembered the Thayan refugee'’s rant to the elders trying to make them
understand his dire straits.

"Have you gazed upon the Runes of Chaos, beheld the thing which sits upon
Thakorsil's Seat, held the Death Moon Orb in your trembling hands, wielded Nyskar's
Nightblades, entered the Devouring Portal and walked the Paths of the Doomed, or sat at
the left hand of Szass Tam during the Ritual of Twin Burning?"

The others had felt pity toward him, and sug-gested that he be taken in until he could be
handed over to the authorities as a madman in need of incar-ceration. Donal knew
differently.

"I have done all these things," Nathor had con-fessed, "and each day | pray for
forgiveness, and each night at sunset | pray for deliverance from the evils that stalk me. |
pray, but | fear that no gods will lis-ten.”

Donal still remembered the chill that went through him when their eyes met. From that
point on, the refugee remained silent, almost as if he had gone into a fear-induced catatonic
state.

The emissaries from the asylum were due to ar-rive in four days.

Nathor disappeared after three days, and was never heard from again.

Since that day, Donal had been perplexed. An optimistic individual with a touch of cruelty
might have chuckled over the situation. Perhaps Nathor had rec-ognized him and leaped to
the conclusion that he was a spy from Thay who had been sent after him. Little did the poor
fool realize that he too was a wizard in hiding with probably an even higher price on his
head.

Though Donal was cruel enough to laugh at the un-fortunate and mistaken Nathor (an
opportunity which the much-maligned and trod-upon self-proclaimed wart on the face of
Faerun would have been more than eager to seize upon), he was far from optimistic.

Donal was a realist and realized that his days of anonymity at the Retreat were
numbered, and he quickly seized upon an opportunity to remove the danger that he knew
would quickly be coming from the East, and perhaps make plans for a more com-fortable
future.

An opportunity soon presented itself when Donal had to take his turn as an elder of the
Retreat and make the half-day journey into Mulmaster to deliver the monthly tithe. (Only
elders were allowed to venture from the Retreat, as the more youthful interns were prone to
distractions that might persuade them to for-sake the life of scholarly pursuits, and at his
eighty-plus years, Donal more than qualified as an elder).

As per usual, Donal tried to make his journey as swift and as inconspicuous as possible.
His progress, however, was held up by one of the numerous connu-bial festivals that was
celebrated by the thrice-yearly reunion of the High Blade and his bride from the Far East,
and Donal's most direct path out of town was blocked by a parade in their honor.

Donal at the time did not expect to feel honored or blessed by actually seeing the city's
nobility, but rather just waited impatiently to resume his journey. A chance view of the High
Blade himself, however, quickly changed his mind, and from that point on de-vious wheels of
planning and deceitfulness began to turn with a plan that would grant him safety and
se-curity for the rest of his days.

* k% * * *

Donal cursed the chill of the night air, as he checked the hiding place for the pack that
held all of his worldly possessions. Everything was in order, and he hoped that the escort
would arrive promptly. It had not been easy to manipulate the schedule so that the young
mage-in-training, Rassendyll, would follow him on watch duty, nor had he been able to make
all of the necessary other preparations without alerting any of the Retreat's brethren to his
machi-nations and preoccupations.



The drug was already in the jug of ale that the watch was allowed to partake of to ward off
some of the night's chill, and Donal had made sure that Rassendyll's meal had been well
salted earlier that evening. Once he had been relieved of duty, Donal would join his pack in
hiding, and wait for his suc-cessor on guard duty to nod off by the sleep draught, at which
point he would be free to open the gate, and meet his expected escort.

Donal had just returned to his place at the gate, when an eager young wizard crept up
behind him.

"Bo0," the young mage said, startling the older wizard. "Hope I'm not late."

Donal closed his eyes, and bit his tongue to hold back a curse or incantation of rebuke
for the young wizard. After less than a moment's hesitation, he turned around, and warmly
confronted the young wizard who would prove to be the means of his deliv-erance unto
safety and prosperity.

"My dear Rassendyll," Donal fawned, "you gave me such a fright."

"Sorry, magister," the younger wizard replied, ob-viously repentant for his previous action,
"but | have also shown up early for my watch."

"How thoughtful of you," Donal replied, hoping that he had succeeded in removing all
traces of sar-casm from his words despite the intent that existed in abundance within.

"It's all right," Rassendyll replied, "I couldn't sleep anyway. My mouth has been
exceptionally dry since evening meal, and no matter how many trips I've made to the well, my
throat still remains parched.”

A little bit of salt and some Thayan spices usually have that effect on you, Donal replied in
his thoughts, and then said out loud. "Why don't you try a sip of ale? | seem to recall a land of
miners where all forms of spirited beverages were outlawed except for ale, and do you know
why?"

"No, magister," the younger wizard replied, fear-ing that he had just re-entered some
imaginary classroom in the mind of the older wizard whose kindest of nicknames was
"doddering Donal."

"Because it was the only thing that would slake their thirst after a dusty day in the mines,
that's why," Donal replied, then added, "so drink up."

"Care to join me?" the younger wizard offered, jug already in hand.

"I think not," Donal replied, then adding to avoid all suspicions, "I am heading to bed, and,
at my age, beverages have a way of making themselves the most temporary and
inconsiderate of houseguests."

"Come again magister?"

"They like to come and go as they please, and quite often at that,” Donal replied with a
chuckle.

"Enjoy your rest."

"And you yours," Donal replied heading back to his cell. "And you yours."

When Donal had passed the corner of the inner hall and was thus obscured from the
watchful eyes of the younger wizard, he quickly took to the shadows and secreted himself in
his hiding spot, out of sight, but well within earshot. In no time at all, he heard the sound of
his future salvation: Rassendyll's snor-ing, and the whistle of a lark.

The lark is one of Faerun's most common birds of the morn, and since it was still well into
the middle of the night, Donal quickly recognized the signal from the Thayan agents on the
other side of the gate. He pursed his lips together, returned the signal, and let them in.

"He is over here," Donal instructed, not wasting time with introductions. "Quickly bind his
hands be-hind his back with silken cords."

The shadowriders quickly complied; their telltale beards, and dirty and greasy manes
quickly revealed their identities to the older wizard.

Mercenaries, he thought. Dirty hands for dirty work.

"You should also gag him," Donal instructed with great authority, now that he knew that
they were merely hired help, "and perhaps put a sack over his head as well."



They once again quickly complied, and hoisted the dead weight that was Rassendyll up
onto the back of a horse, and bound him to the saddle.

"Where is my mount?" Donal insisted, pausing only to pick up his pack. "We mustn't keep
the Thar-chioness waiting."

The tallest of the mercenaries, who had remained mounted and in the shadows all during
the abduc-tion of the young wizard, stepped down from his steed as if to offer it to the
self-described wart on the face of Faerun.

"You are right,” he replied drawing closer to Donal, "we mustn't keep the Tharchioness
waiting."

As he drew closer, Donal began to make out the emblematic tattoos that adorned the tall
one's cheeks, and the wig that had fallen off his pate and was now resting in the cowl that
drooped behind his robe.

Donal dropped his pack, and opened his mouth as if to cry out.

"She sends her regards," the tall one said, quickly removing a crystal wand from the folds
of his robe, and thrusting it into the portly wizard's abdomen, then ripping it upward until it
had succeeded in splitting the lower half of the old wizard's heart, and then adding, "but she
regrets that you will not be joining us. She has this thing about traitors to the cause of Szass
Tam, and specifically not giving them a second chance to betray us."

The tall one regained his mount in as little time as it took for Donal to fall to the ground.

As the shadowriders disappeared into the dark-ness, their hoofbeats diminishing in the
distance, Donal quietly died with a faint trace of a smile on his cruelly misshapen lips, his
final thought acquiescing to the insight of the Tharchioness, followed by a chuckle at a secret
joke, and a last groan of pain that delivered him unto his expected damnation.

Rassendyll came to in less than an hour, his body aching from the jostling caused by the
steed he was bound to, and the awkward positioning of his bound body upon it. He tried to
cry out, but couldn't be-cause of the horse's bit that had been fastened to his face as if he
were some uncooperative plow horse in need of direction. Had his head not been covered
with a sack, he would have realized that it was still the middle of the night. As it was, the only
sense left to him for observation was his hearing, and as the shadowriders rode in silence, it
too didn't seem to be of much help . . . until, quite unexpectedly, his steed stopped in unison
with the rest of the party, and a commotion seemed to break out.

"Who goes there? Show yourselves," the young wizard thought he heard through the
muffling effect of the sack. This was followed by a screech of horses, several clashes of
steel, and more than a few cries of pain, as a party of superior force soon overtook his
abductors, and mercilessly slaughtered them.

Rassendyll could barely maintain his joy. He still had no idea why he had been abducted,
nor how, nor where he was right now. The only thing he knew was that he was being
rescued.

"Where is Donal?" he heard.

"Back at the Retreat. | killed the traitor.”

"Thank you for saving me the trouble."

This was followed by one last shriek of pain, and one last whispered order.

"Take half of the company back to the Retreat, and kill everyone. No one must escape,
and be sure to leave this behind."

Had the young wizard not been blinded by the sack that encompassed his head, he
would have undoubt-edly noticed the speaker (obviously the group's leader) handing his
lieutenant a blood-stained crystal wand which Rassendyll, had he been conscious at the
time, would have recognized as the weapon that had been used to kill the traitor Donal. As it
was he saw nothing, and, petrified with fear after hearing the plans for slaughter, tried to
maintain his wits in hopes that an opportunity for escape might present itself.

A thundering herd of hooves galloped off into the distance and before he knew it,
Rassendyll was once again tossed around as the party he was now an un-willing member of



raced onward into the night.
* * * * %

Rassendyll lost all track of time as the riders raced the dawn to their destination. As the
stallions slowed down to a trot, the young wizard thought he could distinguish from the
cacophony of sounds that included the clopping of the horses' hooves and the verbal spurs
of the riders, a change in the ground upon which they rode, the sound of a gate being raised,
and a cock crowing in the distance. As the gate closed behind them, he felt the horse that
bore him stop, and felt an eeriness at the peaceful silence that pervaded the early morn.

The stillness of the air gave way to the distinct odors of industry, smoke, sulfur, and fish.

They must have brought me to some city, the young wizard discerned, but where?
Mulmaster? Hillsfar? If only | knew how long | had been unconscious.

A few footsteps and the sound of a blade being withdrawn from a scabbard struck terror
into his heart.

Why did they take me all this way just to kill me? he thought, trying to make sense of his
situation. Surely if they had intended on killing me they would have done so before now.

Concentrating deeply, as the magisters had shown him, he sought out with his mind the
source of the sounds. In his mind's eye he saw a one-eyed soldier with long black hair
standing right next to him, sword raised as if to strike. Fear took control of the young wizard,
and as his mind's eye blinked, he felt himself try to scream, forgetting the restraining bit that
was still safely lodged in his mouth.

He felt the breeze of a slash pass by his head, a moment of instability as if he had lost his
balance, and then the rude concussion of meeting the cobble-stoned ground.

"Pick him up," he heard. "It wouldn't make much sense to have carried him all this way
just to let him be trampled in the courtyard by the horse that bore him."

This was accompanied by a malevolent chorus of laughter, as rough hands wrangled him
to his feet.

"I think he's awake," one voice said.

"Not for long," another replied.

Rassendyll tried to brace himself for the antici-pated blow, felt a sharp pain to the back of
his head the likes of which he never felt before, and was con-sumed by the darkness that
had already blinded his other senses.

A bucket of water to the face did the double duty of reviving him and drawing his attention
to the fact that the sack had been removed from over his head. His entire body ached, his
arms long wrenched from their sockets by the constraints of the silken bonds. He tried to
move and stretch his cramped muscles, but found his freedom impaired by what seemed to
be a massive wooden yoke and frame that anchored his limbs in a semi-sitting position that
provided him with no room to relieve or relax his protesting limbs and also restrained his
head from moving. He thought he could discern a wooden collar that was acting as his neck
yoke. The underside was torment-ing his shoulders and collarbone with splinters, while the
topside seemed cool and smooth as if it were lined with a metal plate. The bit had been
re-moved from his mouth, but the tightness of the yoke further inhibited his attempts at crying
out.

Gradually his eyes became accustomed to the light thrown by the torches that illuminated
the chamber. His captors were behind him, and cast long and threatening shadows on the
wall before him.

"Our esteemed guest is awake. Isn't the resem-blance uncanny?" one of the shadows
observed.

"Donal didn't lie. | guess even greedy liars and knaves occasionally tell the truth," the
other replied, "but | guess we shouldn't ask our friends from Thay for their opinions on this
subject.”

"Are you awake?" the first inquired. "I should think that you would want to thank Sir Melker
Rickman for rescuing you from those wretched mercenar-ies from Thay."



The source of the voice came around to Rassendyll's left, just out of sight. "I'm sorry that
you have been treated so roughly, but one can't be too careful. You see, there are certain
laws here in Mulmaster govern-ing the comings and goings of you mage types, so cer-tain
precautions have to be taken. I'm sure that by now your wrists must be raw from the
restraints that have kept you from using your hands since last night, and | must apologize. |
have, however, taken steps to alleviate the problem. Send in the smith."

The young wizard saw the back of the other pass in front of him as he left to fetch the
smith. He re-turned almost immediately, and this time Rassendyll was able to discern that
this one-eyed soldier with long black hair had been the same person who had led the party
that had stolen him from his original abductors. He was accompanied by a burly wizard who
bore two large metal plates with him, as well as a hammer and a pouch that jangled as he
moved. The soldier seemed to lead the burly wizard, and the reason became obvious when
he stopped in front of the yoke and frame that restrained Rassendyll.

The burly wizard was as blind as a bat, his eye sockets still bearing the singe marks from
where some flaming coals had been put to rest for some, what must have been
interminable, period of suffer-ing for Ao knows what reason.

"You know why you are here," the voice from be-hind commanded. "Begin!"

The burly wizard replied with a garbled noise of assent, for his tongue had been burnt out
as well during the same period of excruciating torture, and began to place the two metal
plates into slots in the yoke around the young wizard's neck, one directly behind his head,
and one in front.

Once they were perfectly balanced in place, the burly wizard began to run his hands over
the metal surfaces, mouthing incantations as he worked. Slowly the metal began to heat up,
and soften. With hands that had forged numerous talismans and weapons of enchantment,
the wizard smith began to mold the two plates to fit the contours of the young man's head.

At first, Rassendyll felt a slight sensation of warmth against his cheeks, which quickly
became a torturous burn followed by a stifling oppression as the metal closed over his
mouth and nose, preventing him from breathing. Before he could cry out or choke, his
nostrils and mouth were assailed by the muscular fin-gers of the burly wizard smith as he
poked holes through the metal, molding and smoothing the edges so that they just barely
intruded into his breathing apertures. He followed in the same suit with the eye slits whose
placement was slightly skewed by the young wizard who kept his own orbs of vision shut
tight in an effort to prevent himself from suffering the same fate that had befallen the smith.

When the two halves of metal were in place around the young wizard's head, the wizard
smith said aloud a new incantation, flexing his fingers in the air with various and sundry
subtle motions.

Once again Rassendyll felt the metal pressing up against his cheeks and the back of his
head. Then he felt his skin begin to itch around his neck and scalp as if a thousand chiggers
had begun to take their bloodsucking positions along the surface of the skin. He next heard
the scrape of four bolts being placed in slots that connected the front piece to the back,
which was immediately followed by a cacophony of clangs as if he had been strapped to the
belfry back at the Retreat during the noonday chimes.

Even after the blows of the hammer had stopped, the ringing in his head continued, only
gradually dissipating over time.

"Are you sure the mask has adhered to his skull?" the soldier demanded.

The wizard smith grunted in assent, running his hand across the back of the tortured
Rassendyll's head, and around his neck as if to say "here, and here."

"Good!" said the voice from behind. "Call the guards.”

The soldier left once again, and returned with three of Mulmaster's most trusted and
ruthless sol-diers of the company known as the Hawks.

"Unbind him!" the voice ordered.

Rassendyll went limp as the Hawks began to extri-cate him from the yoke and frame. The
itching and gnawing of the skin that had been adhered to the metal was slowly retarding to a



mild annoyance that paled in comparison to the soreness that his limbs felt from being
bound. As this was alleviated by the Hawks, a new annoyance came to torture him.

The voice, he thought, it sounds so familiar. Is it possible | have been tortured by
someone | know?

Once removed from the frame, the young wizard straightened and flexed his appendages
to return circulation to the outermost limits. Control soon re-turned to his hands and fingers,
as he quickly formu-lated a plan for fighting back in the manner he had been taught by his
magisters at the Retreat.

The wizard smith is blind, so if | act quickly enough, | might be able to cast a spell that will
over-power my captors before they have time to react.

Almost instantaneously, Rassendyll brought his now unbound hands into action, flexing
them in readiness for one of the numerous attack spells he had been taught. Clearing his
now unbound throat he readied himself for the incantation that he sought from the files of his
mind.

Fear seized him. He could not remember any of the spells or incantations! It was as if his
entire edu-cation had been erased.

"As | mentioned before," the voice instructed with a certain degree of cruel calmness, "we
have certain ways of handling mage types like yourself, here in Mulmaster. This lovely mask
that conceals your oh-so-attractive features also deadens all of your magi-cal abilities. You
have to admit that it is slightly more comfortable than being bound and gagged all the time.
Guards!"

The Hawks immediately grabbed him, one on each side. The voice came up behind him
again, deli-cately gauntleted hands feeling the edges of the two halves of the metal mask.

"Fine craftsmanship,"” the voice observed. "Form-fit-ting, yet feature obscuring. Too bad
you didn't allow much room for his beard to grow. Eventually it will probably choke him, but
by that time | am sure | will have no further use for him. Guards, take him away."

Rassendyll wrenched himself away from the guards to confront his oppressor. The
eye-slits in the mask necessitated that he only view objects directly in front of him.
Maneuvering himself into position, he faced his antagonist dead on, and fainted dead away,
for he realized that he was confronting a man whose features were identical to his own.

"Throw him into our deepest dungeon," the High Blade ordered. "The wing in which we
house the other madmen, vagrants, and detritus of society."

The Hawks complied.

* * * * *

Rassendyll was tossed into a damp cell whose light was cast from a torch down the hall,
its illumi-nation barely creeping in through the guards' peep hole and the slot through which
the slop that was considered food would be passed.

The weight of the mask bore heavily on his neck and shoulders, throwing him off-balance
and damp-ening all of his perceptions. His body hurt, and he was racked with questions
about his fate.

Clearing his throat, he cried out in torment and confusion, "Why? Why? Why?"

A lone voice answered him from one of the cells down the hall. It said gruffly, with a basso
bellow reminiscent of a thespian or an opera star, "Will you keep it down? An actor needs
his sleep.”



PART ONE



The Prisoner, the Thespian, & the Traveler



1
A Friend in Need

On a Mulmaster city street:

"Oh thank you, Mister Volo," the pudgy thespian Passepout exclaimed, his bulgy flesh
bouncing be-neath his tunic as he tried to put as much distance as possible between
himself and his previous night's lodging, the prison known as Southroad Keep. "I don't know
what | would have done if you hadn't come along to bail me out.”

"Think nothing of it, old friend," Volothamp Ged-darm replied to his former bond servant,
pausing only a moment to adjust the beret atop his curly scalp before adding, "and | thought |
had cured you of that Mister Volo stuff."

"No," Passepout corrected. "You cured me of call-ing you Master Volo. The title of
'mister’ is the least form of respect | deign to use for my savior and sal-vation."

"Again," the impeccably dressed master traveler of Faerun (if not all Toril) instructed,
"think nothing of it."

"But you don't understand, Mist. . . uh, Volo," the thespian insisted. "It was horrible being
locked up in a dungeon cell alongside madmen, vagrants, and the other detritus of society."

"Believe me," Volo countered, "there is far worse company you might have been keeping
in Southroad Keep's subterranean dungeon, and not all of them are prisoners either."

"It was horrible, dehumanizing, and torturous."

"How long had you been incarcerated?" the master traveler inquired.

"Overnight," the pudgy thespian answered in righteous indignation, "and | didn't get a
wink of sleep. An actor needs his sleep, you know."

"So I've heard."

"Of course," Passepout continued to rant. "The cell was hard and damp, the food was
low-grade slop."

"How terrible for you," Volo concurred half-heart-edly, occasionally fingering his
well-groomed beard with the hand that he had free from tending the traveler's pack that
bounced as he strode.

"It was," the actor agreed, missing the sarcasm that was conveyed by the master
traveler's mischie-vous grin. "And if that wasn't bad enough, there was this madman
bemoaning his incarceration all night, and he was accompanied by a horrible clanging as if
someone were beating his cell walls with a coal bucket.”

"The nerve of that poor soul."

"Indeed," the thespian continued. "I am quite sure that this incident has scarred me for
life."

Volo looked around at the dark and smoke-filled streets of what had been nicknamed the
City of Dan-ger, put his arm around his boon companion, and tried to put the fellow's
one-night incarceration into proper perspective.

"Surely, the legendary son of Catinflas and Idle, scourge of the Sword Coast, expert
ballplayer and star goalie of Maztica, and circumnavigator of all Toril; not to mention master
thespian, and spon-sored actor and artist of the House of Bernd of Cor-myr, will be able to
put this behind him," the master traveler encouraged, trying not to be too sarcastic in his
tone.

"Of course you are right," Passepout conceded. "It would take more than one torturous
night's incarcer-ation to scar me for life."

"Indeed,"” Volo agreed, then changed the subject, asking, "by the way, how are things with
your posi-tion in the Bernd family household?"

Passepout looked sheepishly at his traveling com-panion, mentor of the road, and savior
many times over, and confessed. "I am afraid that | am no longer in the Bernd family's
employ."

"What happened?"



"l didn't do anything wrong, really.”

"Well surely Master Bernd is a fair man, and his son Curtis is quite fond of you. I'm sure
either of them would have stood by you."

"Curtis was away on his honeymoon with Shurleen,"” the thespian explained, slightly
wistful about the wedding of the woman whom he had at one time thought to be the love of
his life, "and my problem wasn't with Master Bernd, but rather with the au-thorities in Cormyr
itself.”

"What did you do now?"

"Well, remember Sparky and Minx, the Bernd family cats?"

"Of course," Volo replied, "two nobler felines I've never met."

"Indeed," the thespian explained, "but there was a certain maid that | had taken a fancy
to. Her name was Marissa, and she was quite pretty."

"Of course."

"Well," the portly thespian continued, "Marissa complained about the additional work that
she had to do cleaning up after them, and mentioned her con-cern that the two felines might
have kittens, and thus increase her workload, resulting in less time for me."

"So?"

"So | did what we always used to do back in Bal-dur's Gate."

"Which was?"

"I had them spayed.”

Volo fingered his beard, and commented, "It is a very serious crime—in all of Cormyr—to
interfere with the reproductive capabilities of a feline."

"As | soon learned," the hapless thespian replied. "The maid threatened to tell the
authorities of my deed unless | vacated the premises forthwith, and so I did. It turned out that
a certain young stable hand that she fancied, thought himself an actor, and it was all just an
elaborate scheme to put me in the doghouse, and him in the main house. If you know what |
mean."

Volo shook his head in gentle amusement, and urged his companion on. "So what then?"

"The maid was quite insistent about going to the authorities, so | figured it would probably
be pru-dent of me not to wait for Master Bernd's return. So | left a note of apology and took
to the road, to expe-rience life in the theater known as Faerun, once again."

"This way," Volo interrupted, indicating that it was time for them to turn the corner. "lI've
just checked in to the Traveler's Cloak Inn." The great traveler paused for a moment,
scratched his chin, and added inquisitively, "But somehow you knew that, or else how would
you have known to leave a message for me about your predicament. How did you know that
| would be staying there?"

The thespian beamed proudly, and answered, "One thing | certainly learned from our trip
was that the legendary Volothamp Geddarm always travels in style, and only favors the most
noble of establish-ments with his presence."

The greatest traveler of Faerun shook his head in gentle amusement, and conceded, "But
of course. And the Traveler's Cloak Inn is indeed the best place in Mulmaster. At fifteen gold
pieces a night, it better be. But this still doesn't explain how you knew that | would be in
Mulmaster."

"Well," the portly actor explained, his voice drop-ping markedly as a pair of soldiers
passed them going in the opposite direction along the avenue, "while | was enjoying the free
and easy life on the road, | came across a leaflet that mentioned that a local bookseller was
having a reception for a cook-book author who was on tour, and that the reception was
being sponsored by the firm of Tyme Waterdeep, Limited, who | remembered as your
publisher. Since it was a cookbook author, | naturally figured that there would be plenty of
food there, so | decided to crash.”

"Crash?"

"Attend without an invitation."

"Oh," Volo replied, "and they just let you in?"



"Well, not until | mentioned your name, of course."”

"Of course."

"The food wasn't very good anyway, low-fat fungus flambe, and such, but | ran into a guy
named Pig who claimed he knew you."

“"Imagine that," Volo mused.

"Now call me suspicious, but | am not inclined to take a person at their word, particularly
when they make claims of greatness."

"Like knowing Volothamp Geddarm?"

"Of course,” Passepout asserted. "No telling what a rogue might claim these days."

"No one would know better than you."

"Of course," the actor conceded. "Anyway, he claimed that you and he had made a
journey through the Underdark together, and that that trip had been the inspiration for the
book. When | asked him where you were, he said that you were probably working on your
guide to the Moonsea, and so, voila, we make contact."

Volo chuckled to himself. Imagine, he thought, my two most reluctant traveling
companions running into each other. | can't wait to hear Percival Woode-haus's version of
the story. He then said aloud to his friend, "Well its just lucky for you that Mulmaster was my
next stop. Originally it wasn't, and | wouldn't have gotten here for a month or more."

"I shudder to think of it," the portly thespian replied. "More than a night in that hellhole
would surely have been the death of me."

"What did they arrest you for anyway?"

"Acting, without an official permit.”

Volo nodded in agreement, and said, "And of course in order to get the official permit,
you would have had to pay the theater tax, which, of course, you couldn't afford.”

"Exactly."

"Sometimes | think that Mulmaster should be called the City of Taxes instead of the City
of Dan-ger," the great traveler declared, a bit too loudly for his paranoid companion who
was overly conscious of the excessive number of city guards that seemed to be out on the
streets. Volo, noticing the uneasiness of Passepout, quickly changed the subject.

Turning his attention back to his boon companion he said, "Enough of this idle chatter. On
to the mat-ter at hand. The Traveler's Cloak Inn is two doors away, and | have taken the
liberty of changing my reservation from a single to two adjoining rooms. A few hours' rest,
and you will be ripe and ready for some festing tonight. We can talk over old times, have
some new times, and make plans for future times, for tomorrow | must leave."

"You think of everything Mist . . . uh, Volo. But why must you leave so soon?"

"Oh, I'll be back," the traveler answered. "I'll prob-ably even keep the rooms on reserve
until | return. You can, of course, avail yourself of their use in my absence."

"Wonderful!"

Volo smiled at once again hearing his friend's fa-vorite expression, and ushered
Passepout into the best inn in town.

* * * * *
Around Mulmaster,
the Tower of Arcane Might,
and at the Traveler's Cloak Inn:

While the master traveler made arrangements for the next few days of his research, the
pudgy thes-pian spent most of the afternoon sleeping in the most comfortable bed that he
had had the honor of lying in since he left the luxuries of the Bernd estate many months ago.
Volo's research included stopping by the local taverns, inns, and festhalls to gain a few
recommendations for accommodations. He was very careful not to reveal his true identity
everywhere, as some of the establishments would later be graced with an incognito
visitation, by him, for purposes of giving them a fair evaluation for their inclusion in his
upcoming Volo's Guide to the Moonsea.



Volo also made it a point of checking in at the leg-endary Tower of Arcane Might, the
guild hall for the Brotherhood of the Cloak. Volo had earlier received honorary "Cloak"
status from the Senior Cloak Thurndan Tallwand in exchange for the noted au-thor's silence
concerning the source of various secret entries in his legendarily suppressed work Volo's
Guide to All Things Magical. By checking in infor-mally as an honorary Cloak, the master
traveler hoped to avoid future problems around Mulmaster with its strict rules on magic use,
while also main-taining a low profile that would enable him to come and go as
inconspicuously as possible with the rigid regimens of the often-called City of Danger.

As expected, Tallwand was unavailable, at least according to his secretary.

"l am sorry," said the officious wizard who acted as Tallwand's secretary. "The Senior
Cloak is very busy, and can not see you today."

"That's too bad,"” Volo, the ever courteous traveler, replied, "but | really did want to say
hello.”

"l am afraid that is not possible," the secretary replied, and returned to the work that was
on his desk.

Volo stood for a moment and fingered his beard, the wheels of thought whirring in his
head. He sus-pected that Tallwand was indeed eavesdropping on his conversation with his
wizardly lackey. He just wanted to see him for a moment. He decided it was time to fight
dirty.

In the few moments that VVolo took for contempla-tion and cogitation, an older wizard had
entered the Senior Cloak's antechamber. He was a sour old coot who seemed very
impressed with himself. No doubt he was older and stonier than the Tower of Arcane Might
itself.

"Ah, Mage McKern, you are here for your appoint-ment,” the lackey recognized. "Let me
just check with the Senior Cloak. | am sure he will be with you momentarily."

Volo sighed loudly and said aloud, "I guess | will have to have the article published without
giving Thurndan a chance to review it." The master trav-eler sighed again, and started to
head to the door.

The Senior Cloak, who was indeed eavesdropping on the goings-on, immediately burst
through the door. His face was a mask of enthusiasm and sur-prise desperately trying to
hide a look of embarrass-ment and fear over what he had just heard.

"Volo!" he hailed. "What a surprise! Come right in."

The master traveler reversed his steps and said, "l didn't want to disturb you. | am sure
you are very busy, and . .."

"Not at all,” Thurndan replied, putting his arm around the shoulders of the mischievous
author and ushering him into his office, pausing quickly to turn to his secretary and whisper,
"Reschedule whatever you have to."

As he crossed the threshold the master traveler heard the secretary saying, "l am sorry
Mage McKern, perhaps we can reschedule for next month...."

* * * * *

Volo's meeting with Tallwand was quite short. The master traveler made up an article that
he hoped the Senior Cloak might take a look at. The Senior Cloak quickly assented,
relieved that it had nothing to do with his earlier transgression that had made its way into the
notorious All Things Magical, and then set about getting rid of the master traveler as fast as
possible.

Volo, satisfied that no one would now be able to dispute that he had indeed checked in at
the Tower of Arcane Might and equally eager to be on his way, verbally recognized the
Senior Cloak's busy schedule and agreed to hurry along, promising to return at some later
date when they would both have some time to swap stories and spells.

The master traveler was quite full of himself as he passed the secretary who had tried to
bar his way. Volo chuckled, realizing that the lackey was proba-bly staring daggers at him.
That will teach him to try to get in the way of the master traveler of all Toril, Volo thought
proudly.



Still preoccupied with his own elan and facility, Volo didn't even notice accidentally
bumping into the sour old mage whose appointment he had usurped. Had he done so he
probably would have apologized. Instead he continued on his oblivious path, not even
hearing the vitriolic curses that were being spewed behind his back.

* * * % *

Upon returning to the Traveler's Cloak Inn, he was immediately greeted in the dining hall
by the now refreshed Passepout, whose pleasant afternoon nap had added fuel to his
already voracious appetite.

"Volo!" Passepout yelled. "Over here!"

| must remember to go alone on my visitations that require a low profile, the master
traveler re-minded himself, and then joined his friend at the op-ulently laid table.

"Dela darling," the portly thespian called to the barmaid, "Please set a place for my friend
here, and bring more food. He might be hungry.” Turning his attention to the recently seated
Volo, he whispered, "I think she likes me. | have a way with barmaids."

"I remember,"” the master traveler replied. "You were always quite the ladies’ man."

Dela quickly set a place for Volo, and was about to return to the bar when Passepout
gave her a friendly pat on the rump, and said, "Very nice, my sweet. Play your cards right,
and I'll put in a good word for you with the management.”

Dela gave Volo a long-suffering look, and said, "You sure he's a friend of yours, Mr.
Geddarm?"

"Afraid so," the master traveler replied.

"Well, please advise him to keep his hands to him-self," she instructed, and regained her
place at the bar.

Volo looked to his friend, and said admonishingly, "Well, you heard her."

Passepout was affronted. "Imagine her nerve!" the indignant thespian boomed. "l have a
good mind to have a word with the owner about her."

"She is the owner," Volo instructed.

"Oh," said the chubby thespian warily. "Do you think | should leave? Or maybe apologize?
A few well chosen compliments might go a long way, her being female and all.”

"Just let it pass,” the master traveler instructed. "Dela is a good sort, with a keen
business sense, and no desire to alienate any potential paying customers. You can't ask for
more in an innkeeper in these parts.”

Passepout nodded, and continued the inhalation of his meal. Volo put his napkin in place,
and joined in the dining experience. After a few more mouth-fuls, Passepout once again
struck up a conversation.

"l only arrived here yesterday," the chubby thes-pian confessed. "Is there anything | should
know about these here parts?"

"Plenty," the master traveler replied. "But first a question: why did you come to Mulmaster
to begin with?"

After a swallow and another quaff of ale, the portly thespian explained.

"Somebody around Westgate told me that there was plenty of room for my sort of trade in
the Moonsea area."

"You mean acting, of course," the master traveler clarified.

"Of course," Passepout replied. "I learned my les-son after that little stay in Baldur's Gate,
when you last came to my rescue."

"Go on," Volo urged, not wanting to experience an-other exuberant outbreak of undying
gratitude from the chubby actor, nor relive his last jailoreak experi-ence.

"So | said to myself, 'Self, where should we go?' Zhentil Keep was obviously out of the
guestion. | mean, who is willing to pay good money for drama when your city is in ruins."

"Agreed."

"And Hillsfar didn't exactly seem to fit the bill."

"For sure,” the master traveler replied, wondering if there was still a price on their heads
for imperson-ating Red Plumes, the city watch, the last time they were there.



"And Phlan already has a resident thespian, Ward T. James."

"Ward T. James?" Volo repeated inquisitively. "Never heard of him."

"He's a big guy, like me," Passepout explained, patting his expansive tummy in
illustration. "He tours with a group called the S.S.I.—Stupendous Stagecratft Incorporated.
They are most famous for their Pools series of plays that set the great classics of Faerun in
a mud pit."

"Great," the master traveler said, quickly taking out a pad and jotting down a few notes.
"High drama and mud wrestling all rolled into one."

"So that ruled out Phlan,” the actor finished heap-ing another pile of food onto his plate, to
further usher it into his never-filling gullet, "which basically just left Mulmaster as the major
metropolis at hand."

Volo swallowed, picked a crumb out of his neatly trimmed beard, took a napkin and
wiped his mouth, refilled his mug with ale in case any parchness beset him during his
lecture, and began to fill his boon companion in on Mulmaster minutiae.

"I can understand your reasons for choosing Mul-master, now that you have explained it to
me," the master traveler offered, "but | would still recom-mend that you pick another place to
ply your trade. As far as I'm aware no one ever tells anyone to go to these here parts unless
they really never want to see them again."

"I'm sure that's not the case," Passepout protested. "Olive, who recommended this area,
was quite fond of me."

"I'm sure," said the master traveler, not wanting to start an argument, "but Mulmaster is
known as the City of Danger for a very good reason. If you thought the Red Plumes of
Hillsfar were bad, wait 'til you get a load of the Hawks."

"Well, 1 did last night,” the thespian countered. "They weren't too bad as far as a city
watch goes."

"No, my friend," Volo corrected. "You were proba-bly taken in by regular soldiers. The
Hawks are the High Blade's own storm troopers. Rumor has it that he regularly dispatches
them to do his dirty work throughout the Realms. Let me give you a little his-tory.

"Mulmaster was founded—by various influential merchant groups—in the Year of Fell
Wizardry, as a trading fortress way station between the Moonsea, the River Lis, and the
Dragon Reach. It managed to not only survive, but thrive during the years of un-rest, and
eventually, in the Year of Thunder, made a bid for complete domination of the Moonsea, only
to be put back in its place by the combined forces of Sembia, Hillsfar, Phlan, Melvaunt, and
Zhentil Keep."

"Scrappy little place," the thespian commented be-tween mouthfuls.

Volo continued in his recitation of exposition text that he no doubt had already composed
for the guidebook in progress.

"There was much finger pointing after their failed attempt at expansionism, and out of the
anarchy arose the formation of a single seat of power, to rule over the others. This leader
was to be called the High Blade, who was to work in conjunction with the other ranking
nobles who from that time on were known as the Blades. The first High Blade took power in
the Year of the Wandering Wyrm, and quickly assassinated any of the Blades who didn't
agree with his way of doing things. From that point on the Blades were nothing more than a
puppet rul-ing council.”

"Wonderful," the thespian observed, "so that's why he needs those shock troopers
around to protect him."

"No, my friend,"” Volo corrected. "That's the job of the Brotherhood of the Cloak. Any
mage in the city of fourth level or higher is immediately recruited to their ranks, or else."

"Or else what?"

Volo made a motion as if he was slitting his throat with the bread knife.

"Oh," said the chubby thespian, beginning to think that maybe leaving town would be a
good idea.

"The current High Blade is a fellow by the name of Selfaril Voumdolphin, who succeeded



his father into the job after assassinating him. That was back in the Year of the Spear.”

"Did he then marry his mother? | seem to recall a play about something like that."

"I'm afraid not," the gazetteer replied. "This is one case where life does not mirror drama.
He did re-cently marry though, to an equally powerful young lady by the name of Dmitra
Flas."

“Never heard of her."

"She's also known as the First Princess of Thay, and the Tharchioness of Eltabbar, or just
the Thar-chioness for short. It was a major diplomatic coup for both Mulmaster and Thay."

"Wonderful."

"She spends most of her time back in Eltabbar, and he's been known to continue to play
the rogue with the wandering eye despite their matrimonial vows. She visits here three times
a year. | believe she just arrived yesterday for her most recent visit. Both sides claim that
they were wedded due to their mu-tual respect and love for each other, but | wonder."

"The problem with you, Volo," Passepout said sagely, "is that you are no longer a
romantic. If she just arrived back in town yesterday, | bet we won't see hide nor hair of either
of them for a while. This is obviously a case of true love winning out despite per-sonal
differences in upbringing and breeding. I'll bet they can't wait to see each other."

Volo chuckled at his friend's naivete.

"If you say so, my friend," the gazetteer replied.

"True love conquers all,” the thespian spouted.

The master traveler took another quaff of ale, and was instantly reminded of the message
he had once read from a Kara Turan fate biscuit that was capa-ble of more believable
profundity than his corpulent companion's observation.

Volo thought aloud to himself, "I wonder how the newlyweds are getting along."

Passepout resumed eating.



2
Newlywed Games

In the High Blade's Study in the Tower of the Wyvern:

He was alone in his private study, a room secret to all but his closest advisors (which did
not include his wife, the Tharchioness). His robes of silk and fur al-ready smelled of tobacco
and musk.

Selfaril Voumdolphin was in deep thought.

The resemblance was striking. It was almost like looking in a mirror. True he had the
bearing and build of a weakling, as most wizards did, and his whiskers and his mane were
more akin to a hermit's than the well-maintained locks and beard of the High Blade, but in all
other respects this young man was the High Blade's perfect twin.

Damn you, father, he thought to himself, cursing his sire. You were almost the perfect
High Blade, al-ways with a secret backup plan to assure your own ascendancy and that of
your line. We were alike in many ways. No wonder | had to kill you. Had | not acted
fortuitously, you would, no doubt, have dis-cerned my future plans and plotted to replace me
with your other son. We are alike in many ways, but | am the better High Blade.

He heard the bookcase that functioned as a secret door move, and assumed that
Rickman had re-turned, as the Hawk commander was the only one other than himself who
knew how to work that en-trance. He did not bother to turn around. Such things as common
courtesy were not required of the High Blade.

"The resemblance was uncanny,” Selfaril mut-tered.

"Yes, your majesty,” Rickman agreed. "Donal, that chancre, wasn't lying."

"Imagine his gall,” Selfaril said, finally turning to face his one-eyed right-hand man. "First,
he be-trayed the Retreat and offered the young mage to the agents of my dear bride, and
then, not satisfied with the price they offered, he came to us for a better deal.”

"For which you were more than willing to comply, sire," the Hawk assented. "They offered
him amnesty, we offered him wealth."

"And neither of us planned on keeping our word, anyway. Donal was a fool, and a greedy
one at that."

"Agreed, your majesty, but his shortcomings were definitely our advantage.”

"Indeed," the High Blade agreed, taking a seat in a chair that had been one of his father's
favorites. "Have you taken care of the rest of the loose ends?"

"Yes, sire," the Hawk captain assured. "A company of my best men have just returned
from the Retreat. They gained entrance under the pretence of investi-gating the apparent
Thayan raid of the night before. The elders were ever so grateful for a prompt re-sponse to
the attack, and offered my men their full cooperation. With their guard down, it was relatively
easy for my Hawks to carry out your orders."

"All slaughtered, then?"

"Yes, sire."

The High Blade tapped his forefinger to his temple as if to force out a single drop of
thought. "I hope that there weren't too many other secret guests like my father's other heir
and rival to my sover-eignty. | understand the monastery was also used as an occasional
way station for Harper agents, and | have no time to deal with their peskiness at this point.”

The Hawk captain quickly dispelled the High Blade's concern. "I took the liberty of
instructing one of my men to leave behind the crystal wand that had been used on the
Thayan turncoat Donal. It's Thayan design, and the blood of that slug will no doubt focus the
possible blame for this little bloodbath on more easterly sources."

"Well done, Rickman," the High Blade compli-mented. "Take a seat. You have been very
busy, and very productive.”

The Hawk captain bowed in thanks, and took his place across from the High Blade,
adding, "and of course | have seen to the unfortunate demise of our friend the blind wizard



smith whose exceptional handiwork adorns the head of our secret guest.”

" 'Tis a pity," Selfaril agreed, "but there is no sense in not being careful."

"Agreed," Rickman acknowledged, glad that he was not being perceived as overzealous
in his perfor-mance of his duties. "So what are your plans for the dispensation of your twin
brother, if | might inquire, sire?"

"My twin brother," Selfaril mused. "It's funny. Up until just this moment | never thought of
him quite that way. | mean, sure, he has to be my brother, my twin, but as far as | am
concerned, he is merely my father's other son, my rival, a challenger to my throne. Tell me
Rickman, do you have any brothers?"

"One, your majesty, but he is dead. His name was Jeremy."

"How sad," the High Blade replied in an unsenti-mental monotone.

"Not really, sire," the Hawk corrected. "As he was the first born, he received all the
privileges. That is why | entered the military. It was either there or a monastery."

"Your loss was Mulmaster's gain."

"In more ways than one, sire. When father died, Jeremy inherited it all. In my then capacity
as sergeant of the guards, | had him thrown in irons, charged with high treason, and
executed a week later. My father's estate was, of course, seized for the state, and |
appointed myself as custodian. | was soon promoted, and it was turned over to me as my
fiefdom."

"You're not just saying this to earn my favor, are you, Rickman?"

"l wouldn't think of it, sire,” the Hawk said proudly. "All you have to do is check the civil
records."

"Of course," the High Blade observed in a jesting manner, "one who has already
engaged in fratricide would never stoop to falsifying civil records."

"Of course not, your majesty,” the Hawk replied, jovially adding, "that would be against the
law."

"But of course."

The murderers' conversation was interrupted by the quick sounding of three chimes.

The High Blade cursed.

“It's the Tharchioness, no doubt,” Selfaril offered. "I left strict orders with Slater—my
valet—to ring me if she inquired of my whereabouts. Word has no doubt already reached
her about last night's thwart-ing of her plans, and she, no doubt, wants to pick my brain about
what happened.”

"Do you think she suspects that we are behind what happened?"

"No more than | would suspect her of wanting to depose me," the High Blade replied with
a grin, com-ing to his feet. "Come with me. Let us seek out my still blushing bride, and let the
game of cat and mouse begin!"

* * * * *

In the Tharchioness's Boudoir in the Tower of the Wyvern:

The Tharchioness was not amused.

It was bad enough that she had to endure the damp and smoky gloominess of Mulmaster
for yet another one of her thrice-yearly connubial stays, but now to be surrounded by such
incompetence was def-initely not to her liking, and she had no intention of tolerating it.

She had purposely cut short her stay back in Eltabbar overseeing the rebuilding of her
beloved city after the devastating earthquake of a few months back because of the so-called
opportunity that had been presented to her ambassador by that traitor to the Thayan cause
and the sovereignty of Zulkir Szass Tam, Donal Loomis.

Her just recently executed ambassador with whom the traitor had made contact had been
overly optimistic, and had presented his plan as an anti-dote to the oppressive yoke of
matrimony that she had endured for diplomatic reasons with the slimy High Blade of the city
to the west.

Szass Tam had explained the necessity of her courtship and marriage to the foul



westerner as the first step toward an active Thayan presence in the Moonsea area. The
powerful lich lord would then be able to extend his influence farther southward to the
Dalelands, while exerting further pressures on the other tharches toward an ultimate goal of
the unifi-cation of all of Thay under his eternal rule. She had been more than willing to assist
him in this ultimate goal, even if it meant subjecting herself to the bondage of matrimony.

Unfortunately, both of them had underestimated the equally acquisitive ambitions of the
High Blade, who saw Mulmaster's Tower of the Wyvern as the jumping-off point for his own
expansion of power and authority both south and eastward, power which he had no intention
of sharing with his bride, or the real power behind her throne.

The now deceased ambassador had presented such a simple plan. A double for the
High Blade ex-isted. Why not abduct him, and persuade him that it would be more
advantageous for him to follow orders from them than to die an excruciatingly torturous
death at their hands? They would then secretly substitute their puppet for Selfaril; placing
him on the throne while the real High Blade was secretly spir-ited away to the east.

According to Ambassador Vitriole, the traitor who had presented this opportunity was
mortally in fear of his life, and as a result, could be trusted to follow their exact orders in
exchange for their lifting the sentence of death from his misshapen shoulders (which was
immediately agreed to with the full knowledge that a new plan would be carried out on the
spot once his usefulness had come to an end).

Donal might have been a traitorous, cowardly fool, the Tharchioness thought to herself,
but Vitriole was a fool as well for underestimating his traitorous ways. They deserved each
other's company in death. Had | had a competent ambassador in place, | wouldn't be in this
delicate position. But no, | had to come to Mulmaster early to face my beloved husband
when | displaced him as the ruling power of Mul-master. Now what am | going to do?

The First Princess of Thay gently applied a bit of perfume behind her ears, knowing that
the west-erner who was her husband would find it distracting. For a similar reason, she had
also chosen to wear her silken robe with the plunging neckline that flattered her ample
breasts and drew further attention to her eye-catching cleavage.

I must use everything at my disposal, she thought in agitated resignation, once again
cursing the in-competence of her minions that necessitated her sen-sual theatricality.

Her moments of silent reflection on her current predicament were interrupted by the
cautious ar-rival of her new ambassador to Mulmaster.

"First Princess," the new and fearful ambassador said tentatively, "you requested my
presence?"

"No," the Tharchioness replied acidly, "I said that | wanted you at my disposal, here and
now. You do know what happened to your predecessor, don't you?"

"Yes, your highness," the ambassador acknowl-edged, trying not to show that he had just
soiled himself out of sheer terror and fear.

The Tharchioness, born Dmitra Flas and now also known as the First Princess of Thay,
was leg-endary in her cruelty, and the execution of Vitriole was only the most recent of her
acts of intolerance toward what she considered to be traitorous incom-petence. Anything
that hindered Szass Tam's ulti-mate plans was considered to be treasonous within the
tharch of Eltabbar, and treason was always pun-ishable by death.

The Tharchioness gave the ambassador a quick once-over. His Mulan lineage was
apparent. Rumors of non-Mulan spies in Thay were rampant, and pre-cautions had to be
taken. His hairless pate was adorned by the long-since faded tattoos of what once must
have been magically-empowered images of phoenixes in flight. Now they were just inked
draw-ings on a wrinkled and pale skull.

Great, she thought to herself, another spineless political appointee who has long since
passed his age of usefulness. Why don't they ever send me someone who is young and
vibrant rather than another impo-tent husk of a boot licker?

The Tharchioness looked him in the eyes, dead on.

He dropped to the floor, cringing in an absurd amalgam of abasement and terror.



The Tharchioness rolled her eyes, her contempt turning to cruel amusement, and said,
"Well, it doesn't look like you are long for this job, and you know what that means?"

"Yes, your Tharchioness," he managed to get out through trembling lips and chattering
teeth.

"Find my husband, corpse maggot, and do it fast,” she ordered, revelling in the sheer
terror her latest ambassador felt toward her. "I haven't laid eyes on him since | arrived
yesterday."

"Perhaps he is avoiding . . ." the quivering mass offered.

"I don't recall giving you permission to speak, corpse maggot!"

“No, your Tharchioness."

"So don't just cower there, find him!" she screamed, sending him out of the room at a
break-neck pace that was, no doubt, largely propelled by complete and utter terror.

The Tharchioness laughed for a moment, her thoughts temporarily diverted from the
precarious situation at hand.

"And while you're at it," she said aloud with a grin, though the ambassador had long since
left, "clean yourself up. You can't seek the High Blade smelling of excrement. He might
mistake you for one of his subjects.”

* * * * %

The Reid Room in the Tower of the Wyvern:

The two heads of state met in the receiving room, their entrances carefully orchestrated
and timed by their retinues so that neither seemed to have been left waiting for the other.

"Darling,"” the Tharchioness cooed.

"My Thayan beauty," the High Blade countered, "l was not expecting you for another
month."

"l just couldn't stand being away from you," she replied, her cruel lips pursed in fake
kisses for the husband she hated.

"That makes two of us," he agreed with just a hint of a leer that the retinues would no
doubt mistake for lust, rather than contempt. "How goes the re-building of Eltabbar?"

"Slowly."

"Earthquake, wasn't it?"

"Right as always."

During the entire exchange neither the husband nor the wife had come any closer to each
other, and still stood on opposite sides of the room. They tenta-tively drew closer together,
still halting well before they had reached an arm's distance.

He first noticed the scent of a new perfume as they entered the room, while she
recognized the foul stench of his tobacco. Their eyes never left each other, like two jungle
cats each waiting for the other to be the first to blink, at which point the other would strike a
lethal blow.

She's even icier than usual, the High Blade thought. She is probably already aware that
her plan has gone awry.

Usually he can't remove his eyes from my breasts, the Tharchioness contemplated. Now
he won't break my stare. He knows something and is trying to see if | know it, too. | mustn't
give myself away.

The subtle standoff was interrupted by the arrival of some Arabellan Brandy. The High
Blade seized the opportunity to seemingly relax, and poured his bride and himself a snifter
each.

The Tharchioness sipped.

"Mmmmmm," she purred, licking her lips.

"I'm glad it is to your liking," he said in mock gal-lantry. "I always try to provide you with the
best Mulmaster has to offer, but sometimes plans do go awry, as you no doubt have recently
experienced."

The Tharchioness maintained her composure, and in a tone that she thought of as



schoolgirlish (which, incidentally, turned her stomach every time she used it), she inquired,
"What could you mean, darling?"

"Why the earthquake, of course," he replied, hesi-tating just a moment before adding,
"dear."

"Of course,"” she said in agreement, realizing the subtext of taunts that he was beginning
to bedevil her with.

"It's a funny thing though," he persisted, "one's misfortune is sometimes another's boon."

"To whose advantage is an earthquake?"

"Why those who are paid to make the repairs af-terward, my sweet," the High Blade
replied in his most subtly condescending tone.

The Tharchioness decided that she needed more time and information before further
dealing with the delicate matter at hand. The High Blade obviously knew something, but of
what and how much, she was not certain. She decided to change the subject.

Delicately dipping her finger into her snifter of brandy, she held it out for her husband's
consideration.

"Care for a taste?" she purred.

Gently taking the proffered hand with its anointed digit in his two hands, he slowly brought
it to his lips, and bestowed a kiss.

"I thought you'd never offer," he replied breath-lessly, then turned to the crowds that had
followed them into the receiving room and instructed the ret-inues, "Leave us! Matters of
state and diplomacy can wait until later. Much later."

In less than the time it took for their lips to meet, they were alone and on the receiving
room settee.

No further words were exchanged, and delicate situations were temporarily postponed.

* * * * *

In the Dungeon of Southroad Keep:

Rassendyll's eyes had finally grown accustomed to the dim light of his cell, and the iron
mask that en-shrouded his head no longer shifted with every movement he made. It was as
if the metal of the domed skullcap had taken root in the back of his head, allowing less
movement in the face of the mask as well. The ringing had finally stopped in his ears from
the ceaseless clanging that had ensued during his period of hysterics when he had beaten
his head against the wall in despair. The strong iron metal of the mask had protected his
head from any major damage or concussion, and all that remained of his temporary
outbreak of insanity was a nagging headache.

The edges around his eyes chafed his sockets, while the slits that barely functioned as
access points to his mouth and nose pressed back against his face providing the smallest
windows of entry for air and other sustenance. He vaguely remembered the comment his
twin had made about the lethality of his beard's growth, and resigned himself to the
eventuality of his fast-approaching demise.

"Death," he called in a volume equal to his out-break of the night before, and immediately
regretted it as his own words seemed to echo within the skull that the combined mask and
bone of his head had become. He stopped, pulled himself up short, and steeled himself for
another round of beseeching the gods.

"Death," he called in comfortable, hushed tones, "please take me now, and spare me the
suffering of waiting."

"I'm not death," a voice interrupted from behind, "but if you don't mind, I'd like to come in
and set a spell. When you get to my age, tunnel crawling is hard work."

Rassendyll quickly turned around, and saw the source of the voice.

An old dwarf, whose pure white hair and beard were as long as his entire body, was
halfway through a hole in the wall that had been formed from the re-moval of one of the
massive stone bricks that made up the foundation.

The young mage was speechless, but this didn't stop the dwarf, who quickly regained his



feet, strode over to the new prisoner, and introduced himself.

"Hi," he said jovially, in a tone that was quite out of place for the dark dungeon. "I'm
Hoffman, from the Seventh Dwarven Abbey. I've been a prisoner down here for | don't know
how long. What's your story?"



3
A Weakened Retreat

Along the Road from Mulmaster to the Retreat:

After the feasting at the Traveler's Cloak Inn was over, the festing began with a tour of
some of the local hot spots such as the very popular Wave and Wink (nicknamed the W&W)
and the Smashed Plate. Real-izing that he had many days of work and research ahead of
him, Volo took it fairly easy, managing to at-tract no attention to himself amidst the crowd of
Mulmaster revellers. Passepout, on the other hand, gave free reign to all of his desires with
all of the joie de vivre of the recently released prisoner that he was. His eyes and his
appetites, however, were much larger and stronger than his strength and his sta-mina. By
midevening, the chubby thespian was quite unconscious, and the master traveler had to
enlist the help of three very strong young laborers and one extremely sturdy cart to get him
back to their night's lodgings.

The following morning, Volo rose before dawn, as-sembled his pack and scribbled down
a hasty note assuring the stout thespian that he would return in a few days. He grabbed a
fast breakfast, which Dela was more than willing to provide, and left the inn. The master
traveler rented a horse from a nearby stable and set out for his next destination.

The sun was just inching over the horizon when the most famous gazetteer in all Faerun
passed Southroad Keep. Nodding to the city watch, who didn't pay him much attention as
they were more con-cerned about the apparent tardiness of their relief, he passed through
the city gate, and was on his way.

The absence of the city walls and buildings re-moved all obstructions from the force of the
wind, and Volo quickly drew up a spare blanket that he had packed just for this reason, and
draped it around himself as if it were a cape. Fastening it in place with a clasp, and then
placing one hand on his beret and one hand on the reins, he spurred on the steed with a
quick kick and "giddy-yap."

Volo looked around him as he rode, taking in the scenery, and mentally assembling
descriptive pas-sages and entries for the guide.

The mountains, he thought to himself, seem to create some sort of wind tunnel. The
breezes off the Moonsea were magnified by the funnel effect as they roared through, making
everything seem colder than it should be. | must remember, he noted, to include a cold
weather warning and a warm clothing advisory in the book.

With the exception of the mountains themselves, the rising sun had very little to illuminate
on the landscape through which the master traveler rode. Mulmaster was surrounded by
rocky, barren lands which further magnified the gloom of the smokey in-dustrial city. The
sure-footed stallion had little prob-lem making its way over the rugged and unforgiving
ground, with only a minimal amount of direction from its well-traveled rider.

Even though the smoky fog of Mulmaster was far behind and out of sight in no time at all,
the gloom and bleakness of the jagged terrain remained as Volo continued on his way. The
skies were almost as unin-habited as the ground, with only the occasional bird of prey or
vulture breaking up the grey monotony that reached upward as far as the eye could see.

The master traveler seemed oblivious to the life-lessness around him, and contented
himself with putting together new and different phrases to de-scribe the barren landscape.
Occasionally he would pass an abandoned farmhouse or inn, and would wonder what
ill-fortuned farmer or hostler was fool-hardy enough to try to ply his trade there. Further on in
his journey, he began to pass larger abandoned structures that almost resembled
Southroad Keep. From the research notes that he had prepared prior to setting out on his
journey, he knew that they were monasteries and habitats for contemplative orders that had
long fallen by the wayside.

There must have been something about the aus-terity of the landscape itself that attracted
the ascetic, introspective, hermit types that had the swelled the orders that had filled these



citadels in years gone by. | guess they came looking for the meaning of life, didn't find it, and
left, leaving their monastic dwellings behind, he thought.

The great gazetteer smiled.

Maybe I'll include something in the guide about these places being haunted to sort of
make things more exciting. Local legends have to start some-where, he surmised.

As Volo and his steed approached what remained of a stone arch that had in some
earlier era provided egress for some now long bygone structure, the great gazetteer heard a
scurrying like the scrambling of rats on a cellar floor. The master traveler smiled, and
reached into the inner pocket of his cloak, the tips of his fingers caressing one of the
numerous blades he had secreted on various parts of his person.

Company, he thought to himself.

Guiding the horse closer to the arch rubble, Volo allowed himself to slump down in the
saddle as if he had fallen asleep, while tightening his hold on the reins to keep control of his
steed in as inconspicuous a manner as possible.

Easy pickings, the master traveler thought to himself, usually leads to careless thieves.

He heard the scurrying on his left and above, and readied himself for the attack.

A last scratch of a scurry from above, followed by a grunt, clued Volo in on a moment's
notice that the outlaw who was stalking him was leaping down on to his not unsuspecting
prey from above.

The master traveler quickly spurred his steed for-ward, upsetting the dim-witted brigand's
planned in-terception, causing him instead to go crashing to the hard stone ground below.

Once again at a moment's notice, Volo reined in his steed with one hand, this time
quickly turning his mount around to face the inept assailant, while flinging a throwing blade
with his freed hand. The blade met its mark, passing through the shoulder fabric of the black
haired brigand's cloak, lodging its tip in the seam between the stones in the road, and
staking him to the ground while barely scratching the less than deserving oaf.

Dazed and bewildered, the thief looked up and began to quake in his threadbare boots,
beads of sweat trickling down his face from razor cut locks of ebony as he waited for
another blade to make its mortal mark.

"What is your name, O inept felon?" Volo inquired.

"James," the thief sputtered.

"Well, felonious James, or perhaps James Felo-nious since you do seem to be rather
backward," Volo blithely explained, "I'm afraid that business de-mands that | go this way,
and since the authorities that | would have to turn you over to lie back from whence | came,
I'm afraid that | will have to leave you behind."

James the Felon tried to get up but was still held in place by the blade-staked cloak.

"l can't get up!" the bewildered and dense brigand cried, unaware that it was his own
cloak that was holding him down.

"That's right," the master traveler replied. "I have cast a static cling spell that is causing
the ground to grip you up against it."

Volo spurred his steed again, and began to set off at a light trot.

"Don't leave me here!" the thief cried. "I'll starve!"

"The spell will wear off soon enough,” the master traveler assured, then added, "and
when it does you better hightail it out of these parts. I'll be passing back this way again soon,
and I'd better not find you around.”

"What if someone should come upon me before it wears off? I'm helpless!" the thief cried
louder.

"l wouldn't worry about that," VVolo replied jovially. "From what I've seen and heard, the
brigands that favor these here parts are a rather inept bunch.”

After a few moments Volo looked back in the dis-tance. From what he could make out the
thief was still struggling on the ground. The master traveler allowed himself a chuckle, and
continued onward.

Others might have passed through the area at a faster pace, but not Volo. This was in no



way due to the potential speed of his steed, but rather by the personal choice of the rider
himself. The master trav-eler was a stickler when it came to local flavor and color, and he
had no desire to rush through it at the risk of missing something, even if the flavor of the
landscape was bland and its color was gray.

I must remember to include a warning about brig-ands in the book, the master traveler
noted. After all, not all travelers are as observant—or as adept at handling such
situations—as myself.

* * * % *

Sometime past midday, the master traveler came in sight of his destination: the isolated
monastery known as the Retreat. The leisurely pace with which he had traveled obviously
caused him to arrive while the various hermits of the place were on their lunchtime break
deep within the monastic walls, as no one was in sight in the fields around the old
stronghold.

I guess | should have sent word to wait lunch on me, the master traveler reflected with a
chuckle.

Maybe if | can catch the eye of one of the members on watch, a place will already be set
for me by the time | arrive.

A chill unlike the one caused by the Moonsea cli-matic conditions passed down the spine
of the mas-ter traveler.

That's odd, he thought. No one seems to be on watch. Even during meals there is always
someone on watch.

Volo put his two fingers up to his mouth and let loose with a birdcall almost identical to
that of the Bowl-headed Greenwood, a bird indigenous to Shadowdale. He repeated the
call, listening carefully for a reply.

None came.

He immediately realized that something was not right. Where could they be? he thought
to himself. The elders would always respond to a Harper signal of distress, even when it isn't
given by a Harper. The network of secret agents dedicated to preserving bal-ance in Faerun
were longtime allies of the old mages therein. Surely the Harpers could never fall out of favor
with them. Where could they all have gone, and why wasn't anyone responding to his call?

Quickly reaching into his cloak to assure himself of the readiness of yet another blade,
Volo urged the horse onward at a slower pace, eyes and ears wide open and ready for
danger.

The gate of the Retreat had been left wide open, and though the rocky terrain obscured
any tracks that might have otherwise been left, the dried spoor of nu-merous horses was still
evident by the series of rails that were normally used for the tethering of steeds.

Volo dismounted, and, with reins still in hand in case he had to make a quick return to the
saddle and an even faster egress, approached the evidential detritus, and stooped down to
get a closer look at it. As | recall, the master gazetteer (who also considered himself to be a
more than adequate detective) re-flected, it rained just two days ago. Whatever caused the
Retreat to be evacuated must have occurred since then, or else this fertilizer would have
been washed away.

Righting himself and stepping carefully so as to avoid treading in the evidence at hand (or
underfoot, as was the case), Volo approached the gate.

Before he had even gained entrance, he realized that he had been mistaken about the
Retreat's evac-uation, for there, just inside the gate, was the not quite two-day-old corpse of
the Thayan exile who had been known as Donal Loomis. As two rats were feasting in the
orifices of the elder's face, Volo saw no need to bend over for a closer examination. He
knew the monk was dead and saw little reason to further turn his travel-worn stomach.

With a dagger in hand, the brave gazetteer stepped over the body, and ventured further
into the strong-hold that had been known as the Retreat. The further he went the more
bodies he found, each gutted like a pig for a Mayday feast. The master traveler used his
free hand to bring a neckerchief up to his nose and mouth to help fight back the gall that was



rebelling in his stomach. Maintaining his composure, he tried to piece together what must
have happened.

| would immediately jump to the conclusion that the Retreat had been attacked by some
foreign force, he thought, but there seems to be no sign of a strug-gle. My second theory, he
went on, would have been that they were the victims of a surprise attack, per-haps in the
middle of the night, but all of the bodies are attired in their day wear, and the gate and
stronghold walls show no signs of being breached, jimmied, or assailed. Whoever
engineered this horrible blood-bath must have been granted entrance by the elders in broad
daylight, and therefore were assumed by the elder on watch to have been either allies, or
harmless. | guess the elder on watch was mistaken.

Scanning the residue of slaughter, Volo thought he recognized one of the corpses. He
was about to stoop to get a closer look when he barely saw a mov-ing blur out of the corner
of his eye, and reacted in a second, raising his dagger to a defensive posture.

He was half a second too slow.

The master traveler felt the coolness of a steel blade against his windpipe, and heard an
authorita-tive voice say, "Drop it, or breathe blood."

Realizing he had no alternative if he wished to live long enough to get to the bottom of the
bloodbath, and to eventually complete his guide to the Moonsea, Volo dropped his dagger,
and prepared to do whatever the other visitor to the Retreat requested.

He felt the blade pressing harder against his throat.

* * * * *

In the High Blade's study in the Tower of the Wyvern:

The High Blade rose late that morning, having spent a strenuous night with the Thayan
serpent that months ago he had accepted as his wife. He sought out the privacy of his study
as he wished to avoid all of the court, social, and political commit-ments that occurred
whenever he and his consort were reunited. Though he was more than aware of the
necessity of such obligations and functions, he nonetheless desired time to more
adequately formu-late his plans against his she-devil wife who had sought to neutralize him.
Wishing a report on his most important prisoner, Selfaril sent for Rickman.

The captain of the Hawks responded immediately.

"You summoned, sire," said the one-eyed Hawk.

"How is my brother?" the High Blade inquired, not making eye contact with his second in
command.

"As you left him, my lord," Rickman responded, surprised at Selfaril's use of the moniker.
"My man in the Cloaks informs me that, given normal circum-stances, the mask should have
dampened all of his magical abilities to non-existence by now. He is now no more of a
mage than either you or I."

"What a pity for him after all of those years of study," Selfaril observed in an emotionless
monotone.

"Of course, the mask also serves the other purpose of obscuring his identity from prying
eyes, as you yourself planned, sire," added Rickman.

"So that no one will ever know that | have a brother," the High Blade interrupted,
completing the thought of his right-hand man, and once again sur-prising the Hawk with his
use of the fraternal label. Changing the subject, Selfaril said, "You know Rick-man, for most
people, family is their main source of comfort and survival. I, on the other hand, never knew
my mother, killed my father, have imprisoned my brother, and am plotted against by my
wife."

"Most people are inferior pawns whose very exis-tence is only validated for as long as
they are useful to superior men such as yourself, High Blade," Rick-man asserted.

"Indeed," Selfaril agreed absently.

Rickman remained in place, waiting for the High Blade to issue new orders, but Selfaril
remained silent, as if preoccupied with other matters. Growing uncomfortable with his



master's prolonged silence, the captain of the Hawks hazarded a question.

"Your majesty,” Rickman inquired cautiously, "have you confronted the Tharchioness with
your discovery of her conspiracy yet?"

"No," Selfaril answered quickly, snapping out of his preoccupied malaise. "I haven't
finished planning how to turn it to my greatest advantage yet. Ideally | would like to use it to
rid the city of all of those diplo-matically immune wizards she has seen fit to bring here,
exempting them from my control, while send-ing an occupational force to Eltabbar to exert
our own battery of diplomatic influence. As you no doubt realize, this is more than just a wife
wishing to kill her husband. This is war."

Rickman was surprised at the recent amount of anger and emotion the High Blade had
made evi-dent. What had started out as a political chess game with what was initially
considered to be a worthy op-ponent had quickly escalated into a ruthless shadow war.
Rickman was in a quandary as to what he should offer to do next.

"Should | have some of my men arrange for the re-moval—permanent or locational—of
the Thar-chioness?" he inquired.

"Not just yet," the High Blade answered. "We must play this situation very delicately."

"What if | were to send two of my men back to the Retreat to investigate the unfortunate
slaughter of that order of contemplative mages. They could discover the Thayan wand that
was left behind, and report it to their immediate superiors who would then pass this
discovery up through the chain of command...."

"And with gossip being what it is in the lower ranks, passing out into the unwashed
masses as well."

"Indeed, sire," Rickman agreed. "Maiden rumor will spread, fermenting public outrage
against the Thayan murderers. | will have Wattrous and Jembahb dispatched immediately.
Neither of them are known for their discretion."

“Indeed.”

"In regards to rumor, sire," Rickman continued. "Wouldn't it be wise to remove any threat
of it inter-fering with our plans?"

"To what do you refer?”

"The prisoner, sire," the Hawk captain explained cautiously. "Though his appearance is
obscured, he can still talk. Perhaps he should be further isolated from the other prisoners in
the dungeon.”

Selfaril shook his head and chuckled.

"I really don't think that is necessary. A trip to the dungeon is a one-way journey for the
hopeless, penni-less, and terminally unfortunate. What are the odds of someone getting out,
and even at that, what of it?"

Rickman became quite serious.

"Through my sources, | have learned that the prisoner in the cell next to your brother was
released yesterday. An unemployed actor | believe."

"What of it? If he heard anything at all it was the ravings of a madman. | find very little
reason to fear an unemployed actor who probably knows nothing, nor anyone, of
importance.”

"Just the same, your majesty, | would like to as-sign one of my spies to keep an eye on
him, at least until your plan has come to fruition."

"Fine, fine," Selfaril responded. "Spy on him, kill him, whatever you desire. Just don't
waste my time with it."

"Yes, your majesty," the captain of the Hawks an-swered dutifully. "And the
Tharchioness? Does the same hold true for her?"

"No, Rickman," the High Blade responded with a lascivious grin as he recalled the night
before. "I'm not quite finished playing with her just yet."

* * k% * *

In the chambers of the First Princess of Thay in the Tower of the Wyvern:



"Your majesty,” the fearful ambassador hesitantly interrupted the Tharchioness's late
morning meal. She had awakened to find her husband already de-parted from their bed,
and was not in a very good mood at all.

"What is it, worm?" she spat back with the venom of a recently disturbed cobra.

"You requested an update, your majesty . . . from our spies?"

The beautifully evil Tharchioness stood up, tower-ing over the gelatinous bulge of her
obsequious am-bassador, spitting back: "And?"

‘Well, your majesty," the ambassador replied, trying to maintain some composure while
averting his eyes from hers, only to find them now locked on the satin V of her gown, and the
ample breast that rested behind it. "Rumor has it that a group of riders were seen out-side
Southroad Keep on the early morning after the night of the abduction. Other sources
indicate that there is a new prisoner in the keep's dungeon.”

"Has anyone been dispatched to verify the iden-tity of this prisoner?"

"Yes, y-y-y-your majesty," the ambassador stut-tered, "but according to an easily bribed
guard named Smagler, he is just a madman."

"And you trusted an easily bribed guard named Smagler to know the truth about an
exceptionally sensitive matter like the imprisonment of the High Blade's own twin brother?"
she barked, ready to arrange for the cowering diplomat to join his prede-cessor in the job.

"No your majesty," the ambassador quickly replied, a tone of pleading in his voice. "l then
sent another of our spies to verify the identity of this madman, and see for himself. So he
gained access to the dungeon, and snuck a peek into the new prisoner's cell.”

"And. . ... ? You try my patience! What did he look like? Was he the High Blade's twin?"

"We do not know, your majesty," the ambassador said meekly.

"What do you mean we do not know? Was our spy captured?"”

"No, your majesty. | just finished debriefing him."

"Well, what then?"

"It was the prisoner, your majesty."

"What about him? What did he look like?" she in-terrogated, losing her temper, and
pummelling the pudgy ambassador with closed fists about his bald head and stooped
shoulders. "l don't see what could have been so hard. The High Blade is the most
recog-nizable of all this city's wretches!"

"He wore a mask, your majesty. A magically resis-tant, iron mask," the ambassador cried
between sobs and moans of pain. "No matter how hard my spy tried, he just couldn't
penetrate its ensorcellments.”

The Tharchioness instantaneously regained her composure.

"He must be our prisoner, or else there can be no reason why my loving husband would
be obscuring his identity."

"My spy also observed that the mask seemed to have a magical dampening effect within,
as well as without."

The Tharchioness chuckled sinisterly.

"My husband has always been uneasy around magic. It is only to be expected that he
would hobble the abilities of the mage-in-training."

With her fingertips, the First Princess gently massaged the tattoos that adorned the left
side of her completely bald pate.

"The fact that his identity is concealed from the outside world is a point in our favor. It
indicates that my dear husband is uneasy about his presence, and has no desire for his
lovely citizens of Mulmaster to be made aware of it. We too must keep the existence of his
brother secret.” The Tharchioness turned and faced her ambassador who was regaining his
compo-sure after the physical interrogation that he had just been put through. "What of your
spy?" she inquired calmly.

"I killed him," the ambassador replied, adding, "You stressed that absolute secrecy must
be main-tained, your majesty."

"Good," the Tharchioness agreed. "For the time being, secrecy must be maintained at all



costs. Leave, worm. Your presence nauseates me."

"Yes, your majesty,” the ambassador replied obse-quiously, as he backed out of her
ladyship's private chambers, dreading the day when his own useful-ness would no longer
outweigh the Tharchioness's desire for secrecy.

* * * * %

In the Dungeon of Southroad Keep:

Rassendyll looked at his strange visitor.

The dwarf seemed inordinately cheerful for a pris-oner in a dungeon, or at least so
thought the impris-oned young mage. Perhaps he was a spy.

The dwarf spoke again.

"l can't see your eyes with that funny coal bucket on your head, but I still think | can tell
what you're thinking. You're probably saying to yourself, 'Self, who is this crazy old coot?"
Well, | already answered that question, but | don't mind repeating myself. My name is
Hoffman, and | am formerly of the Seventh Dwar-ven Abbey—of which | was senior abbot
and protector of the legendary Seal of Robert, | might add—and | have been a prisoner
down here for quite a long time, since before something that someone told me hap-pened,
the Time of Tremors, or something."

"You mean the Time of Troubles," the masked prisoner corrected.

"I might do, | might do," the dwarf assented. "You're probably also asking yourself, 'Self,
can | trust this crazy old coot? Is he a spy? Is he a mad-man?' Well the answers to those
guestions in order are : yes, no, and maybe. The Seventh Dwarven Abbey was attacked by
Zhent agents, and | alone survived. Once | had ascertained the safety of the Seal, | came to
Mulmaster in search of help. The powers that be claimed | was a spy, threw me in the
dungeon, and forgot about me. It is a fate worthy of a sole survivor ... in a cosmic sense.
Don't you agree?"

"I'm not sure,"” Rassendyll responded, not realiz-ing the apparent similarity of their
situations.

"Now what did a fine young fellow like yourself do to wind up in a place like this?"
Hoffman quickly in-quired.

"l don't know," Rassendyll replied, "and how do you know if I'm young or not?"

The dwarf started to laugh.

"Heckuba," Hoffman swore between guffaws, "just about everyone around here is young
compared to me."

Unexpectedly, the dwarf's laughter was quickly halted and replaced by a racking cough
that seemed to shake the former abbot's entire body. Rassendyll immediately came over to
him in hopes of casting a spell to help him, but quickly realized he was unable to, and
instead settled on putting his arm around the dwarf and helping him into a recline on the floor
of the cell.

As soon as the coughing fit seemed to subside, Hoffman cocked his head to the side as
if to listen for something, and said in an urgent whisper, "Quickly, the guards are coming,
and they mustn't discover me here or it will go badly for both of us. I must return to my cell.
Help me over to the tunnel, and return the stone to its place blocking it. | promise to return
shortly, once the coast is clear.”

Rassendyll helped the old and now obviously in-firm dwarf over to the tunnel, through
which the vis-itor quickly scurried. The masked prisoner had no sooner replaced the stone
to its proper location, when a light was flashed through the small window in the cell's door.

"You there," a stern voice bellowed, "take your plate or go hungry, madman. Whatever
you choose doesn't matter to me."

The light remained in the window, while Rassendyll crawled on hands and knees to the
door. A plate had been placed at its base, and the young mage was barely able to reach it
through a narrow slot in the door. The guard moved on as he began to eat. The food was
rancid, and probably the most inedible sustenance that he ever encountered in his entire



cloistered life, but as it had been over two days since he had last eaten, he managed to
choke it all down.

Once his meal was over he replaced the plate through the slot at the base of the door and
looked back at the stone that he had just recently put in place in hopes that the jolly
gentleman with the long white beard would return as he had promised.

* * * * %

In the Captain's Quarters in Southroad Keep:

Rickman was not amused.

"Blough, what do you mean that itinerant thes-pian has disappeared?" he shouted.

The fearful Hawk maintained his composure, even though he knew that he had just told
his com-manding officer information contradictory to what he wanted to hear, and repeated
his report.

"The thespian, a certain Passepout, son of Idle and Catinflas, was bailed out yesterday
by person or per-sons unknown. After leaving the custody of the keep, he apparently
disappeared. The city watch at the gate has no record of his having left Mulmaster in the
past twenty-four hours, and he is not on the registry of any of the local inns. A drunkard
matching his description may or may not have been at the Wave and Wink last night, but
other than that we have no leads."

"Did you check the most recent roundup of va-grants that were picked up after tavern
closing last night?"

"Yes, sir," the efficient Hawk replied. "l even checked with the officer on duty for last
night's round up. According to him, Lieutenant Boston, the streets were free of human debris
before sunrise. If he had passed out, he would have been found, sir."

Rickman made a minor adjustment of his eye-patch as he was wont to do while thinking.
The thes-pian was obviously in hiding, but why? Surely he didn't have an inkling that his
presence among the living was no longer desired by the Mulmaster pow-ers that be. Where
could he be?

"When he arrived in Mulmaster was he alone, or with someone?" the one-eyed Hawk
captain inquired.

"According to the city watch officer who was on duty at the gate at that time," Blough
answered, "he was alone."

Rickman readjusted his eye-patch once again. Tension usually brought on a certain
degree of dis-comfort in his now vacant eye socket, as if the miss-ing eye had somehow
returned with an exceptionally annoying feeling of irritation and itchiness.

No stone must go unturned, the captain of the Hawks thought to himself, or the High
Blade will have my head.

"Are there any other aliens who have arrived in Mulmaster within the last three days?" he
de-manded.

"l assume you mean above and beyond the normal merchants who travel in and out of the
city like clockwork, paying the necessary duties as they sign in and out on schedule.”

The captain of the Hawks answered with a quick nod.

"Well, there is the entire entourage of the First Princess of Thay," Blough answered,
adding, "and because of their diplomatic immunity, none of them had to register ..."

Great, Rickman thought to himself, the High Blade will have my head for sure.

"... and there is one other," the efficient Hawk added, "a travel writer by the name of
Volothamp Geddarm. According to the city watch on duty at the gate, he left Mulmaster early
this morning, but has maintained his accommodations of two adjoining rooms at the
Traveler's Cloak Inn for at least an ad-ditional week, paid in advance."

Volothamp Geddarm, the captain of the Hawks repeated to himself. Why does that name
sound fa-miliar?



4
Miss Alliances

At the Retreat:

Volo did exactly as the voice he now recognized as female instructed, dropping the blade
from his hand, and moving his arms away from his sides, palms out and empty. All of this
was done slowly and carefully, without any sudden movements.

The master traveler of all Faerun (if not all Toril) had no desire to drown in his own blood.

"Spread your legs further apart,” she ordered.

"Glad to," the master traveler answered, comply-ing. As he felt a slight decrease in the
pressure against the blade that was still resting against his throat, he slowly tried to turn his
head so as to get a look at the fellow visitor to the slaughterhouse that had been known as
the Retreat.

"Eyes forward!" she barked.

"Sorry," he answered, once again complying, as he felt a deft hand giving him a practiced
body frisk.

Volo, in an attempt to ingratiate himself with the overly cautious woman, started to
volunteer certain information about what he was holding. "I have a bando—"

"Quiet!"

"Sorry."

Her practiced hands undid the bandolier of blades that the master traveler always had
concealed under his cloak, dropping it to the ground. She also quickly removed several of
his other concealed surprises (though missing a few that the master traveler thought better
of volunteering).

The frisking done, the mystery woman made a strange request.

"Remove your hat," she ordered, "and do it slowly."

Volo slowly followed her instructions, eyes still forward, and legs still spread apart. With
beret in hand, he felt her hand gently tug at his beard, and run through the flowing locks that
covered the top of what he thought to be considered as one of the more handsome heads of
Faerun.

"Well, at least | don't have to worry about you being one of those murderous wizards from
Thay," she said. "You can turn around, but very slowly, hands still away from the sides of your
body, and no funny stuff."

"Gladly, my dear," Volo answered in his most charming tone, as he slowly turned around
to face the woman who had come very close to slitting his throat. "Your wish is my
command.”

She was slightly taller than the master traveler himself, and was attired in a garb more
suited to a ranger than the ravishing beauty that she was. Her tight leathers enveloped an
obviously well endowed and maintained figure, and her flowing brown hair seemed to reach
the base of her back, barely obscur-ing the long sword that was sheathed behind her.

Drawing on his extensive knowledge of all things public, and most things private and
secret in Faerun, Volo hazarded a jibe.

“Is that a long sword," he asked with a light ges-ture from his left hand, then added
jovially, "or are you just happy to see me?"

The female ranger ignored the double entendre, and answered simply, "What if it is?"

"Then Storm Silverhand sends her regards," the master traveler responded, "as | assume
that | am addressing Chesslyn Onaubra.”

"How do you know the legendary bard of Shadowdale?" she interrogated.

"Know her," Volo quickly answered, trying appear more at ease than he really was. "l've
stayed at her farm on numerous occasions." He then quickly changed the subject, shifting
focus back to the armed and deadly woman who was standing in front of him. "Rumor has it
that you can hurl that long sword for a distance of up to fifty feet. How much of an



exaggeration is that?"

"It isn't an exaggeration,” she replied, letting her guard drop ever so slightly. "And what is
the name of this loquacious friend of Storm Silverhand's who seems to know so much about
me?"

Volo quickly replaced his beret, which sat atop his head just long enough so that he could
once again re-move it with a flourish and a bow saying, "Volothamp Geddarm, master
traveler of all Faerun, at your ser-vice."

The Harper secret agent known as Chesslyn Onaubra shook her brown locks with a
guarded laugh and an amused chuckle and said, "I should have known." Extending a hand
of friendship to the master traveler, she added, "And what brings the master traveler and
scourge of the dopplegangers to the Moonsea?"

"A new book," he answered, jovially accepting the Harper's proffered hand, "what else?
Though it would appear that more is going on here than would usually be included in one of
my travel guides."

"Agreed," Chesslyn assented seriously, withdraw-ing a blood-stained crystal wand from
her pack and holding it up for the master gazetteer to examine.

* * * * *

The Office of the High Blade in the Tower of the Blades:

"Sire," Rickman cautiously interrupted, "a word with you if | may?"

"What is it Rickman?" the High Blade answered impatiently. The rigors and demands of
dealing with the lesser nobles who, in the eyes of the people, really ruled the city, always left
him in a bad mood, and he always saw interruptions to his business affairs as merely
means to prolong his own bureaucratic mis-ery.

"In private, sire?" the captain of the Hawks whis-pered with a degree of urgency.

"As you will," the High Blade assented, and quickly dispersed the nonessential politicians
with whom he had been dealing with quick directions. "Leave me now," he ordered
brusquely, "and don't return until you have a concrete plan for restoring our navy in half the
time you are currently projecting.”

"Yes, sire," the nobles all said in unison, though the looks on their faces indicated that
such a task was almost impossible, and that they would be spending the next few weeks
avoiding the High Blade in order to dodge his wrath when he discov-ered their gross
failings. They quickly fled the office of their supreme commander.

"Well, that should keep them out of my hair for a while," the High Blade said with a
fiendish chuckle. "Now what did you deem to be so important that it was worth incurring my
ire by interrupting the second most unpleasant part of my day?"

"The second, sire?"

"The first being waking up to discover myself next to the Tharchioness, who still happens
to be breath-ing."

"Yes, sire," Rickman acknowledged, quickly re-turning to the matter at hand. "In an effort
to, how shall | say, tie up all of the loose ends, | am afraid that | have discovered one that is
not all that easy to tie up."

"How so?"

"That thespian who was released yesterday."

"Yes?" demanded the High Blade, beginning to loose patience.

"We can't locate him."

The High Blade could barely contain the rage that had been building within him since he
had first dis-covered his wife's plot against him. The captain of the Hawks hastened to
continue his debriefing.

"My spies have narrowed down the source of his sanctuary to two possible allies in the
city."

"So he is still in Mulmaster?" Selfaril asked. "Are you sure of this?"

"The city watch at the gate is quite confident he has not left the city walls since his release



from Southroad Keep."

"Well that is a small consolation," the High Blade acknowledged. "Who are these
possible allies? Spies and agents within the city perhaps? Maybe a Harper agent?"

"No, your majesty," Rickman replied with great confidence and surety. "My sources are
quite confi-dent that organizations such as the Harpers and their ilk have no presence within
the city walls of Mulmaster. The Cloaks constantly scan the area with their psionic
surveillance, and have always come up empty. Harper interference is the least of our
problems."

"Go on," the High Blade instructed, relieved that one of his fears was unfounded, though
still per-turbed by the amount of dancing around the truth that Rickman seemed to be doing.
"So who are these potential allies of this common itinerant thespian whom your men saw fit
to release?"

Rickman tried to skip over the reference to the in-competence of his men and continued.
"Since we have safely ruled out all normal residential city in-habitants, this reduces our
suspects to recent ar-rivals to the city."

"Agreed.”

"Unfortunately, your majesty, our most likely can-didate is one of your wife's people, or
more specifi-cally someone in her entourage.”

Selfaril's composure began to slip again.

"You mean this so-called harmless itinerant thespian was a Thayan spy!" he shouted,
confident that the soundproof walls of his office prevented anyone from eavesdropping.
"Your men released from their custody a Thayan spy!"

"No, your majesty," Rickman quickly tried to ex-plain. "What | meant to say was that your
wife's peo-ple, for some reason presently unknown to us, might be offering him refuge.”

Selfaril winced at Rickman's repeated use of the phrase "your wife's,” but continued his
interrogation nonetheless.

"You said there were two possible allies for the thespian within the city. Who is the other
one?"

"A writer of some renown who arrived at the city the day after the thespian. One
Volothamp Ged-darm, guide book author and world traveler," the captain of the Hawks
explained. "Curiously enough, he seems to have secured himself accommodations for two,
though the city watch reported that he en-tered the city alone."

"Well, have him arrested," Selfaril ordered mat-ter-of-factly. "If he knows the location of
your harm-less thespian, we'll no doubt get it out of him with torture. If not, we will at least
have succeeded in rid-ding Faerun of one more annoyance. If there is one thing worse than
an itinerant actor, it's an itinerant writer. Believe me, he won't be missed."

"Unfortunately, at least according to the city watch, it would appear that he has already left
the city, though there is every indication that he plans on returning as he has maintained his
lodgings at the Traveler's Cloak Inn, paid in advance."

Selfaril fingered his carefully coifed beard with a neatly manicured fingernail that he kept
sharp enough to draw blood.

"Issue a warrant for his arrest and for the thespian as well," the High Blade ordered.
"Search his lodg-ings immediately and confiscate his belongings. If anyone asks what he is
suspected of, be vague, but leave the implication that they are both involved with a plot to kill
my dear sweet wife, just to make it interesting."

"Yes, your majesty," Rickman replied, admiring the deceitful mastery that the High Blade
choreo-graphed as he tightened the noose around the Thayan bitch's neck. "And are there
any new instruc-tions concerning your brother, sire?"

The High Blade gave his second a glare that could only be described as a death look.

"Rickman," Selfaril said in an ominously con-trolled voice, "you are quite valuable to me,
but not so valuable that | would hesitate having you perma-nently removed in a millisecond
should the mood strike me. It would be in your best interest to refrain in the future from the
use of any familial terms in my presence. Do you understand?"”



"Yes, your majesty,” Rickman replied, his lone eye averted and downcast.

"As for the prisoner,” Selfaril concluded, "there are no new orders. | can't imagine that we
will have to keep him alive much longer. Soon he will be used to embarrass the
Tharchioness by exposing her sedi-tious plot, and after that, he will be disposed of. For the
time being, he's harmless, and he's not going anywhere."

* k% * * *

At the Traveler's Cloak Inn:

Passepout, though he had slept well past the mid-day point, was still quite groggy, and
slightly queasy from the previous night's merriment.

A sensible individual would probably have taken things easy, until his hangover had
passed. Unfortu-nately the chubby thespian's mammoth appetite had no desire to be ruled
by common sense, and as a re-sult Passepout soon found himself in the dining room
placing a food order that at once combined the suste-nance and bulk of a midnight snack,
breakfast, brunch, and lunch.

"You'll be sorry," the usually understanding and accommodating Dela advised.

The chubby thespian just harumphed back at her, trying to clear his head of the miasma
of Morpheus, and paying no mind to the worldly wisdom offered by the best hostler in all
Mulmaster.

When the plate was placed in front of him, he im-mediately dug in without so much as a
thank you or other acknowledgement for the efforts of the hard working innkeeper.

True to the advisement of Dela, he was midway through his second plateful when his
stomach re-volted, and his faced turned a sickly color of pea green.

Dela, who had been keeping a close eye on her least favorite guest of the moment,
decided that she had taken quite enough abuse up to this point. She strode over to the chair
that was straining under the weight of the heavy thespian and, taking him by the collar, none
too gently escorted him to the door.

"There will be no getting sick in the Traveler's Cloak Inn for as long as I'm still the
proprietor,” she sternly instructed. "I don't care if you are a friend of Volothamp Geddarm'’s,
or not. You are an embarrass-ment to all of the well-mannered gentlemen who have passed
through these doors before you. | don't care where you go, just don't come back here until
you have learned yourself some manners."

The portly thespian tried to protest but found himself unable to hold back the upcoming
deluge from his stomach and formulate words at the same time. Passepout instead
concentrated on just keep-ing from passing out.

Releasing the actor's collar, and with a little bit of encouragement from the sole of her
shoe, Dela pro-pelled the green-faced thespian out into the Mulmas-ter city streets, where
the human projectile quickly wandered off, and passed out.

Moments later, Dela’s afternoon tea was inter-rupted by a contingent of Hawks with a
warrant for the arrest and confiscation of goods for both Volothamp Geddarm and
Passepout, son of Idle and Catinflas.

Dela, the perfect innkeeper, informed the guards that both guests were no longer on the
premises, and that if either of them returned, she would immedi-ately inform the local
authorities.

Mentally she added in her own mind, once I've warned them and sent them on their way,
of course.

Dela had no desire to alienate either the local au-thorities or her guests, which is
probably why she was considered to be a model innkeeper for all Faerun.

* k% % * *

In the dungeon of Southroad Keep:

A light was flashed once again through the win-dow in Rassendyll's cell, when the guard
retrieved the plate that had previously borne the slop that had been dinner. As the footsteps



of the guards retreated off into the distance, Rassendyll waited for the re-turn of his visitor.

Seconds stretched into moments, moments into hours, hours into immeasurable blocks
of time that felt like years, yet the abbe Hoffman did not return.

Rassendyll reflected as he waited. Before the ar-rival of the dwarf, he had despaired and
welcomed death, accepting it and his own continued captivity as inevitable and beyond his
own ken.

The appearance of the cheerful dwarf had changed all of that. Maybe his inevitable fate
was not all that cut and dried after all. True, his magical abilities and secrets had left him,
and he was imprisoned in a hideous mask of iron in the bowels of a Mulmaster dungeon, but
no matter what he had thought before, he was far from helpless and the time for action had
arrived.

Rassendyll decided that it was time to take con-trol of his destiny for the first time in his
cloistered life. If an old dwarf has the spark of life within him, why not a mage-in-training?

Checking the small window in the door for a guard who might overhear his actions, and
finding the coast to be clear, he moved away the blocking stone from the tunnel entrance,
and with great care to avoid the telltale sounds of metal on rock caused by the hitting of the
mask against the dungeon wall, Rassendyll shimmied through the entrance and crawled
through the dwarf's tunnel.

The girth of the dwarf's torso necessitated a wide tunnel so the masked prisoner had little
trouble moving through it. Within seconds, he arrived at its apparent end, and carefully
pushed a stone not un-like the one on his end of the tunnel away, and hauled himself up into
the dwarf's cell.

Hoffman was resting with his back against the cell wall. His eyes were closed and his
breathing was unduly labored.

Rassendyll's heart sank. It appeared that his newly found reason for living was in his final
hours.

As the masked mage moved the stone in place, he accidentally hit his head. The clang,
soft as it was, announced his presence, and the dwarf opened his eyes.

"l have company, | see," Hoffman said with a weak grin.

"Good manners required that | return the neigh-borly visit," Rassendyll replied,
approaching the in-firm dwarf. He was shocked by how sickly the dwarf now appeared,
when he had seemed so robust, not counting the coughing fit, when he had visited
Rassendyll's cell earlier.

Hoffman instinctively read the look of surprise that existed beneath the mask on his fellow
pris-oner's face. "l hope you don't mind me not going to the effort of casting a keeping up
appearances spell. It would take a bit too much out of me at the present moment.”

"Not at all,” Rassendyll replied, his grin obscured by the iron mask.

"You were going to tell me how you wound up with that coal bucket on your head," the
dwarf reminded him.

"A blind wizard smith put it on me at the direc-tion of a cruel but handsome looking man
who re-sembled myself."

"Tell me a little more about this good looking fel-low, the bad guy. You can fill me in about
yourself a little later."

"He was dressed in silken robes with fur trim, and around his neck was a pendant of a
blood-encrusted dagger. The blood was made up of red gemstones. Rubies, maybe,"
Rassendyll tried to recall.

"That pendant represents the office of the High Blade of Mulmaster. | believe that the
tormentor who looks just like you is the tyrant Selfaril himself. Rumors pass occasionally
through these dungeon walls, and | recall that he ascended to the throne after killing his own
father," the dwarf explained. "Are you sure that you resemble him?"

"Indeed," Rassendyll replied. "If | could remove this mask, | would show you."

"Don't even try," Hoffman advised with a cough. "It is clearly ensorcelled. I'm afraid that
not even during my younger years would | have been able to defeat a spell as strong as this



one."

"It also seems to have removed all of my own spellcasting abilities."

"You were a spellcaster?” the enfeebled dwarf in-quired.

"A mage-in-training,” Rassendyll explained. "I had been in training for my entire life. Now,
all those years have been wasted.”

"Maybe not," Hoffman asserted. "Though the abil-ity to do is desirable, the ability to wield
and recog-nize is also of great benefit."

"l don't understand.”

"The enchanted metal of the mask acts as both an insulator and a leeching conductor of
your magical abilities and spells. It prevents any spells formed within from being cast out,
while conducting the knowledge and innate powers from within, onto its metallic surface, and
eventually causing them to dis-sipate in the air around you. What it doesn't do is prevent you
from using the general knowledge you obtained in your studies, such things as recognizing
spells that are cast by others or using magically pow-ered artifacts and objects."

Rassendyll chuckled at the dwarf's optimistic ob-servations. "Little good those vestiges of
my training will do me here," he said, trying not to sound too de-spairing in the presence of
the obviously dying dwarf.

"Don't be too sure," Hoffman replied, his voice weakening rapidly. "My years of tunneling
around here are coming to an end. Originally | had an agree-ment with the former resident of
your cell, that when my time had come | would aid him in his es-cape from this hateful place."

"What happened to the former resident?" Rassendyll asked.

"He died at the hands of an overly playful guard, whose solution to the boredom of his
regular duties was torturing the prisoners. In Kupfer's case, he went a little too far."

"Oh."

"When a person dies in the keep, their body is placed in a sack with a weight and
dropped down the same drain that the garbage goes. It leads to an un-derground canal that
eventually empties out into the Moonsea. The dead are bagged and weighted before the
dinner service, and then collected on the same trip they retrieve the plates. I've seen it
happen many times over, and it runs like clockwork. You can tell when it happens. The
guards ring a bell to signal that someone has to bring down a sack and a weight."

"Kupfer and I," Hoffman continued, "hatched a plan that when one of us died, the other
would sneak into the cell, and trade places with him in the sack, on the off chance that there
was a chance of surviv-ing the underground trip out to sea.”

"Was Kupfer a dwarf too?" Rassendyll asked, in-trigued by the plan.

"No," Hoffman answered, his voice hardly a whis-per, "he was a firbolg."

"Don't you think they would have noticed the dif-ference in the size and weight?"

"Not with this, they wouldn't,” the dwarf ex-plained holding out a charm. "Don't touch it. I'm
not too sure how long it will last in close contact with that mask of yours. It transmits an aura
of disguise so that, for a limited amount of time, the guards will believe that the burden they
are carrying is actually the mass of the previous bearer of the charm.”

The dwarf carefully placed it back in the pouch be-neath his beard, making sure that the
young used-to-be mage-in-training saw exactly where he kept it.

"Now quickly return from whence you came,” Hoffman instructed, "and just let old abbe
Hoffman die in peace. | am old and it is about time. When you hear the bell, wait for the
dinner service to begin, and then hightail it on over here. Drag my body back to your cell,
being sure to place it in the darkest cor-ner possible. We only have to be able to trick the
watch once. Then take my place in the sack, and go with Dumathoin, my son. Perhaps you
will be able to find someone who can remove that coal bucket from your head."

Rassendyll was saddened by the weakening condi-tion of his newfound friend.

"Maybe you're being a bit premature about this whole thing," he offered.

The dwarf shook his head slightly.

"Nope," Hoffman replied, starting another fright-ful coughing fit. "Afraid not. I'll be gone by
dinner, and with any luck you'll be gone not too much later."



"Why should | benefit from your death?" a tearful Rassendyll asked.

"Because it would be a darn no good waste of a near perfect escape plan, that's why,"
Hoffman replied. "Now back to your cell, and let me die in peace.”

Rassendyll returned to his cell to meditate on the opportunity that had been presented to
him. His thoughts were soon interrupted by the clear tolling of a bell.

It tolls for he, Rassendyll thought to himself, and he steeled himself for the hours ahead.
As Hoffman had indicated, the evening meal came like clockwork, and as soon as he
heard the guards move on, he set his plate to the side, and shimmied back down the tunnel.
Hoffman's body had already been placed in the sack, a weight carefully attached to its

end.

Carefully, the masked prisoner removed the body of the dwarf from its low-budget shroud,
being sure to remove the charm from around its neck. He then pushed the corpse of his
recently acquired friend back through the tunnel and up into his cell where he placed it, as
instructed, in the shadow-most cor-ner. He then placed his plate back outside of the door,
and raced back down the tunnel, pulling the blocking rock back into place behind him, and
rushed at breakneck speed back to Hoffman's cell hoping that he would be able to beat the
guards there, be disguised by the powers of the old dwarf's charm, deceive the guards, and
survive the trip downstream and out to sea.

He realized tha