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Trial by Ordeal
Lisa Smedman

Netheril Year 3389
(The Year of Perdition's Flame, -470 DR)

Hands clasped behind his back, Andoris Derathar stared out the warded window at the drifting
clouds that velled the farmland so far below. The dity was currently floating over a lush checkerboard of
leaf-greens, whest-yelows and loamy browns, but in the distance he could see aridge of sun-bleached
white that should not have been there: the low dunes of the encroaching desert.

He had just come from the Hall of Judgment and was dill wearing his robes of office: a starched and
pleated black kilt that hung to the floor and a long-deeved black shirt with a pair of scales, embroidered
in gold thread, on its left breast. A gold cord was knotted around his waist. Suspended from it was a
mask-a smooth aircle of ivory with holes for eyes and nodtrils, and adit for the mouth. Its color matched
that of Andoriss white-blond hair, which was receding on either sde of a high-swept forehead. The face
of the mask was as bland as Andoriss own his beardless cheeks were smooth-unmarred by lines of age
or worry.

Tuming away from the window, Andoris regarded the gem he had been holding behind his back: an
enormous blood-red ruby, faceted a such odd angles that the sdes of the gem seemed to turn in upon
themsdlves. Drifting at the center of it was a ghodlike essence tha twisted dightly-the soul of the man
Andoris had just found guilty of murder. Two holes that might have been eyes stared mournfully out
through the walls of the crystdl prison.

"Degth,” Andoris said, repedting the sentence he had just imposed, "without posshbility of
resurrection for fifty years."

He placed the ruby in a niche on the wall beside a dozen others.



Behind Andoris, a homunculus-a vagudy humanlike creature with green, legthery skin, enormous
batlike ears, and gligening black eyes-gave a fant snort. Folding its leathery wings around itsdf like a
cloak, it made a disdainful gesture with webbed fingers.

Horbal was a crud bastard, it said in a voice that was part squeak, part croak-a voice that only
Andoris could hear. He killed that cat dowly-and enjoyed watching it suffer. You should have given
him five hundred years, not fifty.

Andoris stared down a the homunculus. Even standing fully upright, the creature was no taler than
his knee. Created through an dchemica process with a pint of Andoriss own blood, it was in constant
telepathic contact with its master. In the years since its creation, it had served as an invduable toal in
Andoriss dimb up the ranks of the judiciary.

"Hfty yearsis the punishment proscribed by law for the killing of afamiliar,” Andoris told it.

He spoke the words aoud-something he only did when he and the homunculus were done.

It isn't fair! the homunculus whined. That bastard Horbal will be free in fifty years, while poor
Jelal-

The homunculus had been reeching for the ruby, intending to giveit a furious shake. Even though this
wouldn't damage the gem or its contents, decorum had to be mantained. Andoris forced his will into the
homunculuss mind and wrenched its am down. Sulking, the creature huddled into itsdf, nursng a
didocated shoulder.

Andoris, his mind shidded from the pain, stared down a the homunculus with a face as
dispassionate as the mask that hung at his belt. With aflick of hisfingers, he cast a heding spell.

A moment later, he heard sharp raps a the door. His finger pointed in slent command, and the
homunculus stiffened, then scurried under a table. 1t watched with large, luminous eyes as Andoris firg
cast anilluson spdl to mask its presence, then flicked a sparkle of magicd energy in the door's direction,
unlocking it. "Enter."

The door swung open, reveding Justice Vlourir, a woman with long black hair and deep frown lines
across her forehead. She wore a judge's black kilt and shirt, with an ivory mask at her belt.

"Lord High Judtice Derathar,” she said, "I am sorry to trouble you so soon after your sentencing, but
there is a case requiring your judgment.”

A amdl fig thumped in irritation under the table, but went unheard.

"What is the charge?" Andoris asked in an expressionless voice.

"Espionage-pecificdly, the theft of dtate secrets. The arcanis Algar Ptack was, under direct
commission from Lord Karsus, researching a way to reverse one of his spdls. Lord Karsus hoped the
reversed spdl might be used to further decipher the Nether Scrolls. Ptack's research notes from that
project, however, were golen.”

Andoris nodded. Lord Karsus had confided in him, some time ago, the details of this particular
research project. Ptack was trying to reverse his secret script spel, an incantation that made even
megica text indecipherable to anyone who didnt know the command word that would negate the
encryption. If he succeeded in reverang the spdll-assuming the Nether Scrolls were ever found again-the
enclave that possessed that spell would be the fird to read the scrolls secrets and would become the
most powerful indl the land. The case was certainly an important one, but did that mean Andoris had to
hear it?

From under the table came asmdl sgh, audible only to Andoris.

"High Judtice Emilus Wentar is qudified to hear evidence in capital cases," he said.

The frown lines on Judtice Vlourir's face deepened. "He has heard the case, but he finds it
impossble to reach a judgment. He says the trid invokes questions about legd procedure that only the
Lord High Justice can answer- and that the testimony itsdf presents an insoluble puzzie™

Vighle only to Andoris, the homunculus sat up, ears erect and agleaminits eye. A puzae?

Asif she had heard the echoed question, Justice Vlourir continued, "There are two defendants. High
Jugtice Wentar said deciding which is guilty islike trying to choose between a reflection and amirror.”

What do we suppose he meant by that?

Andoris merdy indined his head. "Where is the case being heard?'



"Inthe Spird Court. It has been adjourned temporarily, and High Justice Wentar awaits you there.”
Andoris nodded. "Inform High Justice Wentar that I'll join him at once.”

* %k %k % %

The Spird Court had been named for its dominant fegiure: a fla inlay of white ivory, about two
paces wide, that spiraled up thewadl of the circular chamber. As voices echoed up from the floor of the
deep, well-like chamber, ebony-black letters flowed up the spird: a transcription of the tesimony being
given below.

The force of gravity had been twisted during the congruction of the Spira Court, dlowing its wdls
to serve as floors, and these walls were crowded with the citizens of Karsus Enclave-arcanists and lay
casters aike-who stood a a right angle to the floor below, affording them an excdlent view of both the
proceedings and the transcription that flowed past thair fedt.

At the bottom of the Spird Court, Andoris sat on an ornately carved chair of solid siver that floated
a hand-span above the floor. He wore his judge's mask-but pushed up onto his head, leaving his face
bare. A few paces behind him, High Justice Wentar sat in a amilar chair, ligening quietly as portions of
the tetimony given earlier were repeated, his face hidden behind his judge's mask. His body appeared
young and trim and his harr was 4ill thick and dark, thanks to age-ressting magic, but his shoulders
dumped with the heaviness of decades of difficult decisions, betraying his true age.

On the opposite side of the room, the stone floor had been marked with two intricate circles,
painted with a brush made from three braided hairs from a minotaur's tal. Each maze-circle was perhaps
two paces wide, and insde each stood a woman with a proud, narrow face and long red har. One
womean had pulled her hair back with a gold cord and dusted her lips and eydids with powdered ruby
and was dressed in a Slver-gray gown dotted with tiny flecks of black that whorled across its surfece like
shifting smoke. The other wore her hair loose over her shoulders and was dressed in gray tights, a loose
gray shirt, and thigh-high boots that were scuffed a the hed and knee.

Though the two women had chosen dramaticdly different clothes in which to appear before the
court-one looking as though she were ready for a celebration at Lord Karsus's tower, the other asif she
were about to st out on an adventure-their faces were as identical as those of twins. Even their
expressons were the same. Each stood rigidly, glaring haughtily out a the other through the shimmering
crde of latent magic that would cause her to become logt ingde the maze-circle were she to try to cross
it, either bodily or with magic. The two women even expressed their tenson in the same way: a narrowing
of her pae green eyes and the occasond restless drumming of the fingers of her right hand againg her
thigh.

One of the women, according to the tesimony, was a shadow double-but so cunning was the magic
that had brought it into being that it was impossible to tdl which was the arcanist and which the magicd
congtruct. High Justice Wentar had dready tried dl of the standard tests, but none had shed any light on
the question. Each of the women had a heavy aura of magica dweomer surrounding her-but it was well
known that Blamira, like mogt arcanists, had prolonged her life span using powerful magic. Wentar had
exhausted himsdf trying to determine precisaly which spells had created this aura, and he falled. Blamiras
meagic was too powerful.

He had next ordered the women stripped of dl dothing and possessions and had andyzed each of
these objects for any traces of nonfunctiondity. Had they been created at the same time as the double, as
part of Blamiras spdll, that magic should have been ungble to fully sustain them, once they were no longer
in contact with the double. But dl of the objects proved to be completdy devoid of dweomer-mundane
items acquired by the shadow double after its creation.

In hisfind test, Wentar had teleported one of the women brigfly to another plane, in the hope that
the other would dissipate-something that normaly happened when the magicd bind between dchemist
and congtruct was severed by such a distance. Like the other tests, it hadn't worked.

Saing at the women now, Andoris noted that each of them moved independently of the other and
appeared to be fully in control of her own actions. There were none of the usud dgns of a shadow



double being commanded by its creator: no hesitancy of speech, no mirroring of movement.

The magic that was sustaining the shadow double was durable. Wentar had dready spent the better
pat of a day hearing testimony, and the shadow double had not faded in the dightest. Its creator
appeared to have cast a permanency spdl upon it.

Prom Andoriss bedchamber-where the homunculus was safdy locked away-came a nervous,
worried voice.

We don't like this case, it said, wringing its hands. It reminds us of-

The similarities are superficial, Andoris told it. Be quiet.

He stared expressionlessy at the arcanist who was giving testimony. Algar Ptack, a man with a high
forehead and thinning blond hair that hung to his shoulders, was pacing back and forth in front of the
chars in which the two judges sat. He wore an dchemist’s leether apron over his trousers and a loose
white shirt. The cuffs of his deeves were dusted with ydlow, and the smdl of burned sulfur dung to his
clothes, suggesting held come draight from his laboratory to give tesimony. His eyes were enormous
behind clear glass lenses that floated just in front of his face. As he gave his testimony, he peered
nervoudy at the two women held indde the magic circles.

Evay now and then he glanced to the judges, as if for encouragement, but faled to find it in
Wentar's blank mask or Andoriss emotionless expression. The mantle Ptack had been ordered to wear
while giving testimony- a cape of fine-spun gold-billowed out behind him as he paced, humming like the
grings of amdodious harp with each word he spoke.

"You know | cant lie-not with thisthing on," Ptack groused. "I'm tdling you the truth. Shiris Blamira
isthe thief. I'd engaged her as a consultant for my, ah ... my latest research. | needed her expertise on
megic that reaches into other planes and demiplanes. She guessed what my research notes contained and
figured out how 1'd ... where I'd hidden them." He grimaced. "To think | trusted her! Il never work with
another wizard again- epecidly one from the Shadow Consortium.”

From the wdls above came arustle of subdued voices as Ptack's words spiraed up the ivory inlay.
The crowd of spectators had been growing throughout the day, as whispers spread that a disciple of
Shadow was on trid for deding state secrets.

Into Andoriss head came amdidous giggle Shadow had better tread carefully! If his disciple is
found guilty, Karsus may withdraw his favor.

Andoris ignored the homunculuss tittering. "Thisis aj serious matter,” he cautioned Ptack. "Youre
accusing afdlow arcanist-a member of the Shadow Consortium- of a capitd offence, and yet you have
provided no proof, other than your own testimony, that megical research was solen from you late
yesterday afternoon, or that it was Shiris Blamirawho committed the theft.”

Ptack's eyes gleamed behind the floating lenses of his spectacles. "There was a witness” he said.
"One of my servants. It saw the whole thing-but High Justice Wentar refused to hear its tetimony.”

Wentar, who had been ligening quietly, sat up sharply. His blank white mask hid his expression, but
the tone of his voice gave away hisirritation.

"He wanted to summon an dementd!” Wentar protested. "It's too dangerous. This court doesn't
have the proper magica containment to-"

Andoris motioned his fellow judge to slence and sad, "If there is a witness, its testimony must be
heard."

"If Ptack loses contral of it, the dementd could kill usdl!" Wentar sputtered.

Back in Andoriss bedchamber, the homunculus rocked back and forth nervoudy, chewing one of
itsfinger talons.

What if it does get free? What if it kills someone? We could be blamed. Are we sure we want
to risk-

"This court will hear the tesimony,” Andoris announced.

Above him, the crowd began to thin as the spectators looked a one another, shook then* heads,
and teleported away.

Andoris turned to Ptack and said, "Summon your witness”

Nodding, Ptack reached into a pocket of his trousers and pulled out a lump of wet clay. Dropping



to his knees, he used it to smear thick gray lines on the floor. When he was done, he rubbed the
remander of the day on his pams, then stepped back and curled his hands over the patterns on the floor,
meking digging mations as he chanted.

After a moment, the stone at his feet began to bulge. A moment more, and the bulges took on the
shape of aface. Eyes dowly turned in Ptack'’s direction with a sound like boulders being dragged across
hard ground, and a crack formed and ruptured into a mouth, emitting a dank, earthen smel. The floor
trembled underfoot as the lips dowly began to move.

When the words at last came they were as heavy and dow as a grindstone. "Maaasterrr."

A ripple of rdief came from the walls as those spectators who had been brave enough to reman
redized the demental had indeed successfully been held in thrall. Some of them teleported out to spread
the news, and the hdl gradudly began tofill again. An excited buzz of voices grew as they redized what
they were seaing.

Ptack had just summoned an earth elementd-a creature that none had suspected existed within
Karsus Enclave. When Lord Karsus had sheared the top off a mountain and used it as the foundation for
hisfloating city, he must have inadvertently taken the dementa up with it, condemning the cresture to an
exigence forever severed from the ground below. And yet the thing Hill lived-and was under Ptack’s
control. Equaly amazing was the fact that the normdly secretive Ptack had reveded this fact.

Ptack concentrated on his spell, his pams pressng down with invisble force, holding the earth
eementd in place.

Tdl the Lord High Justice what you saw," he commanded. " Describe the thief who stole my scrolls™

"Humaaan. With... great... maaagic. She... waaalks ... in ... shaaadows."

Andoris nodded. A shadow-walk spdl would explain how the thief-if it was indeed Blamirawas
able to enter Ptack's laboratory, protected asit was by numerous magicd locks and wards.

"Wasit one of these two humans?' he asked, pointing Smultaneoudy a both of the accused.

The dementd's unblinking eyes ralled in ther sockets to stare a the closest of the red-haired
women. The ground under her feet bulged then subsided.

"Thaaat... one."

Sowly, the eyes ground in the other direction, and the ground bulged under the second imprisoned
woman.

"And ... thaaat... one."

"Jud as | sad!" Ptack exclamed.

Behind the floaing lenses, his eyes swiveled briefly to gauge Andoriss reection to the testimony-but
only briefly. Sweat was running down his temples from the drain of holding the massve dementd ingde
the earth.

Andoris leaned forward on his chair. The dementd's eyes were dowly ralling back and forth,
grinding softly in their sockets.

"Which oneisthe thief?" he asked.

A heat haze shimmered in the ar above the eementd’s mouth as it licked its lips with a tongue of
molten lava

"They... taste... saaame."

"Did both of them enter your master's laboratory?*

Thefloor trembled, forcing Ptack to catch his baance, as the dementd dowly shook its head. On
the wdls above, some of the spectators who had been drawn back by curiogty disappeared again.

"Juuust... one."

"Can you tdl which one?' Andoris asked. "No00."

Ptack, sweating more profusdly now, shrugged a shoulder to wipe a trickle of sweat from his
temple, but kept his pdms motionless over the dementd.

"Blamiraknew about the dementd,”" he said, "yet she had the audacity to sted my notes, despite the
fact that she was being watched. She mugt have counted on Went- on this court being too timid to hear
its tetimony.”

"When did the dementd dert you to the theft?' Andoris asked.



"Immediatdy,” Ptack said. "Unfortunately, Blamira had aready fled with my notes™ Andoris glanced
a the two accused-both of whom

Were watching the dementd with rapt, slent frowns- then sat back in his chair, congdering. It was
possible the dementd was lying, but unlikely. Ptack could contral it and force it to carry out his orders,
but he couldn't contral its thoughts. It was an independent creature, with a mind of its own-a mind filled
with fury at being forced to serve a mere human. If the dementd did lie, it would do so out of mdice, to
damage Ptack's testimony.

We would never do anything like that. We would never, ever tell a lie about our master if we
were ever called to testify. But we wouldn't ever be called to testify, would we? If people knew the
truth about us, it would ruin our reputation.

Andoris ignored the homunculuss words, which were sent in afavning tone, but with adight edge.

"The testimony of the witnessis deemed vdid," he announced. "The witness may be dismissed.”

Teking a deep breath, Ptack leaned forward, forcng his hands ever closer to the floor. The
dementd grimaced, caudng the floor and walls to tremble vidently. It dowly sank back into the floor.
Ptack moved his hands back and forth, as if erasing a picture. A heartbesat later, the floor was smooth,
flat, and festurdess, asif the dementa had never been.

As High Judgtice Wentar let out an audible Sgh of rdief, Andoris turned to the two accused and said,
"You have heard the testimony given againg you. Y ou now have an opportunity to plead guilty or to-"

Both interrupted at once.

"But I'm innocent!” they cried. Each pointed at the other and spoke, their words fitting together like
heartbeats. "She mus be-" " She's the one who's-" and came together on the find word, "guilty!"

They continued to protest, each trying to shout the other down. Andoris, noting that the tesimony
was becoming jumbled on the ivory spiral-even the Spird Court was having a hard time tdling the two
apart- forked the fingers of his right hand, smultaneoudy casting a holding spell upon them both. Each
womean froze in place, unable to do more than breathe or blink, but ill capable of hearing any testimony
gven agang her.

"They're both guilty," Ptack muttered, peering back and forth at the frozen figures. "Oné's the
arcanig, and the other's her shadow double. One directed the crime, the other committed it. Execute
them both-but force them to say what they've done with my research notes, firg."

Andoris crooked his finger. "The mantle”

Ptack plucked it from his shoulders with a grateful shudder, as if removing a leech. Andoris
gestured, and the mantle floated across the cirde that held the Blamira damant with the gown and
gem-dusted face. As soon as she was released from her el she flung the mantle across her shoulders
with a haughty expression and stood poised and expectant, waiting for Andoriss questions.

"Are you Shiris Blamira?' he asked.

"l am," she began, then winced as the mantle struck a dightly sour note. "Thet is, | believe that | am.
Thereisa chance, of course, that | am wrong. If | am the shadow double, | wouldn't know it. | have dl
of Shiris Blamirds physcd and mentd attributes, induding her spdlcagting abilitieseven the same
memories.”

"And the same mativations to commit theft?' Wentar asked.

Ha! Got her!

Andoris hdd up a hand. "The accused is not required to speculate on whether she might have
committed the crime" he cautioned. "Only to tedtify as to whether or not she did commit the crime.”

Wentar considered a moment, then said, "Assume, for now, that you are the origind Shiris Blamira,
and answer my questions accordingly.” He pointed a the woman in the other maze-circle. "Did you
cregte this shadow double?’

"I mugt have. It wouldn't be possible for another arcanist to have created so exact a duplicate” "Do
you remember caging the spell?* "No. | know only that the shadow double must have been created
yesterday-and that somehow, my memory of yesterday has vanished.”

"What do you remember?' Andoris asked.

"One moment | was gtting in the library of the Shadow Consortium, reading and enjoying my



morming tea, and the next, | found mysdf in my laboratory, face-to-face with this.. . . creature. | thought it
was a doppelganger at fird, and only redized what it mus be after | tried to megicdly bind it-and it
dismissad the binding asif it had cast the spdll itsdf. That's when | redlized it mugt be a shadow double”

"Did you try to command it?"

Blamira nodded vigoroudy. "Immediatdy-but it didn't work. Somehow, the thing must have become
free willed."

Free willed?

Back in the bedchamber, the homunculus was stting on the edge of Andoriss four-poster bed,
riveted by the testimony.

"Did you try to dismiss the shadow double?" Andoris asked.

Blamira nodded. "That didn't work ether.”

"Did you try dispdling the magic that sustained it?"

"Of course | did," Blamirasaid, curling her lip disdainfully. "I'm not some newly initiated apprentice,
you know."

Andoris thought for a moment, then asked, "When did the congtabulary arrest you?'

"At shadowfdl-dusk," Blamira answered. "That was the firs | heard of the missng research notes”

"Did you gtedl Ptack’s research?" Andoris asked bluntly.

Blamiralooked pointedly at her double and said, "One of us did. It may or may not have been me."

"Do you know where the stolen research notes are now?'

“No."

Throughout Blamirds testimony, the mantle of truth echoed her words with a continuous harmony,
without griking asngle off note. Blamira was tdling the truth.

Andoris tried a different line of questioning. "When your memory returned, what was the shadow
double doing?'

"What do you mean?' Blamira asked, frowning.

"Did it appear to be caging a spd|?!

"No. It was just ganding there, garing a me”

Andoris sat quietly a moment, considering. " Shadow doubles normdly have only a limited duration,
yet this one appears to have been made permanent. A smple permanency spdl should have collgpsed
under the dispdlation spdls High Justice Wentar subjected you both to, but this one did not. How do you
explan that?"

"How can | explain anything?' Blamira cried, throwing her hands in the air. "You obvioudy weren't
ligening to what | just said. | have no memory of anything that happened yesterday-including casting the
spdl that created the shadow double

Bitch! Of course we were listening.

Andoris sat on his slver chair, motionless and impassve. He would not dlow his judgment to be
swayed by the expression or tone of voice of the accused.

"The court will hear the defense of the second accused,” he announced. He pointed at the mantle on
Blamirds shoulder. "Remove the mantle of truth."

As soon as she complied, Andoris froze her in place and floated it to the second woman, dispeling
the magic that prevented her from moving. He posed the same questions-and received amog identica
replies. The second Blamira aso swore she had no memory of the shadow doubl€e's cregtion and said her
fird clear recollection after the gap in her memories was of she and the shadow double standing in her
laboratory, blinking a each other in confusion. All the while, the mantle hummed in perfect harmony with
her words.

Wentar leaned toward Andoris, his eyes troubled behind his ivory mask. He spoke in a low voice,
but even 0, the spird of ivory picked up his words. "By law, an arcanist is legdly responsible for the
actions of any creatures created by his or her magic," he began, "but in this case..."

"Inthis caseg, it's obvioudy not an ordinary shadow double" Blamira interjected, tossng her long red
hair. "It's free willed, with amind of its own. It could have committed the crime entirdy of its own accord,
usng my spdls and my knowledge of Ptack’s research to sted his notes. If that's what happened-and if



you find us both guilty and sentence both of us to die-you'll be killing an innocent woman. You have no
other option but to find us both innocent, and let us go.”

Found innocent. If only we'd had that option with Jelal.

Choking back a sob, the homunculus sank needle-sharp teeth into one of its fingers.

Andoris ignored the menta image of blood dripping from the homunculuss punctured finger. He sat
indlent contemplation as amurmur of voices drifted down from the spectators. Now that the defense of
the two accused-dight though it was-had been heard, dl attention was focused on the judges. On
Andoris, in particular. The spectators, the two accused, Ptack, and Wentar dl watched his face closdy,
looking for the dightest of frowns or the twitch of a mile, hoping to interpret it in their favor. As usud, he
disgppointed them.

This court will temporarily adjourn,” he announced. "High Justice Wentar and | need to discuss this
casein chambers.” He glanced at hisfdlow judge. "Shdl we retire to the Crysta Chamber?”

Wentar nodded behind his mask and spoke the words of the spell that would take them there.

* k *k k %

Anindant later, both men were standing in a room whose oddly angled wals and cdling were made
of a clear, glasdike materid. Perched on one of the enclave's highest towers, with nothing but ar
surrounding it on dl sides, the chamber caught the light from dl angles. Beams of sunlight danted in
through walls and celling, erupting into thousands of tiny blue and red sparkles, reveding the chamber to
be an enormous, hollow diamond. Wards etched by magic into each facet of the gem prevented those
outside from scrying on those within.

Far below the tower that supported the Crysta Chamber, the rooftops and spires of Karsus
Endave could be seen, clustered like barnacles on the inverted mountaintop from which the enclave had
been formed. Two buildings stood out from the rest: the cagelike enclosures that housed the enclave's
two mythdlars-enormous spheres, more than one hundred and fifty pacesin diameter, that channded raw
meagicd energy from the Weave. Energy pulsed out of each mythdlar, sustaining the magic that kept the
enclave afloat, and powering dl quasmagica devices within the energy fied's one-mile radius. That
energy was vishle to the eye as alight colder than ice and brighter than the hottest flame-and like a flame,
it drew its moths. Those bent upon sef-destruction had only to touch one of those brightly glowing
spheres to be ingantly killed, without any possibility of resurrection.

Back in the bedchamber, the homunculus shuddered. Horrible, it moaned. A horrible way to die.
Andoris, however, merdy turned away from the view. He snapped his fingers, causng a decanter and
two tiny glasses to hover in the ar in front of him. He glanced at Wentar, who nodded, then caused the
decanter to tip, filling one glass with a ydlow liquid, then nudged it through the ar to Wentar. He then
filled the second glass and took a sip. The honey wine was delicious, warm and sweet.

"I'd like to hear your thoughts on the case," Andoris said.

Wentar pushed his mask onto the top of his head and took a sp of wine. He gently swirled the
liquidin his glass, consdering it with a dight frown.

"The accused has a point,” he began. "If the shadow double was an independent creature that
committed the theft of its own volition-even if the origind motivation orang from its creator's psyche-then
Blamiramugt be found innocent. Whichever one sheis™ "Quite so," Andoris agreed.

"It dl comes down to the question of when the thing gained free will,” Wentar continued. "If the
shadow double was commanded by Blamira at the time of the theft, and only gained or was granted free
will afterward, then Blamirais guilty-and only Blamira. Endlave law states quite clearly that any 'person or
creature that is magicaly compelled to commit a crimeisinnocent of that crime. This shadow double can
indeed be classed as a 'person or creature.’ Since it digolays permanence combined with independent
thought, it isno longer a'spdll effect’ in the eyes of the law. That entitles it to be judged an independent,
sentient being.”

Am | a spdl effect?

Of course you are, Andoris answered.



" wish we had some way of tdling arcanist and shadow double apart,” Wentar continued, "but even
that wouldn't be much help, snce we don't know which one committed the crime. | can't just sentence
both of the accused to death, since there is a strong possibility that one of them might be innocent. That's
why | asked that you try the case. | thought you'd discover the truth of the matter-as you aways do-but it
looks as though there's no solution to this puzzle. Which means,” he sghed again, "that they both must be
st free, | suppose.”

The homunculus dammed afig againg the bed. No! We mustn't let her get the better of ud

"That would equaly be a miscarriage of justice” Andoris noted, "snce one of them isindeed guilty.”

"It's the memory loss that perplexes me mog," sad Wentar. "Not the mechanicsthe erased
memories obvioudy the result of a forgetfulness spell, with its potentid for erasure extended wdl beyond
the few moments of oblivion that were dl that Keonid was ever able to achieve. | wonder, though ... did
Blamira try to cast a forgetfulness spell on the shadow double for some reason- perhaps so it couldnt
tegtify againgt her-only to unwittingly dso cast the spdl upon hersdf?!

"A el cast upon a shadow double doesn't affect its madter,” Andoris reminded his fellow judge.
"BEven if the shadow double iskilled, the arcanist is unharmed-and vice versa”

"Maybe there was another arcanist involved,” Wentar mused. "One who cast the spell on Blamira
and her double to cover up any knowledge of hisor her involvement in-"

"There's no evidence to support that concluson,” Andoris interrupted. "A forgetfulness spdl requires
aline of 9ght to its target-and according to the second Blamiras testimony, the laboratory in which she
found hersdf facing the shadow double had a door that was locked from the indde, and wards againgt
teleportation. If someone else had cast the spdl, she would have seen that person in the room. It would
have been her firg clear memory. No, logicaly, Blamiramus have been the one who cast the spell on the
shadow double, and on hersdf at the same time, Since neither one remembers seeing the other performing
the pdl.”

"But why?" Wentar sputtered. "It's hardly logica to commit a crime and erase dl memory of the
object you plotted so carefully to sted. How did she ever hope to remember she had Ptack's research
notes, let done find where she'd hidden them?"

"Sheld probably dready sold them or traded them for some other congideration,” Andoris said.
"Both we-and she-will probably never know who she gave them to." "Making this the perfect crime”
Wentar groaned. He's right, you know. We may never solve this one. We must.

"The extent of the memory loss is what | find dgnificant,” Andoris continued, ignoring the
homunculuss fretting. "Blamira didn't just erase her memories of the crime itsdlf, she erased an entire
day's memories. She has no recollection of the creetion of the shadow double or of the exact moment she
made the pd| effect permanent.” "But why?' Wentar asked.

"Therés only one logicd reason,” Andoris answered. "Blamira wanted to raise the question of
whether the shadow double was free willed from the moment it was created. If shed conjured up a
normd shadow double, it would have faded into nonexistence long ago-taking with it her clever dibi."

"So sheisquilty,” Wentar exclaimed, an excited gleamin his eye.

Is she? Then she must pay for her crime, even if she is Shadow's disciple. No favoritism-isn't
that what we say? the homunculus asked bitterly. Not even for our own-

"Not necessarily,” Andoris countered. "There's a possihility you're overlooking. The shadow double
has dl of Blamirds megicd capabilities-and her cunning. There is a posshility that it got the better of
her-that it redly did act of its own accord to sted the research notes. The shadow double could have
been the one who cast the forgetfulness spell on Blamira-and on itsdlf-to ensure its own dibi.”

Wentar* s shoulders sagged. "So we're back where we started,” he groaned.

Back in his bedchamber, the homunculus was pacing, its clawed toes dicking againg the hardwood
floor, but Andoris remained cdm, in complete self-control. He knew that logic wouldn't fal him-it never
hed.

Wentar drained his glass, then released it and snapped hisfingers, teleporting it away.

"I'm glad you're judging this one, Andoris. This case just gets more and more confusng the more |
try to decipher it. We may just as wdl be trying to read one of the Nether Scrolls with Ptack's



haf-completed spell notes.™

The homunculus halted aoruptly, atremble with excitement.

That's it! How could we have been so stupid? If Blamira was helping Ptack reverse his secret
script spell, he must have taught her how to cast it.

Andoris, however, merdy turned to his fdlow judge, and sad, in a quiet voice, "Did the
congtabulary search Blamiras laboratory when they arrested her?”

"They did, and | supervised,” Wentar said. Then he added, "l can see where you're going with this
one. You think we overlooked some innocent looking scroll that might redlly have been Ptack's notes,
but I know he protected those notes. They could have looked like anything, from an accountant's ledger
to a page of poetry. That's why | inasted he be present during the search. Ptack spoke the word that
negated his secret script spell and looked over the books, scrolls, and pages himsdlf, but though some of
the written materias on Blamirds desk had been disguised with a secret script spell, Ptack's research
notes weren't among them.”

"There may dill have been clues to be found,” Andoris mused.

"What do you mean?"

"I think a second search of Blamiras laboratory isin order.”

* k *k k%

The Shadow Consortium was noted for its gloomHilled corridors and tiny, claustrophobic rooms.
Blamirds laboratory was no exception. Though the tower it was Stuated in had numerous windows-al of
them ensorcelled againg teleportation and scrying-they were long and narrow, filled with gray glass. The
beams of sunlight that did penetrate the crowded, stuffy room seemed more like questing fingers of lighter
shadow.

Wentar and Andoris were sfting through the books, scrolls, and loose sheets of velum on Blamirds
workbench. They'd shifted each pile from one end of the workbench to the other at least three times but
weren't any closer to finding anything.

"It's hopdless" Wentar moaned. "'l can't remember which of these changed when Ptack negated his
sl

Idiot! You should have paid more attention.

"Keep looking," Andoris said.

"What are we looking for?' Wentar asked.

Andoris was no longer ligening. His atention was whally focused on the book he had just opened.
Reading it, he saw something he would have thought impossble: notes on the cregtion of a mythdlar that
drew not from the Weave but from the spaces between it. From the Shadow Weave.

Back in Andoriss bedchamber, the homunculus trembled with excitement.

So that's how she did it!

Andoris pointed to the page in the book that lay open in front of him and said, "According to these
notes, Shadow and his disciples have succeeded in creeting a shadow mythdlar.”

Wentar shook his head in puzzlement. "A shadow mythdlar? Incredible! But what does it have to
do with+"

"If the mythdlar is susaining the shadow double” Andoris explained, "tha means the shadow
double is quasmagicd, rather than permanent. It's a spdl effect, rather than a sentient being.”

"Ah" said Wentar, a amile of rdief spreading across his face. "l see. Our case is solved. We can
find Blamira guilty-"

Even if sheisn't?

"And hold the shadow double insde the maze-circle until we find some way to dispd it," Wentar
continued. "But how are we to tdl which iswhich?'

"Wentar,” Andoris began thoughtfully, "when you teleported one of the accused to a different plane
to seeif the shadow double would disspate, which one did you choose?"



* * % % %

When the trid resumed, the Spird Court was even more crowded than it had been before. Word
had gotten out that a decision was about to be rendered in the case, and the wals were so crowded with
spectators that it was impossible to see the testimony that scrolled up the ivory spird. Even Shadow had
come to watch the proceedings-albeit surrounded by a protective bodyguard of his disciples.

On the floor below, dl was in readiness. Andoris sat on one of the dlver chairs. The second was
empty. Wentar had explained the legd technicdlities of permanence versus quasmagica non-permanence
asit related to the issue of the shadow double being a person or creature. The crowd had lisened in
mydtified slence, understanding the legd explanation but uncertain why it was being given, then Wentar
hed disappeared. Now it was up to Andoris.

Rasng a hand to hush the crowd, Andoris spoke. "Ealier today, High Justice Wentar and |
discovered the source of the magic that is suganing the shadow double. There is a third mythdlar on
Karsus Endave”

A buzz of excited voices rushed up through the Spird Court. Andoris waited for it to subside,
watching the faces of the two accused. They seemed wary but puzzled-as though they knew which
mythdlar Andoris was referring to but were unaware of its Sgnificance. This was perfectly logicd. All
knowledge of having used the mythdlar to create and sustain the shadow double must have been erased,
together with Blamiras other memories.

"One of these women is a quas-magica spdl effect, and thus is not respongble for its actions,
according to enclave law. Therefore, Blamira must be found guilty of the crime with which she has been
charged and dedlt with accordingly.”

The homunculuss voice was nearly logt to Andoris in the excited crush of voices tha followed this
pronouncement.

Even if the law's not fair?

Andoris hdd up a hand for dlence. "As for the shadow double" he continued, "snce it is no more
then a spdl effect, it can be dispensed with."

Just a spell effect....

"In a few moments, | will conduct a trid by orded,” he announced. "I will teleport both of the
accused to a spot more than one mile digtant from the enclave, where High Justice Wentar is waiting.
Whichever oneis the shadow double will be too far removed from the sugtaining magic of the mythdlar
and will cease to exid.”

€l die.

"Whichever one is Blamirawill survive the journey. High Justice Wentar will immediatdy teleport her
back here, to face sentencing.”

He turned to the two women, adistant corner of his mind feding the homunculus tremble.

"Have you anything to say before your orded?"

The two women squared their shoulders then, a heartbeat behind one another, they shook their
heads. From the grim look in their eyes, Andoris could see that both women knew what the end result
would be: in a few seconds one of them would cease to exist-and the other would be fading a degath
sentence. All of the haughtiness they'd displayed earlier was gone.

"Doit," the woman in the gown said grimly, the fingers of her hand drumming nervoudy againgt her
thigh.

"I'm ready,” the second said, her face pale.

Andoris nodded and chanted the words that would fud his pel. As he spoke, he pulled two
pinches of fineground amber from the pouch a his bdt. Feding the magic build within him, he
concentrated, sending it down into hisfingertips. He flicked the dust into the two maze-circles.

Both women vanished. In the crowd above, Shadow tensed and leaned forward expectantly. For
the space of severd heartbests, the Spird Court was utterly ill then the woman in the gown reappeared,
alook of relief-and dread-on her face. Andoris nodded, having seen what held expected. He was turning
to St down again when he heard excited shouts from the spectators above. He whirled-and saw that the



second woman had aso reappeared. Both stood, gaping & the other.

An ingant later Wentar returned to the Spird Court, tdeporting in besde Andoris with a soft
popping noise that was logt in the uproar.

"What happened?' Andoris asked. Digantly, he could fed the heart of the homunculus thudding in
its chest.

Wentar gave him an exasperated look and said, "We must have been wrong about the mythdlar.
The shadow double redly is permanent. Now we're back at the beginning again.”

Wrong? How could we have been wrong? the homunculus raged. In a fury, it snaiched a pillow
from the bed and tore it to pieces. We've never been wrong before. Never. We can't have been!

Andoris ignored the distant commotion-venting his emotions was whéat the creature was for, after dl,
and hed taken care to ensure that emotion and pain only flowed in one direction: from arcanist to
homunculus. Strangdly, though, he found that his fingers were arting to curl. Only by concentrating was
he able sraighten them.

Vagudy disquieting thoughts began to surface. Was he losng control? Firmly, Andoris pushed these
doubts away-only to find they had nowhere to go. The homunculus, dreedy filled to the brim with a
gronger emotion, was unable to accommodate more. It continued its furious assault upon the pillow,
tearing it to shreds.

What if... rip ... we were wrong about... rip ... Jelal, too?

Like an incoming tide, memoaries from more than twenty years before rushed back a Andoris.
Dizzy, he gripped the edge of his chair.

* * % % %

The accused was a young man with an ahletic bearing, his chest bare above baggy, striped Slken
pants that were tucked into knee-high leether boots. Blond har hung in a braid over the mantle of truth
that draped his shoulders. His wrists were heavy with gold and siver bracdets, and a multitude of rings
gparkled on fingers and thumbs. He stood in the Columned Court, ringed by pillars and gawking
spectators, saring up with a confident, dmaost cocky expression at the judge who stood on the dais with
hands clasped behind his back and an ivory mask pushed up on top of his head. The younger man gave a
quick, graceful bow.

"It's good to see you again, even under these circumgtances,” Jdd told Andoris softly. Then, with a
dight tilt of his head, "Tdl me-am | ill your favorite?"

Andoris nodded dightly. "You are.”

At this answer, Jda's face broke into arelieved smile

Back in Andoriss bedchamber, the homunculus let out a soft Sgh.

Even though the words had been spoken too quietly for the crowd to hear, the transcription
crackled into glowing life in the ar between the columns. As the spectators read it, a murmur swept
through the crowd. Andoris redized what they were eagerly anticipating: that the emotionless, infdlible
Andoris would abandon both logic and the law.

Back in the bedchamber, the homunculus growled softly, Well show them.

"I understand you've reached a verdict,” the accused said.

"I have”" Andoris sad in a clear, caefully measured tone. "Have you chosen a method of
execution?'

"I have" Jda glanced across the city toward the spot where the mythdlar pulsed blue energy into
the sky. "If you redly must find me guilty of murder, | choose to die by touching a mythdla.”

He looked up expectantly, asif waiting for a reaction.

Though the crowd whispered urgently, Andoris remained utterly impassive.

The young man's amile dipped, just alittle.

No! the homunculus wailed. Tell him to choose a death that will allow him to be resurrected!

Andoris brought his hands in front of him, reveding the object held been dasping behind his back.
With aflick of his fingers, he teleported away the enormous red ruby. Jdd had made his decison.



No! Make him change his mind! Andoris waited until the crowd fdl once more into an anticipatory
dlence, then gave his judgment.

"Jd Derathar, | find you guilty of murder, in that you did maicioudy and with forethought cause the
degth of atoad beonging to Quinar Redux, a creature that was a familiar to this arcanist. The sentence |
Impose upon you is death.”

The young man recoiled.

"No!" he cried. "l thought you'd give me afar trid."

"l did. Your own testimony confirmed your guilt” "Didn't you listen to my tesimony?' Jda asked in
afrantic voice. "I'm quilty of property damage-even involuntary daughter-but not murder, and certainly
not with mdice aforethought. When | projected the duplicate of mysdf into Quinar's laboratory, |
ordered it to smash dl of his magicd apparatus and spel components. It was a spur-of-the-moment
impulse, a crazy, supid act of retdiation for him having seduced my lover with that potion He forced her
to ... to ... Doesn't that make him the guilty one?"

Jdd looked wildly around, but though some of the spectators were nodding in agreement, Andoriss
face remained as devoid of expresson as his mask. He swallowed, like a man feding the noose around
his neck.

"l was seeing red,” sad Jdd. "'l didn't even redize the toad was in the laboratory at fird. As soon as
| redized what it was-Quinar's familiar-1 tried to stop my double. | couldn't. It was as if it had a mind of
itsown. It just kept smashing, smashing ..."

Back in Andoriss bedchamber, the homunculus worried its lip with sharp teeth. See? He didn't
mean to do it!

Andoris ignored the taste of blood. "Do you have anything more to say before sentence is carried
out?'

"It was just a bloody frog! For dl we know he's dready resurrected it. Surely the life of a frog-even
if it isan arcanig's familiar-isn't equd to the life of amen.”

"Degth is the sentence the law proscribes.

"But | am your son!*

His face devoid of expression, the judge began the pdl that would teleport Jdd into contact with
the mythdlar. Already the crowd in the Columned Court was thinning. In the distance, Andoris could see
them clustered around the building that housed the mythdlar, peering expectantly in through its barred
wadls. Magicd energy crackled down his arm, toward the pointing finger. As it codesced to a hot, white
point, the young man's lips curved into a sneer.

"Tdl me, Lord High Justice Derathar, what's it like to be right dl the time? Are you going to enjoy
watching your own son d-"

* %k %k % %

Nooooo!

Andoris dung to the slver chair, bresthing heavily. For the firg time in decades an unfamiliar
emoation filled him: pain. He shoved most of it away, and shuddered with rdief as it was forced into the
homunculus, but atiny shard of the emation remained. It fdt like an icy diver in his heart.

Back in his chamber, the homunculus sat on the floor with its knees drawn up againg its bony chest,
and its wings folded tightly againg its back. It rocked back and forth like a wounded child, aternately
moaning and sobbing, fresh tears diding from its eyes each time it squeezed them shut.

Jelal was telling the truth-the mantle said so.

I know, Andoris replied.

The sentence wasn't fair.

I know, but it was ... the law.

But he's dead!

The homunculus flalled out of its fetd podtion, sazing a portrait of Jdd from the wal and hurling it
onto the floor. When this gave it no satisfaction, it smashed an inkwell on top of the picture. Black ink



exploded indl directions, obliterating Jed's amiling face.

How could we have murdered our favorite son? We hate ourselves!

A part of Andoriss mind held onto the here and now. He was standing in the Spird Court, hearing
but not redly hearing the murmurs of the crowd and the anxious questions High Justice Wentar was softly
asking him. Another part of him was staring through the homunculus's eyes at the destruction that had just
been wrought-at the spreading pool of black ink, surrounded by afine spray of dots.

Saing at them, Andoris was struck by how tiny they were, how smdl a space they occupied. A
redization came to him then-one so gartling that he didn't even notice he was sharing the homunculuss
pain when it dammed its hands down onto the broken glass of the inkwell, cutting them in severd places.

His redizaion was that an ordinary mythdlar was absolutely enormous-it had to be, because of the
materid that went into its condruction: long strands of the Weave itsdf-but a mythdlar made of
shadowstuff, made from the spaces between the Weave didnt need to be so large. It could be
compressed, tiny. Smdl enough to place insde a shadow double.

Thiswould explain why Blamira found hersdf unable to command or dispel the double after erasing
her own memories. Fuded by a sdf-contained source of magic that came directly from the Shadow
Weave, the shadow double was independent of her. It had been dl dong. Incapable of being under her
control from the start, it had to be innocent-created soldy to provide her with an dibi, probably after the
cimeitsdf.

For the briefest of moments, Andoris fdt his lips twitch. In any other man, it would have been a
amile, but Andoris pushed the emation securely back into place- back into the homunculus.

Only to haveit shoved back a him again.

Your hypothesisis very clever, said amocking voice, but what makes you so sure you're right?

Sdzing a piece of glass off the floor, the homunculus held it above its arm.

Were you right about me?

The shard dashed down, and bright red blood joined the black ink on the floor. Andoris tried to
force the homunculus to stop but found he could not.

"Of course I'm right!" he shouted. "I can prove-"

In mid-sentence, he redized that hed spoken doud, and not only spoken but shouted, his voice
loud with anger.

Wentar gaped a him through the eyes of his mask.

"Andoris" he said softly. "You look s ... strange. Are you unwdl? Should we adjourn?’

For the firg timein many years, Andoris fdt uncertain, like a man who suddenly finds that the solid
ground beneeth his feet has turned to thin river ice. He glanced wildly around the Spird Court. It wasn't
just Wentar who was saring a him.

Sometimes it isn't good to be right all the time, a smdl voice whispered as the homunculus lay
down on the floor in a spreading pool of blood. Sometimes doubt brings . .. justice.

Then it was gone.

With a soft sob, Andoris lurched forward and found himsdf plunging down into the icy waters of
quilt. As he gruggled to surface, he redized something. The finer points of law and being right didn't
matter. Judtice did.

Had the firg trid by ordeal been successful, he would have been condemning an innocent creature
to die. Just as he had condemned his own son. Still sheking, he raised a hand and waited until the Spird
Court was quiet. Then, with a confidence he had not truly fdt in many years, he gave his verdict.

"On the charge of espionage, | find Shiris Blamira guilty, and sentence her to desth without
posshility of resurrection. | find the shadow double she created innocent. | dso find it to be entitled to dl
of the rights and privileges enjoyed by a 'person or creature’ even though it is sustained by a mythdlar. |
redize that this sets a precedent, but it is my prerogative, as Lord High Justice of Karsus Endlave, to do
0.

"Hndly, 1 am taking the unusud step of choosing the means by which Shiris Blamira will be
executed. There will be a second trid by ordeal. Each of the accused shdl be taken to the Shadow
Consortium, where she will place her hand upon a shadow mythdlar. The shadow double, snce it is



dready in contact with a mythdlar, will be immune. The arcanist Blamira will not. By touching it, she will
be utterly destroyed.”

As the two Blamiras braced themselves for this second orded, the crowd above broke into an
excited tumult. Ignoring it, Andoris pulled his mask from his head and stared at it. Tears poured down his
cheeks, dripping onto the cold ivory and running down its blank cheeks. His fingers trembling, Andoris
released the mask. 1t fdl onto the stone at his feet, and plit with a loud crack. He wouldn't be needing it
anymore,

Assassin's Shadow
Jess Lebow

Netheril Year 3392
(The Year of Emerald Groves, -467 DR)

The wet gink of mud hunginthe air.

Olodtin lowered his foot to the floor at the bottom of a long flight of stairs. The cdlar was dark and
wet, and rats splashed, unseen, inthe far corners of the room.

"You have come," said a voice from out of the darkness.

"As| was directed,” replied Olostin.

"You have served us well," came another voice.

"Thank you," replied Ologtin.

"And you have prospered from the knowledge and power we have granted to you," continued the
fird. "Your raiders wreak havoc dl over the countryside, and your name drikes fear in the hearts of the
common man. Indeed, even the archwizards take notice.”

"Your friendship has indeed benefited me greetly. One day | shdl bring about the end of the
archwizards rule, and thus | am forever in your debt." Ologtin bowed toward the sound of the voices.
"Then we have a task for you."

"One that will no doubt be fueled by your hatred of the ruling wizard class,”" added the second voice.

"Of course," replied Ologtin, gill bowed. "Tdl me only what you require, and consider it done.

"An arch wizard by the name of Shadow has been experimenting with a new type of magic,”
explained the firg voice.

"He cdls his new source of power the Shadow Weave," interjected the second.

"This Shadow Weave could be the very thing the arch-wizards need to destroy us”

"How isit that | may serve you?' asked Ologtin. "Kill Shadow before he uncovers too much,”
afirmed thefirg voice.

"Asyou have directed,” replied Ologtin. He stood and headed back up the Sairs.

* k % % %

"In the name of Ologtin, submit or meet your doom!" Cy hurled his torch a a thatch-roofed house
and spurred his horse on through the village of Kath. Night had falen hours before, and the moon was
jugt visble over the high diffs that outlined one edge of the valey. The sound of dmost one hundred
horse hooves beat on into the dowly brightening night as the southern border of Kath went up in flames.

The door of a house just infront of Cy burst open, and a man in anightshift ran into the Street, away
from the flames and the contents of his house. The side shutters of the same house creaked open and
smoke hillowed out as a coughing woman, dark streaks of ash lining her face, dimbed out with a amdl
child under her arm. The child's head Idlled to one side and back in wide flopping arcs with the rhythm of
the mother's frantic escape.

Cy rode on, herding the villagers toward the north end of the settlement. There, Kath butted up
agang a heavily wooded forest, and nearly hdf of the raiding party waited there for the fleaing villagers.

Well round 'em up and rob 'em blind, thought Cy.

He amiled. Rich was definitdly going to be a good way to go through life



Someone screamed ahead. Cy reigned in his horse and stopped in front of a dead-end dleyway.
Two other raiders had gotten off their horses and had cornered a village woman. She was dressed in only
alight white dress, and she held atightly bunched section againgt her chest with one hand. With the other,
she was feding behind her for thewadl of the dley, not Ietting her eyes stray from the men in front of her.
Her hair was disheveled, and streaks of dirt or dried blood outlined the curve of her jaw.

"Hey," hollered Cy, getting ther attention. "Take your pleasures another time. You heard Lume
Force the villagers to the woods. We don't have time for these games.™

The two dismounted men grumbled at Cy and spit toward his horse. They turned their attention
back to the woman. She had backed into the corner as far as she could and was pounding on the stone
behind her in desperation.

Damn fools, thought Cy, and he spurred his horse down the road.

The village was no more than thirty houses deep from the southern border to the edge of the forest.
In the confuson of the raid-the unrdenting thunder of horses, the burning roofs, and the hallering of the
bandits-the villagers scattered and quickly fdl into the raiders trap. Cy spurred his horse toward the
forest, and in the next moment, he found himsdf on the ground, his horse barrding awvay from him. His
tallbone and back hurt from the fall, and his chest burned in a line right across the middle. He shook his
head and tried to clear his vison. A large hulking form loomed up out of the night in front of him. The
figure raised its am, and Cy indinctivdy rolled to one sde. A heavy chan impacted the ground. Cy
rolled back onto hisfeet and stood up, pulling his scimitar out of its scabbard as he did.

The man with the chain raised his ams over his head, swinging the heavy links around in a circle,
ganing momentum with both hands. Cy*s vison cleared somewhat, and he got a better look at his
attacker. The man had long, ragged blond hair and was wearing only black robes, tied at the wais with a
length of rope. He was wearing no shoes. Scars crisscrossed his face and forearms. One near his ear
was dill covered by adark scab. His shoulders were knotted with lumps of muscle, and his arms esslly
suspended the weight of the chain. He moved with a quick, considered motion, passing the chain back
and forth between his hands, making arcsin the air around his body.

Cy turned his blade in his hand, the metd casting reflected light from the fires on the dark ground.
He lunged. Metd clanged, and the tip of his scimitar hit the ground. He just managed to keep his grip on
the hilt, but the chain was dill moving in quick circles. A crunching thud rang through his ears, and Cy
saw gtars. His jaw was numb, and he could taste blood. The chain-wielder seemed to grow much, much
tdler, then Cy redized he was on the ground again. He threw himsdf flat as the chain whistled by his ear.

Lifting himsdf up on his hands and feet, Cy crabbed backward, growing the space between himsdf
and the blond man. The chain hit the ground again, throwing dirt in Cy's face. Raling backward, the
raider came up on his feet, sword in front of him. The dark-robed man nodded and closed in, moving the
chain back and forth, Ietting it gain momentum as he changed hands again and again.

Thistime the chain camein low. Cy jumped and dashed in a fla arc while he was in midair. The tip
of his blade tore through the dark robes and cut a deep wound in the blond man's chest. Landing on both
feet, Cy legped backward, narrowly avoiding a blow to his head. The chain was moving faster now. It
looked dmogt like a solid wal of metd as it careened through the air.

Cy pulled his dagger from its sheeth. 1t was the only enchanted weapon he owned. Hipping it over
in his left hand, he clutched the tip of the blade between two fingers, then he feigned a lunge with his
scimitar. The blond man brought the chain up in a defensve arc, driking a the hilt of the sword. Cy
lowered the blade under theflaling chain and brought the dagger up to throw. The chain-widder was too
fadt, and he changed directions, throwing Cy off balance. Just bardly able to keep to his feet, the raider
held onto the dagger but had to lower hisarm to keep from fdling.

The chain whidled asit came down in an overhead strike. Cy legped forward, pressng his body as
close to his attacker's as possible. Blood spattered his boots as his scimitar cut a deep wound into the
blond man's leg. The chain changed directions and hit Cy hard in the back, knocking him draight into the
black-robed man. The raider logt his grip on the curved sword as he bounced off a human wal of
muscles. The ground came up, and Cy found himsdf once more on the rocky, hard-packed dirt in the
Sreets of Kath.



Thisis garting to annoy me, he thought as he got to his feet.

He didn't have time for much more as the chain hit him again right around his midsection. The cold,
heavy links wrapped themsalves around his body and tangled with the rest of the chain as they made one
ful drcle around Cy's somach. Just as the dark metd clanked into itsdf, the raider fdt himsdf lift off the
ground. The blond man pulled m clear off his feet, and Cy grunted as dl the ar left his lungs Coming
down in a hegp at the foot of the chain-widder, Cy struggled to stay conscious. He fet the chain tug and
begin to unrave itsdf from his body. The force of the larger man pulling caused Cy to rall over onto his
back as the chain uncoiled. He looked up. The blond men glared back, a crease in his brow, his lips
pursed and hatred in his eyes.

Hinging his arm forward with dl of his might, Cy hurled his enchanted dagger a the chain-widder.
The magicd metd blade sunk eeslly into the soft flesh of the neck, and the hilt moved up and down as the
men tried to swalow. Blood seeped out around the edges of the wound. The blond man staggered
backward a step and raised his hands to histhroat. The look of anger and spite had Ieft his eyes, only to
be replaced by a diginct note of fear and uncertainty. Grabbing the hilt of the dagger, the blond man
pulled the blade from his neck. Blood poured out in spurting gouts.

Cy did away, getting dowly to hisfeet. The raider looked around for his scimitar. It was lying in the
dirt afew yards away. As he moved to retrieve it, the chain-wielder fdl to his knees, bright red blood
covering his hands, and alook of complete disodief filled his eyes. Before Cy had retrieved his blade, the
men was facedown on the dirt.

Cy took a deep breath and looked around. The houses were completely consumed by flames. The
screaming and chaotic sounds of the raiders riding through the village had stopped. His own horse was
nowhere in Sght, and he cursed his bad luck for having ridden past this chain-swinging baboon. He fet
around his own body to assess the damage. The bruise on his chest where the chain had taken him off his
horse had dready turned deep purple. His tailbone and back were sore but functiond. He had logt a
couple of teeth, but his jaw worked wel enough for him to be able to enjoy supper around the campfire
that night, and that was dl he needed to know.

Sheathing his sword, Cy waked over to the blond man. His enchanted dagger lay just past the
man's fdlen fingertips. The chain-widder lay facedown in a good-sized puddie of his own cooling blood.
Cy wiped the dagger off on the back of the falen man's dark robes.

The sound of horse hooves lifted over the crackling of the burning thatch roofs. Cy spun around, his
dagger in hand.

That was anice hit of fighting, if | do say so mysdf.”

Cy recognized the speaker-Lume, the captain of the raiding party. He rode up on his horse and
stopped just in front of the falen man.

"Sr?' Cy looked down at his bruises and bleeding wounds.

"l saw the whole thing. Most of the rest of this scum-" He waved his am over his shoulder toward
the forest and the raiding party-"would be dead after fighting a men like that.”

"Thank you, sr.”

Cy looked down at the blade of his dagger and twirled it absently.

"If dl my men could fight like that, we'd be able to take Karsus without the rest of Ologtin's raiders.”

Lume dismounted and walked over to the dead man. He kicked him oncein the ribs, then rolled him
over with his boot.

The man's eyes were open but unfocused. His mouth hung wide as if he were trying to catch a last
breath, and blood 4ill trickled down his neck, but it was dready sarting to harden into scabs.

Lume regarded the dead man for a moment then said, "You know, Cy, | think | might just have a
job for you. Stop by my tent in the morning, and well discuss the detalls”

Lume put one foot in a girrup and swung his weight into his saddle.

"Inthe meantime" the captain said, "head back to camp. The rest of the party has the villagers well
in hand."

Lume turned his horse back toward the village.

"And one more thing, Cy," he said over his shoulder.



"Yes, 9r?'

"Enjoy yoursdlf around the campfire tonight, and don't forget to get your share of the booty. We
made a good haul thistime™

"Thank you, gr, | will."

* * % % %

The evening's fedivities were grand. The raiders had made their biggest haul ever. One of the men
hed ransacked Kath's stock of supplies and come up with severd kegs of good red wine and a large
cask of mead. There was more than enough in those barrels to make the fifty or so raiders in Cy's party
jolly as monksin a vineyard.

The campfire raged. The wine flowed fredy. Men told stories of ther conquests during the raids.
The men they had fought grew larger and more fearsome as the evening wore on. The riches they had
golen became fortunes even the most powerful kings would envy. They laughed and danced and lied to
each other urtil they had al passed out. Then they dept. They would be dlowed ther excesses for the
evening since thelr booty had been so large. Captain Lume didnt participate in the camp-fires, but he
didn't wake the men early after a good night's haul.

Yes, life as one of Olodtin's raiders was very fulfilling for someone like Cy. He had the freedom to
do what he wanted, so long as it didn't directly contradict the orders he had been given, and he had the
camaraderie of the other raiders. He had riches and wine, and from time to time he even had the
affections of alady or two. All indl, life was good.

* k *k k %

"You're quite fast, Cy," complimented Lume. Cy had woken just before midday, and after he had
dunked his head in arain barrd and re-bandaged his wounds from the fight the night before, he went to
see his captain.

"Thank you, sr."

Cy didn't have amilitary background, but he believed in giving respect to his elders. Lume was the
cagptain of theraiding party and & least ten years older than Cy, so he figured the man deserved the title
of "gr."

"St down, please." Lume pointed to a smple chair in the corner of his tent.

Cy nodded and did as he was told.

For a tent, Lume's place was comfortable and wel appointed. A hammock stretched from a pole
holding up the center of the roof in the middle of the tent to another support forming the corner. A desk
st in the opposite corner with a chair behind it and a large chest beside. Papers were stacked in nest
piles on the desk, and alarge water pipe sat near them. It was lit, and Lume took a few puffs on it while
Cy got comfortable.

The captain leaned forward in his chair, bracing himsdf againgt the desk.

"How long have you been with this raiding party, Cy?"

"About ayear now, gr."

"Isthat dl?' he asked.

Cy nodded.

"You know, | hate to admit it, but I've been working for Ologtin for fifteen years. I've been leading
rading parties for dmog five years now." He leaned back in hischair. "I'm afraid | lose track of dl of the
young men whom I've seen come and go. | would have thought you'd been with this group longer, but |
guess I'm just remembering someone e

Lume looked &t the pdm of his hand for a moment. Cy shifted in his chair.

"Cy, | make no apologies for the mistakes of other men. If a man in my party gets himsdf killed,
then it's his own fault.”

He looked the younger man up and down then stared him right in the eyes. Cy hdd his gaze for a



moment, then let it fall.

"If I can't remember how long you've been with this group it's only because I've seen hundreds of
others just like you get killed. To tdl the honest truth, | can't even remember any of their names. To me,
they could have dl been named Cy."

Lume chuckled at this. Cy did not. The captain became serious and once again looked Cy over. "I'l
cometo the point, Cy. | have a job for you." "Sir," he said, not sure what ese he could say. "You're as
good with that dagger as I've seen in along while, and you managed to keep yoursdf dive lagt night. I'm
hoping,” continued Lume, "that you'll manage to get yourself out of thislittle project dive as wel. Tdl me,
what do you know about our illudrious leader Ologtin?* "Sir, | know he fights to stop the tyranny of the
arch-wizards, gr."

"That's a good practiced answer if I've ever heard one” Cy was dartled and began to stand to
defend himsdf. Lume raised his hand and started to laugh. "It's dl right, son,” he said. "Youve got the
basc idea

Cy settled back down into the chair. He fdlt asif he has been scolded by hisfather.

"Do you want to stop the . . . tyranny of the arch-wizards?"

Cy just looked at the captain, wondering where dl of this was leading. For a man who said he was
going to get to the point, he sure had a round about way of getting there, Cy thought, and dl of this
questioning of hisloydty and teesng about his age was garting to make him angry.

"Wdl, Cy?' The captain raised his voice. "Do you believe in what we're fighting for?'

"Yes, gr, | do."

Cy gritted histeeth. He didn't think his performance the previous evening had been as spectacular as
the captain seemed to believe, but as Lume himsdf had said, he was dill dive. Surdly he didn't deserve a
reprimand for killing a killed fighter in the middle of a raid. This medting had started so well, and now it
seemed asif the captain was accusng him of being a oy or something.

"W, then, son,” Lume said, hisvoice cam, "l need you to assassinate the archwizard Shadow.”

* * % % %

The journey to the floating city had taken Cy two days on griffonback. The archwizard Shadow
lived in Karsus, adty unlike any Cy had ever seen before. It floated, for one thing, but that was the least
of the oddities this bustling town had in store.

The dtreets were lined with smdl gutters of running water. Brooms moved purpossfully dong on
their own, sweeping dust and debris into the moving water as they went. Bridges lifted streets up over
wider rivers, and passersby waked not only on top of the curved stone structures but on the underside
aswdl. Wizards, carefully carrying parcels of food or armloads of books, passed each other and waved
as they casudly waked upside down. In acity park, four ederly, robed mages rotated fredy through the
ar, thar atention focused on a globe the Sze of a maidenghigh melon that floated between them. Each
took turns moving intricately carved gems across the globe and laughing as the result of their moves
changed the pitch, angle, or speed of rotation of one of the other wizards playing the game.

It seemed everyone in Karsus used magic, for everything they did defied what little Cy knew about
the world and how it was supposed to work. Children played games on the sdes of buildings instead' of
on the ground or in a park. Water flowed uphill and in some places through thin ar. The strange cands
thet lined the Streets didn't Start or end anywhere they just Smply continued to flush fresh, dean water
through the entire city. People walked adolescent pet dragons through the busy city Streets, waving and
amiling as they went. Groups of wizards appeared-as if from nowhere-in mid-conversation, gpparently
unaware that their surroundings had changed. Bags and boxes floated through the air, suspended by
nothing, but bound intently for some detination or another.

Cy tried not to gawk as he made his way through the city. Across one bridge and down severd
blocks, he found atal, narrow building with dozens of doors stacked one on top of the other dl the way
up the building's entire facade. A carved wooden Sgn on street levd read: "The Charlesgate Inn," and
robed mages floated casudly out of the doors on the higher leves, turning around, suspended in midair,



to lock the doors behind them.

Cy entered the bottom floor of the inn and rented a room for a few days. He wanted to learn as
much about his target as he could before he had to face the man.

Hopefully, Cy thought, Shadow will be so engrossed in his research that he won't see me coming.

It was the young assassin's only hope. In open combat, Cy may have been able to defeat that skilled
fighter in Kath, but an archwizard was an entirdly different story. If he didn't get a quick, clean, surprise
kill, hed be done for. As he sdtled into his room, he redized hed get only one chance at this
assassnation. He intended to make the mogt of that chance.

Before Cy had left for Karsus, Lume had opened the raiding party's store of materias and weapons
to dlow Cy his pick of equipment. They had racks and racks of swords, armor, and bows, and even
some things Cy had never seen used before. The job he had been tasked with would be difficult for sure,
but extra gear wasn't going to make it any eader. In the end he smply took with him a amal crossbow,
some magicd leather armor, and his own enchanted dagger. Better to trave light, he decided.

* k *k k %

The ornatdly carved brick tower that Shadow lived in was easy enough for Cy to break into. In fact,
there wasn't even a lock on the door. Not wanting to fdl prey to overconfidence, the assassin moved
through the entry hdl very carefully, checking every few feet for traps or magicd glyphs. It took him
amaog an hour to creep dowly down the hdl and around the corner.

For dl of his caution, there were no traps in the long hdlway. At least | wasn't blown to bits, he
thought. Hounding one corner, he entered a very large, grosdy wedlthy Stting room. The raider in Cy
was in awe. Perhaps Lume should have sent him to smply rob the arch-wizard. The riches hdd in this
one room could have paid for a hundred assassns ten times over. High-backed chairs sat around
ornately carved wooden tables. Siver sconces with mage-lit stones in them were stationed around the
windows, and jeweed candelabras rested on desks, tables, and windowsl|s. Leather-bound books st in
hundreds of neat rows, arrayed over severd dozen large bookshelves lining the walls.

A door siwung open on the opposite side of the room. Cy crouched and somersaulted behind one of
the high-backed chairs. He pressed himsdf close to the furniture and held his breath. Heavy footsteps
echoed across the hardwood floor. Cy clutched his dagger. So much for surprise.

The footsteps got closer then passed the chair. Cy fdt a light breeze pass his cheek, and his vison
filled with vivid, swirling colors of magenta, ydlow, and siver. The young men blinked, trying to rid his
head of the befuddling magic, and the colors passed-but they weren't magic. Cy's vison cleared, and he
recognized the hem of a lady's skirts. A young blonde woman, wearing heavy, embroidered linens and
carying adlver tray had passed Cy's hiding place. She walked swiftly past the chair and out into the hdll.
Her heavy footsteps receded.

Cy stood up, and the door siwung open again. Ducking his head behind the furniture, he was certain
hed been seen this time. Once again, heavy footsteps traveled across the floor. Cy dodged behind the
chair, ralling across the floor, around a table, to pop up behind whoever had entered the room. Bringing
his dagger down in a broad arc, the young assassin stopped cold. The same blonde, brightly dressed
woman who had just passed, only a moment before, was again sanding in the middle of the room, only
thistime she was carrying alarge Slver jug. The woman's skirts rustled as she continued across the floor,
unflinching and unfazed by Cy.

The door opened again. Cy spun around, his dagger out in front of him. The blonde woman was
coming out into the gtting room for the third time, but now she had a large box in her hands. Her brilliant
blue eyes stared sraight ahead as she continued to move toward the young assassin. Two sets of heavy
footsteps echoed on the hardwood, one in front and one behind. Shaking his head, certain that he was
under megica assault, Cy leaped out of the woman's path, landing hard on a plush lesther chair and
letting it break hisfdl as he clattered to the floor.

Soinning around and backing into the corner, Cy scanned the room for any way to escape. Two
blonde women-both weering identical magenta, yelow, and dlver linen skirts, one carrying a jug, one a



box-continued across the hardwood floor. Neither seemed the least bit interested in Cy. They moved
through the room and out into the hdlway, intent on carrying their packages to thar find destination. The
young man watched them as he stood in the corner catching his bregth.

The door opened again. Two more blonde, brightly dressed women-the same woman Cy had seen
three times already-entered the Stting room and proceeded across the hardwood, their footsteps echoing
heavily as they crossed. Cy made no attempt to hide this time, and the women ignored him completely.
Picking up a book, the young assassin hurled it a one of the women. It struck with a thud and fdl to the
floor. Siill, the women ignored him.

If they aren't illusions, thought Cy, then they must be constructs.

Convinced that he wasn't under a pdll, he continued on his misson.

A st of dairs led down one side of the room. Cy crossed and headed down, avoiding the femde
golems as he went. The stairway was long, and the air grew cooler as he continued down. The old
wooden steps were warped in places, so Cy was careful to transfer dl of his weight onto each step
dowly, so as to avoid cresking. At the bottom, another hdlway continued on. A doorway near the end
was partly open, and light spilled out into the hdl from the opening. Another of the magenta-skirted
women came out of the room and walked down the hdl. Sipping past the unobservant construct, Cy
looked through the opening. He could see a bed and a night stand in hdf of a nice, if messy, bed
chamber. Someone was shuffling around with a drawer and some papers outsde of his fidd of view. Cy
pulled his dagger from his shegth, pressed himsdf up againg the wall, and waited. Severd moments
passed. Sweat started to bead on Cy forehead. The shuffling insde the room continued.

A drawer dammed shut, and a figure came into view and sat on the bed. Square jaw, sandy-brown
hair, green eyes, smdl wirerimmed glasses, and a tell-tde scar on his left cheek-this was Shadow.
Though younger-looking than Cy had expected, this man matched the descriptions Lume had given him.
The archwizard's atention was focused on a large stack of papers he had in his hands, and he was
meking marks on them with a piece of charcod.

Cy took a deep breath and held it. Rasgng his dagger up to his shoulder, he burgt into the room,
hurling the enchanted blade at Shadow as he did so. The wizard didn't even look up from his papers. He
amply waved his hand, and the dagger stopped in midair. Worse, Cy stood frozen as well, unable to
blink or even wipe the ever-increasing sweet from his forehead.

For quite some time, Shadow smply continued to read his papers, ledfing through them casudly asif
he didn't have an assassin magicdly suspended in his bedroom. Eventudly, he finished with his work,
draightened the papers, and turned his attention to Cy.

"Arent you a little young to be an assassin?' he asked. Cy didn't answer. This had been his firg
assassnation, so he redly didn't know how the industry worked. He supposed hed never get the
opportunity to find out now.

"No matter," reassured the archwizard. "Your age int important. What is, however, is the fact that
you tried to kill me. So?' He looked Cy right in the eye. "What do you suppose we should do about
thet?"

Cy tried to spit a the man, to show his indignation and contempt for the wizards who mucked
around with the powerful, otherworldly magic that he fdt certain would be the doom of dl the world, but
he was stuck. He couldn't move hislips or even his tongue.

"WdI?" asked the archwizard. "Aren't you going to answer me?"

The man chuckled, then he put his hands on his knees and stood up from the bed. He plucked the
enchanted blade from where it was suspended in the air.

"Vey nice, very good indeed," he commented. "Don't have much use for these sorts of toys” He
walked over to a chest of drawers and placed the dagger on top of it. "I have afew | keep around as
souvenirs of the assassins who have mogt interested me, but | generdly don't like to use them. All that
blood and such." Shadow wrinkled his nose. "No, meagic is much cleaner.”

He picked up awand with a clear stone attached to the end of it by aleather band.

"And," he added, waking back toward Cy, "far more entertaining and punitive. Just think, if I smply
poked you with your blade a few times, sure it would hurt, but in short order you'd die, and the agony



you'd fed would be over. With magic-" he brandished the wand-"I can trap you indde this crysta. There
you will die dowly as your predecessors sap your strength and tear a your skin."

He smiled warmly at Cy who was dill unable to move.

The best part, however, isthat once you've died, your punishment hasn't ended. Y ou will awaken as
ashadow, and youll live out the rest of eternity as an ethered creature, unable to affect the solid world
around you. Doesn't that sound far more horrifying?'

Cy grunted, trying everything in his power to Smply move hisfingers.

"Yes I'm sure you'd agree, imprisonment is far worse then smple death.”

Shadow turned away from the doorway and started tidying up the room.

Though | don't want you to think my trapping you in thiswand is a dl an easy feat."

Cy continued to struggle, gaining a modicum of hope from the fact that he could now wiggle his toes
and cdench the musclesin his jaw.

"It's taken me years to be able to perfect this wand," continued the archwizard. "True, the
imprisonment spdlls are Smple enough, as you are now, I'm sure, panfully aware.”

Shadow continued to fiddlein the room.

"No, it's the transformation from humean flesh to the insubgtantia that has proven tricky, though not
impossible”

Cy could fed warmth spreading through his aims and chest, and he was able to shuffle his feet a
little.

Shadow looked at the wand with reverent awe.

"This little device right here represents most of my lifés work. You know," he said, spesking not
redly to Cy but rather to himsdf, "I've lived a long time, and it seems to me that as we've grown, things
just keep getting smdler and amdler.” He chuckled. "I guess that's what we cdl progress.”

Cy dmost had control of hisbody back. If Shadow continued to amuse himsdf for just a few more
minutes, he might be able to make a break for it, and held much rather get killed fleeing than just standing
there like a supid jackass.

"Anyway, enough with the chit chat." The archmage turned his atention back to the young assassin
and leveled the wand at him. "'l suppose | should figure out who hired you to kill me before | dispose of
you. | don't suppose you came of your own accord. Y ou're too young for that."

The wdl behind Shadow exploded outward into the room. What had appeared to be solid stone
was actudly a secret door made of wood, and the splinters of stone-colored door sprayed out at the two
men. Two gigantic ogres stood at the top of a set of Sairsin the space where the door used to be.

Cy was thrown to the floor next to the bed. Shadow, too distracted with the first assassin to protect
himsdf from the two new ones, was dso knocked face-firgt to the floor. The ogres didn't waste any time,
and they rushed into the room to clobber the fdlen archwizard. Ham-sized figs began to beet the mage.
The two beasts worked together, pummding the man smultaneoudy with opposing blows. Then one
stopped pounding the wizard and unsheathed a large sword off its back. The blade did out of the
scabbard with an aily grind.

Cy had regained contral of his body, and he got to his feet, pulling the larger splinters from his skin.
The ogres were completely ignoring him, but they were pounding Shadow into a bloody pulp right in the
middle of the doorway. He glanced over toward the passageway.

If the ogres got in that way, then there must be away out, he thought.

He took a deep bresth and steadied himsdlf. In the -moment he took to compose his thoughts, his
mind reeled. What if there were more ogres down there? What if they had used magic to get into the
lower chamber? If he went down there, would he be trapped?

"Lift him up,” shouted the ogre with the sword.

The other grunted and stopped begting the archwizard long enough to bend down and grab the man
by the robes.

Cy turned back toward the doorway, deciding to take his chances with the ogres he knew of rather
than whatever could be dwdling down the stairs. While they prepared to behead Shadow, the young
assassin charged the door, hoping to dip behind the busy brutes and the doomed archwizard on his way



to freedom.

He took two large steps and dropped into a crouch, trying to ram right through. The ogre holding
Shadow took a hdf step back at that precise moment, crashing into the charging human as he barreled
across the room. The two assassins got tangled in each other's limbs, and they both hit the floor with a
crash-Cy tumbling head over feet into the hdlway, and the ogre againg the doorframe. Shadow came to
hisfeet, being pulled from the floor by the ogre and gaining momentum from the great brute's fal.

Wand 4ill in his hand, he shouted, "Shadominiaropalazits” and leveed the crystd end a the
ganding ogre.

A dark gray stream fired out of the wand in a direct line at the ogre assassin. As it approached the
ogre's upright form, the stream spread out and began to curve and olit. It formed a whirlwind of
darkness around the beast, and the gray areas started to separate and take on individua, humeanlike
shapes. The shadows had narrow, eongated heads, and spindly, maformed limbs, and they flew in
ever-quickening circles around the ogre. For his part, the assassin stood, his sword poised over his head,
and gawked in awe and horror.

The shadows attacked, diving toward the armed figure and tearing a him with claws that seemed to
form out of thin air. Cy could hear the beast howl as if he were in great pain, but no blood issued forth.
Instead, the ogre dropped his sword and dowly sank to the floor, landing on the ground with a thud like
asack of horse manure.

Cy gained hisfeet and turned up the steps. HE'd seen enough. As fast as held ever fdt himsdf move,
he was up the stairs, dodging brightly dressed constructs as he fled out the front door. Never did he turn
around and it wasn't until he was on his griffin on the way back to report to Lume that he redized he no
longer had his enchanted dagger.

* k % % %

Arriving in camp by sunup the second day, Cy entered Lume's tent at a run.

"Sr, | have terrible, urgent news.”

Lume was stting at his desk eating his morning med, and the young man's frantic entrance startled
the captain, causing him to cough up a mouthful of food.

"Inthe name of dl the gods, what do you think you're doing,” he screamed. Then, abruptly, his tone
changed. "Oh, Cy!" Lume stood up. "What isit, lad? Did you kill the archwizard?'

"No, gr, | did not."

Lume dammed his hand on the desk. "Then what are you doing here?'

Cy proceeded to intone to Lume dl the details of his assassnation attempt. He left out nothing, and
the captain ligened intently to the entire story. Then it was Lumes turn to talk.

"Areyou certain they were shadows that came out of the wand?' he asked.

"Yes gr, I'm absolutely postive.”

"Gods. A wand with that kind of power could ..."

Tuming around and placing his hands to the sdes of his head, he paced out from behind the desk
and moved around the tent. After a fewv moments, he came out of his reverie. He looked at Cy and
shook his head.

"But you faled. | should have known that chain-wielder wasn't an adequate chdlenge to determine if
you could kill an archwizard.”

"Gy

Lume whirled, blurting out his words. "The chain-wielder, son! | sent him to test you. How else do
you think amean of that skill ended up in such a backwater village as Rath?!

"You sent the blond man after me, Sr? But, I... | don't understand.”

"Areyou stupid, boy? | planted the manin Kath and paid him to attack you," replied Lume.

"But... but why? That man dmogt killed me."

"To seeif you were up to this assassnaion,” he explained, "but obvioudy it was a poor tes."

Cy stood with his arms limp and his mouth open wide.



Lume paced back and forth for a while longer, then he caught sght of Cy. "Child, stop your
bemoaning. You lived. All that matters now isthat we go back to kill Shadow and get that wand." Lume
walked over to the young man and put his hand on his shoulder. "Despite the fact that you faled, you've
provided us-provided our great leader Ologtin himsdf-with a red opportunity to reclam our world from
the haughty archwizards.”

Cy just stared, fuming a Lume.

"Son, if we get that wand," explained the captain, "we could use it againg Shadow and dl of his
kind. We've been trying to kill that man for years, and now we might findly have an opportunity to use his
own research againg him. Wouldn't that be beautiful?* He smiled and dapped Cy on the shoulder. "You
know something, Cy, I've sent a countless number of assassins after Shadow over the years, and you're
thefird to come back dive You should take pride in that. You're one in perhaps a thousand, and now
youll get another chance to complete your misson.”

Cy pulled away from the captain. "You do what you want, but I'll have no part of it."

Lume narrowed his gaze. "Youll do what | tdl you, or youll be dead.” He stepped toward Cy and
lowered his hand to his saber.

Cy stood his ground. "Y ou sent me to die once aready. I'm not going back.”

The captain brought his sword up in aquick arc, hitting Cy squarely under the jaw with the pomme
as the blade scraped out of its scabbard.

The young assassin fdl back, and he held his hand to his face, trying to stop the flow of blood as he
sared up a his cgptain from the floor. Two armed guards came through the tent flap, their swords
drawn.

"Take him back to histent,” Lume ingtructed the men, "and make sure he doesn't go anywhere” He
turned back to the young man on the floor. "Hell be needed shortly- to finish hisfalled duties.”

* * % % %

Two days later, Lume sent a group of guards to escort Cy to the party's armory. The captain was
there briefing a smdl group of men on the coming assassination.

" will persondly accompany you men to make sure that this time we succeed where Cy faled,”
intoned Lume. He amiled a Cy as the guards untied the younger man's bonds. "Cy will go dong, under
my personad supervision, to provide the necessary details about Shadow's home and habits™" He looked
out a the crowd of assembled assassins. "If this man-" he pointed to Cy-"attempts to escape or in any
other way avoid his duty to this group, heisto be executed. Do | make mysdf clear?"

Every head in the group nodded assent.

Each of the assassins was given specia boots that masked the sound of their footsteps and specia
cloaks that made them more difficult to see, and each was issued an amulet that made them less
susceptible to the effects of Shadow's magic.

"These won't protect you from the shadows" explained Lume, "but they will make you less of a
target for the archwizard.”

Cy gritted his teeth. This whole misson might not be necessary had he had one of those amulets on
the fird attempt.

Then Lume gave each of the men a light crossbow with a angle bolt, and a smdl dagger, and they
left for Karsus. The plan was for Cy to lead the other assassins into Shadow's bedchamber where they
would overwhelm him with sheer numbers.

"The archwizard won't try to use anything too deadly ingde the amdl confines of that room,"
drategized the captain. "Hell more likdy try to subdue us as he did Cy, or enspel the whole group to
make us think heis our dly and ded with usindividudly & hisleisure. We're not going to let that happen.
As soon as we get in sght, we unload with the crossbows. The bolts | gave you are magicaly enhanced
to ensure a perfect drike. You only have one, because if you fal, there won't be an opportunity for
another shot. Keep him distracted, so he can't use his magic, and we should dl live through this" Lume
looked at each of the assassinsin turn. "Once Shadow is dead, we find his wand, and we get out of there



and celebrate.”

The other raiders let out a loud whoop at their captain's confidence. Cy kept his mouth shut. It
wasn't going to be that easy, and he knew most of these men, himsdf included, weren't coming back. He
just hoped that one of those who wasn't going back to camp would be Captain Lume.

At the entry to Shadow's opulent home, Lume jabbed the end of his saber into Cy’s ribs. "Now, be
agood lad and show usin.”

Cy led the slent, nearly invisble band of assassins down the long hdlway into the decadent sting
room. In complete slence, the entire troop weaved through the blonde constructs and marched down
toward the bedchamber.

Jud as before, the door a the end of the hdl was gar and a light was on indde the room. Cy
beckoned the other assassins ahead of him and pressed himsdf againg the wal. The raiders complied
and moved around him, taking up positions on ether Sde of the door. Lume came up behind Cy, and he
nodded to the waiting troops. One of them hdld his hand out and slently counted to three with his fingers,
then he charged through the door, the others fallowing himiin.

From where he was gtanding, Cy could only see the men leave the hal. With the boots they were
wearing, he couldn't even hear them move. He and Captain Lume waited for the sounds of a scuffle or of
meagic being cast, but they never came. After several moments of sllence, one of the men came back into
the hdl and waved the two men in. Lume pushed Cy by the shoulder, and he moved around the door in
front of his captain.

The bedchamber was dill in a shambles, but the wal was once more intact where the ogres had
burg into the room. The other assassins stood around, casting nervous glances back and forth as if
something invisghle might sneak up on them. Cy moved over toward the wall, stopping briefly at the chest
of drawers where his enchanted dagger was 4ill resting.

I'd rather die with thisin my hand, he thought. He picked up the blade.

When he reached the section of wal where the secret door had been, he placed his hand where he
thought the doorframe might begin. His ringers dipped through the wal. The archwizard hadn't fixed the
broken section, he had amply cast a spel over the opening. It would be a Smple matter of stepping
through the illuson to get to the stairs beyond.

Cy draightened up and headed out into the hal, motioning to Lume as he did.

The captain glared a Cy and asked, "What's going on?'

"Shadow has a laboratory in the basement behind that wall. He's cast an illuson over the opening to
make us think the wdl is solid, but if | were him, I'd have other defenses in place as well. | think we're
better off hiding out here and waiting for him to come out.”

Lume nodded and pushed Cy back through the door. The captain arranged the assassinsin drategic
postions around the room, then he went back into the hdlway, dragging Cy with him, waiting from
relative safety.

Hours passed. The assassins waited. Fndly, the wal wobbled as the illuson dlowed someone to
pass through. Shadow was looking down at a contraption in his hands and not at dl paying attention to
his surroundings. The wand was stuck in the bdt of his robe, and he didn't appear to have any of the
bruises or scars that a man who had been brutally beaten by two ogres should have.

Two gteps into the bedroom, the archwizard redized that something was wrong, and he began to
cast a pell. The assassins unloaded their crossbows, and the man screamed, dropping the gadget in his
hands and sumbling toward the bed, his spdl lost on hislips.

Cy watched as the wizard fdl to his knees, and Lume let out an excited ydp and bolted into the
room, his dagger in hand. Shadow was holding his hands againg his chest and looking at the ground. He
was bleading quite heavily.

"Wdl, wdl, wdl," intoned Lume. He was sanding afew feet away from the archwizard with a large
amile on his face. "If it isn't the mighty archwizard Shadow. Do you have any idea how long I've been
trying to kill you?"

The man looked up from his pogtion on the floor, and he finished mouthing the lasts words of
another spell. He glared up at the captain as the magicd bolts jutting from his body shot back out, saling



across the room and driking the assassins who had shot them. Every one of them fdl to the floor, dead
with a bolt buried in his forehead. Shadow continued to bleed, and he put his hand out to steady himsdf.
His skin turned quite pale.

"No. Frankly," said the wizard, "you have alot of competition when it comes to assassnating me."

Lume didn't waste any time. He crossed to the wizard and pushed him to the floor, taking the wand
from his belt with one hand and placing the edge of his dagger to Shadow's throat with the other.

"Wdl dlow me to introduce mysdf. My nameis Lume, and | work for Olodtin.”

"Yes" Shadow coughed hard. "Yes, | recognize the name. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

"Bdieve me, the pleasure is dl mine" He turned to Cy. "Is this the wand you spoke of," he asked,
holding up the crystal-tipped rod.

"It appears to be, yes."

The captain took a step back and turned again to the archwizard.

No longer under the watchful eyes of a band of assassins, Cy lunged a Lume with his dagger. "Die,
you pig!"

The captain sidestepped the blow, but he stumble-stepped to one side.

Cy swung again at the older man's back. The enchanted blade diced through Lume's legther armor,
opening a long, bloody gash in the captain's side.

"You stupid fool," Lume hissed.

Rulling his saber in a flash, the captain made two Quick dashing attacks.

Cy parried the firg blow, but the second landed just below his wrigt, knocking his dagger from his
hand.

Lume swung again, and Cy sruggled backward, avoiding the blade but faling back over the bed.
Cy landed on the floor againgt Shadow, cradling his wrigt where Lume had cut him.

The captain leveled the wand at the two men on the floor.

The archwizard struggled to breathe, but he laughed anyway. "You can't use that. You don't know
the command word."

"Y ou're wrong, wizard, and now I'm going to destroy you with your own toy." Lume smiled down
a Shadow. "lronic that you could spend so much of your life perfecting a tool such asthis" he shook the
wand-"only to be killed by it in the end."

"You don't know what sort of forces you are messng with." He coughed, blood trickling down the
corner of his mouth.

"Neither did you." Lume straightened his arm and spoke the word Cy had repeated for him back at
camp. " Shadominiaropalazits."

Once again a column of rushing dark gray plasma flowed out of the wand. It headed straight for the
prone archwizard, codescing into humeanlike forms dong the way. As it jetted forward, the stream of
shadows split into a curling mass. Shadow raised his hand indinctively to protect his face, but this time,
the shadows broke into individud swirls, and twisted, wavering forms spread out dl over the room. They
filled every corner and place of darkness.

Now spread out, the shadows began to collect again, forming a cyclone around Captain Lume.

Lume screamed, "What's happening? What's going on?'

"Don't you see, you fool?" explained the archwizard. "Don't you recognize any of those shadows?"

"No, no, | don't." He swung his dagger in wide, swooping arcs. "Stay away from me" he screamed.
"Stay away, you hear."

Shadow lifted himsdf off the floor. "Is that any way to treat your previous assassins?' asked the
archwizard. Lume s face dropped, and his swinging momentarily dowed.

"That'sright." Shadow smiled. "I punished your assassins by turning them into shadows and trapping
them in that wand, and you just released them to seek vengeance on you for earning them an eternity of
uffering.”

The shadows wasted no time, diving in to touch the stunned captain while he ligened to the
archwizard.

Lume's knees went weak, and he began his frantic swinging again. "But you were the one who sent



them to their desths,” he screamed.

"They don't blame me for defending mysdf from assassination. They blame you for sending them to
kill an archwizard. Y ou should learn to not mess with forces beyond your control.”

Lume was getting tired, and his defense was weakening. Hiswild arcs with his dagger were dowing,
and the shadows were touching him repeatedly. He dropped to the ground, lifting his head to speak again
to Shadow. "Those are fine words, coming from the likes of you." Lume collapsed, his head hitting the
wooden planks of the floor with a decided thud.

The shadows spun around in a pack over the limp body on the floor. A dark shape formed around
the captain's corpse, then it coalesced into a humanlike shadow and lifted into the air, joining the swirling
meass above. As a group, they dived toward the wand 4ill gripped in Lumes dead hand. The dark gray
sream narrowed as it approached the crystd, and as quickly as they had come forth, the shadows
disappeared.

The archwizard reached into the deeve of his robes and pulled forth a large purple bottle. Uncorking
the vid, he swiftly drank down the contents. A strange white glow surrounded his skin, and the bleeding
stopped. He appeared much better, though not quite whole and hardy.

He looked at Cy, who was dill on the floor cradling his bleeding wrist, and said, "As | said before,
you are entirdly too young to be an assassin. | suggest you find another line of work." With that, he turned
around and went back through the illusonary wal.

Cy looked down & the dead body of Captain Lume and nodded, then he turned around and
headed back up the stairs, dodging a pretty blonde golem on hisway ot.

TooLongIn TheDark
Paul S. Kemp

Netheril Year 3520
(The Year of the Sundered Webs, -339 DR)

Zossmus watched with gppreciation as a wight hawk broke off its predatory drding and dived
slently earthward through the perpetudly twilit sky of Shade. A squirrd scampering across the lush lavn
of the villds interior courtyard sensed its danger a heartbeat too late. The unfortunate rodent gave an
agonized squeak as the raptor's claws impded its amdl body. Desath was quick but no doubt painful.

Zossmus, seated on his favorite bench beside the courtyard's reflecting pool, nodded gppreciaively
as the hawk began to feed.

"Wd| done, little hunter.”

Degth to prey-and to enemies-should dways come unexpectedly to the victim. Zossmus had
learned that lesson well over the years. So too had the other leading arcanists of Shade. Indeed, the city's
rivary with its floating Netherese sgter-cities had led Shade's arcanists to seek ever more obscure
sources of magicd power and ever more unexpected magica weapons. Recently, after long study of the
writings of the arch-arcanist Shadow, they had learned of and begun to tap a new source of magic, a
source that derived its power not from the Weave, but from a heretofore unknown source of power that
the arcanists had named the Shadow Weave. None of Shade's arcanists yet knew the full potentia of this
dternate energy source. They knew only that it drew on the often unpredictable energies of Plane of
Shadow.

To better tap those energies, and to further ther research into the Shadow Weave, Shade's Tweve
Princes had caused the city to straddle the border between Faerun and the Plane of Shadow, between
light and twilight. Now cloaked aways in muted grays, the dty had not seen the unadulterated light of
Faerun's aunin years. It bothered Zossmuslittle to live dways in the dark, he deemed it a amdl price to
pay in exchange for the city's magica preeminence. Jennah, of course, thought otherwise.

His love hated the city's darkness and would have left long ago but for Zossmus. At every
opportunity, she begged him to transport them megicaly from the city to the sun-drenched plains below,
where she ran through the waving grass and fragrant purplesnaps, laughing. He amiled at the thought of
her long hair shining in the sun-



Without warning, the familiar presence of the Weave was obliterated. The vight hawk gave a shriek,
dit, and I¢ft its bloody med unfinished in the grass.

A void opened in Zossmuss being. Though a digant part of him sensed dill the presence of the
Shadow Weave, the absence of the Weave-his arigind mistress-tore a hole in hdf of his being. Spells
prepared that morning went absent from his mind, erased clean. He opened his mouth to scream but
managed only a strangled gasp. A roar filled his ears. His temples throbbed asif a red-hot cod burned in
hisbrain. Hefdl to his knees, gripped his head in his hands and tried to jerk it from his shoulders, to stop
the pain with death, to fill the emptiness with oblivion.

The minor cantras that preserved the flora in his courtyard began to fal with audible pops. The
ornate gargoyle fountain ceased its magicdly-driven perpetua flow. The ruby and emerdd dragonfly
condructs he had so paingakingly crafted as a gft for Jennah fdl inert to the lawn. The atificd
illumination from glass lightglobes fdl dark. In a flash of indght, he redized that dl magic in Faerun
dependent on the Weave-which meant al magic other than the experimental shadow magic practiced in
Shade-was falling.

How? he wanted to shout, but he could manage nothing but a low maoan.

Benesth his feet, the floating mountaintop upon which Shade had been built began to fdl earthward.
Zossmuss somach lurched. His afternoon med raced up his throat, but he swalowed it down, tasting
bile. Birds of every color exploded from the trees and ferns of his courtyard and took wing, avian rats
abandoning the snking ship of Shade. Screams and shouts erupted from around the city, audible even in
Zossmuss secluded inner courtyard. It sounded as though the whole city were screaming as one. Shade
was fdling....

Zossmus, pardyzed with pain and terror, waited for the impact that would kill them dl.

After afew tarifying heartbeats, the city's descent dowed, dowed more, then stopped dl together.
It took another heartbeat for Zossmus, dill disconcerted, to deduce what had happened.

Shadow magic. The disappearance of the Weave had not affected the Shadow Weave. The Twelve
Princes mugt have been drawing on it to save Shade, to keep it from crashing to earth. Even as that
thought hit him, Zossmus could see in his mind's eye the other floating cities of Netheril plunging
earthward as the magic that held them doft falled. Ther apocaypse would happen in the bright light of
the sun, while Shade's salvation would occur in eternd twilight, because of the eternd twilight. Netheril's
other floating cities, once testimony to the awesome power of Netherese arcanists, would be nothing
more than grandiose tombs for tens of thousands.

The dty began again to descend, dower this time. Zossmuss sense of stisfaction vanished. The
Shadow Weave mug have been inadequate by itsdf to keep the dity aoft. Zossmus guessed thet in the
Paace of the Most High, the Twelve Princes were even now sruggling to tap enough shadow magic to
keep Shade airborne. They werefalling.

Zossmus bit back his frugtration. He would have joined them if he could, would have shaken the
cobwebs from his head, endured the loss of the Weave, and added his consderable megicd ill to
theirs, but his teleportation spdl had been logt when the Weave had been destroyed. It would take half
an hour to traverse the dity by foot. By the time he reached them, the issue would aready be decided.

The dity continued to descend, picking up speed incrementdly. Another thousand feet maybe, and
dl would be over. When it hit the earth, it would kill every citizen, if not the impact, then the aftermath.
The partid mountaintop upon which Shade floated had an irregular base, so it would not settle peacefully
to earth even if it were somehow dowed to waking speed. It would topple over on its sde, and
everyone would be crushed under an incaculably massve avaanche of buildings and walls.

Zossmus wanted Jennah, desperately. If he were to die, he would die with hislove.

A sudden shout-a roar of ecdtatic triumph as loud as ten of Kozah's cyclones-carried from the south
to drown out hisvoice. The force of the shout hit Shade like amaul and sent it lurching Sdeways, a bit of
flotsam in the ocean of the sky. Zossmus fdl facedown in the grass and cursed through his fear. He knew
that voice-Karsus.

"Mystryl! I'll have your power!" boomed Karsus, his voice reverberating through the heavens.



Shade steadied itsdf, though it continued to descend. Zossmus rose to dl fours.

"Karsus, you arrogant ass," he cursed.

Surdy this was the end of the world, and Karsus had somehow brought it about.

Agan the sound of Karsus's voice thundered through the sky, but this time Zossmus heard only
sobs. Bottomless despair.

The aying fdl slent, cut off as sharp as a razor. The world seemed to hold its breath, slently
waiting. Nothing more.

Shade continued to dip earthward.

Zossmus wanted to hold Jennah in hisarms. He had maybe a hundred heartbeats. He legped to his
feet and raced for the villa

A amdl winged figure dit from an upper window, franticaly flapping-Pleeancis. Zossmuss familiar
streaked for him as though shot from a bow, ablur of green scales and membranous wings.

Unable to stop in time, the terrified little quasit crashed into Zossmuss scomach and got tangled in
hisvoluminous violet robes. Man and demon went down in a hesp.

Pleeanciss high-pitched voice squeaked oath after oath. "Oh, curse this purple hdl! I'll shred you
thread-by-thread, wretched robe. Dare you to offend Pleeancis the Mighty-yeep!"

Zossmus grabbed the tiny demon by hisleft haunch and yanked him free of the robes. "Enough!”

The quast fluttered in his hand. His red eyes shot the robes one last evil glare before gving
Zossimus his mogt winning, fanged smile

"All right, Boss. Just having a moment there. Easy on the leg, en?”

Zossmus released Pleeancis and dimbed to his feet. The quasit hovered before his face, a scaly,
fanged hummingbird demanding attention.

"Boss”

"Not now, Pleeancis™”

He waved the quasit away and hurried for the villa The city was dill Snking. He could fed it in the
pit of his somach. If only he and Jennah had Pleeanciss wings.

Unperturbed, Pleeancis buzzed dong beside him while he ran, the demon's fanged mouth moving as
quickly as hiswings.

"What's happened, Boss? Huh? | can't even teleport. There's something wrong with the ring. Watch
thig"

In mid-air, wings dill beating, Pleeancis squatted and made as though to ... do something. He
queezed his eyes shut and clenched histiny fists with the effort.

"Unh. Unh."

Zossmus would have laughed but for the end of the world. Magic had ceased to function, and
Peeancis was concerned only that his favorite toy was not working.

"See, Boss? Nothing. Nothing at dl. Couldn't teleport if | wanted to. | back!™

Zossmus stopped, grabbed hisfamiliar out of air, and looked a him with narrowed eyes. "Wher€'s
Jennah?’

"What? Who cares? I'm here, and my ring doesn't work!"

Zossmus knew the quagit didn't like Jennah, or at least didn't like that Zossmus cared for her, but
he had no time for Pleeancis’s foolishness. "Where?!

The quadt must have seen his anger. His wings sagged. He ran a forked tongue over his fangs and
sad, "She was in the Stting room.”

Zossmus released the quasit and sprinted for the villa Pleeancis flitted about his head.

"But, Boss, you don't need her. Didn't you hear me? | can't teleport. There's something wrong with
my ring" "I said not now, Pleeancid” "But, Boss-"

As he ran, Zossmus lashed out and smacked the tiny demon across the midsection. Plesancis, off
kilter, let fly with a stream of high-pitched epithets, spiraled out of control, and findly crashed to the lawn.

Zossmus ran on. From behind, he heard Pleeancis squeak indignantly. "From now on, it's Pleeancis
the Mighty to you, Bossl"

Despite himsdlf, Zossmus cracked a grin. Not even this Karsus-made catastrophe could quiet his



familiar. They should dl be so blissfully ignorant.

Before he reached the villa, Jennah burst from the doors. Her long red hair flew wildy behind her
her skin had gone white. Zossmus had never seen such a logt look in her green eyes. She too was a
mege. She too had sensed the destruction of the Weave, but unlike Zossmus, Jennah had steadfadtly
refused to tap the Shadow Weave. She had no shadow magic in which to find a least some succor.
"Zoss The Weave!"

He raced to her and took her in his arms. "I know." She pushed him to arms length, looked him in
the face, and said, "And the dity ... 7'

He shook his head in the negeative. She blinked while that registered.

"Are we doomed then? What's happened?' Zossmus didn't want to answer her fird question and
couldn't answer the second. Clearly, Karsus had done something....

Peeancis flitted over and squirmed between them. "What in the name of Asmodeus's arse is going
on around here?' He glared a Jennah. "Why're you 0 upset? I'm the one who can't teleport.” He
shoved hisring finger before her face.

Zossmus did not have the energy to engage in further nonsense with his familiar. He gently plucked
him from the air and placed him on his favorite perch-Zossmuss right shoulder. Jennah seemed hardly to
see the quasit. Her gaze was far away.

"What now, Zoss? What now? | want to see the flowers again. Like we used to." She looked a him
with her gentle eyes.

Remembering their many days spent among the purplesnaps on the plains below-the plains where
they would die today-his eyes began to wel. He took her inhisarms.

"Well see them again, dearest. Wewill. | promise”

She sobbed into his shoulder, he fought to keep down his own tears. Shade fdl further.

"Oh, for crying out-Y our har isin my eyes, human woman,”" Pleeancis hissed.

Jennah ignored him or did not hear him. Zossmus shooed the little demon away.

"Be gone, Pleeancis, we've no time for you now."

Peeancis fluttered away, leaving a stream of curses in his wake. "All right, Boss, now it's really
Pleeancis the Mighty to you! | was jesting before, but now...."

Zossmus made no reply, merdly held hislove as she sobbed.

He knew they had only moments. He wanted to tdl Jennah how much he loved her, whisper to her
how her presence had made hislifein the twilight bearable, but he could not give voice to his fedings not
even now. Instead, he stroked her long hair, held her tight, and said nothing. Pleeancis, as usud, spoiled
the moment.

"Boss, | think we're fdling.”

The quasit spoke with such surprise in his tone that Jennah's sobs turned to laughter. Zossmus too
began to laugh. What dse could they do?

"It's not funny,” Pleeancis said. "Did you hear what | said?"

"We heard, little ong" said Zossmus.

Jennah leaned back from Zossmus and looked him in the eyes. Her tear-streaked but amiling face
looked luminous He found his voice and spoke before she did.

"I love you, dearest. More than anything.”

Jennah opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, a strange slence descended, as though
they had filled their ears with wax. The twilight turned darker. The ar grew charged.

"What's that?' she asked, her voice dull and seemingly far away.

She disengaged hersdf from him and looked westward. Curious, he too looked to the western sky.

Above the city, the sky roiled. There, the twilight of Shade gave way to a deeper darkness. Whorls
of black and ochre rippled across the sky and expanded toward them. A multitude of miniature cyclones
took shape and ran before the ever-expanding curtain of darkness, an honor guard of destructive force.
Some of them were large enough to damage buildings. Pieces of roofs flev skyward and swirled in the
turbulent air.

Zossmus knew a once what was occurring. He whispered it doud, awestruck. They're taking the



aty fuly into the Plane of Shadow."

The cyclones were planar vortices, present anywhere that two planes vidlently collided.

At the same moment, he redlized that Shade was no longer Snking. Moving the dty farther into the
Pane of Shadow mugt have strengthened the Twelve Princes Shadow Magic. The city had stabilized, at
leadt for atime.

Glegful, he turned to Jennah to sweep her into an embrace.

Thelook of horror on her face stopped him cold.

"l won't go," she said, and took a step back from him. "I can't live like that-like this™"

She gazed skyward, and made a gesture that took in dl of Shade.

The curtain of darkness-colorlessness-drew nearer. A peculiar sonic effect preceded it: not slence,
but a dulling of sound. Even the destruction wrought by the planar cyclones sounded muted.

"Theres nothing else to be done, Jennah. Dearest.”

He moved toward her, one hand outstretched. When she recoiled, he struggled to keep the pan
from his face and voice,

"Wl die otherwise. The shadow magic won't keep the city afloat. Jennah.”

Something within her seemed to break. Her eyes grew pained, and when she spoke, her voice was
thick with the attempt to control her tears.

"I don't care, Zoss. Don't you understand? | can't live like this anymore. I'd rather die. | stayed for
you. Only for you. We've lived in the dark too long. 1-"

He fdt it at the same moment she did. Pleeancis mugt have too. From high in the air, the quest let
forth a squed of joy.

"I can teleport, Boss! | can teleport!™

Asthough to make his point, the little demon began repeatedly to do just that-disappearing from one
location only to ingantaneoudy reappear in a different location a stone's throw away. His high-pitched,
delighted laughter filled the sky from ten different directions.

The Weave had returned!

Zossmuss soul refilled. The flow of magic that had ebbed moments before, now re-entered his
being like ariptide. He amiled fiercely.

Jennah laughed for joy. She spoke an arcane phrase and dit from the earth to fralic in the air.
"Weé're saved, Zoss! Oh, thank Tyche" She spiraled about in the air, as glesful as achild at play.

Peeancis teleported onto Zossmuss shoulder. "I'm back, Boss" he said with a fanged amile, "and
better than ever.”

Zossmus reached over to scratch the little demon's scaled head. "Indeed, little one. Me too.”

Benegth his feet, Shade lurched. The sky grew nearly pitch. Pleeancis yelped and teleported under
Zossmuss robes. Zossmus looked skyward. The black, colorless curtan of the Shadow Pane
continued to rush toward them. Despite the return of the Weave, the Twelve Princes were dill taking
Shade to the Plane of Shadow. Perhaps the unexpected return of the Weave had caused the spdl
causng the move to go awry. The latter seemed more probable to Zossmus, because in only a heartbeat
the seething darkness that represented the border between the planes had picked up speed and the
planar cyclones had grown larger. Whole buildings flew skyward under the force of the roaring winds.

"Jennah! Pleeancisl Get into the villa, down to the wine cdllar, both of you. Now!™

Peeancis poked his head out of the robes, looked a the seething sky, and teleported out of Sght
without a word. Jennah dill flew high above Zossmus.

"Look, Jennah! Look!" Zossmus pointed to the onrushing planar border. "Come down! It's our only
chancel"

"I can't, Zoss," she shouted above the risng wind.

She looked at the onrushing darkness and her face went pae. A gust of wind caught her and sent
her oinning toward it. Zossmuss throat grew tight. He mouthed the words to a spdl that would grant
hm flight.

Jennah recovered quickly, however, and steadied hersdf.

"I love you, Zoss, and | dwayswill, but | can't here anymore.”



Zoss, unwilling to let her go so eadily, took flight toward her. "Wait, Jennah. Please, dearest. Don't
leavel”

She backed away from him, as though afraid to let im come too close. Another gust caught her,
stronger thistime, and sent her careening heplesdy through the air.

"Jennah!"

Zoss dtreaked after her as fadt as the spdl dlowed as she cartwheded hepledy toward the
onrushing darkness. She screamed in terror, a sound audible even above the roar of planar collison.

Before she reached the darkness, a planar cyclone, filled with whirling stone debris from destroyed
buildings, caught her up. She vanished into the cylinder of roaring wind. Zossmus screamed her name in
van, circled about the cyclone as near as he dared, trying himsdf to stay arborne in the whipping winds.
The darkness engulfed him, but he did not care. His senses went dull. Sound became less clear, Sght less
crisp. They had entered the Plane of Shadow. The world was muted, but his pain at losing Jennah was as
acute as ever.

With the trangtion to the Plane of Shadow complete, the planar cyclones dissipated as quickly as
they had materidized. Stone and wood crashed to the ground. So too did Jennah. Zossmus flew to her
gde

He started to speak her name but couldn't bring himsdf to utter a sound. Her body, twisted by the
terrible force of the cyclone, battered by the swirling debris, lay on the ground like a broken thing. He
cradled her inhisarms and cried.

Peeancis teleported beside him. "Bdid's bals, Bossl What happ-" He stopped and cocked his
head. "Hey, where are we? What happened to her?'

He stuck out a foot to nudge Jennah. Zossmus did not have the energy to rebuke him.

"She looks done for, Boss" Pleeancis amiled broadly, his fangs gligening. "I guess that means it's
just you and me now, huh?"'

The familiar's satisfied smile pushed Zossmus over the edge. His grief gave way to rage. He
clutched for Pleeancis, meaning to strangle the little bastard where he stood.

The quasit backed off, eyes wide. "What'd | say?'

Zossmuss rage left im as quickly asit had flared up. "Leave us, Plesancis. Now."

Thelittle demon must have heard the sted in his voice, for he backed off dill farther, then teleported
avay.

He teleported back an indant later. "It's Pleeancis the Mighty," he said, and teleported away again
before Zossmus could kill im where he stood.

* k *k k%

Lying atop thetdl ebony bookcase, Pleeancis woke with a yawn, stretched his wings, and glanced
around the Boss's bedchamber to see ... the usud. Stll drab, dill utiliterian. There was a disheveled bed
with faded blue sheets and worn pillows, a dark dressng table with a tarnished slver mirror, a sturdy but
unremarkable work desk, severa old ail lamps, the fegble glow from which bardly lifted the colorless
gloom of the plane, but no Boss. Plesancis blew out asgh.

"Not agan.”

He knew where he would find the Boss. The same place he dways found the Boss when the Boss
wasn't egting or degping. With her. Pleeancis rolled his eyes and flicked his tongue angrily. That human
woman was more bothersome dead then dive.

He legped off the bookcase, besting his wings once to ensure a soft landing, and dit on the carpeted
floor. He glanced around furtively to ensure that the Boss was not around. Sdtisfied thet he was aone,
Pleeancis rolled around on the carpet. The fed of the luxuriant fibers againg his scdes made him hiss
happily. The Boss would not dlow him such pleasures were he present.

Succubus teats! thought Pleeancis. The Boss didnt even dlow himself any pleasures snce shed
died-and that had been years ago!

"Succubus teets,” he said to himsdf, ill ralling on the carpet. "That's pretty good.”



He hissed with laughter. He prided himsdf on his credtive oaths, an invauable ill in a familiar that
the Boss didn't appreciate. Of course, the Boss didn't appreciate much of anything.

Peeancis dimbed to hisfeet. He would find the Boss in the workroom, pining over the dead human
womean. Pleeancis refused to refer to her by name, even in the privacy of his own mind. She was gone,
and Pleeancis was glad of it. She had dways gotten in the way of he and the Boss anyway. But the Boss
would not let her go. Instead, he had dedicated his life to bringing her back.

Peeancis considered usng his magicd ring to teleport to the shop, jus to dartle the Boss, but
decided againg it. Since her desth, the Boss was essly angered. Best just to walk.

Trooping through the once grand villa, Pleeancis wished-just for a moment-that he was no longer
bound to the Boss. The villa had fdlen virtudly into ruin snce the move to this plane, and the Boss did
not seem to care. Once it had been meticuloudy kept, with imported rugs and furniture, and dl the finest
food and drink for Pleeancis to partake of whenever he wished. Now the divans and chairs were old and
il kept, the rugs frayed, and the cupboards bare. If not for the invisble servant valets, the place would no
doubt be knee deep in dust. To Pleeancis, who loved the finer things, the villa was empty of everything
important. It looked worn, dull, like the plane itsdlf, like the Boss's spirit Since her death.

Heavy with sdf-pity, Pleeancis dragged his clawed feet dong the floor as he walked. He made his
way through the maze of bare hdlways and down the spird staircase, until he reached the ornate, dightly
ga double doors of the Bosss workroom. His ears perked up. Within, he could hear the Boss
mumbling to himsdf. Plesancis could imagine wel enough what the Boss was doing-the same thing he
hed been doing for the past two years. poring over esoteric tomes, Grafting this or that obscure magic
item, scribing one or another theretofore unknown spdl, dl inan effort to bring her back. That was dl the
Boss cared about anymore. Pleeancis didn't get it. Who needed her? They had each other.

Of course, the Boss didnt fed that way. He had put her body in stasis immediaidy after her death
and had tried dl the ordinary spells-even cdled in priests-to bring her back from the dead. Much to
Peeanciss ddight, something had interfered, and the spdlls had failed. The Boss thought the difficulty had
to do with the fact that she had died while the city had been in the midst of a planar crossover. Interaction
of magic and planar mechanics or something like that.

Peeancis picked absently at an itch behind his ear while he worked up the patience he would need.
The Boss just wasn't the Boss anymore, he thought wistfully.

A shout from within the library nearly scared him out of his scales.

"Boss" Pleeancis flapped hiswings, legped into the air, pushed through the door and found-

-the Boss, seated at his worktable, bardy visble behind a pile of stacked tomes, bubbling beakers,
and glowing braziers, laughing. Laughing!

Unsure of what to make of this unexpected mirth, but pleased to see the Boss more like his old sdif,
Peeancis flitted over to the desk and landed on a stack of tomes.

They amndled like dry leaves. The Boss shot him a grin, Ids tired gray eyes more dive then they'd
been since she had died.

"I found it, Pleeancis. I've findly found away.” He nodded at the sngle gray wax taper, dill cooling
initsiron mold, which sat on the table before him.

Before Pleeancis could answer, the Boss rose from his chair, took Pleeancis by his tiny, clawed
hands, and danced a little jig. Pleeancis could not hep but flash his own fangs in happiness. The Boss
was as chipper as an archfiend at a feast of souls.

When the Boss finished the jig, Plesancis leaned down to look more closdly at the candle. Except
for some unusud gray and brown whorls that ran through the wax, it was ordinary. The mold too
appeared ordinary. Nothing to indicate why it made the Boss so happy. Still, Pleeancis did not want to
spail the mood. Maybe the Boss had gone insane, but the good kind of insane, where he would think
evarything was grest. If so, maybe Plecancis could convince him to set some decent food at the table for
achange. Plesancis smacked his lips and decided to play dong.

Thisisanice candle,” he said, and tried not to giggle at how slly that sounded.

The Boss patted him on the head, dill amiling. "It is that, little one. It's the way to bring Jennah
back."



He glanced over a the magicdly hardened glass case set dong the wall that held her perfectly
preserved body.

Peeancis followed his gaze and bit back a snarl.

Jennah-she-lay there in her little glass case like some red haired doll with alabaster skin. Plesancis
wished he had gouged out one of her eyes over the years. He could've blamed it on arat or something.

The Boss walked across the room to the case, his face wigful. He reached out and laid a hand on
the glass.

"Soon, dearest,” he whispered. "Soon."

Peeancis ground his fangs and squinted his eyesin anger. Damn it! He did not want her back.

Since the Boss's back was to him, Pleeancis took what vengeance he could-he stuck out his forked
tongue and made a terribly obscene gesture taught to him by a dretch demon. She, of course, made no
response.

Pleeancis used the claw on hisforefinger to pop the candle from its mold. He picked it up and hdd it
in his hands. He wondered if it would hurt him to egt it. After dl, no candle, no her. He sniffed it. It
amdled loamy, vagudy like tenday old mushrooms. He opened his mouth- "Plecancid”

He dropped it with an darmed squeak. The Boss rushed over and gingerly picked up the candle, as
though he were holding an infant.

"I was just andling it, Boss." Pleeancis took a step back, prepared to take flight, but the Boss didn't
seem angry. Relieved, Pleeancis beat his wings and hdted his retreat. "It amdls funny. Kinda like the dirt
covering dead people. What'sin it?'

The Boss secreted the taper in an inner pocket of his black and purple robe.

"Souls" he answered crypticdly, his eyes aglitter. "Life-force. Enough to overcome the resistance
that has prevented the efficacy of my spdls. Enough to ensure that my next attempt will bring my love
back."

He looked past Pleeancis to the glass case. Pleeancis ralled his eyes.

He didn't understand the human obsession with love. What a bunch of tripe. It was nest tha the
Boss had put soulsin the candle, though. No wonder many of the housedaves had disappeared recently.
Pleeancis giggled, then he remembered that the candle would bring her back. He stopped gigdling.

"How can it bring her back, Boss?' he asked and stole a quick, hateful glare in her direction. "It's
just a candle. If you couldn't do it by yoursdf... ?* He let the rest of the question go unspoken. If the
Boss-one of the more powerful wizards in Shade and one of the preeminent practitioners of shadow
meagic-couldn't bring her back with his spdlls, how in the Nine Hells could a candle?

The Boss amiled absently, but his eyes burned with intensty. "Thisis a specid candle, Pleeancis, one
that draws upon the Shadow Weave. When its light casts a reflection of a ..." he stuttered over the next
word, as though embarrassed to say it doud, "... a corpse, the reflective surface becomes a portd, a
doorway to the place where the soul of that corpse resdes” He reached into his pocket, no doubt to
touch the candle while he spoke. "The soul can return through that porta, re-inhabit the body, and
thereby return to life”

Peeancis wanted to puke. He glared at her, showed her hisfangs.

"Now thet the candle is complete,” the Boss went on, "the critical factor isthe reflective surface.”

Peeancis hung his head and snarled softly. He wanted to hear no more. The familiar kicked
petulantly at the books on the table. He and the Boss had spent years done together. They did not need
her. Stupid love.

The Baoss continued on, log in his own world.

"In this case, for the shadow magic to work, the reflective surface mugt be the dusky scales of a
living shadow dragon.”

Pleeanciss head snapped up. His wings fluttered with perturbation. "A shadow dragon!™

The Boss merdly looked down on him, ill amiling, and nodded.

Disbhdieving, Pleecancis took wing and fluttered before the Bosss face. He snapped his scaed
fingersto bring the Boss back from his madness.

"Shadow dragons are tough, Boss. Tough. And there's only one around here-"



"Ascalagon,” the Boss finished for him and nodded again. Unbeievably, he did not look afraid.

"But Ascdagon isancient,” Pleeancis squeaked. "And big. Can't you use my scades?' He preened to
show his green scales to best advantage.

"No, little one." The Boss patted him on the head. "The fact that Ascalagon is big and ancient is the
vay point.”

"Y ou're going to get help then?’

The Boss shook his head. "No."

Peeanciss voice rose an octave. Hiswings besat crazily. "Y ou're going to take on Ascdagon aone?!

The Boss chuckled. "Not aone, little one. With you.”

Plecanciss heart raced. He knew then that the Boss had gone insane but not in the good way.

* %k %k % %

They had been walking for over an hour. The colorless sky hung above them, a featureless roof of
date. Darkbriar trees surrounded them on al sdes like wals of dull, gray bark. Nightmarish versons of a
Faerunian cypress, the branches of the dusky leafed darkbriars hung low enough to brush Zossmuss
head. The roots of the great trees twisted ther way into the soft, marshy earth like giant worms. The
ard| of organic decay filled his nodrils. A light mig hung in the fetid air. The dull calls of gray birds and
bats mingled with the low buzz of insects. Sound was muted, color was absent. The purple of Zossmuss
robes and the green of Pleeanciss scales stood out in this murky, otherwise colorless plane like a giant in
a hdfling's cottage. Despite the trees, the grass, the insects and birds, the Plane of Shadow fdt unred,
like a bard's conception of the redm of the dead. There was mation, true, but no life, no color. The plane
was amirror of the red world, areflection without substance.

"Smdls like a dunghegp, Boss" Pleeancis whispered from his perch atop Zossmuss shoulder.
Quick as a cat, the quadt plucked a black fly as large as a coin from the ar and impaed it between his
thumb and foreclaw. "Why would the big bastard lair here? | thought dragons were supposed to be

"Quig, little one" said Zossmus.

He knew that choosing this dank forest for its lar was smart. Zossmus had numerous protective
and divinatory spdlls cast on his person, anong them a spel that alowed him to see through magicdly
created obscurement, but even his magicdly augmented vison could not see behind naturd barriers to
sght. Between the wal of darkbriars, the ubiquitous fog, and the indiginguishable gray hues of every
damned thing, Ascdagon could be watching them even now, and Zossmus would not know it. The
thought made his heartbeat accelerate. Once again, he told himsdf that the dragon would be open to
reason. He had brought dong an incentive to aid negotiation. Behind him, floating on an invisble platform
of magica force, was an open mahogany coffer trimmed in platinum. Within lay a king's ransom in dusky
opals and black pearls-his offering to Ascalagon.

Of course, Zossmus had prepared for the possibility that the dragon might prove unreasonable. He
hed cast so many spells on his person that the turgid ar around him fairly sparkled. An enchantment had
rendered his skin as hard as granite, to fend off dragon fang and claw. A fidd of invisble podtive energy
surrounded him, to protect aganst Ascalagon's vitdity-draning breath weapon, and various additiond
protective enchantments sheathed him too, dl of them attuned to some aspect of Ascaagon's nature. He
was as ready as he could be.

A short while later, they reached a circular dearing, perhaps two spear casts in diameter. The short,
gray grass looked like an age-faded carpet, devoid of color. The soft glow from the Shadow Plane's
feeble stars trickled past the wal of darkbriars to cast the dearing in an even deeper patchwork of
shadows-the idedl environment for the dragon.

Zossmus knew that he would have to face Ascalagon on the dragon's terms, which probably meant
inthe clearing. His spdls would expire soon. He needed to persuade Ascdagon to show himsdf

With a thought, he stepped from the tredline then propelled the invisble platform forward and rested



it in the center of the clearing. "We wait here)" he sad to Pleeancis. The quasit looked around the
clearing, his eyes darting from shadow to shadow. "How will the dragon know we're here?!

"l sugpect it dready knows."

Pleeanciss eyes went wide a that. His tall flicked in agitation. He grabbed Zossmuss robes dl the
tighter. They did not have to wait long.

Within a few moments, the bats and insects fel slent, leaving only the whisper of the breeze through
the dark-briar leaves. Zossmus steadied himsdf, thought of Jennah's return, and rehearsed in his mind the
power-laden phrase that would trigger the firg transmutation he would cast-if necessary.

The shadows on the far Sde of the dearing grew darker. The soft rustle of leaves bespoke the
passage of something within the wood. Even with his vison-augmenting spdl in effect, Zossmus il
could see nothing but darkness, the impenetrable darkbriar boles, and the brush. Plesancis cluiched so
tightly to his shoulder that the quasit's hindcdlaws sunk into his flesh. He ignored the discomfort and peered
into the shadows.

He took a few steps forward, farther out from the safety of the tredine. He knew the colors he
wore, even the color of his skin, made him easlly sighted. He was the splash of color superimposed
agang the painting of a forest done only in varying shades of gray.

Sill, he saw nothing.

A rich, whispered voice from just behind his ear nearly caused his heart to stop. The exhdaion of
rancid breath was as strong as a mild breeze.

"Congder wel your next words, human. For the moment, | find you more curious than appetizing.”

Ascalagon.

Peeancis let out a squed and teleported himsdf within Zossmuss robes. "Unholy crap,” he
muttered. "Unholy crap.”

Zossmus ignored the quasit, steeled his courage, and dowly turned around.

Ascadlagon's smoke colored eyes, each the Sze of a man's fidt, bored into him like carpenter's awls.
Zossmus could have reached out and touched the dragon's scaled muzzle The deek reptilian head was
the Sze of a caravan wagon, the teeth as long as broadswords. Its respiration covered his face in
moisture.

Ascdagon's head sat atop a serpentine neck that extended from back within the trees. Within the
shadows of the darkbriars, Zossmus could only just make out the huge, powerful body-the great wings
that waled off that sde of the dearing, the powerful shoulders and forelegs that ended in dagger-length
claws, and the semi-tranducent black scales, some as large as a kite shidd.

Zossmus could not beieve that such a gargantuan beast could move so gracefully, so quietly,
through the trees. Only the thought of Jennah's return kept him from running for his life Benegth his
robes, he could fed Plesancis shivering in fear. He managed to keep his voice leve.

"Mighty Ascalagon, | stand before you to ask a boon. As a token of my good faith, | have brought
you an offering." He gestured to indicate the coffer behind him.

"l have dready seen your ridiculous gems, little human, and | will take what | wish when | am
through with you."

The head snaked forward and sniffed & Zossmus, the fangs only a handwidth from the arcanist's
body. Zossmus remained il but recited in his mind the words to a spell.

"' have seen you too, little demon.”

Peeancis squirmed within Zossmuss robes, poked his head out, and piped indignantly, "Little
demon? My nameis Pleeancis, dragon! Pleeancis the Mighty."

Zossmus winced. The dragon fixed Pleeancis with a bdeful gaze, and streamers of black energy
snaked from his nogtrils.

The quadit let out a yep, whispered, "Get him, Boss," and teleported into the trees to Zossmuss
right, away from Ascaagon.

Zossmus took a step backward, to prevent premature contact between the dragon's
energy-draining breath and his protective spells. Ascalagon reared back his head and showed his fangs.
A amile?If so, it reeked of menace,



"The protective dweomers about you are plain to me, mage. Pdtry things”

Zossmus endured the dight and stood his ground. "As | said, noble dragon-"

At the word "noble" the dragon hissed in what could only be laughter. Shadows swirled madly
about the great head and neck.

Zossmus continued, "'l have journeyed from Shade Enclave to ask-"

Ascaagon ceased laughing. His smoky, bottomless eyes narrowed, and he lurched forward from the
tredine. Darkbriars cracked under the train. Zossmus took a step backward.

From somewhere within the trees to hisright, he heard Pleeancis exdam, "Uh oh."

"Shade?' boomed the dragon, his voice low and dangerous. "A native from the city of invaders
dares come to my abode to ask of me a boon? A boon! Insolent cur!™ Ascalagon threw back his head
and roared. The noise was as arall of thunder. "Here is your boon, mage!”

Jaws wide, Ascdagon exhded a cloud of seething black energy. The force was enough to paste
Zossmuss robes to his body. Blackness swirled about him, and he flinched. When the dragon's breath
met the protective sheath of pogtive energy about Zossmuss person, the contact caused an explosion of
golden light, no doubt the mogt light this dark place had ever seen. The energies sparked and sizzled,
opposites at war. Unharmed, Zossmus took the opportunity to incant the words to one of his two most
powerful spells.

"Essare telpim."

The world stopped. Silence descended. Around him, the black degth of the dragon's breath wespon
hung unmoving in the air, frozen intime. The dragon towered above him, a colossd statue of scaled flesh.
A hdo of maotionless golden motes surrounded Zossmuss body.

Zossmus knew he had less than a minute-rdaively spesking. To Ascalagon, it would seem as
though no time had passed. Unfortunately, Zossimuss spell did not dlow him to affect anything other than
himsdf whileit wasin effect, so he could not yet use the specia candle. Instead, he took the opportunity
to better prepare for combat. In the end, he had only one spdl that would serve his purpose. It was his
mogt powerful, but he needed to weaken the dragon a bit fird.

Moving quickly and deliberately, he stepped out of the cloud of the dragon's bresth and backed
away, perhaps thirty paces. Far enough, he deemed. With deft hand gestures and a sure voice, he
renewed dl of his protective odls, and dso cast aglamour that created ax rgpidly shifting phantasms of
his person, dl shifting about his red body. He hoped they would confuse the dragon and attract some of
its attacks.

He was out of time,

Sound returned with the rush of an incoming tide. For a fraction of a heartbeat, Ascadagon appeared
confused at Zossmuss abrupt movemen.

"Get him, Boss!" Pleeancis screamed from the safety of the trees.

Zossmus pulled a pinch of sulfur from his robe, cast it to the wind, and began to cast.

Ascalagon roared, flapped his great wings once, and leaped forward out of the trees to cover the
entire thirty paces as quickly and surprisngly as a bolt of lightning. Taken aback, Zossmus stumbled
backward, fumbled with the words to his spdl, and logt it from his memory. A wadl of scaes and
shadows surrounded him. Fangs and claws ringed him in, seemed everywhere.

Enraged and roaring, the dragon lashed like a mad thing at Zossmus and the illusonary images. The
thrice-damned thing moved like whirlwind! A claw ripped through an image and tore great clods of sod
from the earth. A backhand lash sent another image to oblivion. Another daw attack, another image.
Fangs descended, snapping. Zossmus legped sdewise and the jaws annihilated another image. Even as
hetried to create some distance between himsdf and the dragon, a daw caught Zossmusfull in the chest.

Only his protective spdll saved his life. With skin as hard as stone, the eviscerating claw strike only
tore a deep, but non-lethd gash down his torso. The impact, however, sent him flying through the air
toward the trees, where he crashed into the brush with a groan.

Peeancis shouted from across the clearing. "Oh, youll svim up to your snout in Hell's turdpool for
that one, dragon.”

Zossmus clambered to his feet and began again to cast. He had only two images remaining.



Ascaagon was upon him again. Trees cracked under the dragon's weight as he crashed into the
woods. A shower of leaves and limbsfdl to earth. Fangs and daws lashed. Zossmus dodged backward
and managed to maintain his concentration, determined thistime to complete a pell.

With the speed of a driking asp, the dragon's gaping jaws shot earthward, directly at the red
Zossmus. He backed off as abruptly as his casting dlowed, but he was too dow. The great jaws closed
on him and jerked himinto the air. Growling, the dragon tossed his head back and forth, trying to devour
the human. The powerful teeth and jaws ground againg Zossmuss magicaly hardened skin. Despite the
protection of the spdll, the teeth pierced his body dl over. Warm blood bathed him pain wracked him.
The dragon champed down, trying to crack him open like a stubborn wanut. Bones snapped under the
pressure. In agony, Zossmus found himsdf saring down into the dark tunnd of the dragon's gullet, but he
refusad to lose his concentration. Prom somewhere, he could hear Plesanciss terrified shouts.

"Boss Boss!”
Through the pain, Zossmus managed to mouth the find word to his spell.
"Velenderel”

A glowing, pearsized bdl shot from Zossmuss outstretched hand, flew down the dragon's throat,
and exploded into a cloud of fire Hame and heat rushed back up Ascdagon's throat to envelop
Zossmus, but his protective spdls shiedlded him from the worst of it. Not so the dragon. Ascaagon
legped a spearcast into the air, tossng his head madly, roaring in pain, coughing fire. Zossmus flew
gmoking from his jaws and crashed amongst the trees.

With severd fractured bones, Zossmus quickly swalowed a heding potion. Bones and skin
panfully recombined. He regained his feet to see the dragon writhing in the dearing, his wings and front
legs wrapped around his ssomach like a child who ate too many sweetmeets. Smoke streamed from his
nogrils and mouth.

Zossmus cdled to mind the spell he would use to immobilize Ascalagon. The indant he began to
mouth the words, Ascalagon focused his eyes on him and rolled to his fedt.

"Youwill die for this, magding,” he said, voice gravdly.

Zossmus paid no heed to the dragon's words. Either his spell would work or it wouldn't. He traced
the magicd symbolsin the ar before his face as he incanted the find phrase.

Ascalagon rushed him with a hoarse roar, and closed the distance with a mere two strides.

Zossmus completed the spell, fdt his magicdly augmented will meet with that of the dragon's-and
dominate it.

"Stop!" he ordered.

Ascalagon hdted in mid-dtride.

Zossmus let out adgh of rdief. He could fed Ascalagon fighting againgt the chains of will that held
himimmohile, but by the gods Zossmus had doneit!

"Reman perfectly ill," he ordered, and Ascaagon did, though the smoky eyes seethed with anger.

Peeancis streaked out of the trees. "Boss! Boss! You did it!" The quast flitted crazily about him,
grinning. "'l thought you were a goner for sure when he spit you out.”

"Pleeancis, go retrieve Jennah.”

"What? Oh." The quasit's grin vanished, and his wings drooped dightly. "Sure, Boss. Just one thing
firg."

The quadt flew up eye to eye with the dragon.

"Plesancis the Mighty, you lizard! Remember that.”

For punctuation, Pleeancis pinched Ascdagon's nodril with his tiny hand. The dragon, of course,
could make no response, but Zossmus fdt him fighting againgt the mentd bonds. He did not have much
time before the spdl would expire.

"Now, Pleeancis.”

"Right Boss."

The quasit made an obscene gesture at the dragon and teleported away.

Zossmus spoke a angle, power-laden word. The magicd candle appeared in his hand. Soon he
would hold Jennah in his arms once more.



* k *k k%

Zossmus fdt as light as he had in years, despite the ongoing sruggle of wills with Ascalagon.
Jennah's body lay on a bed of gray grass and leaves before the immohilized dragon, awaiting only the
candles light to cast her reflection on Ascaagon's chest scales. Soon he and his beloved would be
together again.

Peeancis, sulking, refused to speak to Zossmus. Insteaed, the quagt fluttered around the dragon's
head and issued half-hearted insults

Heart racing, Zossmus positioned himsdf behind Jennah's body and whispered a word. A stream of
flame issued from his finger. He touched it to the candl€'s wick and held the lit taper before Jennah's
body.

The candle flared, burned a quarter of the way down, and sent melted wax pouring over Zossmuss
hand. He grimaced but endured the pain. Thelight of the candle reflected the light in his soul. Today, his
lifewould start over again.

The candl€e's flame burned brighter ill, and chased the dreariness of the plane. A doorway Szed
area of Ascdagon's scaes glittered and shimmered in the glow. Zossmus saw his own reflection, and
gave a start. He had not known how pae he looked, how ill kept. He put those thoughts aside.

The reflection of Jennah's body aso took shape in the scales. The image roiled, grew brighter,
flared.

A scene of beauty materidized. Zossmus gasped a the wave of colors. Colord! Tdl grass, dotted
with red, ydlow, and purple flowers. Zossmus could actudly smdl their fragrance, could fed the clean
breeze on hisface. And the sun! The sun! He had not seen sunlight in over a decade. It looked like gold
Folling from the sky. Tears welled in his eyes & the Sght. The redlm of the dead was not colorless! It was
beautiful, rich. It was his lifein this shadow redm that was colorless. He had lived in the dark so long he
had forgotten that.

Men, women, and even a few children walked and played contentedly amidst the waving grass.
Among them, he saw Jennah.

He had forgotten too how radiant her har looked in the sunlight. Dressed in a white gown and
aniling, she looked as beautiful as a sunset over a cdm sea. Tears flowed fredy down his face. He
leaned forward, reached his hand through the portal, and cdled to her. "Jennah! Jennah!™

She gave a start, looked around in surprise. "Z0ss? |s thet you?'

"Yes, dearest! Yes. It'sme I'm here. Here" He waved his hand.

She looked in his direction, mugt have spotted him through the portal on that side, and ran toward
him. She reached out to hold his hand. Her spiritud flesh passed through his hand.

"I've come to bring you home, dearest. Come through.”

Her amile faded and she backed off a step.

"Zoss, | am home" She amiled and twirled about, arms above her head. "Look & the sun, Zoss.
Theflowers"" She met his gaze through the portal, her eyes troubled but determined. "It's dark where you
are. I'm not coming back."

Thefindity in her voice bit Zoss like a punch in the ssomach. He could not bresthe. He knew then
that the resstance to his prior attempts to bring her back from the dead had not been the result of planar
mechanics, it had been her. She had not wanted to come back.

"But..."

"I'm sorry, Zoss," she said softly, and brushed his fingers. "I miss you, but | can't live in the dark.
Youll come hereinyour time. | love you 4ill."

She amiled softly, but turned to leave.

Despite it dl, Zossmus could not blame her. Seeing the sun, seeing the amiling faces of the spirits,
the flowers, dl of it reminded him of how empty his life had become. How dark, how muted, how
colorless. He could not ask her to livein shadows. She belonged in the light.

As she walked away, he made up hismind. Instead of him bringing her back to life, she would bring



him back.

"Wait. Jennah!”

Sheturned. "Zoss, | can't-"

"I know. I'm coming with you."

With amenta command, he released Ascalagon from the spell.

The dragon roared with pent up rage. Pleeancis shrieked. Ascalagon's head snapped down, jaws
wide.

The ingant Ascalagon's fangs began to rend his flesh, Zossmuss spirit departed his body and
darted through the dosing portd. When he reached the other side, the sun sung his eyes, but he amiled
neverthdess. Now a spirit himsdlf, he took Jennah in his arms and threw her into the air. She laughed like
aschoolgirl.

They kissed, then ran off amidst the flowers, under the golden light of the sun.

* k *k k %

The dragon must have heard Pleeanciss scream as it devoured the Boss. Ascdagon snapped his
head in Pleeanciss direction. Bloody tatters of the Boss's body leaked from between his fangs.

Peeancis gave the dragon one find obscene gesture and teleported away.

Back at the manor, the quasit stood in the Boss's bedroom and kicked at the ground.

"Damnable lizard. | should've stabbed you in both eyes.”

But he hadn't, and now the Boss was gone. The manor fdt emptier than ever. Pleeancis thought of
dl the good times he had once had with the Boss. The memories made his somach fed funny. Tight. His
head hurt too, and... what was this wetness on his face?

"Supid love" he said, and curled up on the carpet to weep.

Darksword
Troy Denning

20 Flamerule, the Year of the Moat (1269DR)

Lost on the Road Across the Bottomless Bogs

Out of the fog ahead came mig-muffled voices, many of them and not far off, mothers snging,
children crying, fathers shouting . . . oxen bdlowing, hoarse and weary. Mdegaunt Tanthul continued
waking as before-which was to say very carefully-along the road of split logs, which bobbed on the
spoongy peat with every step he took. Vishility was twenty paces at best, the road a brownish ribbon
Zigzagging off into a cloud of pearly white. Not for the first time, he wished he had taken the other fork a
the base of Deadman Pass. Surdly he was dill in Vaasa, but whether he was traveling toward the treasure
he sought or away from it was anyone's guess.

The voices grew seadily louder and more ditinct, until the hezy outline of the road ahead abruptly
dissolved into nothingness. Strewn dong a narrow band at the end of the road were a handful of
head-shaped spheres, some perched atop a set of human shoulders with ams splayed wide to spread
their weight. Farther back, two sets of nebulous oxen horns rose out of the pest, the blocky slhouette of
afog-shrouded cargo wagon stting on the surface behind them.

Meéegaunt pulled his heavy rucksack off his back and continued up the road, dreedy fishing for the
line with which he gtrung his rain tarp at night. As he drew nearer, the head-shaped blobs seemed to
sprout beards and wild manes of unkempt hair. He began to make out hooked noses and deep-set eyes,
then one of the heads shouted out, and with a terrible durping sound, sank beneath the peat. This cry was
echoed by a chorus of frightened wails deeper in the fog, prompting the nearest of the remaining heads to
crane around and bark something in the gutturd Vaasan didect. The voices fdl immediady slent, and
the head turned back toward Meegaunt.



"T-traveler, you would do wel to s-stop there," the Vaasan said, the frigid bog mud causng him to
sutter and dur hiswords. "The 1-logs here are rotted through.”

"My thanks for the waning." Siill fifteen paces from the end of the road, Meegaunt stopped and
hed up the smdl cail of line he had pulled from his rucksack. "My rope wont reach so far. | fear you
have spoiled your own rescue.”

The Vaasan tipped his head a little to the sde. "I think our chances b-better with you out there,
instead of in here with us”

"Perhaps 0," Mdegaunt alowed.

He peered into the fog beyond the VVaasan's tribe, trying in vain to see where the road started again.
Asannoying asit wasin the firg place not to know where he was going, the possility of being forced to
turn back before he found out absolutely vexed him.

"Where does this road lead? To Dehdls or Moorstown?!

"Where d-does the road lead?' the Vaasan stammered, his voice sharp with dishdief and anger.
"What about my people? After | saved you, y-you are not going to help us?' "Of course I'm going to help
you. I'll do everything | can,” Mdegaunt said. Somewhere deeper in the fog, another Vaasan screamed
and sank benesth the bog with a cold durp. "You might, uh, disappear before | pull you free. If that
happens, 1'd dill like to know where this road leads."

"If that happens, the knowledge w-will do you no good,” the Vaasan growled. "Your only hope of
reaching your d-destination is to rescue my clan, so that we can guide you wherever you are going.”

"Something is dragging your tribe under one-by-one and you are trifling over details?’ Meegaunt
demanded. He pulled his black dagger, then dropped to his hands and knees and began to probe the
logs ahead for rot. "Thisis no time to negotiate. | won't abandon you.”

Then your patience will be rewarded,” the Vaasan said firmly.

Meegaunt looked up, his brow furrowed into a ddiberate scowl. "Am | to understand you don't
trust me?' "l trust you to try harder if you have n-need of us"" "An answer as dippery as the bog in which
you are mired," Meegaunt snapped. "If | am successful, you will have no need of me. How can | trust
you to guide me then?"

"You have the word of Bodvar, leader of the Moor Eagle Clan," the Vaasan said. "That is dl the
trugt you need.”

"Trugt has different meaning for outsiders than for Vaasans, | see” Mdegaunt grumbled, "but | warn
you, if you go back on your promise...."

"You have nothing to fear on that account,” Bodvar said. "You have but to keep yours, and | will
keep mine”

"I have heard that before," Mdegaunt muttered, "far too meny times™

Despite his complaint, Melegaunt continued to advance up the road, probing ahead for rotten logs.
By dl accounts, the Vaasans had been a harsh but honest people until the fabled bloodstone mines of
Ddhdls and Tdagbar were rediscovered and the outsde world intruded to teach them the vaue of
duplicity and fraud. Now, save for afew villages like Moortown where a man's word was rumored to be
more precious than hislife, they were said to be as corrupt and dy as everyone ese in this world of liars
and chests.

Meéegaunt was beginning to doubt Bodvar's story about the rot when his dagger findly found soft
wood. He pressed harder, and the entire log disintegrated, crumbling into red dust before his eyes. Then
the one beneath his hands grew spongy, prompting him to push back onto his haunches. The log benesth
his knees began to soften as well, and a muddy dome of peat welled up not three feet in front of him, a
long line of dorsa barbs breaking the surface as the spine of some huge, edl-shaped creature rolled past.

Meéegaunt dropped onto his seat and pushed away, scrambling backward as fast as he could crawl.
By the time the wood ceased growing soft, he was five paces farther from Bodvar, distant enough thet he
could no longer make out even the shape of the Vaasans heads.

Anocther dansman screamed, then dipped benegth the bog with a muffled durp.

"Traveler, are you dill there?' Bodvar called.

"For now," Meegaunt replied. He stood and backed away another couple of paces. "Something



came after me"

"One of the bog people" Bodvar said. "They are attracted by vibration." "Vibraion?' Mdegaunt
echoed. "Like taking?'

"Like talking," Bodvar confirmed. "But do not worry about me. My armor muffles the sound-it is
made of dragon scaes”

"All the same, rest quiet for a while" Médegaunt's opinion of the Vaasan was risng-and more
because of the risk he was taking for his tribe than because he wore dragon-scale armor. "I'll get you out.
| promise.”

"A man should not promise what he cannot be certain of ddivering, Traveer,” Bodvar said, "but |
do trust you to do your utmos.”

Meéegaunt assured the Vaasan he would, then retreated afew more paces up the road and hdd his
hand out over the road edge. There was not even a hint of shadow. Mdegaunt's magic would be a its
weakest, and he had aready seen enough of his foe's power to know it would be fally to dud him at less
then full strength-even in this world of decay and rebirth, wood smply did not rot as fast as had those
logs

Doing his best to ignore the occasiona screams thet rolled out of the fog, Meegaunt removed a
hendful of strands of shadowsilk from his cloak pocket and twisted them into a tightly-wound skein. In a
century-and-a-hdf of reconnoitering Toril, he had yet to risk reveding himsdf by usng such powerful
shadow magic where others might see-but never before had he been given reason to think his long quest
might be nearing its culmination. This Bodvar was a brave one, and that was the firg qudity. He was aso
wary, nather giving oaths nor taking them lightly, and that was the second. Whether he was dso the third
remained to be seen-and it soon would, if matters went as expected.

Once Mdegaunt had twisted the shadowslk into a tightly wound skein, he uttered a few words in
ancient Netherese and fdt a surge of cold energy riang through his feet into his body. Unlike most
wizards in Faerun who extracted ther magic from the goddess Mydtras dl-encompassng Weave,
Méeegaunt drew his magic from the enigmatic Shadow Weave. As universd as the Weave itdf, the
Shadow Weave was less known and far more powerful, if only because the cloaked goddess-she who
mugt never be named-kept it uncompromisingly secret and maddened anyone who reveded its existence.

When he was aufficently imbued with the Shadow Weave's cold magic, Mdegaunt tossed the skein
of shadowslk out over the bog and made a twirling motion with his fingers. The cord began to unwind
but sank into the peat before it finished and continued to spin, drawing long tendrils of fog after it.

An oxen belowed in darm, then there was a huge glugging sound followed by the crackle of
splintering wood and the shrieks of terrified women and children.

“T-t-travder?' caled Bodvar, sounding weaker and colder than before. "H-have you left us?'

"Stay quiet, Vaasan, or there will be no reason for me to stay,” Meegaunt shouted back. "l am
working as fast as | can.”

Judging by the restless voices that followed, the dlan of the Moor Eagle took little comfort from this
assurance. Mdegaunt urged them again to be patient. While he waited for hisfirs spell to do its work, he
prepared himsdf for battle, girding himsdf with magic armor and shields of spdll-turning, reedying power
word attacks and casting enchantments that would dlow him to wak on mud or swvim through it with
equd ease. By the time he finished, his spdll had thinned the fog enough that he could see a long line of
mired Vaasan men and overloaded wagons curving away toward the jagged gray wal of a digant
mountain range. The end of the column was perhaps two hundred paces distant, and fifty paces beyond
that, he could see the brownish ribbon of logs where the road resumed again. Instead of looking
impressed or grateful, Bodvar and his equaly bearded warriors were dl searching the blue sky with
expressons of darmed expectation. Those with free sword ams were holding therr weapons ready,
while on the wagons, women and old men were gringing longbows and raisng spears. Mdegaunt
glanced around the heavens and found nothing except snow clouds-then heard two loud durping sounds
as another pair of warriors were drawvn down into the muck.

He stepped to the end of the log road and held hisarm out. Finding that there was now enough light
to cast a shadow, he svung his arm around until the dark line pointed a Bodvar. Though a good twenty



paces remained between them, the fog was so thin now that Meegaunt could see that with sapphire-blue
eyes and harr as red as bloodstone, Bodvar was both handsome and fair-haired by Vaasan standards.

"You caused this clearing, Traveler?' Bodvar asked.

Meéegaunt nodded then lied, "I like to see what I'm fighting." Actudly, he was more comfortable
fighting in darkness than light, but if he could keep the Vaasans from pondering the nature of his magic,
there was a good chance they would be unfamiliar enough with outsider spells to think he was usng
normd magic. "The battle goes fagter.”

"Indeed,” Bodvar answered. "Let us hope not too fast. There is a reason the Mountainshadow Bog
is crossed only in thick fog."

Meegaunt frowned. "That would be?'

"Onitsway."

Bodvar raised his hand-the one that was not trapped in the bog-and pointed west. The nearby
peaks had grown distinct enough that they resembled a line of snow-capped fangs, and curving down
from their summits, Mdegaunt saw severd lines of pale specks.

"Griffins?* he asked. "Or wyverns?'

"Y ou will wish."

"Whdl, as long as they're not dragons” Mdegaunt said. "Anything dse, | can handle” "You have a
high opinion of yoursdf, Travder." "Asshdl you," Mdegaunt replied. With that, he spoke a few words of
meagic, and the shadow he had lain across the bog expanded to the width of a comfortable walking trail.
Meegaunt stepped off the logs, and continuing to hold his am out, followed the shadow forward. To
prevent the path from vanishing as he moved forward, he had to utter a pdl of permanency-and that was
when the sodden pest let out an explosive glub beside him.

Méegaunt turned to see a pair webbed hands dutching the edge of his shadow-walk, and between
them was adimy reptilian head shooting up to attack. The face itsdf was rather broad and froglike, save
thet its dead black eyes were fixed on Meegaunt's leg and its lips were drawn back to reved a mouthful
of needle-sharp fangs. He lowered a hand and spoke a magic power word, unleashing a cold black bolt
thet drilled a fist-szed hole through the thing's head. The hands opened, and its lifdess body dipped back
into the sodden pedt.

"What magic isthat?' Bodvar gasped, watching from afew steps ahead.

"Southern magic,” Mdegaunt lied. He stopped a the Vaasan's Sde and stooped down, offering his
hand. "Y ou wouldn't know it."

Bodvar was not quick to reach for the shadow wizard's swarthy arm. "Who would?' he demanded.
"We are not so backward here in Vaasa as you may think. We know about the dark magic of Thay."

Meegaunt had to laugh. "You have no idea" He uttered a quick spel, and tentacles of darkness
shat from his fingertips to entwine the Vaasan's wridt. "Now come out of there. Y ou made a bargain.”

Méegaunt stood and drew the tentacles back into his fingers, pulling Bodvar's am adong. A muffled
pop sounded from somewhere below the peat, and the Vaasan screamed. Though Meegaunt was farly
certain he had just separated the chieftain's shoulder, he continued to pull-pulled harder, in fact. As loud
as Bodvar had screamed, the bog people would be after him like a school of snagglesnouts after a
waterstrider.

The Vaasan did not budge, and though Mdegaunt had the strength to pull the am off, that would
not free Bodvar of the sodden peat's cold clutch. He stopped pulling. Bodvar continued to groan-though
less loudly than he had screamed before-and a long ridge of upweling peat began to snake its way
toward the chieftain.

Meegaunt pointed afinger at the head of the ridge and uttered a magic syllable, and aray of black
shadow shot down through the peat. The creature was too deep to see whether the attack hit home, but
the ridge stopped advancing in Bodvar's direction.

"Bequiet," Mdegaunt urged. "Seeif you can dip free of your boots and trousers.”

Bodvar stopped groaning long enough to cast a sddong glance a Mdegaunt. "My trousers? My
dragon-scale trousers?'

"You mugt break the suction,” Mdegaunt explained. "It is your trousers or your life”



Bodvar Sghed but struggled to move his free hand under the peat.

"Can you reach them?' Mdegaunt asked.

"No, | can't-" Bodvar's eyes suddenly went wide, then he began to ydl, "Rull! Pull!"

Méegaunt fdt the Vaasan being dragged downward and began to haul in the opposite direction.
Bodvar howled in pain and rage, his body squirming and thrashing as he struggled to free himsdf. There
was a muffled crunch that sounded something like a bresking bone, then Bodvar findly came free, risng
out of the bog with no boots or pants, but a dagger in hand and his sword belt looped over his elbow.

Meéegaunt glimpsed a dimy figure dipping down the hole with the Vaasan's trousers tralling from
one corner of its amiling mouth, then the bog closed in and concealed it from view. Mdegaunt cast a
shadow bolt after it, but it was impossble to say whether the spel bit its target or vanished into the
bottomless depths without griking anything.

"Hdll-cursed mudbregther!" Bodvar swore. "Look what it did to my sword!"

Meéegaunt lowered the Vaasan to the shadow-walk, then looked over to find the man naked from
the waist down and one arm sagging askew from the shoulder socket, holding the flopping scabbard of a
badly shattered sword in his good hand.

"How am | to fight with this?'

"Hght? In your condition?"

Meegaunt glanced toward the mountains and saw that the digant specks had now become
V-shaped lines, dl angling toward the bog where the largest part of the Moor Eagle dan was dill
trapped. He opened his cloak and pulled his own sword, a dender blade of what looked like black glass,
from its scabbard.

"Use this" Mdegaunt said, "but with a light hand. It will cut much better than that iron bar you're
accustomed to."

Bodvar bardly glanced at the weapon. "I'll use my dagger. That thing'll bresk the firg time-"

"Not likdy." Meegaunt brought his sword down across Bodvar's dagger and diced through the
blade as though it were made of soft wood instead of cold-forged iron, then flicked the sump out of the
grasp of the astonished Vaasan and replaced it with the hilt of his own weapon. "Be careful not to take
off your foot."

Bodvar closed his sagging jaw, and one am ill hanging limply at his Sde, stepped past Mdegaunt
and lopped the heads off two bog people emerging from the peat behind him.

"Itll do," he said. Despite the obvious pain from his separated shoulder, the Vaasan did not even
dench his teeth as he spoke. "My thanks for the loan."

"Congder it agift,” Mdegaunt replied, turning back to the rest of the dan. "l useit so ssdom.”

To his dismay, the bog people had been far from idle while he was rescuing Bodvar. HAf the
warriors who had been mired when he arived had dready vanished beneath the surface, while the
women and old men were gruggling to keep dozens of bog people from dambering onto the cargo
wagons with the clan's sobbing children. Meegaunt pulled a handful of shadowsilk from his cloak and
flung it in the direction of the wagons, then spread his fingers and waggled them in a raning motion. A
dark pdl fdl over the 9x closest wagons, and everyone it touched-Vaasans and bog people dikefdl
ingantly adeep.

"How did you do that?" Bodvar demanded. "Segp magic doesn't work againgt the bog people!™

"Clealy, you have been mignformed." Mdegaunt hdd his am out toward the nearest wagon,
extending the shadow-walk to within three paces of the driver's bench. "Do you think ..."

Bodvar was dready sorinting down the shadow-walk, borrowed sword in hand. When he reached
the end, he launched himsdf into a wild lesp over the horns of a mired ox, bounding off its
haf-submerged shoulders, and came down on the seat between the dumbering driver and the old man
dumped beside her. Despite Mdegaunt's warning to handle the wegpon lightly, he set to work on the
desping bog people with an ardor that left litle doubt about the primitive state of Vaasan
wegponsmithing.

Meegaunt saw him cut two enemies deanly apart across the torso and cleave through three of the
wagon's sdeboards before he could no longer bear to watch and turned his atention to the mired



warriors.

The nearest vanished beneath the surface as Mdegaunt approached, and two more cried out in
adam. Seaing he had no hope of rescuing even a dozen of the remaning warriors, he tossed his tarp line
onto the surface and uttered a long spell. The far end raised itsdf out of the peat, and the black rope
began to dither forward. He pointed at the nearest of the warriors, and the line angled in the man's
direction. "As the rope conies by-"

That was dl Meegaunt needed to say. The firg warrior snatched the line, and dipping free of his
trousers, dlowed it to pull him free. He did across the dippery surface for three paces, then rolled onto
his back and began to hack at something benegth the surface with his sword. Seeing that he had at leest a
reasonable chance of defending himsdf, Meegaunt directed the rope to the next warrior in line, who adso
came free without his pants or boots, and there were two Vaasans dashing at their unseen pursuer.

They seemed to get it after a dozen yards, but by then Mdegaunt had three more warriors on the
ling, and two of them were being tralled by the tdl-tde rise of a bog person travding just beneath the
surface. He summoned the rope over to his shadow-walk and used his last shadow bolt to kill one of
their pursuers, and the warriors themselves took care of the last one before bounding off after Bodvar to
help defend the wagons.

Méegaunt glanced toward the mountains. To his darm, the distant fliers were now o0 close that he
could make out not only the white bodies hanging beneath their wings, but ther bandy legs and curved
swords as wdl. Whatever the creatures were-and he had yet to see ther like in a century and a haf of
wandering this world-they were as fast as baatezu. He only hoped they were not as adept as the pit
fiends at defeating shadow magic.

Meéegaunt sent the rescue rope out again and managed to pull in Sx more warriors before the bog
people daimed the rest. Though he was not happy to fal so many-the number had to be nealy
twenty-the Vaasans took ther losses in stride, pausing only to grunt a half-understood word of thanks
before rushing back to join Bodvar and their fdlowsin defending the women and children.

Seding there was no more to be done, Mdegaunt retrieved his tarp line and turned toward the mired
wagons. With the haf-naked warriors he had rescued rushing back to help, the women and old men
were holding the bog people at bay with surprising displays of swordsmanship and bravery. No matter
how wel they fought, though, it was clear that the younger children and older cdlansmen lacked the agility
to legp from wagon to wagon-especialy over the heads of panicked oxen- as the warriors were doing.

Méegaunt rushed dongsde the caravan, laying his shadow-wak close enough that the trapped
Vaasans could jump from ther wagons onto the path behind him. The bog people redoubled their
attacks, gugging up adongsde the wak in a near-solid wadl. But dl of Bodvar's dansmen were as
well-trained and disciplined as his warriors, and they repeled the attacks easly. Though Mdegaunt faled
to understland why the bog people did not use ther rotting magic on the wagons themsdves, he was
relieved that they were not. Perhaps their magic-user had run out of spdls, or maybe the enchantment
took too long to cast.

With their panicked masters rushing past, the mired oxen bellowed for hep that would never come.
Given time, Mdegaunt could certainly have freed the creatures and saved the cargo in their wagons, but
as things were, he would be doing well to lose no more of ther masters. As he neared the end of the
caravan, he was astonished to see that the bog people had not pulled even one of the beasts from its
yoke. Whatever their reason for attacking the Moor Eagles, it had less to do with hunger than wanting to
wipe out the tribe.

Meéegaunt was twenty paces past the last mired wagon when a trio of bog people emerged before
him, snatching at his legs with their webbed hands. He drilled the middie one with a black shadow bolt,
then heard hooked finger-taons claitering off his spell-armor as the other two attempted to dash his legs
from beneath him. He brought his boot hed down a doping forehead and heard a loud pop as the skull
caved in, then caught his other attacker by the arm and jerked it out of the peat. Save that the bog-man
was covered in dimy brown scales and had aflat, lobsterlike tall in place of legs and feet, it looked more
or less humanoid, with powerfully-built shoulders and a naved that suggested it was born rather than
hatched.



It dashed a Mdegaunt with its free hand severd times. When its claws continued to bounce
hamledy off the wizard's shadow armor, it gave up and opened its mouth, atacking with a long,
barb-tipped tongue so fast Mdegaunt barely had time to tip his head aside and save his eye. He caught
the tongue as it shot back toward the creature's mouth, then whirled around to find Bodvar and the rest
of the Vaasans saring a& him with expressons that were equd part awe and terror. "Don't just stand
there" Mdegaunt ordered, "kill it!" Only Bodvar had possession enough of his wits to obey, dashing the
thing across the waist so hard that Us borrowed sword came a hair's breadth from opening Mdegaunt's
ample bdly as wdl. Eyeing the chieftain sdeong, Meegaunt tossed aside the lifdess torso, then pointed
a along line of bog people risng out of the peat beside the gape-mouthed Vaasans.

"Lift your jaws and see to your enemied”

Without waiting to see whether they obeyed, he turned and extended the shadow-walk the rest of
the way to the logs, then led the way to the rdatively solid footing of the road. The bog people had no
choice but to give up ther attack, for dl the Vaasans had to do to be safe was retreat to the middle of the
road where they could not be reached.

The creatures flying in from the mountains were another matter. Only a few hundred yards distant,
they were close enough that Mdegaunt could make out scaly white bodies with long, pointed tails and
craggy saurian heads with long snouts, swept-back horns, and huge ydlow eyes. One of the creatures
flung something in ther direction and began to make spdl gestures.

Medegaunt flattened a bal of shadowslk between his pdms, then flung it toward the gpproaching
dragonmen and uttered a few words in ancient Netherese. A hazy disk of darkness appeared between
the two groups and began to bleed black tendrils of shadow into the sky, but Mdegaunt had not been
quick enough to raise his spdl shidd. He fdt a familiar softening underfoot, and the Vaasans cried out
and began to stampede up the road. It was exactly the wrong thing to do. The rotting logs came apart dl
the faster, plunging the entire tribe to their knees in sodden pest.

In an attempt to spread ther weight and dow ther descent, they immediatdy threw themselves to
their bellies and splayed their arms. Still sanding atop the pesat by virtue of the pdls he had cast before
the battle, Meegaunt cursed and laid his shadow-walk again, then turned to meet the dragonmen.

They were nowhere to be seen, a least not near his spdl shidd. Rulling another strand of
shadowslk from his pocket, Meegaunt pivoted in a dow cirde and-as expected-found them diving out
of the sun. Meegaunt dlowed himsdf atight smile They were wise to respect his abilitiesmuch wiser, in
that regard, than had been better-known foes in the south. He tossed his shadowslk into the sky and
uttered the incantation of one of his more potent spells.

That whole quarter of the sky broke into a shower of shadowy tears. Instead of ralling off when
they fdl on a body, however, these drops dung to whatever they touched, stretching into long threads of
gicky black fiber. Within moments, the entire column of dragonmen had become swaddled in gummy
bdls of darkness and was plunging headlong into the bog. Mdegaunt watched long enough to be certain
that none of the fliers would escape, then turned to find the Moor Eagles rushing onto the log road behind
him.

They were glancing at him over their shoulders, meking sgns of warding that might have kept a
demon at bay, but that only made Meegaunt fed londy and unappreciated. Stifling bitter laughter, he
walked across the bog to where Bodvar and three more brave warriors stood waiting for him at the edge
of the road.

"I'm sorry for your losses, Bodvar," he said. "I might have saved more, but there was much you
didnt tdl me"

"And much you didn't tdl us"" Bodvar replied. He laid the hilt of Meegaunt's black sword across his
am and offered it to the wizard. "My thanks."

Méegaunt waved him off. "Keep it. As | said, | sldom use it anymore.”

"I know whet you said,” Bodvar replied, "but only afool takes gifts from a devil."

"Devil?" Meegaunt snapped, dill not taking his sword. "Is that how you repay my kindness? With
inults?"

"What istrue is no inault," Bodvar said. "We saw the things you did."



"It was only magic,” Mdegaunt protested. " Southern magic. If you have not seen its like before...."

"Now it is you who are inallting us" Bodvar continued to offer the sword. "In Vaasa, we are
backward in many things-but wisdom is no longer one of them.”

Meegaunt started to repeat his protests, then redized he would only anger Bodvar by ingging on
the lie-and reveding the truth about the Shadow Weave was, of course, out of the question. If he were
lucky enough to avoid being struck dead on the spot, he would lose forever the dark power that had so
impressed the Vaasans.

When Mdegaunt made no further attempts to argue, Bodvar said, "We will keep the bargain we
meade." He tipped his chin toward the three warriors with him. "These are the guides | promised. They
will take you wherever you wish to go in Vaasa."

Meegaunt started to say that he no longer needed them-then thought better of it and amiled.
"Anywhere!"

Bodvar looked uncomfortable, but nodded. "That was our bargain.”

"Good. Then | want them to take me wherever the Moor Eagles are going." Medegaunt took his
sword back. "And no tricks, Bodvar. I'm sure we both know what happens to those who play fase with
devils-don't we?'

Higharvestide, the Year of the Moat
In the Shadows of the Peaks of the Dragonmen

Bodvar came to the idand, as Mdegaunt had known he would, late in the day, when the sun was
anking low over the Peaks of the Dragonmen and the shadows of the mountains lay long upon the cold
bog. What the wizard had not known was that the chieftain would bring hiswife, a young beauty with hair
the color of night and eyes as blue as a clear ky. She seemed a little thicker around the middle than the
last time Mdegaunt had seen her, though it was dways hard to tdl with Vaasan women- ther shape
tended to vanish benegath dl the furs they wore.

Meegaunt watched them pick their way across his zigzagging boulder-wak until a metdlic szze
behind im demanded his attention. He checked the sky to be certain there were no white-scaled fliers
diving down to trouble them, then donned a huge lesther mitt and pulled a long narrow mold from the
oven he had kept blazing for three days. In the mold, floating on a bed of liquid tin, lay a sword smilar to
the one he had offered Bodvar dl those tendays ago-save thet this one was gill molten and glowing white
hot.

Meegaunt placed the sword on a bed of ice-freezes came early to this part of the world-then
waited for the mold to cool. When he was sure the cold would draw the tempering eements down to the
underdgde, he began to lay fibers of shadowslk on the molten glass, taking care to arrange them firg
lengthwise, then diagondly in both directions, then lengthwise again so the wegpon would have strength
and reslience in dl directions. Findly, he used his dagger to open another cut on his arm, dripping his
warm blood into the mixture and quietly whispering the ancient words that gave the blade its magic thirs.

By the time that was finished, the sword had hardened enough that he could lift it from its mold and
plungeit into a va of dushy water, placed at just the right distance from the furnace to keep it that way.
Once the heat had melted dl of the dush, Mdegaunt removed the sword, then placed it on its bed of hot
tin with the opposite sde down and returned the mold to the oven again. Such was the art of the shadow
blade, heating and cooling a thousand times over, tinting them with shadowslk until the glass could findly
hold no more and began to shed fibers like an unbrushed dog.

A soft boot scuffed the stone at the edge of Meegaunt's work site, then Bodvar called, "l see you
are dill here, Dark Deuvil."

"You can see that by the smoke of my furnaces”” Meegaunt pulled the deeve of his cloak down to
hide the cuts on his arm, then turned to glower at the chieftain. "Come for a sword, have you?'

"Hardly." Bodvar cast an uneasy glance at the nineteen weapons racked at the edge of the work
gte. Though dl were completed and honed to a razor edge, they were paer than Meegaunt's sword,
with a crystd tranducence that gill showed the lay of the shadow fibers embedded in the glass. "You are
wadting your time on that account.”



"Am 7' Mdegaunt smirked knowingly. "Wéll, they will be here when you need them.”

"Our need will never be that great.”

Meéegaunt did not argue, only swung an arm toward the furnace behind him and said, "Thet will be
twenty. Twenty warriorsisdl that remains to you, isit not?'

Instead of answering, Bodvar glanced around the cluttered work area and shook his head. "Only a
devil could live out here done. It is exposed to every wind that blows.”

"It's a safe place to work."

Meéegaunt glanced at Bodvar's young wife and smiled. Idona smiled back but said nothing. Though
Vaasan women were hardly shy, he had noticed that most of them preferred to keep ther slence around
him. He looked back to Bodvar.

"The bog people protect every ground approach but one, and the dragonmen are easy to spot from
here
"The dragonmen can watch you,” Bodvar countered, "and the bog people have you surrounded.”

"Vaasans may see it that way." Meegaunt knelt and began to feed his furnace from the charcoa pile
besdeit. "The way to destroy an enemy isto make him fight in his home insteed of yours."

Meéegaunt raised his mitted hand toward a white-hot poker, and Bodvar, not thinking, reached for
it-then shrieked in surprise as Mdegaunt used a cantrip to summon the utensl and spare him a burned
pam.

Idona giggled, drawing an embarrassed, though tender, frown from her husband. Meegaunt shook
his head in mock exasperation a Bodvar's dumsiness, and she broke into full laughter.

"You see?' Bodvar complained lightly. "Thisis what comes of treating with devils."

"Of course, my husband,” Idona said. "This bearded one is dways saving you from something, the
mudbreathing knave."

"Thet iswhat worries me" Bodvar said, his tone more serious.

Desperate not to let Bodvar's suspicious nature undermine the unexpected openness his humor had
won from Idona, Mdegaunt poked at the coas, then changed the subject. "Spesking of mudbreathers
and saving you, Bodvar, you never did tel me why the bog people and dragonmen were trying so hard to
wipe out your tribe."

"Were?' Idona echoed. "They dill are. Why do you think we stay camped at the other end of your
wakway? If it wasn't for you-"

"ldona" Bodvar snapped.

Hiding his ddight behind a tolerant smile, Meegaunt tossed the poker aside-it remained hovering in
the air- and began to feed more charcod into the fire.

"I'm only happy to be of use" Mdegaunt fixed his gaze on Bodvar. "But that gill doesn't answer my
Quedtion.”

Bodvar flushed and said nothing.

Idona amirked. "Are you going to answer him, Husband, or am |?'

The more Idona spoke, the more Mdegaunt liked her.

"By dl means, Idona," Mdegaunt said, "l would rather hear it from your-"

"I had thisidea," Bodvar began. "l wanted to build a fort."

"Fort?" Meegaunt stopped feeding the flames and stood.

"For the treasure caravans,” Idona said, ralling her eyes. "He actudly thought outlanders would give
us good coin just to deep with aroof over ther heads.”

"And to have us stand guard,” Bodvar added defensively. "When were out hunting, they're dways
asking to share our camps and fires”

"Do they pay then?' Idona demanded.

Bodvar frowned. "Of course not. Who'd pay to pitch his own tent?"

"l see" Mdegaunt found it difficult to keep the ddight out of his voice. At lagt, he had discovered
something that might move Bodvar to take hep from a "shadow devil." "But the bog people and
dragonmen prey on the caravans, and they have other ideas?'

Bodvar nodded. "The dragonmen sacked our fird fort before it was haf completed, and when we



tried to move south to amore defengible Ste . . . wdl, you saw what happened.”

Idonatook his hand. "We're better off anyway," she said. "Who wants to live one place the whole
year? What happens when the herds move?'

"What indeed?' Mdegaunt asked absently.

He was looking over his shoulder toward the granite summit of hislittleidand. On a clear day, it was
possible to look across the bog clear to where the log road ended- or began, if the caravan was coming
from the mountains with its load of treasure. If he could see the road, then anyone on the road would be
able to see the top of the idand.

"Médegaunt?' Bodvar asked.

Redizing he had not been paying atention, Meegaunt tore his gaze from the summit and turned
back to Bodvar. "Sorry. You were saying?'

"He was inviting you to take feast with us” said Idona. "It's Higharvestide, in case you have logt
track.”

"It's Idona's idea," Bodvar added, though his friendly tone made it clear that he did not object too
grenuoudy. 'She saysit's only common courtesy.”

"And no more than we owe," 1dona added, frowning at Bodvar, "consdering dl you have done for
=

"All I have done for you?' Mdegaunt waved a hand in dismissal. "It's nothing, truly, but | can't join
you. Next Higharvestide, perhaps.”

"Next Higharvestide?' Bodvar scowled at the furnace where the last sword lay on its bed of szzing
tin. "If you're staying to watch over that sword, you may as wel come, because-"

"It's not the sword,” Mdegaunt said. "The sword will be done by nightfdl. | must have my rest
tonight. Tomorrow will be a busy day for me" Idona's face was not the only one that fdl. "Then you are
leaving?' Bodvar asked. "If you are, be certain to take your swords with you, because they will only-"

"I'm not leaving." Mdegaunt had to turn toward the idand's granite summit-try as he might, he could
not hide his amile. "Tomorrow, | start work on my tower."

"Tower?' Idona echoed.

"Yes" Hndly in control of his expresson again, Mdegaunt turned around. "To watch over the
treasure caravans.”

But Mdegaunt knew he would have no rest that night. He had read in the dawn shadows that this
would be the evening when the Moor Eagles moved onto the idand with him. His divinations proved
correct shortly after dark, when the clan's mead-induced revels were interrupted by the danging of the
sentry's bell. Meegaunt lit a Sgna beacon he had prepared for the occasion, then he went to the front of
the work gte to ingpect the Stuation. A cloud of white forms was descending from the peaks of the
dragonmen, their wings flashing siver in the moonlight as they spirded down toward the bog's edge.
Ther spellcasters were dready hurling magic bolts and bals of golden flame at the Moor Eagles, but the
res of the warriors were taking care to forestdl counterattacks by keeping ther magic-users wel
screened from Melegaunt’s idand. A sporadic stream of arrows began to rise from Bodvar's camp and
arc into the night, faling pitifully short of their targets.

Meéegaunt spread his arms and cast a shadow fog over the camp, more to prevent the Moor Eagles
from wadting their time and arrows than to dday the dragonmen. Still, they had not forgotten the sticky
ran he had cdled down on them in the bottomless bog-hdf their number had sunk benegth the peat and
drowned-so they gave the dark cloud wide berth, angling away to land in the foothills on the far sde of
camp.

Leaving the Moor Eaglesto fend for themsdalves, Mdegaunt turned his attention to what he was sure
would be the second part of the dragonmen's plan and found a company of bog people dithering up to
block his boulder walk. The dan women were gamdy rushing forward to meet them, Idona and a few of
the others widding iron swords or wood axes, but most armed with nothing more deadly then
fire-hardened spears and cudgds so light Meegaunt could have snapped them over his knee.

"Hold"

Melegaunt's Vaasan had grown passable enough over the last few months that 1dona recognized the



command for what it was and called her Ssters to a stop. He pointed at a hole in the exact center of the
shadow-wak and spoke a 9ngle word of magic. A whirling pinwhed of black tentacles erupted from the
hole and dashed the bog people into so many chunks of dimy flesh, then withdrew back into the hole.

"Now you can come,” Meegaunt cdled, usng his magic to project his voice. "And bring those
fodlish husbhands of yours, or the only Higharvestide feast will be that of the dragonmen.”

Idona raised her sword in acknowledgement and sent the other women forward with the children,
then rushed back into the shadow swaddled camp. Mdegaunt waited impatiently for her return. It
seemed to take her forever, and he feared the surviving bog people would regain their courage before
she could convince her husband to retreat to the safety of the idand. Findly, warriors began to stagger
onto the boulder wak in twos and threes, often supporting and sometimes carying each other.
Meegaunt thought for a moment that the evening's fedtivities had smply been proceeding faster than he
expected, but then he noticed that one of the men was missng an am and another had something
dangling on his cheek that might have been an eye.

Bodvar came lagt with Idona at his side, holding an amful of quivers over one am and a shidd over
the other, dternately feeding arrows to her husband and stepping forward to intercept the wicked barbs
flying their way from somewhere deeper in the camp. Mdegaunt allowed them to retreat to the first sharp
bend in that fashion, then speaking a magic command word, he pointed a a crooked crevice bisecting
the boulder closest to shore.

A wadl of faintly writhing shadows shot up from the fissure, seding the boulder wak off from the
Vaasans camp. Bodvar and Idona turned and raced for the idand, moving so fast that they nearly
overran the next turn. Only Idona's quick feet-and quicker hands-kept Bodvar from going over the edge
and plunging into the cold bog. They took the next corner more cautioudy then reached the idand and
started up the trail behind the others.

By then, the firs wave of dragonmen were flying over and around the shadow wall at the other end
of the boulder walk, staying low and close to avoid meking themselves targets. It was a bad mistake. As
they passed by, the writhing shadows struck out like snakes, entwining anything else they could reach.
Whatever they touched vanished, and soon arms, legs, wings, even heads were raning down on the
shore and into the bog.

The dragonmen'’s pursuit stopped cold, and the Moor Eagles women and children began to pour
onto the work dte. Mdegaunt directed them into the shdlow shelters he had hollowed out behind the
sword rack. When he turned back to the battle, the tentacles in his shadow wal were swirling outward in
three separate cones, each soirding toward a smdl cluster of dragonmen hovering over the village The
Spinning cones tore through the warrior screen as eesly as they had the pursuit fliers a moment earlier,
then diced the spdl casters they had been trying to shield.

"Try to dispd my meagic, will you?' Melegaunt caled in ancient Draconic. "Come hither. | have more
of the same waiting herel™

The lagt few dragonmen sank behind the shadow and vanished. For a time, Mdegaunt feared he
truly had defeated the attack so easly. The warriors began to reach his work ste and check on ther
families There were a handful of anguished cries and panicked cdls for missng children, but with
Meegaunt's help, the Vaasans had managed ther retreat without loang many of their number. Three
warriors who were too badly injured to fight were given over to the clan's heding witch, then

Bodvar and Idona arrived, breathing hard and supporting each other, but both whole and sound.

"Wdl, Devil, it seems you have saved us agan,” Bodvar said. "Whether we like it or not."
Medegaunt spread his hands. "l live to serve” Bodvar scowled and started to make a retort, then
someone cdled, "Whitescdes from the east!” and someone dse ydled, "And from the west! Thirty a
least, coming in low over the bog!"

Mdegaunt rushed to the western edge of his work dSte and saw a long rank of dragonmen
approaching the idand, their white scales shining like ivory againg the dark pesat. Their line curved behind
the idand, and from the cries behind him, it continued al the way around to the other sde. The dan of the
Moor Eagle was surrounded. Struggling to bite back his smile Mdegaunt turned to find Bodvar and
Idona standing behind him.



"It seems your faith in me was misplaced,” Mdegaunt said. "My gpologies, Bodvar.”

"None necessary. I'm the one who brought this on us" Bodvar said. He fluttered his fingers in the
direction of the approaching dragonmen. "Just do what you can.”

"l am afraid that will not be much, my friend." Mdegaunt spoke loudly enough to be sure that nearby
warriors, dready gathering to eavesdrop, would be certain to overhear. "Even | have my limits" "Limits?'
Bodvar growled.

"l did not expect this My magic is dl but exhaugsted." Bowstrings began to thrum around the
perimeter of the work gdite, but they were too few-and their arrow points too soft-to turn back the
dragonmen.

Meegaunt drew his black sword, stepped away from the edge, and said, "But | can 4ill give a good
acocounting of mysdf.”

As he had hoped, the Sght of his darksword proved an ingpiration.

The black swordd!" Idona cried, turning toward the rack. "Those will balance the-"

"No." Cdm though it was, Bodvar's voice was surprisngly mederful and imposing. "Of dl the
women in the tribe, Idona, you should know better. A devil's gift is no gift at dl."

Idona looked as though she wanted to argue, but her respect for her husband-and for her
chieftain-was too strong. She bit her tongue and pointed at the hidden shelter.

"Then we had better fdl back," she said, "before there is nothing left to defend.”

Bodvar gave the order, and the dragonmen were on them, sreaming onto the work Ste from dl
sdes. They flew headlong into battle, thrugting at their overwhemed enemies with iron-tipped spears and
rdying on their 9ze and speed to carry the attacks home. Half-a-dozen human voices walled in pan in
the fird three heartbeats aone, then the second wave came crashing down from the idand summit, and it
grew clear that the Vaasans hadn't a chance. When they were lucky enough to land a strike, ther brittle
wespons ether bounced off or broke like icicles againg the dragonmen's thick scales.

Still, the Vaasans fought bravely and well, fdling back toward the shelter behind the sword racks in
good order, defending each other and driking a eyes and armpits and other vulnerable areas whenever
the chance came. Within moments, there were as many dragonmen lying on the stony ground as there
were humans.

And Médegaunt quickly added to the toll. Protected as he was by an aura of impenetrable shadow
and holding a sword that would cut through any armor known on Faerun, he turned and whirled through
the dragonman ranks, dashing legs off here and behorned heads there, dancing past spear thrusts and
ghrugging off claw strikes like a drow blademadter.

One of the huge saurians managed to clagp him from behind in a bear hug, lifting him off the ground
and trapping his ams o that it was impossible to wield his sword. Perhaps thinking to take him out over
the bog and drop him to his degth, the creature spread his wings and leaped into the air. Mdegaunt
dammed the back of his head into his attacker's snout, smashing it flat and driving one of the bony horns
back into the thing's brain. When the wizard dropped back to his work site, the other dragonmen fell
over each other to find someone e to attack.

Then it happened.

A trio of dragonmen spotted the hidden shelter, and baitering a pair of human defenders asde with
their powerful wings, charged for the children. The firs warrior scrambled to his feet and rushed after
them, shattering his brittle sword againg the back of athick reptilian skull.

The other Vaasan grabbed one of Mdegaunt's glass swords. He diced one dragonman's legs out
from beneath him, then cleaved a second's spine on the backstroke and ran the blade through the third
one's heart from behind. Asthis last saurian crashed to his knees, the warrior et out an anguished gasp.
He stumbled back dutching at his heart, and one of the women in the shdlter wailed in despair and cried
out his name, but he did not fdl. Instead, his hair and beard went as white as snow. The swarthiness
drained from his face and his skin turned as pdlid as ivory, and when he turned back to the battle, his
eyes were as dead and black as those of the bog people, and the sword in his hand had logt its crysta
tranducence. Now it was as dark and glossy as Meegaunt's, with no hint a dl of the shadow fibers
embedded in its heart.



A dragonman stepped out of the mad whirl, thrusting at the warrior's heart with an oaken spear as
thick as aman's arm. The Vaasan brought his sword up to block and dashed through the shaft as though
it were atwig, then smiled darkly, opened his attacker across the chest, and waded after more victims

His success ingpired another warrior to snatch one of the weapons, and a woman in the shelter
grabbed one to defend her children from an gpproaching dragonman. They killed their first enemies and
underwent transformations Smiler to the firg sword-taker, then they, too, began to cut a swath through
the attacking saurians. A dozen dragonmen leaped into the air, angling for the rack of deadly swords.
They were met by a like number of Vaasans, dl pulling weapons off the hangers and putting them to
good use.

Bodvar appeared a Mdegaunt's side, nearly loang his hand when he made the mistake of grabbing
the wizard's shoulder without warning.

"Stop them!”

"How?' Mdegaunt caught a battering wing on his shoulder, then lopped it off and dashed his
attacker across the back of the knees. "The choiceistheirs. They would rather live then die”

"Not livein your service" Bodvar objected. "You arranged this™

"Not arranged.” Mdegaunt pointed his pAm behind the angry Vaasan's head and blasted a
would-be attacker with a shadow bolt. "Y ou give me too much credit.”

"And you do not give me enough.” Bodvar stepped close, and Mdegaunt fdt the tip of a sword
pressed to his back. "Rdease my dan.”

Meéegaunt glared at the chieftain. "At the moment, Bodvar, you have worse enemies than me”"
Rdying on his shadow armor to protect him, he reached back and snapped the sted sword with his bare
hand. "If you want them released, do it yoursdf. All you need do is persuade them to set asde ther
swords."

Meéegaunt shoved the chieftain away and turned back to the battle. With most of the glass swords
now in hand, the V aasans seemed to have matters well under control. The dragonmen were being forced
deadily awvay from the shelters, and even when they atempted to use thar wings to dip over the
defenders, they were met with a flurry of flashing shadow. Findly, they gave up trying and took wing-a
least those who could.

Dozens of wounded saurians remained behind with wings too shredded or broken to lift them yet
dill strong enough to fight-and ferocious enough to do it well. The Vaasans quickly set to work on them,
herding them into a tight bal and driving them toward the diffs on the east side of the work dte. Seeing
thet only one sword remained, Meegaunt |eft them to their work and quietly went to the rack and dipped
the last sword into his empty scabbard-and that was when Bodvar choose to assert himsdf again.

"My warriors, look a each other!" he caled. "See what Meegaunt's devil weagpons have done to
you?”

Méegaunt groaned and shook his head in resgnation. Were Bodvar not so stubborn and sure of
himsdf, the wizard supposed, he would not be worth the trouble in the firsg place. He turned to find the
chieftain and hisloyd wife sanding behind their warriors, 1dona holding a cloak loaded with an amful of
ged swords, which Bodvar was trying none too successfully to press into his clansmen's hands.

"Hnish the battle with your own weapons," he said.

One of the sword-takers-Meegaunt thought it was the first-scowled. "Why would we do that?' He
hefted his darksword and said, "These are better."

"Better?'

Bodvar lunged for the sword-and was dropped to the ground by a solid elbow to the face. This one
belongs to me" the warrior said.

"Doesit?' Idona dumped the steel swords on the ground. "Or do you belong to it?'

She glared over her shoulder with a look that sent a cold shiver down Meegaunt's spine then
grabbed her husband benesth hisarms.

"Come, Bodvar." She pulled him to hisfeet and turned to leave. "We are Moor Eagles no more.”

"Leaving?' gasped the warrior who had struck Bodvar. He looked a his darksword a moment,
then, as a discontented murmur began to build among his fdlows, lowered the weapon. "Wait."



Meéegaunt cursed Idona for an ungrateful shrew, and fumbling in his thoughts for some way to
sdvage the gtuation, tarted forward. As usud, it was the dragonmen who saved him. All at once, they
burst into action, hurling themsdlves at the distracted Vaasans. The first sword-taker and another warrior
fdl ingantly, and the work ste erupted into a maglstrom of violence even more confused and ferocious
then the firs. Meegaunt saw a pair of saurians pringing in Bodvar's direction and took the firgt out with
a bolt of shadow, but the second was too quick. This one bowled the chieftain over on the run and
lashed out for Idona, then a haf-dozen other melees drifted between Mdegaunt and the young wife, and
helog her.

He rushed forward swinging sword and spraying shadow, but the battle was as mad and confused
as it was quick. Before he could find Bodvar again, he had to day two dragonmen and use a pdl of
shadow-grabbing to keep from being dashed lifdess on the rocks at the base of his own diff.

When Mdegaunt did find the chieftain, he wished he had not been so quick to save himsdf. Bodvar
was ganding in the midst of a bloody pile of Vaasans and dragonmen, holding two broken swords of
ged and searching the carnage around with a look of utter terror on hisface.

"ldona?"

Bodvar found afemdeleg kicking at the ground from beneeth a dead dragonman and used a boot
to roll the white-scaled corpse away, but it turned out that the leg belonged to the mother who had
grabbed one of the swords to defend her children.

He turned away from her without comment and called again, "ldona?'

"There" rasped someone. "They've got her." Mdegaunt spun toward the speaker and found a
palid-faced sword-bearer pointing across the work dte to asmal knot of fleang dragonmen. They were
jugt darting down the trail toward the boulder walk, each one with a limp Vaasan body dung over its
shoulders. The lagt body in line was that of Bodvar's young wife, her throat ripped out and her head
dangling by the spine aone, her blue eyes somehow 4ill locked on Meegaunt's face,

"No!" Mdegaunt gasped. He lad a hand on Bodvar's shoulder. “I'm sorry, Bodvar. Sorry beyond
words."

"Why? You have what you came for." Bodvar reached down to Meegaunt's scabbard and drew
the lagt dark-sword, then turned to start after his dead wife. ™Y ou have your twenty souls”

Liar'sGame
Jessica Beaven

The Year of the Sarfall (1300 DR)

At the edge of a city in Faerun, a sewer main empties into the swamp. The light reaching
insde gives way quickly, any who enter must proceed by touch. Deeper, the sawage grows thicker.
It sucks at one's calves. Deeper ill, and the refuse is dry. The procession from wet to dry
challenges the very imperative that water must flow downward. And yet the sewers go even
deeper. Debris has come to rest here: a shoe with a foot decaying in it, a head wedged against a
pipe protruding from the floor, worse.

With no heavenly bodies to mark its passing, time loses meaning. A drip falls, then fades into
the padt, dripping forever in its moment.

The pipes give way to catacombs. Sounds of weeping fill the close air.

From one corridor, light issues, it seeps from the walls. Shifting animal forms inhabit this
hall. Bars and wire hold them in, stripe their features. Some of the creatures look normal-cats
shivering in shelved cages, mongrels drooping, even a lion cramped in a forward-gloping cell, its
hide pressed into the bars.

The weeping creature in one of the larger cels has retreated to a corner to express its grief.
Only fur isvisible. For some reason, it stops crying and shifts.

It isanother cat-or rather, two. One is joined to the other, exactly upside-down on its back-
head melting into head, hip into hip, one tail twitching against another limp one. The piggybacker
is motionless, legs flopping, tongue protruding, yellow eyes glazed an inch or two above the green



ones. The living cat is lacerated, so that its intestines have spilled from its middle and drag behind
it upon the floor.

This corridor is long. It passes into more corridors with small carry-cages abandoned here
and there, jJumbled alongside tables, cushions, and tapestries. A doorway breaks the expanse of
one wall.

Inside the doorway, a would-be archwizard turns, as if sensing a presence. Then she returns
to poring over a book of beasts. Druidic scraml covers the pages.

She appears beautiful, with that ruggedness of druids- lithe body, sun-tinted dark brown hair,
blue eyes-but that is only the body she chose to wear today.

Sheis a descendant of a woman and a man who withdrew, with the everdark Shade Enclave,
to the Plane of Shadow centuries ago. She had learned the story as a fledgling druid just starting
to taste the power that would entice her to archwizardry, and the ancestral memory of Shade
Enclave added fuel to that fire.

Now she can hear the enclave sometimes, calling to her, reminding her of its hold upon her.
The Shadovar will soon return to her land, the land of the enclave's birth.

When they do, she will make Shade her home.

She rises and leaves her study.

1

"Pain isreality. But false pain is easy to engineer."
-Chever'slast notes

The druid rose and glanced about her chamber, falowing an impulse to leave prematurdly for the
medting of agpiring archwizards. The meetings came more frequently of late. Perhaps, like her, the older
the dark ones grew, the more the Plane of Shadow cdled to them.

She grolled through her museum of abominations, following an urge to check upon them. She had
thought she fdt a disturbance earlier, but no-dl seemed in order. She paused before her double cat,
which was the most vocd, and closed her eyes to let its pain seethe over her. It had stopped crying for
the moment. It had almost forgotten thet it once had a life before this, but its despair remained, to confirm
redity for the druid-wizard. Only red pain could cdl forth such misary. This brought the druid-wizard
vidous comfort, dmilar to what a survivor of a shipwreck mugt fed upon deding a life raft from a
drowning shipmate. She had known doubts about the nature of redity once, long ago. It had been like
finding that she could no longer trust the ground to hold her up.

The best specimens were those who had known dgjection before she found them-mutations that
lived in fear of sounder-bodied predators. Any suffering she could hegp upon these abominations
compounded that which they aready knew. The thrill she derived from their torture could prove amost
excruciating, and she would cry out in dark joy. The power she ganed from those sessonsthe
afterglow-lasted for days.

* * % % %

An emissary from the Twelve Princes of Shade had come to her group earlier in the year, having
somehow gotten wind of the clandestine organization. After tesing the group for sympethy to the
Shadovar through various-in some cases fatd-means, the emissary had assgned tasks. After the moot,
the druid-wizard would set to her task: to seek out a collection of notes written by the archwizard
Chever, who had lived in ancient Netheril. Chever had created the Opus Enclave, which had once
housed Netheril's centers of learning.

Inhis last days, Chever had contacted and conversed with myriad extraplanar creatures and taken
down his notes, which made little sense compared to the wedl-organized books and lectures he had
delivered in earlier days. In fact, they dlegedly made little sense compared to most anything. His later



recordings, especidly, disclosed madness.

But the Shadovar deemed the notes vaduable, so the druid-wizard would find them. The emissary
hed given her a garting point: the notes were last rumored to have been in the hands of a scholar living
near the northern end of the Desertsmouth Mountains,

The moot passed with reaive ease. The would-be archwizards spent most of the meeting clustered,
heads bent, over this or that tome, debating the consequences and efficacy of proposed actions. They
seemed to have it under control, so the druid-wizard dipped away early, both to prepare for her journey
and to escape being assgned a new task.

She had things to atend to-like her beast collection, which would fit so perfectly deep insde the
catacombs of the floaing enclave. Others might control the enclaves surface, but she would take
advantage of the fact that surface has no depth, only one who rules an object’s substance truly commands
it. She would be the one who whispered suggestions that mugt be followed, the one who masterminded
adtivities that the enclave's figureheads would consider their own.

She made the trip back to her stronghold automaticaly, not remembering anything of the distance
she had traveled from the wizards moot to her room. She checked her beasts water supply, which she
hed tapped from drainage pipes. The system kept the creatures watered autometicaly, so she would not
need to worry about them dying in her absence. She dressed in the traveling garb of adruid and filled her
satche with the items she would need in the Desertsmouth. She would let her druid aspect ascend for this
trip, as she would need to give the wizard full control upon her return.

2

" At the edge of darkness is where the light is greatest.”
-Chever'slast notes

She chose to wak to her destination-a walk of many nights, but one that dlowed her to flex her
druidic muscles. She would live off the land and reve in moon, stars, sun, and earth. She supposed some
part of her would miss these things when she moved to Shade Enclave, but then it wasn't as if she
couldn't leave now and....

Anyway, it didn't redly matter. When she reined in the druid again after this trip, the wizard would
find stisfaction. Best to please that-the strongest of her two natures-first.

As the Desertsmouths rose on the horizon, the bushes and smdl trees aong the banks of the river by
which the druid-wizard had been traveling gave way to meadow grass as she neared the foothills. She
curved away from the river and followed a brook through sun-speckled groves and dpine flowers.

After traveding for severd more hours, with ground squirrds and meedowlarks as her only
companions, she broke free of aamdl patch of oaks and aspen to encounter a cottage near a dip in the
creek she had been following. She had passed severa cabins dong the way, but until now she had come
across none that had the aura of promise she sought. This one, though ... this one was different.

She peered into a warped-glass window, but the dweling's sngle room was empty. A bowl of stew
and sheets of parchment on a rough-hewn table told her of recent occupation. In fact, a door between a
case of shdves and some gardening tools againg the back wal was cracked open, dlowing a ray of
aunlight to reach in and illuminate dust motes and floorboards.

She would observe the cottage's owner. It had been awhile snce she had enacted the Change, and
it would fed good to assume wolf form again. She performed the ritud and watched lazly as her pdms
thickened into paws, her fingers withdrew into pads. She fdt her nose and mouth pull out as if some god
shaped them of clay. Fur sprouted dl over her body, she was the earth in spring, shoots of hair emerging
from her in a quiet burst. Her bone structure changed, forced her prone. Her knees reversed, her tailbone
extended into a plume. The process lasted a mere moment, and a strange voice in her mind wove through
it dl, asif it, and not she, had commanded the Change.

The druid-wizard veered into the meadow grasses, dunk to a vantage point anong them. Her
brown ears and blue eyes lifted to just above the grasses tips.



The man's back was patidly turned to her. He was dim ya muscular, and his facid
features-dlhouetted againg the green and ydlow of the creek’s trees and the sun on the leaves-formed
smooth angles againg histouded hair.

He spoke in the voice that had accompanied her Change.

The druid-wizard sdled around to better see what the man was doing. He was crouched near a
vegetable garden, shaded under an eave. He spoke to a rose plant.

But hislips did not move.

His voice seemed to fade for a moment, as if the druid-wizard's surprise a the redization forced
That Which Was to become That Which Was Not. But then her credulity caught up to her. She had
known stranger things than thisin her hundreds of years of magic. Why had this affected her?

The voice returned, rigng and fdling in windlike rhythm. It seemed to create awind, for though no
breeze swept the grasses among which the druid-wizard hid, the rose nodded and swayed, dmogt as
though it responded to the man's thoughts,

The druid-wizard swiveled her ears, asif to better catch those thoughts.

... fdll adeep in my stew and dreamed of music. In that music, you spoke to me. And | tried to
tell you "soon," but | don't know if my words reached you. Now | am awake, and | can talk to you
only like this. Please understand me. Please know that | am talking to you. Ah! You nod! But |
never know if your replies are real or merely figments of my desperation. | have lost my ability to
know anything with certainty. | am ... | amlost....

He broke into quiet sobs. The druid-wizard thought she sensed an image in his mind-an image of a
woman... .

Clearly the man had gone mad in his isolation. Fascinating.

The druid-wizard could dmogt imagine that he spoke to her somehow, and not to the rose. Some
part of her responded to the idea with a surge of longing so sudden that she could not breathe, an
imperative that, for a moment, wiped out dl ese.

She had not logt control of her emoations in such a way since childhood. To know surprise a a
ample hermit's thought-projection! To be blindsded by emotion hitherto suppressed, unsuspected! She
should leave, power of this magnitude could ruin her. Even as she thought this, she knew that whatever
force was a work here had aready secured its hold on her. Plus, she must complete the task for the
Shadovar, and that meant exploring every avenue of this country. She mus see where this path led.

The man shook himsdf. Perhaps he chided himsdf for becoming so emotiond over a plant, or
perhaps he shuddered in an echo of the druid-wizard's longing. He stood and entered his cabin, dosng
the door behind him, leaving the rose to nod and twitch done. It turned to face the druid-wizard-amost
asif it knew she was there and regarded her with curiogty. But that was just the way some breeze had
blown it.

Angry with hersdf, the druid-wizard resumed her human shape aoruptly enough to cause hersdf
pan and strode to the cottage's back door. She hated her weakness, but she could not deny that she
wanted the man- wanted to make him speak to her as he had spoken to the rose.

As she knocked, she forced her turmail aside and focused upon enhancing her beauty. She drew
from the vague image of the woman she had seen in the man's mind, as well as from her own ided
sf-image. Her eye color intengfied, her har took on new highlights and curls, the top few buttons of her
shirt undid themselves. No man had ever resisted this odl.

* %k %k % %

The man opened the door, a puzzled haf-amile betraying surprise at the appearance of a vistor so
soon after his moment with the rose-and at the back door, no less. For a moment his heart had surged
with the wild hope that... but no, he mugt not indulge such fantasies.

When he saw the woman, puzzlement gave way to lust and wariness, the latter because one such as
thiswoman would never appear a a place such as this without trouble in the land or powerful megic at
work.



* k *k k%

Time for the druid-wizard to play her part, if she was redly to make this man her own.

She adopted an expresson of uncertainty and ssammered a pattern of truths and hdf-truths. "I... I...
fdt drawn to this place. | have no one, and | dreamed that | mugt journey .... | saw you with your rose,
and | thought | would like to know love like that. So ... here | am.

"I'll leaveif | camein error,” she added, to dispe any doubts that might remain after her speech.

He said not a word-not one word for her in that voicel-but drew her ingde.

Now I'll seeif | can cdl forth love as effectivdy as | can cdl forth pain, she thought. And, once |
do, to seeif love can grant me as much gratification. Perhaps, as some attest, even more.

She let her body take control-drew his head to hers, kissed him deeply, fdt him kiss back. From
there they fdl to the floor, and so the day passed.

Afterward, as they sat at the table over fresh bowls of stew and the druid-wizard secretly used her
magic to destroy any chance of a child teking root, the man findly spoke to her.

"l dreamed | would meet you," he said.

He had recurring dreams of a woman linked to him with powerful bonds. The bonds, though they
kept the woman's spirit close to his, stretched over chasms of time and space. Her features were usudly
indiginct, but he thought she might look something like the druid-wizard.

"Was that the same dream in which your rose spoke to you?'

He looked at her askance. "No ... you heard that?'

“Yes, I'm sorry. | couldn't help mysdif.”

He frowned, then shook his head. "It's fine. It's probably good that you came now. | think | might
have started to invent things, to halucinate, if 1'd been aone much longer.”

Perhaps you dready were hdlucinging, the druid-wizard thought. She said, "How long have you
been here?'

"I don't know. A long time. | got tired of cities and people and just wanted to get away for a while.
How about you?"

"I've been done for along time, too. | livein the city, though, and | have ... pets”

"Thet must help."

They fdl into pregnant silence.

"Wl you go back to the city, then?' he asked. "To take care of your pets?’

"Oh. .. yeah, | should. It's ill home for now, even though I've found true love” She met his eyes
and amiled as though a ajoke. "Would you like to come with me?"

* %k %k % %

True love, she had said. The man supposed they were true lovers-he had dreamed of a woman
something like this one, and this woman had been drawn here. But the words rang crass. He considered
expressions of true love best uttered in times of greet emotion, great change-not over bowls of haf-eaten
gsew and among garden tools and cupboards. Just because she didn't share this fancy ... that didnt mean
he and this woman weren't destined for each other.

Inany case, he had been away from the world long enough.

"l think ... | think I will go with you," he said.

His thoughts drifted. What did this woman do, he wondered, when she wasn't trying to find her true
lovein the wilderness? And what city was she from?

He posed his questions.

"l do magic tricks," she replied, "in Phlan, on the Moonsea. | plan to move soon, though.”

* k *k k%



The druid-wizard watched the man clean up their dishes. Engineering his love had been easy, now
she mud figure out how to draw upon its power.

3

"Long is the times but there are times when ... SO you see what I'm saying."
-Chever'slast notes

In the days and tendays that followed, the druid-wizard grew fond of the man. She enjoyed
watching his thin muscles flex as he gpplied his pickaxe to stones with which he planned to line a
wakway from the garden to the creek, for whoever might choose to occupy his cabin after they left. A
gmdl application of her magic could have broken the stones much more eesily, but the time was not yet
right to reved to him exactly what kinds of "meagic tricks" she could do.

One day, he showed her the parchment pages she had seen through the window when she firg
came upon the cabin-pages he studied in his spare time.

They were the notes of Chever.

The druid-wizard's eyes narrowed.

The man would not say how he had come by them. The druid-wizard guessed the experience must
have been horrifying, as his face went gray and dack, and his eyes took on afaraway ook, the few times
she had tried to get him to divulge on the subject.

The man believed that the notes held some of the universe's secrets, which would be hisif only he
could unlock the notes meaning. Sometimes he fdt on the verge of something greet, but so far his efforts
hed rewarded him with only enough enlightenment to make him want more,

On sunny days, the man showed the druid-wizard his favorite groves and clearings. When it rained,
they toured hidden caves. He told her about strange beasts he had glimpsed higher up on the mountain
dopes and about the occasiond eccentric he had met while scavenging for food. In most of the places the
men showed her, the druid-wizard could detect faint, benign magic-in sharp contrast to the darker magic
to which she was more accustomed.

One day, as the man bathed in the creek, an old peddier arived a the door. The druid-wizard
bickered with the woman for a while--the woman was pushy, the druid-wizard didn't want to buy
anything-before deciding she had had enough. As the man rounded the corner of the house, har ill wet,
torso naked, he was just intime to watch in helpless dishdief as the druid-wizard turned the old woman
into a cow.

He ran to the cow, screeching, "What have you done? Y ou've killed her! Where did she go?'

He was making about as much sense as Chever’s notes. "She didn't go anywhere. She's right here.”
The druid-wizard indicated the cow.

"But.. . what about my supplies? How am | going to fix my rake?"

"Your rake . . . ? You aren't going to need arake in Phlan. Besides, wouldn't you much rather have
Sesk?!

"Stesk?" the man cried, and he seemed to crumple. "What have you done? Who are you? What
are you doing here?'

"I told you | did magic for aliving."

The man lowered himsdlf to a bench near the front door and held his head in his hands.

The druid-wizard fdt, for the firg timein along while, ahint of remorse.

The peddler-cow, who had known a moment of bewilderment, now came to her senses. She lunged
for the druid-wizard, but the druid-wizard held her at bay with an invisblewal of magic.

The man didn't notice the cow's expelled breath as she bit the wadl, his thoughts lay too deeply
inward. The druid-wizard gently prodded him to his feet. He lifted his head to gaze & her, his eyes full of
accusation.

"Comeindde" she sad. "I have something to show you."

Head bent, he obeyed. As the door closed behind them, the shidd holding back the cow dissipated,



and she began to charge the door.

Thud.

The man jumped the firg time it happened, then peered out at the cow.

Thud.

"Is shedl right?’

Thud.

"She'sfine just angry with me" The druid-wizard raised her handsto cast a pel. "Here, let me-"

"No! What are you doing?'

“I'm only going to give her rest.”

His eyes seethed with migtrust.

"l promise" she assured him, "only rest.”

His shoulders relaxed alittle. He nodded reluctantly.

The druid-wizard cast the spdl, and the cow sank to her knees and quieted, sSdes expanding and
contracting as she took on the steady breathing of deep.

The druid-wizard returned her atention to the man. She started to speak then paused. Findly, she
sad, "l know this whole thing might be hard for you, but please don't hate me for what | am." The plea
fdt unnaturd fdling from her lips, despite the fact that she meant it only as away to regain his trust, away
to gay on track with her plan. "It's not as bad as you think," she reasoned. "So that woman wasn't
bothering you, but think if she had been-sheld never bother you again. | can give you that-1 can take
away your troubles.

Hejust looked & her.

Why couldn't she think straight? This should be merdly a case of problem and solution. All right, so
... what was the problem? The problem was that the man was sad. How does one fix sadness? With
cheer. Smple as that.

Reieved to have found solid footing again, she offered, "I can change things in other ways. Imagine
what fun we could have with something like this"

She held up her hand, pam forward, and created a handfang-a mouth in the center of her pam. She
rased an eyebrow suggedtively and quirked a amile

Theman cried out in disgust.

It was just as well, the druid-wizard supposed. He probably wouldn't have been amused to discover
the acid that served as handfang sdiva

The man left, damming the door behind him. The druid-wizard watched him from the window. He
tripped on one of the desping cow's legs but didn't fal. Nor did he look back.

He would come back, though, she knew. His rose was here-as were Chever’s notes.

At least while he was gone the druid-wizard could dispose of the cow. She did so usng a burst of
combustion.

Thiswhole adventure was proving a little more complicated than she had bargained for. Perhaps it
was time she took the notes and eft.

But she couldn't stop worrying at the Stuation. It didn't make any sense! How could the man fed
betrayed? Had she not done something he himsdf must have wished he could do many times-if not to the
peddier, then to some other annoyance or enemy?

Not sure whether she planned to leave done or with the man, she began to pack her things

4
"It comes and says | say what? i don't understand? And i wish | it hadn't asked...."
-Chever’slast notes

The man's greeting, when he returned, was flat and pained, the result of an hour's soul-searching.
"I can't stand to be apart from you." He saw that the cow had gone, but he suppressed the urge to



ask whence. "'l couldn't stand to have you out there in the world without knowing whether you lived or
died, whether you loved or hated me. | can't dlow thisto end bitterly."

He noticed her mountain gear, packed and amog ready to go. She had not yet added Chever's
notes.

"Il come with you," he said. "Y ou're going home?"

"Yes, but firg I'm going to try to find one of those creatures you told me about. The ones that live
higher up in the mountains. "

It had occurred to her that it might be nice to bring home a little something for hersdlf, an addition to
her collection.

"Then I'll go home" she said after awhile. "If you redly want to honor our love that far, you should
bring anything you wouldn't want to lose."

She nodded meaningfully toward the back door-the rose.

The man nodded, tucked the notes into a pack, and took a shovel and a large pot through the back
door.

The druid-wizard removed one of the spellbooks from her pack and studied it idly. She had time to
wait. Her only imperative was that she return when the Shadovar summoned her, and that wouldn't be for
awhile yet. She would sense it when that time drew near.

After an hour or so, the man reentered carrying the newly potted rose plant and a leather ding he
hed fashioned for carrying it mounted upon his pack. The rose had flinched as he had cut it from the
ground, as though the unavoidable loss of some of its roots brought it conscious pain. It had wilted in his
garden the past few tendays, largdy neglected for the company of a flesh-and-blood lover. Its leaves had
ydlowed, and some of its petds drifted to the floor.

“I'm ready,” the man said.

He eased into his pack and rose-carrying contraption, and the druid-wizard closed and repacked
her book.

5

". .. Shapes and szes, things make no sense yet all make together fit AAARGH! Can't think in
two places at once. Can't lose either one, either.”

-Chever'slast notes

They found one of the horrors they sought during the third day out. They watched the beast for a
while, and the druid-wizard remembered when she had crouched as awalf to watch the man in much the
same way, not so long ago. She would not lase him now.

She directed the men to a pogtion opposite her in the undergrowth, so that the creature's path
would lead it directly between them. She imbued her arms with a spell of strength, removed her boots,
and formed her feet into panther claws.

After afew minutes the creature emerged and shambled down the path.

One of its heads swung from sde to sde, on the lookout for food. The other head lay a an
unnaturd angle off of its shoulder, bobbing limply whenever the creature took a lurching step with a
clubfoot. It aready looked as though it had spent severa sessons in the druid-wizard's spell-testing
chamber-its creator, whether it had been evil magic or nature, had done much of the druid-wizard's work
for her. She particularly appreciated the lalling second head-the irony of death in such close proximity to
life Many of her own creatures possessed dmilar festures. It was dmogt as though she had been
destined to capture this very beast-but she saw degtiny everywhere now, ever since she had met the man.

The druid-wizard tensed as the creature's live head swiveled to peer her way, but then a crackle
sounded in the opposite direction-that would be the man. When the creature's head pivoted toward the
sound, the druid-wizard sprang.

The creature snuffled when the druid-wizard landed on its back and choked its live head in her



ams, scratching at its Sdes and back with her panther's feet. She closed her eyes to better fed its spirit
cadting about within its body. She fdt its fear-its confused thoughts grasping to regain the contentedness it
hed fdt moments earlier.

Already its thrashing lessened. The best moment passed, but the druid-wizard could 4ill fed the
pulse of power she had gained from the hunt's dimax. She would remember it every time she visted the
cregture in her museum.

The druid-wizard suspended the creature, gasping, a the end of a magicd tether. The man
approached it with curiosty verging on awe. He saw its anomdies, but he dso saw its origind design. A
graceful neck. Tapered fingers. Deep, brown pools of wisdom in its eye sockets.

"Can you rdieveitspan at dl?' he asked.

The druid-wizard shrugged and cast another spell. The creeture fdl back on its tether, dill panting
but calmer for the moment.

The druid-wizard was pleased that the man fet comfortable caling upon her magic-his request told
her that he was growing accustomed to it.

"What kind of a cregture isit?" the man asked.

She had no answer. She remained Slent.

Theman didn't seem to notice. He had begun to whisper to the creature, as he used to do with his
rose. It watched him-looked into his eyes-and its breething evened out.

The druid-wizard fdt a pang of envy and stood.

"We should go," she said. "The sooner it settles into its new home, the better.”

She yanked the creature after her and turned to hike back down the mountain.

The man followed, admonishing her to trest the cregture gently.

She amiled fondly through her annoyance. The man never falled to amuse her with his concern about
such inggnificant things

6
"So much darkness, darkness... can't see and... light! But it's only more darkness!”
-Chever'slast notes

"Do you think you can help it?" the man asked one day. "Can you make it whole?'

They had just rgjoined the river the druid-wizard had followed to the mountains, and the man had
grown increesingly concerned about the beast's welfare,

The druid-wizard affected an expresson of sorrow.

“I'll try," she sad.

She could make it whole, but that would defeat her purpose.

"That'sdl | ask."

At long last they glimpsed Phlan. It was just intime, by the man's reckoning. The creature had eaten
and drunk little and appeared on the verge of starvation or dehydration. Its eyes had grown glassy, asif it
found the world no longer worth seeing.

"Isyour home near this side of the city?' the man asked.

Tat of itis" she said. Then she added, "We only have to get through this swamp.”

They had been dogging through muck that only loosdly fit the definition of land. Early on, the man
hed logt both boots to the squelching mud. The druid-wizard had removed her own boots long before, to
gve her druid aspect a little direct contact with the earth-before she must sequester it once more to the
backwaters of her mind. The Plane of Shadow fdt near, so very near. She wondered if the Shadovar
were preparing to bring their enclave over even now.

The man and the druid-wizard findly reached the sewer pipe. The druid-wizard paused, gauging the
man's expression. He glanced around, mildy interested in the new surroundings but anxious to reach thar
destination. The druid-wizard ducked into the pipe.



She glanced back at him. He looked surprised but did not question her, even when the amdl of
sewage rose to his nogtrils. Perhaps he thought she was taking the back way to some sprawling mansion.

When they reached the museum and she stopped to deposit the new denizen into an empty cage,
redization dawned.

"Thisisit?' the man cried. "Thisis your home? The sewers?”

"I couldn't bring mysdf to tdl you before: people don't take well to magicians in this dity,” she lied.
"I've been forced underground.”

"Why'd you lock them in cages like this?* he continued, as though he had not heard her. "You could
give them better trestment than thid" He gestured a a random cage, then gasped as he glimpsed the
mondrogty ingde. "Wha is this? What's wrong with this turtle?'

It was a giant tortoise, but it had four heads, spaced equdly apart around the rim of its shel. The
heads, each one independent of the others, could not agree upon the direction in which to trave. It mugst
have managed occasondly to drag itsdf to a bowl of water near the front of its cage, or it would not
have survived in the wizard's absence, but when the origind head won out and made for one of the four
food dishesin each corner of the cage, the turtle could not reach the food, as the dishes were enclosed
behind wire mesh. When the origind head made for a different bowl, a head on the side would discover
the last bowl and make for it instead. The scene would have been ludicrous had the turtle not been
draning o hard againg itsdf, and for so long, that a couple of its legs had scraped themsdaves raw inits
attempts to gain ground.

"I'mtrying to cureit,” she answered. "I found it like this"

"Then why not bring its food to it?" The man sprang to do just that but couldn't find a door of any
kind in the bars. "Open it!" he commanded.

She did so with a gesture, bemused. The man tore the wire mesh from the food dishes and did them
toward each of the tortoise's four heads. The tortoise choked down the morsels as the man squatted near
it, watching.

"I know you can fix this"" the man said over his shoulder. "I saw you turn an entire woman into a
cow. Why can't you just wave away three of thisturtle's . . . f He stopped. "Unless you did this to it," he
whispered. He looked at her. "You didn't find the turtle like this, did you? It was fine when you found it,
wasn't it? You took it..."

The druid-wizard didn't like the way this was going. The tortoise was nothing compared to some of
her other tenants. She mugt keep him from seeing the others.

"l did what it'smy nature to do," she finished for him, coaxing him to her chambers, holding his eyes
with hers. "Surdly you knew on some level. The things that give me joy-they aren't joyous things but |
can't help that they bring me joy."

"How could you ... ? Never mind. What did you redly plan to do with the creature we captured?
No, never mind that, either.”

He paused to think. They had entered her bedchamber, and she eased him down into a chair.

"After your trick with the peddler, | thought . . ." He trailed off. "But this ..."

She let im mul things over without interruption.

After afew moments, he said, "l guess maybe | did know on some leve. Maybe that's one of the
things that attracted me to you, but that doesn't mean | accept it! | mean, | can find joy in trees, birds,
and flowers.. . . Why can't you?'

He had meant the question rhetoricaly, but she answered anyway. "Because | can't deny what |

"But why resgn yoursdf like that? Somehow you had to become what you are. You only need to
backtrack to the point where things went wrong ..."

She turned his face gently toward her. His eyes ceased wandering about the room and focused on
hers.

"It doesn't work that way," she said tenderly.

He looked back into her eyes fully for amoment then wrenched his face from her grasp.

"l have to go," he choked.



He sumbled from the room.
7

"It's ingde the walls. It's behind every door until you open it. It's under everything, but, if you
look inside everything, you can't see it, because you're always seeing it."

-Chever'slast notes

The man fled whence he had come, his vison bleared by tears. When he passed the corridor of
horrors, the faces dl seemed to rise up in myriad yawning grimaces, crying and moaning, and sometimes
screaming.

But the imprisoned creatures made no sound. Those sounds came from him.

He found himsdf back outside, pant legs splattered in sewage, the light of an overcast afternoon
searing his dilated eyes. He jogged blindly, heedless of swamp mud and brambles, urtil he found himsdf
inasmdl dearing. The dearing was dead. No water softened its ground, stagnant or otherwise. No grass
grew. No swamp insects buzzed. Overhead, where branches protruded, green leaves gave way to bare,
dead limbs, dmog as if someone had drawn a line life on one side, death on the other. The man found
the absence of dl life-dl magic-comforting. He sat cross-legged a the edge of the dearing and let the
nothing embrace him, soothe him. The emptiness would be completeif only ...

He removed his backpack, which he had hoped to remove in a roomy suite in the wizard's
nonexigent house. It carried his two treasures. He pulled out Chever's notes, traced the lines of the
handwriting with his fingers, then crumpled them and sent them flying. A breeze lifted them, and a couple
of pages caught on tree branches. A thin rain had begun to fdl, it would mold that parchment to the trees
soon enough.

It felt good to be rid of the magic, he hated it now. Magic meant lies and betrayd. Magic meant
loving, then finding that you love a stranger, then discovering that you cannot stop loving even when
nothing of theilluson remains.

He touched the rose, whose petals had begun to collect raindrops. It was crying-no. It was only a
flower that had collected a little rain. With a tortured cry, he hurled it, too, as far as he could throw it,
then broke into wracking sobs.

* * % % %

In her den, the druid-wizard looked up, sendng something amiss. The notes . . . ? She closed her
eyes and focused upon them. She saw the swamp . . . the man, weeping and trudging back toward the
sewer . . . the notes sagging in adrizzlein a dearing he had left behind! She immediatdy teleported to the
dearing and gathered the notes under her robe. As easy as that, they were hers.
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"We make it little by little, until it's too big and overwhelms ... us... then goes away aging."
-Chever'slast notes

As the druid-wizard dabbed the notes dry while waiting for the man's return, she could not help but
consder his misary. In spite of hersdf, she wanted to dleviae it. How to accomplish that? Well, what
hed he loved before she had come aong? His rose. Chever's notes. Those were dl. The rose was gone,
broken in the swamp, its crimeits fallure to convince the man that it was more than what it seemed. The

notes, though ...
Perhaps if the man had the time to study them more, he would find the answers he sought, the



answers he had fdt were just beyond his reach back when he firgt showed her the notes at his cabin.

Maybe she didn't need the notes for her own purposes just yet. Maybe she would have him study
them awhile longer. In fact, if he reached a breakthrough, that knowledge might prove invdugble to the
Shadovar, put the ditizens of Shade Enclave in the druid-wizard's debt. Yes....

She couldn't wait long, though. During the last few days, she had begun to hear the Shadovar's cdl,
and it grew louder with each day.

When the man returned, he firg paused at the cage of the creature they had brought back from the
Desertsmouth Mountains. He held hishand up to the bars, and the creature mirrored the gesture. Thar
gazes locked for a moment, then the man tore his awvay and made his way to the woman's chambers.

She looked up when he entered, and he nodded as though nathing had happened indeed, as though
he had been entering just thisway for many years, coming home after a hard day's work. She seemed a
little damp, asif she had been out in amigt or sweating over adifficult spell.

She reached out her hand, and in it were Chever's notes. "You shouldn't leave such vauable things
lying around,” she said.

A few days ago, he might have ralled at her, accused her of soying. Instead he just stared dully,
waiting for her direction.

"You should keep studying these," she continued. "They may help you find completion.”

Back in the world of magic and lies, he could not refuse. He took the notes to the nearest table and
began to read over the familiar words for the firg time in what seemed like months. The woman left him
to his thoughts.

* * % % %

When the druid-wizard peeked in later, she thought that perhaps the intermission had done the men
good. He was poring over the notes avidly, as though he had never thrown them away.

The days passed.

The druid-wizard rarely went out. She had skipped the last few archwizard moots.

The man ventured out to obtain food or to wipe his mind clean in one dead dearing or another.
Each time he returned, he paused a the same creature's cage, took what slent wisdom he could glean
from it, and pushed on.

Theman did not know of the floating city. The druid-wizard would not stand for him to accompany
her to it. She had watched him grow paer each day, watched his har turn grayer and lose its luster,
watched the dark circles grow under his eyes and his shoulders dump. He would not live long in the
darkest catacombs of the city of darkness.

But she would not dlow him to live without her, ether.

* * % % %

One windy, magic-strewn evening, the woman approached the man.

"I have something to show you," she said.

She clasped his wrigt, and they teleported to the edge of a diff.

Stars sang their distant song, and the waxing moon was bright. The man stood at the edge, cloak
whipping about him. He could fed her presence dightly behind him, possibly she had taken on her walf
form, which had become a familiar event to him. When he turned, she was human.

"Why did you bring me here?'

"Have you by chance made any breskthroughs with Chever's notes?!

"What? . . . Oh. No, nothing Sgnificant. Why do you ask?"

"No reason.” She sghed and moved up beside him. "I wanted to show you that, because of you, |
can take joy in more than pain. The gars ..."

She gestured, then turned to him.

"l was adruid once, you know. | dill am, in many ways, but I'm a wizard more. When | was only a



druid, | loved the gtars, but they didn't give me joy as they do now. It's agift 111 treasure.”

She flowed to him, and she kissed him long and hard.

The kiss tasted like poison, and the man qualled, senang his life oinning out of his control. He
broke the kisswith asmdl cry.

Thewoman held him at arm'’s length for a moment, looking into his eyes.

And she was gone.

The man's heart wrenched, grieved and painful. Power left him-something sucked it out. Loss
overwhdmed his senses, and he fdl to the ground.
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"And that's how... we... it... all makes sense. | mean, how-we make sense with the things we
see. it really does make sense when you look at it that way."

-Chever'slast notes

The man awoke on the diff top and picked his long way back to the sewers in a daze. The sewers
had become home to him so eadlly....

In the days that followed, the woman did not return. Perhaps her evil deeds had findly caught up
with her, or perhaps she had found a more suitable mate. The man made some perfunctory inquires about
her in the town, but rarely did anyone know of her. Those who had heard of her grimaced as a a bad
taste and would not speak to him. She had wanted to leave, in any case, and who was he to come upon
her unwanted? He thought of the peddler-turned-cow and shuddered.

Days poured one into the next with nothing to didinguish them from those gone before or those
come after, except that, on some days, he imagined he could sense the woman from whatever place she
had gone to. What was he to do now?

He could not open the cages of her museum, since only magic could open them. Rather than leave
the prisoners to wither, he dipped dl but the newest member of their congregation poison purchased
from a street vendor with gold coins he had found in one of the woman's robes. He told himsdf it was
mercy-killing.

He attended to the newest creature's needs better than he attended to his own. He took vidlently ill,
leaving trails of coughed-up blood on the cold floors. His disinterest in his own life might be conspiring to
bring about his demise, or perhaps something in her find kiss....

As the lackluster days continued to drag, the stench of the dead in thar cdls grew thick, until the
men thought sometimes that he mugt have falen into the Nine Hels in error, the sole living being among
the Hordes. Only his creature companion kept him from being aone-and one day it, too, died.

10
"When truth comes, knowledge leaves. Truth is big.”
-Chever'slast notes

The day the lagt creature died, the man climbed from the sewers into the city. Twice dong the way,
he encountered sckly plants that seemed to move of their own accord. He wondered whether they were
endowed with sentience as he had once thought his rose was, or if they had once been people who had
found themsdves on the wrong end of a wizard's spell.

He wandered into a tavern, oblivious of the wrinkled noses and the patrons who got up to move or
leave when he sat near them. He stared blankly into a mug of mead for a while, and, following sudden
dizziness, the world became blank and utterly white.
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"...go now. Can't keep holding to this. . . keeping, | mean, to ... together."
-Chever'slast notes

When he came to-when the white dimmed to the colors of earth-the man lay curled up in swamp
mud. The firg thing he saw was the rose-a hdlucination. Aniilluson.

He reached out, pdm up. Theilluson's head rested softly upon hisfingers. He wept.

When the tears ceased, the rose was 4ill there.

He fdt something hard benegth his ribs, lodged in the mud, and shifted to push it aside. A rock. A
light touch brushed his cheek. When he had shifted, he had come nearer to the rose, and now it touched
itsface to his.

He pushed himsdf to a Stting position and cupped the bloom between his pams. It had taken root
a adant, it had fdlen on its side when he had thrust it from himsdf in a time that seemed so long ago. Its
gem had curved to enable it to capture what rays of sun it could through the swamp's mossy ceiling.

He gradudly became aware of his hands, something about them had nagged at the back of his mind
ever dnce he had awakened.

There: they had begun to rot. He fet no pain, and yet the skin hung from them in tatters. He thought
he could see the bone of one of his knuckles.

So thiswas it. The woman had given him a disease as her parting gift, and he would die soon.

It had been worth it.

Now he would remain here. He would not leave his rose again.

Time passed. He did not count cycles of light and dark. Sometimes he lay on his back and stared
through the moss and branches at the sky. At night, he saw the stars and thought of his love on their last
night together. During the day, he imagined that certain strands of the whitish green moss overhead might
be the remnants of Chever's notes, caught and molded to the trees in the rain. But no-the woman had
brought them back after he had tossed them away.

Why had she done it? Why had she come to his housg, lied, solen his heart, brought him to the
sewers, infected him with rot?

His only regret was that he had never reached an epiphany over Chever's notes. He thought
longingly of the table in the sawers where he kept them, where they doubtless rested even now. Or ... did
they?

He gtrained to see into the blur of days between her disgppearance and the present. And . . . yes,
the image came: himsdlf, ganding over a table empty of al but a sump of a candle, frowning dightly,
thinking vagudy that something was missng but not caring enough to think on it further.

An empty table. No notes.

She had taken them.

Of course. It made sense. What dse of vdue had he to offer her? He had nothing specid, no
powers or ingghts. His rose was vauable only to him, but Chever's notes.. . .

He could imagine those would be vauable to many of the woman's kind. He had been so caught up
inhislittle world of garden, studies, and mountain cabin that he had faled to think beyond it. This was the
price of thet fallure. To ensure he would not come &fter his treasure ... a poison kiss.

But why had she not taken the notes sooner? He would never know. Perhaps he had been the one
brief flash of light in her otherwise dark existence, her chance to know love before lodng her life to
whatever pit dark wizards swarmed in. Perhaps, having known love, someday she might aso know
remorse, penance . . . and, somewhere beyond that, peace.

Yes ... that's what he would believe.

He had propped himsdf up on one ebow, and now he let his head fdl back to his pillow of mud.
Leeches dung to his face, and he amiled. Now the end would come.



That Curious Sword
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"Itisnot so different from Cdimport,” Artemis Entreri ingsted, somewhat stubbornly.

Across the table from him, Jarlaxle merdy chuckled.

"And you cdl my people xenophobic,” the dark df replied. "At least we are not so racist toward
others of our own specied!”

"You tak the part of the foal."

"I talked my way into the city, did | not?" Jarlaxle replied with that mischievous grin of his.

It was true enough. He and Entreri had come north and east, to the region known as the Bloodstone
Lands. There, word had it, adventurers could do a fine busness in goblin ears and the like, taken from
the wild lands of Vaasa to the north of the kingdom of Damara and this city, Damaras capitd,
Heliogabaus. Liberaly invoking the name of Gareth Dragonsbane, and reminding the city guards that the
Pdadin King of Damara was a man known for tolerance and understanding, a man known for judging al
people by their actions and not ther heritage, the dark df had convinced the city's stern protectors to
dlow him entry.

They had agreed modly because Jarlaxle was like no other dark df they had ever heard of-and
none of them had ever seen one. Outrageoudy dressed with a flamboyant wide-brimmed hat capped by
a huge purple feather, a flowing cape-blue on the day he had entered the city, snce turned red-an eye
patch that daly changed from eye to eye, and with no apparent weapons, the drow seemed more a
conversation piece than any threet to the security of the greet city. They had let hm and Entreri, with his
meagnificent sword and jeweled dagger, enter the city but had promised to watch over them carefully.

After a couple of hours, the assassin and the drow knew that promise was one the lazy guards didn't
intend to keep.

"You're taking far too long!" Entreri ydled across the somewhat crowded tavern, a the hapless
waitress who had taken their order for drinks and food.

They knew she was in no hurry to return to them, for she had been trembling visbly at the sght of a
drow df dl the time she was trying to concentrate on their words.

The woman blanched and started toward the bar, then turned around, then turned around again, as
if she didn't know what to do. At a nearby table, a pair of men looked from her to Entreri, their
expressions sour.

The assassin sat camly, dmost hoping that the pair would make a move. He was in an especidly
fou mood over the last couple of months, ever snce he and Jarlaxle had destroyed the Crystd Shard.
The road had been boring and uneventful, even with his flamboyant companion, and Jarlaxle's plan to
come to the Bloodstone Lands to make a reputation and some coin by killing goblins and other mongters
sounded more to Entreri like ajob for his former arch-nemesis Drizzt and his"gdlant” friends.

Stll, Entreri had to admit that their options were a hit limited, snce Caimport was shut off to them
and they'd have a hard time truly establishing themsdlves in the bowery of any other city.

"Youve flustered her," Jarlaxle remarked.

Entreri just shrugged.

"You know, my friend, there is a saying among the drow nobles that if someone treats you wel but
iswicked to the peasants, then heistruly a wicked person. Now, in my society, that is a compliment, but
here?'

Entreri sat back and lifted the front of his round, thin-brimmed hat-Jarlaxle cdled it a "bolero™-high
above his eyes, 0 that the drow could clearly see his stare, could see the skepticism in his dark eyes.

"Do not pretend you don't care" Jarlaxle said againgt that smirk.

"Now my conscience isa dark df?' Entreri asked increduloudy. "How low mugt | have sunk.”

"Artemis Entreri is a better man than to whip a serving girl,” was dl Jarlaxle said, pointedly turning
away.

With a frustrated growl, Entreri shoved back from the table and started across the room, his smdl



form moving slently and gracefully, dmogt as if he was floating across the room, heading for the sarving
girl. He passed the table with the two loud onlookers, and one of them started to stand as if to block the
way, but alook from Entreri, so cold and strong, was enough to dter that plan.

"You," Entreri caled to the girl.

She stopped, and everything in the place seemed to come to a complete hdt, dl conversations
ending abruptly.

W, except for the knowing chuckle from a peculiar looking dark df a the back of the room.

The serving girl dowly turned to watch Entreri's approach. He moved right up to her and fel to one
knee. "l beg your pardon, good lady,” he apologized. He hed out his hand and dropped afew gold coins
onto her tray.

The young woman stared a him in dishelief. Entreri came up from his bow to stand before her. "I
expect that you've forgotten what we ordered,” he said, "which is understandable, given the . . ." He
paused and glanced back a Jarlaxle, then finished,"... unusud look of my friend. | will tdl you our
preferences again, and with my gpologies for not seeing your dilemma earlier.”

All around him, the patrons went back to their private conversations. The waitress beamed a great
amile, obvioudy relieved.

Entreri started to go on, to ask her forgiveness, but he couldn't quite bring himsdf to do that.

"My thanks," he said, and he reiterated the order, then turned back and rgjoined Jarlaxle.

"Wonderful!" the dark df said. "I do believe that | will have you in a pdadin's order within a year!"

Entreri narrowed his dark eyes to which Jarlaxle only laughed.

"Thinked | was gonna have to kick yer arse outta here," came a voice from the sde.

The companions turned to see the innkeeper, a burly older man who looked like a good portion of
his chest had dipped to his belly. Sill, the large man hed an imposing aura about him. Before either of
them could take his words as a threat or an inault, though, the man widened a crooked, gap-toothed
gnile a them.

"Was glad ye made me girl, Kitzy, happy.” He pulled out a chair, reversed it, then straddled it,
placing his huge ebows on the table and leening forward. "So what's bringing a pair like you to
Heliogabaus?'

"l just wanted to see a cty tha could boast of such a stupid name" Entreri quipped, and the
innkegper howled and dapped his thigh.

"We have heard that there is fame and fortune to be made in this country,” Jarlaxle sad in 4l
seriousness, "for those strong enough and cunning enough to find it."

"And that'd be yersdf?'

"Some might think so," the dark df replied, and he gave a dhrug. "As you can imaging, it is not easy
for one of my heritage to gain acceptance. Perhaps thisis an opportunity worth investigating.”

"A hero drow?'

"You have, perhaps, heard of Drizzt Do'Urden?' Jarlaxle asked.

Once before, he had tried to use that name for himsdf, to impress some farmers who, it turned out,
hed never heard of the unusud drow warrior of lcewind Dde.

Entreri watched his friend's performance with budding anger, recognizing the ploy for what it was.
Jarlaxle had been frudtrated with his ingbility to impersonate Drizzt, or at least, with the lack of gan he
would derive from impersonating someone that no one had ever heard of, but perhaps if this man knew
of Drizzt, Jarlaxle could assume the identity anew, and begin this phase of his journey a bit higher on the
feeding chain of Heliogabdus.

"Drizzt Dudden?' the man echoed badly, scratching his head. "Nope, can't say that | have. He
another drow?"

"Another corpse" Entreri put in, and he shot Jarlaxle a glare, not appreciating that Jarlaxle kept
bringing up that one's name.

Artemis Entreri was done with Drizzt. He had beaten the drow in their last encounter-with help from
a dark df psonicig-but more importantly than killing Drizzt, Entreri had exorcised the demon within
himsdlf, the need to ever ded with that one again.



"It does not matter," Jarlaxle said, gpparently catching the cue and bringing the conversation back in
place.

"S0 ye're here to make aname for yersdlfs, en? | expect yell be headin' up Vaasa way."

"I expect that you ask too many questions,” said Entreri, and Jarlaxle tossed him another scowl.

"You do seem rather inquistive” the drow added, mosily to downplay Entreri's tone.

"Wl that's me business” the innkeeper replied. "Folks!! be askin' me about the strange pair that
came through."

"Strange?' Entreri asked.

"Yegot adrow df with ye"

"True enough.”

"Soif yere tdlin' meyer tde, then yere redly saving yerselfs some trouble” the innkeeper went on.

"Thetown herdd,” Jarlaxle sad dryly.

That's me busness”

"W, it is as we have dready told you," the dark df replied. He stood up and offered a polite bow.
"l am Jarlaxle, and thisismy friend, Artemis Entreri."

Asthe innkeeper replied with the customary "Wel met," Entreri put another frown on and glowered
a the dark df, hardly bdieving that Jarlaxle had just given out ther names. The innkeeper offered his
name in reply, which Entreri didn't bother to catch, then began tdling them a few tales about men who
hed gone up to fight in Vaasa, which interested Entreri even less. Then, after a cdl from the bar areg, the
men excused himsdf and walked away.

"What?' Jarlaxle asked againg Entreri's frown.

"You are so willing to give out our identities?' "Why would | not be?'

Entreri's expression showed clearly that the reasons should be obvious.

"There is nobody chasng us, my friend. We haven't earned the anger of the authorities-not in this
region, a least. Were you not known in Cdimport as Artemis Entreri? Do not be ashamed of your
name!”

Entreri just shook his head, sat back, and took a Sp of his wine. This whole adventure on the road
was too out of place for him ill.

Some time later, the inn dearing out of the nightly patrons, the innkeeper ambled back over to the
pair.

"So, when're ye off to Vaasa?' he asked.

Entreri and Jarlaxle exchanged knowing looks-the way the man had spoken the words showed it to
be aleading question.

"Soon, | would expect,”" Jarlaxle replied, nibbling a the bait. "Our funds are running low."

"Ah, yere lookin' for work dready,” said the innkeeper. "Killin' goblins only? Well, goblins and
orcs, | mean? Or are yein the game for more subtle forms?!

"You presume much,” said Entreri.

"True enough, but yere not tdlin' me that yere fighters of the open road, now are ye?'

"Would you like to see?" Entreri offered.

"Oh, I'm not doubtin' ye!" the man said with a broad grin. He held his huge paws up before him,
warding the dangerous man away. "But ye look like a par who might be doing better work for better
pay, if ye get me meaning.”

"And if we do not?'

The innkeeper looked at Entreri curioudy.

"If we do not get your meaning," Jarlaxle explained.

"Ah, well, therere plenty of jobs about Hdiogabdus," the innkeeper explained. "For the right crew,
| mean. The authorities are dl up a the wal in Vaasa, fighting mongters, but that leaves many citizens
wronged back here in town with nowhere to turn.”

Entreri didn't even try to hide his smirk, and in truth, just hearing the man ramble on made him fed a
bit more at home. Hdliogabdus, after dl, wasn't so different from

Cdimport, where the laws of the land and the laws of the sireet were two very different codes. He



could hardly believe that he and Jarlaxle had been sought out so quickly, though, with no reputation
preceding them, but he didn't think too much about it. Likdy, most of the fighters of the region were
away in the north, dong with most of those who had made their living by keeping order on the Street, as
wdl, whatever order that might be.

"And you know of these jobs?" Jarlaxle asked the man.

"W, that's me business" said the innkeeper. "In truth, Fm a bit short o' help right now, and | got a
friend askin' me to hire out ajob."

"And what makes you think that we are capable of such ajob?" Jarlaxle asked.

"When ye been doin' this as long as o' Fegpun here, ye get to know the look,” he explained. "I
watch the way ye walk. | see the way yelift yer drinks, the way that one's eyes keep movin' side-to-side,
watichin' everything about him. Oh, I'm guessin' that the work | have for ye, if ye want it, will be far
beneath yer true talents, but it's a place to start.” He paused and looked hopefully &t the pair.

"Wil, pray tdl us of this job," Jarlaxle prompted after a lengthy pause. "Nothing againg the law of
the land, you understand,” he added, a typica and expected disclamer that any sdf-respecting thief or
assassin would be quick to add.

"Oh, no, not that," Feepun said with alaugh. "A bit of justice sorted out, that's dl."

Jarlaxle and Entreri exchanged knowing smirks-that was the common disclamer response, usudly
meaning that someone ether deserved to die, or to be robbed.

"Got me a friend who's lookin' to get an idol back,” the innkeeper explained, leaning in and
whispering. "He's paying good, too. Hundred gold pieces for one night's work. Y e up for it?!

"Keep taking," said Jarlaxle.

"Seems he's had a dispute over alittle Statue. Got stolen by aguy near here. He wants it back.”

"How do you know that we are capable of doing this?' Entreri asked.

"Teled ye | knowed how to read me guests. | think ye can. Shouldn't be too hard a job, though this
thief, Rorli, is a nasty one.”

"Perhgps a hundred is not enough, then,”" Jarlaxle put in.

The innkeeper shrugged. "Said held give a hundred. Seems like afair price to me. | can ask-"

"Hrd tdl usthe particulars,”" Entreri interrupted. "We have much to do and need to buy supplies for
the road north."

The innkeeper grinned and |leaned in even closer, detaling dl he knew of Rorli, induding the location
of the man's apartment, which was not far away. Then, on the request of Jarlaxle and Entreri, the
innkeeper left them aone for a bit.

"It might be fun," Jarlaxle said when he and his friend were done.

"Might get uskilled or get Rorli killed."

The dark df shrugged, asif that hardly mattered. "A hundred gold is a pittance,” he said, "but so
begins a reputation that might suit us wel, perhaps.”

"Give me a hundred gold now, so | might buy theitems I'll need for the work," Entreri said.

Grinning widdly, Jarlaxle reached into atiny pouch and pulled forth some coins, then some more and
some more-more than the purse could possbly hold, except that it contained an extra-dimensiond
pocket within- until Entreri had closer to two hundred.

"And we're doing this for a hundred?’ the assassin asked skepticdly.

"The things you buy will be reusable, yes?'

"Yes"

"An invesment, then."

It occurred to Entreri that his companion was enjoying this a bit too much. He knew that usudly
meant trouble.

Still, he shrugged and motioned for the innkeeper to come back.

* * % % %

Deftly working his housebreaker harness and the ropes he had set with a grapne on the building's



roof, Entreri scaled the two-story structure, setting himsdlf at the ledge of the second story window that
he knew from observation to be Rorli's bedroom. A quick check had him confident that there were no
pressure traps on this Sde of the glass.

In perfect balance and with amazing dexterity, the thief pulled forth his other newly-acquired tools,
pressng a suction cup ddicaely againg the center of the glass, then attached a swivd am, with its
diamond-tipped glass cutter. He traced a perfect cirde and tugged lightly, though the cut piece didnt
immediady pull free.

Jarlaxle calmly levitated up beside him. "An intereting contraption for one who cannot levitate" the
dark df said, indicating the harness.

"I make do," Entreri replied.

"But such a waste of money for the darksuit,” the drow went on, sheking his head and sghing. "The
cloak | gave you isfar more effective, and the hat even more than that.”

Entreri knew he shouldn't be surprised by anything Jarlaxle said concerning magic items, and he had
been farly convinced that the cloak he wore was some improved verson of the conceding drow
piwafwi. The remark about the hat, though, had him completely off-guard.

The hat?' he asked. He brought his free hand up to the short and siff brim of his bolero.

Tip it down and to the left with your left hand and it will shidd you from prying eyes.”

Entreri did as the drow ingtructed and an immediate chill washed over him, bringing a shudder.

There" Jarlaxle announced. "When you fed warm again, just tip the hat."

"| fed like a corpse.”

"Better to fed like one than to be one.”

Entreri tipped his hat in agreement, and shuddered again, then went back to his work on the
window, thistime popping the cut circle of glass free.

Tight fit," Jarlaxle said dryly.

The assassin tossed him a amirk and gingerly reached through the glass, moving his hand dowly and
gently, so gently, about the pane in search of a trap.

"Seamslike alot of work," said Jarlaxle.

He reached up to his huge hat and pulled forth a amdl black piece of cloth. Seeing it, Entreri just
lowered his head and sghed, for he knew what was coming.

Jarlaxle spun the cloth about and it elongated, grew larger and larger. The drow threw it againg the
wal, and the whole area of the structure that the black circle covered smply disappeared. The typicad
portable hole, a rare and vaduable item, created an extradimensiond pocket, but as with most of his
items, Jarlaxle's device was far from typica. Depending upon which side the drow threw down, the
portable hole would ether create the pocket, or amply put a temporary hole in whatever surface it had
struck. Jarlaxle casudly stepped into the room and pulled his hole in behind him, securing the wal once
more.

So flugtered was Entreri that he dmost moved too quickly across the trapped part of the window
pane, feding the dight lump that indicated a pressure trap.

Regaining his wits, the man's hand worked with perfect movements, and in seconds, he had the trap
disarmed and even opened, reveding a smdl needle, no doubt poisoned.

He had it free and safdy stuck through his cuff in a few more seconds, then finished his check of the
window, clicked the lock, and entered the room.

"At leagt | put thewal back," Jarlaxle quipped, indicating the circle of glassin Entreri's hand.

A flick of the assassin's wrigt sent the glass piece crashing to the floor.

"So much for secrecy,” sad Jarlaxle.

"Maybe I'm in the mood to kill someone," Entreri replied, staring hard at the frudrating dark df.

Jarlaxle shrugged.

Entreri scanned the room. A door was et in the wal across from the window, in the corner to the
left, with an open closet beside it. Hafway down the wadl to the right of the window stood a chest of
drawers as high as Entreri's shoulder. A bed and night table across from the bureau completed the
funishings Entreri went for the chest of drawers as Jarlaxle moved to the closet.



"Poor taste," he heard the dark df say, and turned to see Jarlaxle rifling through the hanging clothes,
mogt of them drab and gray.

Entreri shook his head and pulled open the bottom drawer, finding some linens, and under them, a
gmdl pouch of coins, which disappeared into his pocket. The next drawer was much the same, and the
third one up held assorted tailetry items, induding a beautiful bone comb, its handle made of pearl. He
took that, too.

Thetop drawer held the most curious items a couple of jars of saves and atrio of potion bottles,
eech filled with a different colored liquid. Entreri nodded knowingly, and looked back to the window,
then he shut the drawer and moved dong to check the bed.

"Ah, a secret compartment,” Jarlaxle said from the closet.

"Let meingpect it for traps.”

"No need,” said the dark df.

He stepped back and produced a siver whidtle, hung about his neck on a chain. Two short blows
and there came a pop and aflash as the secret compartment megicaly opened.

"You have an answer for everything,” Entreri remarked.

"Kegps me dive. Ah, yes, and look what we have here.”

A moment later, Jarlaxle walked out of the closet carrying a amdl Statuette, a curious figurine of a
muscular man, haf white, haf black.

"Back to theinn and our reward?" Jarlaxle asked.

In response, the satue began laughing at him. "Doubtful you will be going anywhere, Artemis
Entreri!" it said, and the fact that it was addressing Entreri and not Jarlaxle tipped both off that the speech
hed been preprogrammed, and with foreknowledge of the assassin.

"Um ..." Entreri remarked.

The door to the room opened then, and Jarlaxle fdl back toward the window. Entreri stayed to his
left, over by the bed. In stepped a muscular, dark-skinned man dressed in long and ragged-edged black
robes, a many-crested hdm on his head. Behind him loomed a horde of huge gray and black dogs,
blending in and out of the shadows in the hdlway as if they were made of the same indisinct duff as
those patches of blackness.

Entreri fet apull from his belt, from Charon's Claw, his magnificent sword. It didn't fed to him as if
the sword was rdding its eagerness for battle, though, as it usudly did, but rather, dmog as if it was
gregting an old friend.

"l take it you were expecting us," Jarlaxle camly stated, and he presented the statue as his proof.

"If you give it over without a struggle, you may find us to be important dlies”" the large men said.

"Widl, | an not endeared to it just yet," Jarlaxle replied with a grin. "We could discuss price-"

"Not that worthlessidol!"

"The sword," Entreri reasoned.

"And the gauntlet,” the man confirmed.

Entreri scoffed at him. They are better dlies to me than you could ever be."

"Ah, yes, but are they as terrible foes as we?"

"Us?We?' Jarlaxle cut in. "Who are you? And | mean that in the plurdl sense, not the sngular.”

Both the dark man and Entreri looked &t the drow curioudly.

"The sword your friend carries does not belong to him," the dark man said to Jarlaxle.

The drow looked to Entreri and asked, "Did you kill the former owner?"

"What do you think?

Jarlaxle nodded and looked back to the dark man. "It ishis”

"It is Netherese!"

Entreri didn't quite know what that meant, but when he looked to Jarlaxle and saw the drow's eyes
opened very wide, as wide as they had been when the pair had encountered the dragon to destroy the
Crygtd Shard, he knew that there might be a bit of trouble.

"Netherese?' the drow echoed. "A people long gone.™

"A people soon to be returned,” the dark man assured him. "A people seeking their former glory,



and their former possessions.”

"Wdl, there is the best news the world has heard in a millenium,” Jarlaxle said sarcadticdly, to
which the dark man only laughed.

"I have been sent to retrieve the sword,” he explained. "I could have killed you outright and without
question, but it occurred to me that two companions such as yoursaves might prove to be very vduable
dliesto Sh-my people, as we shdl be to you."

"How vauable?' asked Jarlaxle, obvioudy intrigued.

"Andif | dly with you, then | get to keep the sword?' Entreri asked.

"No," the dark man answered Entreri.

"Then no," Entreri answered back.

"Let us not be hagty,” said the deal-maker drow.

"Seems pretty Smple to me” said Entreri.

"Then to me, aswdl," sad the dark men. "The hard way, then. As you wish!"

As hefinished, he stepped aside, and the pack of great dogs charged into the room, howling medly,
their white teeth gleaming in stark contrast againg the blackness of them.

Entreri fdl into a crouch, ready to soring aside, but Jarlaxle took matters under control, tossing out
before the dogs the same portable hole he had used to enter the room.

With howls turning to yelps, the beasts disappeared through the floor, tumbling to the room below.
Jarlaxle bent immediatidy and scooped up the hole, seding the floor above them.

"I have to get one of those" Entreri remarked.

"If you do, don't jump into minewith it," said Jarlaxle.

Entreri fixed him with a puzzled expresson.

"Rift .. . agtrd . . . you don't want to know," Jarlaxle assured him.

"Right. Now, where does that leave us?' the assassin

"It leaves you with an enemy you do not understand!™ the dark man replied.

He laughed and moved to the side, disappearing so quickly, so completely into the shadows that it
seemed atrick of the eyes to Entreri. Still, the assassn did manage to flick his fingers and knew his tiny
missile had struck home when he heard a dight chirp from the man.

"You favor the darkness, drow?' the dark men asked, and as he finished, the room went perfectly
black.

" do!" Jarlaxle responded, and he blew on the whigtle again: a short burdt, along one, and another
ghort one. Entreri heard the door dam.

It was dl happening quickly, and purdy on indinct, the assassin drew out his sword and his jeweled
dagger and moved protectively back againg the bed. He tipped his cap again, though he understood this
to be magicd darkness, impenetrable even by those who had the dbility to see in the dark. It was
fortunate he did, though, for right after the chill enshrouded his body, he fdt the sudden intense heat of a
firebdl filling the room.

He was down and under the bed in an ingtant, then came out the other side as the burning mattress
collapsed. "Cagter!" he ydled.

"Sarioudy?' came Jarlaxle's sarcastic reply. "Sarioudy,” came the dark man's cry. "And | fear not
your little gingd”

"Redly?' Entreri asked him, and he was moving as he spoke, trying hard not to give the dark man
any definitive target. "Even from the needle off your own window tr-?

His last word was cut short, though, as complete slence enguifed the room. Profound, magicd
glence that quieted even the ydping and howling dogs below. Entreri knew that it was Jarlaxle€'s doing,
the drow's standard opening svo againg dangerous magic-users. Without the ability to use verbd
components, a wizard's repertoire was severdy limited.

But now Entreri had to worry about himsdf, for his magicd sword began a sudden assault upon his
senghilities, compeling him to turn the blade back on himsdf and take his own life He had dready
fought this struggle of willswith the stubborn weapon, but with an apparent representative of its creators
nearby, the sword seemed even angrier.



The n wore the gauntlet, which minimized the effect the sword could have on him, and he was
able to hald the upper hand-somewhat. For he aso had to keep exact track of where he was in the
room. He had one good shot because of his previous actions and words, he knew, and to miss the
opportunity would make this Stuation even more dangerous.

He digned himsdf with the heat emandting from the bed, turned in the direction he guessed to be
perfectly perpendicular to the window, then took three definitive strides across the room, findly sheathing
the stubborn sword as he went.

He struck once, he struck fast, and he struck true, right into the back of the dark man, his vampiric,
life-deding jeweled dagger divingin deep.

A drange feding engulfed Entreri as the dagger pumped forth the life-force of the dying man,
dizzying and disorienting. He fdl back, then sumbled slently to the floor, and lay there for along while.

Soon &fter, he heard the dogs barking again from below.

"It's over," he announced, fearing that Jarlaxle would drop another glence on the room.

A moment later, the darkness lifted as well. Lying on the floor, Entreri looked straight up to see his
dark df companion amilaly lying on the ceiling, hands tucked comfortably behind his head. Entreri dso
noticed that the scarring on the walls and calling ended in a bubble about the drow, as if he had enacted
some shidd that magic, or the firebdl at least, could not affect.

The assassin wasn't surprised.

"Wdl done," Jarlaxle congratulated, floating down gently to the floor, as Entreri stood and brushed
himsdf off. "Without Sght or hearing, how did you know he was there?"

Entreri looked over a the dead man. He had pulled out the top drawer of the dresser as hed
dumped to the floor, its contents spilled about him.

"I told him | had hit him with the needle from the window," the assassin explained. "l guessed that
one of those bottles contained the antidote. He wanted to use the cover of the darkness and the slence
to take care of that little detall.”

"Wl done!" said Jarlaxle. "I knew there was areason | kept you around.”

Entreri shook his head. "He wasn't lying about the sword,” he said. "It held an dfinity to him. | fdt it
clearly, for it even tried to turn againg me."

"A Netherese blade...." Jalaxle mused. He looked a Entreri, and his eyes widened for just a
moment, then a amile spread across his face. "Tdl me, how does your sword fed about you now?'

Entreri shrugged and gingerly drew the blade. He fdt a definite closeness to it, more so than ever
before. He turned his puzzled expression upon Jarlaxle.

"Perhaps it thinks of you as more &kin to its origind makers now," the drow explained. When Entreri
gave him an even more confused |ook, he added, looking at the fdlen enemy, "He was no ordinary man."

"So | guessed.”

"He was a shade-a creature infused with the Suff of shadow.”

Entreri shrugged, for that meant nothing to him.

"And you killed him with your vampiric dagger, yes?'

Entreri shrugged again, sarting to get worried, but Jarlaxle merdy laughed and produced a smdl
mirror. Looking into it, Entreri could see, even in the dim light, that his normelly brown skin had taken on
ahit of agray palor-nothing too noticegble.

"You have infused yoursdf with a bit of that essence,”" said the drow.

"What does that mean?' the armed assassin asked.

"It means you've just become even better at your craft, my friend,” Jarlaxle said with a laugh. "We
will learn in time just how much.”

Entreri had to be stisfied with that, he supposed, because there seemed nothing further coming
from his oft-cryptic friend. He bent over and picked up the discarded idol. Thistime it remained Slent.

"We should go and collect our money from the innkeeper,” he said.

"And?' the drow asked.

"And kill the dolt for setting us up.”

"That might not go over well with the Heliogabaus authorities” Jarlaxle reasoned.



Entreri's answer was one so typicd that Jarlaxle slently mouthed the words aong with him.
"Then we won't tdl anybody."

A LittleKnowledge
Elaine Cunningbam

19 Marpenoth, the Year of Wild Magic (1372 DR)

Long rays of morning sun danted through Halruaa's ancient trees, reaching out like tentative fingers
to waken the rain-sodden village. But Ashtarahh was aready long awake and bustling with activity.

The summer monsoon season was over. The village diviner decreed that yesterday's ssorm would be
the last. Already the rice fidds and brissberry bogs were dive with harvesters, moving barelegged
through ankle deep water as they sped ther task with morning-glad songs.

Mig dung to the fiedds and swirled around the amdl buildings, pinned between land and sky by the
hot, dense ar and the swiftly dimbing sun. No one wondered how the moisture-laden skies could absorb
yesterday's rains, the answer wasin the lush Halruaan landscape, and in particular the tal, thin trees lining
the forest's edge, swaying dreamily to musc only they could hear.

Thevangi trees came with the fird rains, sprouting up overnight like verdant mushrooms. They grew
with incredible speed-two or three handspans a day. By the end of the monsoons, they were ready for
harvest. Severd children, agile as monkeys, shimmied up the segmented trunks to pluck the fist-Szed
purple fruit a the top. These they tossed into the canvas sheet held taut and ready by the four
glum-faced, land-bound boys who'd drawn short straws. Severd young men stood ready with machetes.
Once the fruit was taken, the trees would be cut, dressed into lengths, and dragged to the road. The
village streets were cobbled and the forest roads deeply sheltered, but the path leading through the fidds
was dow to harden. Each year fresh rows of vangi trees were pressed into the muck, forming a bumpy
but mogtly dry path for market traffic.

This path ended between two shops. the blacksmith and the whedwright. Smoke rose in billows
from the heating forge, and two apprentices busly rolled new wheds into waiting racks. A trip down the
vangi corduroy road was a bone-rattling gauntlet, and more than one of the expected market carts would
not survive it unscathed. But vidting merchants and artisans shrugged off splintered whedls, unshod oxen,
and broken axles as the cost of doing businessin Ashtarahh.

The late summer market was especidly busy. Market gdls and tents rapidly took shape under the
hands of carpenters and minor wizards. The owners of more permanent shops folded back the protective
canvases, widded brooms, and set out ther wares. The clack of looms and the tart aroma of ripe
cheeses filled the air. Bright glass vids of brissberry cordid stood in lines, looking like enormous ruby
necklaces. Lengths of fine white linen gleamed in the morning sun, and skeins of brightly dyed yarn hung
in arched windows in deliberate imitation of rainbows. But the most famous of Ashtarahh's crafts were its
aunningly woven tapestries. These hung a every third gdl, trandforming the market into a veritable
gdley.

Villagers who were not otherwise engaged strolled dong the cobbles, admiring the woven art. Most
of the tapestries depicted scenes from Halruaan history and legend. Skyships were commonly depicted,
as were the magica creatures common to Hdruaa: the brilliantly colored, many-legged crocodilians
known as behirs, the winged starsnakes, even the dreaded laraken. Some of the tapestries depicted
famous and infamous wizards. Smal megica effects enlivened some of these scenes, sending burdts of
light arching between spell-baitling foes. A large weaving of a quite-literdly blazing phoenix- the new
sandard of King Zdathorm-drew admiring attention. The biggest crowd, however, was the group
gedthily converging upon the southwest corner of the square, where Ursault the All-Seeing sat with his
crooked, cast-off loom.

Ursault was a thin, unassuming man of indeterminate age. His long, rather dringy locks had gone
gray, and his face was unmemorable but for his pae eyes-a hazd more gray than green, an oddity in a
land of dark-eyed, black-haired people. The title "All-Seaing” hdd gentle mockery, though it was
rumored that it had once been spoken with respect. Once, it was said, Ursault had been a powerful



diviner, one who saw many possible paths with equa darity. But the vast and various potentid of the
future was a burden too large to carry, and Ursault had retreated to this deepy village, content to weave
his confused visons into tapestries no one wanted, and only he could understand.

A band of boys wove through the gdls as they crept toward the wizard, ther grins wide and white
insmdl dirty faces. Severd of them scooped mud from between the cobbles and readied the first wave
of attack.

The wizard looked up and amiled in gentle welcome. No knowledge of the coming mischief was
written in his pale eyes, but a amdl, ominous gray cloud appeared directly over the head of the band's
leader, a stocky little urchin who answered to Dammet.

The unwitting boy hauled back for the throw. Indantly the cloud exploded into a tiny, belated
monsoon, drenching the boy and sending his comrades skittering away, hooting with delighted laughter.
Liguid mud dribbled between Dammet's fingers as his wegpon dissipated.

A second boy darted back and hurled his mud bl with a deft, sde-armed toss. Ursault moved one
hand in a vague little gesture and the mud changed in midar to a crystaline white. He caught the snowball
and tossed it back to the urchin. The boy yeped with surprise and tossed the bal from hand to hand,
marvding at the unfamiliar sing of cold.

"Tedeit," Ursault suggested.

Uncertainty flooded the smdl face, but the mixture of encouragement and taunting from his friends
decided the matter. He took a tentative lick, and his eyes rounded with ddlight.

"Mazganut cream,” the boy announced grandly.

He dodged severd grasping hands then darted off, his prize clutched possessvely. Two of the boys
started to give chase but abandoned the notion after their first few steps. There was a bigger game to be
played, and their faces were smug with anticipation.

Dammet pushed a smdler boy forward-an ungainly lad with an intense but unfocused stare. Dammet
flipped a lock of wet black hair off his face and draped an am around the boy's tensdly-hunched
shoulders.

"Here's my man Tad," he announced. He leaned down to scoop up more mud, which he dapped
into the boy's hand. "You might say he's skittish. If he kept his mind stuck to one idea for moren a
heartbesat, the shock of it would likdy kill hm. And he can't throw worth goat dung. There aint no way
you could know where this mud ball's gonna hit.”

Indeed, the wizard's face furrowed as he contemplated the possihilities. An expresson of near panic
seeped into his pae eyes.

"Mebbe not, but you can figure out where I'll hit sure enough,” announced a thin, nasa voice. A
short, stout man stepped out from behind the gdl's tumble-down wall, brandishing a vangi switch. "Now
ot"

The boys got, scampering off with scant regard for their less agile champion. Tad sumbled after
them, howling protests againgt his abandonment.

Ursault glanced a his rescuer. Though the wizard was seated upon a low stool, he was eye to eye
with the newcomer, a man whose barrel-chested torso was supported by uncommonly short, bandy legs.
He was about the height of a dwarf but was most definitely not of that race. His face was as beardless as
aboy's though he was well into adulthood. There was no hint of any other race about him to explain his
stature-he lacked the smdl frame and hairy feet of Luiren's hdflings, and the bulbous nose and blue eyes
common to gnomes. Yet some wag had cdled hm a Gnarfling-an unlikdy combination of dl three
races-and the name had stuck.

Something that for lack of a better name could be cdled friendship had grown between the two
village midfits Gnarfling was the only person who regularly sought out Ursault's company and who
actudly seemed to enjoy the old wizard's tdes. He leaned in and regarded the tangle of thread on the
wizard's loom. "What do you make of this?" "Meody Sibar's peacock chicks™" Ursault said, pointing to a
meaited blob of gray thread. They'll hatch today or perhaps tomorrow. At least, those that intend to haich
adl"

"Thet ought to cover it."



Gnafling uncorked a flask, which they passed back and forth a couple of times He belched
companionably and settled down, preparing to enjoy the morning's story-telling. His look of contentment
faded when he noted a stout womean bustling purpossfully toward them.

"Landbound skyship acomin’ under full sail,” he muttered.

The description was not far off. Vilma was Dammet's mother, a cheery, chatty woman who
frequently-and judtifiably-looked a bit flustered and windblown. Wisps of black har escaped her angle
brad and her round face was rosy-cheeked from her morning's work. Like her son, she was dways
busy, never dill. But unlike many of the villagers, she made time to chat with Ursault now and again,
modly because he was one of the few people in Ashtarahh who tolerated Dammet's pranks.

With a graeful sgh, the woman shouldered off the straps that held a basket of newly-harvested
brissberries to her back. The fruit was heavy, covered with a thick rind and a nut-like shdl, and
extracting the juice was along process. She unhooked a smdl cleaver from her belt-a needed toal for the
task ahead-and began to smooth awhet stone over it.

"What's coming to thislittle corner of Zalathorm's redm, lord wizard?'

"A white dog," Ursault said mildly.

"Fearful doings™" she said with a grin.

He nodded somberly. "That dog will be the death of more than hdf the people in a neighboring
village™

A smdl brindle pup ambled by, not far from the wizard's gdl. Vilma gave a good-natured chuckle,
"That's Dammet's mongrel pup, and the closest thing we got to a white dog hereabouts. Not much of a
threst there"

"Not for severd seasons, no, but then the dog will wander far from the village and mate with a
renegade wolfwere. Thar offgoring will have pure white fur and look more dog than wolf. In humen form,
shewill be acomdy mad."

Vilma responded with a thin amile. "My man Tomas will enjoy this tae, that's for sure and certain!
His eye for a pretty girl will be the death of im." She shook her cleaver, an unconscioudy lethd gesture.

"True enough, but his death will not come at your hands,” Ursault replied.

The woman's amile faded, and fear crept into her eyes. When a wizard-even a mad wizard-spoke of
death, it was time to start kindling the funerd pyres.

"Of course, if your boy Dammet remembers to tie the brindle dog when the harvest moon blooms
full, the white maid will never be. A lat of trouble that will save." Ursault cocked his head, asif ligening to
unseen voices. "But on the other hand, a lot of trouble that will cause. This same wolfwere maid could
bring doom to the floating city. A lot of trouble that will save. On the other hand-" He broke off with a
grunt, momentarily slenced by a sharp, warning nudge from Gnarfling's elbow.

The woman's amile returned, edged with both rdief and pity. "Hoeting cities now, is it? Here in
Haruaa?'

Ursault shrugged. "Sometimes yes, and sometimes no."

"Thet ought to cover it,” Gnarfling said meaningfully.

Vilmds gaze darted toward the short man and moved quickly away. Her tolerance did not quite
embrace the odd little man. Everyone in Ashtarahh knew most everything about everyone ese, and found
comfort in this universd lack of privacy. But not even the most imagingive gossp among them could
invent a story that could in satisfactory fashion explan Gnafling, or define his purpose in coming to
Adhtarahh. Vilma had a limited imagination and a hedthy suspicion of anything than lay beyond its
bounds. She gave Ursault a tentative amile, then hauled up her basket and took off a a brisk pace.

Gnafling reached for hisflask and gestured with it toward the loom. "What ese you see in there?'

A forlorn expresson touched the wizard's face. "Everything," he said softly, his voice sad and
infinitdy weary. "Everything."

The smdl man cleared his throat, uneasy with his friend's pain. "Wel, how about you start a new
weaving, and let's see where it goes.”

Ursault obligingly drew a smdl knife and cut the tangle from his loom. He made a complicated
arcane gesture, and a new set of verticd threads appeared on the crooked frame. For along moment he



sudied the warp threads, as if examining and discarding many possibilities. Findly he took up a shuttle
and began to layer in the weft.

His hands flashed with a wizard's exquisite dexterity, adding a thread here and a new color there.
Before long a pattern began to emerge. Glowing, slvery threads connected in a fine web. The fabric
between this web, however, remained a dark and indeterminate color, deep as moon-cast shadows.
Gnarfling frowned in puzzlement as he noted that Ursault was threading in some mud-splattered crimson.
Even this bright color disappeared into the shadowy gloom.

"What do you make of that?' he demanded.

"That's the Weave," Ursault replied, naming the web of magic that surrounded and sustained dl of
Hdruag, and for dl Gnafling knew, the rest of the world as wdll. "At leadt, it's Ashtarahh's place in the
Weave."

Gnarfling leaned in and squinted. Sure enough, he could make out the faint outline of the village, as it
might appear to a soaing hawk, carved out of the tightly packed web that represented the jungle
Fainter, thinner Slver threads connected the fidds and buildings, and tiny glowing dots seemed to mill
about the open area-an uncanny representation of the market square and the people who readied it.

This was the firg discernable picture Gnarfling had ever seen on Ursault's loom. For some reason
that worried him. So did the intense expression on the wizard's face as he tossed colors hephazardly into
the pattern, only to have them swalowed by the strange, shadowy void that separated and defined the
slvery Weave.

In short order asmal tapestry hung on the loom. Ursault studied the weaving intently, and Gnarfling
Sudied Ursaullt.

"You see something, don't you?' "Everything,” the wizard responded again in wondering tones.
"Everything."

The response was familiar, but there was anew note in his voice, something that sent tiny fingers of
cold dancing down Gnarfling's spine.

After a moment, Ursault moved one hand in a flowing circular pattern. The unseen colors shifted,
and a man's face took form in a gap between the glowing slver threads, a face depicted with precison
and darity that the best of Ashtarahh's weavers could not match.

The man was young and exceedingly lean. His high, sharp cheekbones leaned precarioudy over the
deep hollows below, and the thin black mustache on his upper lip looked as tremulous and impermanent
as an dighting moth. His face was exceedingly pale for a Haruaan, and a sharp contrast to the feverish
brightness of his black eyes.

Trouble coming,” muttered Gnarfling. He was wel acquainted with trouble and plenty familiar with
wizards-which, to hisway of thinking, was two ways of saying the same thing. "When?'

In response, Ursault merdy shifted his gaze from the Igom to the market square.

The square was filling rapidly. Vigting merchants strolled aong the paths, eyeing the tapestries and
sampling bits of cheese. The trundle of carts over the corduroy filled the ar with a pleasant rumble.
Already two of these carts had been hauled off the path to languish by the whedwright's shop, lising
heavily over shattered wheds. A young man stood by one of them, arguing with the apprentices and
punctueting his complaints with overly dramatic gestures.

Gnaflings eyes went draight to a thin young man, narrowing as they took in the too-familiar
thestrics. The newcomer didn't have the look of a merchant or artisan. He was tdl and thin, not much
past twenty summers, and obvioudy possessed more money than sense. He traveled done on in an
expensve covered cart drawn by matched horses. His emaciated form was draped with fine robes of
purple-trimmed black, and jewels flashed on his gesticulating hands. All of these things fairly screamed
"wizard."

Even without the trappings, there was an intengty about the newcomer that suggested magic, yet
Gnarfling could sense no hint of Mystra's Art about the young man. His nose for such things was as keen
as any hound's- and more to the point, as keen as any magehound's. These indincts, and the permanent
digguise offered by his sunted form, had kept him dive for over thirty winters.

Why then, he wondered, was he so uneasy?



"He's looking for you,” Ursault said, as mildy and as matter-of-factly as if his companion had
spoken his question aoud.

The gmdl man shot to his feet asif held just sat on a hedgehog. The sudden movement seemed to
draw the newcomer's eyes. Recognition flared in his strangdly burming gaze, and for a moment Gnarfling
stared into the youth's face like a hare mesmerized by a hawk.

Then, suddenly, the young man was standing directly in front of Ursault's sall.

Gnarfling blinked once in surprise, and a few times more to adjust his vison. He indinctivdy sniffed
for the scent of magic, but dl he smdled on the newcomer was the cumulative effect of severd days on
the road: the faint odor of wet cashmere, the musty stench of dirty clothes, and a perfume that smelled of
dangerous herbs and pending lightning-a scent no doubt meant to mask the other, more mundane amdlls

"l am Landish the Adept,” the young man announced grandly.

Gnafling collected himsdf and folded his stubby arms. "Good for you. Me, | got no business with
the outlandish or the inept. Y ou want | should ask around, and see if someone else might?'

Pure fury smmered in the man's intense gaze, a rage out of scae with the smdl insult. "Are you
certain you have no business with me?' he said meaningfully. "Absolutely certain? Tdl me jordain, whet
anl?'

A smdl szzle of panic raced through Gnarfling, quickly mastered. Surdly this revelaion was nothing
new to Ursault the All-Seeing, and no one ese was close enough to hear the damning secret.

"What are you?' he echoed. "The back end of an ox, so far as| can tdl.”

The man's eyes narrowed.” 'Outlandish and inept,™ he repeated. "A strange choice of words for
someone who purports to be an itinerate fidd hand.”

Gnafling stared for a moment, then his shoulders rose and fdl in a profound sigh.

"A magehound,” he muttered. "And here I'm thinking 1'd outrun every thrice-damned haf-wizard
busybody in Zdathorm's rem. Well, even a dow and stupid hound sometimes blunders into a
vhoricock's nest.”

"A jordaini proverb," Landish said amugly, dearly enjoying himsdf. "You should guard your words
more carefully.”

"Don't see what harm it could do at this point. A magehound,” Gnarfling repeated in disgust.

No," stated Ursaullt.

There was a conviction in that angle word that dismissed dl other possihilities. Gnarfling sent a
puzzled look at the wizard and was astonished at the Smmering wreth in the old man's usudly vague, mild
eyes.

"Mirabdla™ Ursault sad grimly.

The smdl man's heart seemed to legp in his chest like a breaching dolphin. Mirabella was the
woman who'd saved an outcast jordaini babe, one whose stunted form was deemed unsuitable for the
rigorous physica traning given Haruaas warrior-sages. But there was nothing wrong with his mind, and
the soft-hearted midwife charged with his destruction knew enough of jordaini ways to give hm a bit of
the training. Enough to keep him aware and dive-until now, at lesst.

Landish's gaze snapped to the wizard's face and for a moment he looked deeply troubled. His face
cleared.

"Ah. A diviner, | suppose. You see the results of my work, if not the actua workings."

Tour work? What'd you do with Mirabdla?' roared Gnarfling.

He threw himsdf into a charge, his stubby hands legping like twin hounds for the man's skinny
throdt.

Then he stopped, sunned by the white, leprous growth that had appeared on his short digits. As he
stared, the amdl finger on his left hand listed to one side, then broke off entirdy and fdl to the muddy
ground.

"Tha," Landish said succinctly. "She won't be missed. Just as you weren't missed, until now-and
won't be missd after.”

"Mirabdlais not yet dead," Ursault said as he rose to his feet. "She may not die. The old speckled
hen, the one destined for the soup pot, isgoing to lay her first egg since the last new moon. If shelaysitin



the hencoop, Mirabdlawill die. If the hen ventures into the gardens, a tamed hunting kestrel will see her
and swoop. Thiswill draw the eye of a passng hunting party. They will follow their hawk and find
Mirabela. The hunter has a terrible fear of the plague. If he is the fird to see the woman, he will flee in
panic and the others will follow, never knowing what he saw. Bt if his horse throws a shoe-there is a
loose nall and the shoe could be logt any time today or tomorrow-his greenmage daughter will be the firg
to find Mirabella. She can mix the herbs and pray the spells that will cure the woman. The herbs grow
near Mirabellas cottage. She may find them, provided that-"

"Enough!" howled Landish, his dark eyes enormousin his too-pale face. "What madness isthis?'

"He's mad, that's for sure and certain,” Gnarlish said, jerking a leprous thumb toward Ursault, "but
that don't stop him from being right. His way of tdling the future is like throwing a redly big firebdl-the
target can be found somewhere in the big, smoking black hole, if there's anyone Ift to look for it."

Ursault turned the loom around, reveding the weaving and the scenes depicted in it. Landish's face
was dill there, and so was a amdl, snug cottage, complete with speckled hens and an dderly woman
sprawled, facedown and ill, in the courtyard. A soft moan escaped Gnarfling. "You named yoursdf an
Adent,” Ursault said to Landish, "and s0 you are. You are a Shadow Adept, though this is not known to
your master, the necromancer Hsard Imulteer. You intend to ambush and destroy your master, but fear
that your growing powers will give you away before you are strong enough to prevail. Desring to test
your shidds, you prayed to dark Shar, the goddess of shadows and secrets, and she led you to a hidden
jordain. You wished to see if a jordain could perceive your true nature, and you believed that my friend
here presented asmdl risk. Obvioudy heis gifted a perceiving magic in others, or how would he evade
the magehounds for these many years? If he had been able to percelve you for what you are, what harm
could come of it? He could not accuse you without also giving himsaf away.”

The young man's face paled to a papery gray. "This is not possible. No one could know these
thingd"

"They don't cdl him Ursault the All-Seeing for no reason,” retorted Gnarfling.

Landish began to pace. "Yes, | have heard that name" he muttered in a distracted tone. "A wizard
who sees so many possihbilities he cannot discern the truth, paralyzed, driven mad, findly flesing into a
hermit'slife. Seeing dl, knowing al-the possihilities are saggering!”

Gnafling began to see where this was headed. HEd met wizards before who bdlieved they were the
exception to every rule, magicad and otherwise.

He sniffed derisvely and said, "If you're thinking the bat guano in your spdl bag don't stink, think
agan."
But the Adept was no longer interested in his intended quarry. He stopped before Ursault and fixed
his intense black gaze on the older wizard's face. "You can see dl possble futuresinduding those
influenced by practitioners of the Shadow Weave. Thisisa gresat gift, my friend!"

"Gift or curse?" said Ursault softly. "It is difficult to say.”

Landish shook his head vigoroudy. "Hdruaa is famed for wizardry, but few know of the Shadow
Weave. We who are blessed by Shar can move in secret.”

"But as you gan power, your ahility to perceive the workings of Mysra diminish,” Ursault
concluded. "You may be hidden from wizards, but ther ways, in nearly equal messure, are hidden from
you."

"You grasp the dient point,” the young Adept said, nodding approvingly. "Clearly, you do not want
this gift and-forgive me-you have not proven strong enough to handle it. It has become a burden, one |
would gledly lift from you.”

"A little knowledge," cautioned Ursault, "is a wonderful thing."

Landish let out a sardonic chuckle and dismissed this notion with a wave of one skinny hand.
"Come, let us make a bargain. | will give you the herbs needed to cure your short friend and the old
dame who raised him."

"No ded," said Gnafling gernly. "Ursault dready knows what herbs are needed. He can find them
himsdf, no hdp from you."

"Of course he can find them, and of course he can cure you and the old woman-if this, and if that,”



mocked the Adept. "And let us not forget ‘unless this and the other.' Count your fingers-how many
reman? Are you willing to trust your life and the woman's to a mad old wizard, and the whims of fate?"

"Same question, back a you." The amdl man folded his arms. "That mad old wizard could just kill
you and have done with it."

"No," sad Landish anugly, "he couldnt." The wizard considered this dam for a moment then
agreed with agrim nod.

"You see? This discusson is a mere formdity. | could amply take this man's powers from him. He
knows this, and he knows how. It would be easier for me, and far more pleasant dl around, if he yields
them willingly.”

"Magedud," Ursault said curtly. "Take the three of us to Mirabdlas glen, and we will do bettle for
thetitle of All-Seeing."

"Dong" the Adept said glefully. He stepped behind the wizard's sdl and conjured an ova portd,
geaming with dark, purple-black light. He made a mock-courtly gesture for the others to precede him.

Gnarfling charged through the porta and hit the ground running. He bolted toward his foster mother,
dropped to his knees, and gently turned her over with hands that fdt strangely numb. He recoiled in grief
and horror at the ravaged mess the Adept's spdll had made of her face. He lifted one hand to stroke the
old woman's har away from her eyes, and grimaced at the dght of his own hand. He didnt look much
better off.

He looked to the center of the courtyard. The wizards faced each other, an expresson of intense
concentration on each face as they attuned themselves to each other and to their competing Weaves.

A dy gmile crossed Gnafling's face as he percelved the wizard's sratagem: an Adept of the
Shadow Weave would have little power in a magedud arena.

Indeed, a dazed expresson crossed the Adept's face as he ventured into the older wizard's
convoluted mind. His feverish eyes started to dart about, as if tracing the paths of a hundred startled
ground squirrels.

Landish pulled himsdf together with visble effort and said, "As you yoursdf observed, | an
gpprentice to a powerful necromancer. There is dill enough of Mystras art remaining to me to vanquish
you, old man. Surely you foresee this"

"Itisaposshility,” Ursault admitted, "but only one of many."

The younger man sniffed. "A cube, fifty paces on dl sides. | could manage more, but the smdler the
arena, the swifter my victory."

"As you wish." Ursault amiled fantly. "And in defiance of the rules, you may take your spdlfilcher
gem into the arena with you."

He did not point out that the man was intending to do precisdy that, but the meaning was there dl
the same.

Landigh's face flushed at this gentle rebuke, but he spun around and began to stak off his portion of
the arena. Ursault did the same. A tranducent, faintly glowing red cube began to take shape around them,
growing on dl sides as they moved farther apart.

"Jug let him rob you and be done with it," muttered Gnarling. "Thetll serve im right and fair.”

Landish began to mumble the words of a spell. A brilliant golden flame erupted from the ground
before him. Bright droplets turned into insects-deadly magicd fire gnats whose touch could raise blisters
and whose bite could st living flesh aflame.

A fant blue mig surrounded the older wizard as the glowing insects swarmed in. Each one met the
aurawith afant, sharp szze and flared out of existence.

Tremors shook the ground as invisble fingers of necromantic megic reached deep into the soil. The
dearing irred, and smdl puffs of dirt and sod exploded upward as long-dead bones fought their way
into the light. The older wizard countered with a quick gesture, then he clapped his hands sharply
together. A thunderous rumble echoed through the dearing and the old bones shattered to dust.

On the battle raged, and each spdl Landish cast was anticipated and countered. The young man's
thin, walfish face contorted with rage, and he hurled his remaining spells one after another, so quickly that
spd| and counterspell seemed to follow each other as quickly as two sword masters thrusts and parries.



So intent was Gnarfling on the bettle that he did not at first notice the glowing gem on the Adept's
hand. A large amethyd, brilliant purple, was teking on light and power with each of Ursault's
counterspells.

"The spdlfilcher gem,” he muttered, curang Landish as a cheat and coward.

Thelight intendfied urtil it filled the arena and spilled out into the clearing. Findly Ursault collapsed,
fdling to one knee and drawing in long, ragged breaths. As Landish has promised, the process of taking
his magic from him had not been easy or painless.

The Adept stood triumphant in the eerie light. The hand bearing the glowing gem was fisted and held
high, and his eyes shone with the bright, multifaceted dream that was his future.

Gnafling eased Mirabellafrom his arms and went over to haul the old wizard dowly, panfully to his
feet.

"Y ou shoulda thrown the fight," he grumbled.

"And willingly pass this curse to another, even such aman asthis?' Ursault shook his head.

"You knew he was going to win, though.”

"It was a possibility. One of many."

With Gnarfling's help, the wizard made his way over to Mirabella. After a moment he shook his
head. " She needs more hdp than | can give her."

The short man sat back on his heds. "If that and if this”" he mused.

Suddenly he legped to his feet, went to the hencoop and kicked it resoundingly. A hdf dozen hens
exploded from it, squawking in protest. One old biddy scurried into the fidd.

Landish's howl of protest cut through the dearing like a machete. Even before he looked up,
Gnarfling knew what he would see.

Theamdl form of a kestrel circled againgt the clouds. Within moments the hawk went into a diving
stoop, tempted by the plump, dow-moving med below.

The rumble of horses hooves turned thunderous as the hunting party burst from the forest and onto
the old corduroy path. Gnarfling blinked in surprise a the 9ze of the entourage: a least 9x wizards, plus
squires and a plain-faced young woman in smple tunic and trews. That would be the greenmage.

Her gaze fdl upon the old woman, and she let out a smdl cry. A bolt of lightning szzled toward
her-and was stopped just short of a strike by an answering bolt flaring from one of the mounted wizards.
The hunters spurred their horses toward Landish. They dismounted and began to circle the young adept.

"You didnt mention the other wizards," Gnarfling said. Ursault amiled fantly. "Knowledge is not
quite the same as wisdom. It is not necessary or wise to speak of everything you know."

But Landish had not yet acquired this wisdom. He advanced swiftly, his hand figed and his
spdfilcher ring held out to capture the firg spdl flung a him.

"Thefirg of many," Ursault observed. He sghed in resignation.

"What's going to happen?' Gnarfling asked. He suddenly seemed to hear his own words and
grimaced. "Sorry. Old habit."

"The only thing that could happen,” the wizard replied. "The ability to recognize severd possble
futures does not grant a corresponding ability to avoid them.

Gnarfling responded with a nod and an evil grin. When severd powerful wizards were concerned,
one possible future apiece seemed more than enough to ensure the Adept's thorough and messy demise,

The battle that followed was swift but violent enough to meet Gnarfling's expectations. When dl that
remained of Landish the Adept was a amoking, greasy circle on the blasted clearing, the greemnage came
up and took Gnarfling's hands between hers.

"The same blight," she murmured, her brows pulled down in a deep frown. "It is a necromantic spell,
but not one | have seen before™

"Areyou not Suzza Indoulur, niece to Lord Basdl of Hdar?' asked Ursaullt.

Her eyes widened, and she responded with a nod.

“Your nameis spoken as a capable greenmage, but did | not also hear that you are sudying for the
priesthood of Azuth?"

"News travels swiftly through this forest,” she said cautioudy.



"The herba potions and prayer gpels of Congtandia of Azuth againg the leprous blight may prove
efficacious,” suggested Ursault. "Even a novice priestess might be granted such a spell. | believe | saw
some wild priestcap flowers just off the path. Shdl | gather some for you?'

She considered this, nodded, then set to work. In short order Mirabdla was stting comfortably,
gpping a geaming herba brew as the greenmage gently smoothed priest-cap ointment over the old
woman's face. Gnarfling was grinning like a gargoyle and flexing his ten pink fingers, which were longer
and more dexterous than they'd been before Landish's spdl and Suzzas heding minigtrations.

"I can make more ointment for your legs, if you like" the greenmage offered. "It may lengthen them,
asit did your fingersto match the rest of you,” she said hurriedly. "I mean no offense. Everything dse
seems judt fine Thet is, a man as handsome of face and form . . . What | meant to say was . . ." She
tralled off a second time, her lips folded tightly together and her face blooming avivid pink.

Gnafling considered this, astonishment and hope dawning in his eyes. "Might not hurt to even things
out amite" he sad casudly. "Kind of you to offer.”

The greenmage sent him a tentative amile and set to work with a wooden bowl and pestle. She
scooped the ointment into a smdl pot and pointed to a curving mark carved into the pottery.

"Thisismy family Sgil. Trace it with one finger and repest the words | will give you, and it will bring
you to our estates near Halar. | would like to see you again to make sure the cure is progressing.”

"Andif it doesn't?" asked Gnarfling, gesturing to his stubby limbs.

The greenmage's soft amile didn't fdter. "Even then.” She spoke a short, strange word and had
Gnafling repeat it. When she was stisfied with his pronunciation, she rose in one swift, surprisngly
graceful move and strode to the impatient band of wizards. Her father's squire handed her the kestrd,
and she tied the little hawk's jesses to her saddle pomme. They rode off without a backward glance,
their horses dlatering over the rough corduroy path.

Gnafling watched them go, and for the firs time, his future seemed bright with possbilities He
turned to his wizard companion.

Force of habit prompted him to ask, "What now?' Ursault's amile held a world of contentment. "I
have no idea.”

AsrideTheWind
Philip Athans

7 Alturiak, the Year of Wild Magic

Adtride the Wind tucked his wings close to his body and fdt his dive accelerate. Bdow him, the
srange boat grew rapidly as hefdl toward it. He could fed Atop the Sky next to him and could fed the
cool rush of ar from his own wake buffet the other kenku. To his credit, Atop the Sky rode the winds
wadl. His dive was tight and fast- dmogt astight and fast as Agtride the Wind's.

He focused on the men in the flying boat, and his vison narrowed. The firg barrage of arrows from
Adlride the Wind's brother kenku flashed among the soldiers. The arrow shefts ricocheted off the
soldiers gleaming gold armor, sngpping and bouncing usdesdy away without harming a single one of the
dartled humans.

Adtride the Wind tightened his grip on his scimitar and continued his fast dive. The arrows shot by
the three kenku archers were meant as a diverson anyway, but Agtride the Wind was disgppointed and
concerned that of the three none had found a mark.

Two of the soldiers looked off the starboard side of the flying boat and pointed in unison in the
direction of the kenku archers. Adride the Wind risked a glance in that direction and saw the
archers-Embracing the Clouds, Whirling on High, and Above it All-fluff their wings to dow and pull to
their right and down.

As he watched this, Adtride the Wind muttered the ancient words passed from chief to chief for dl
the higory of the Soaring Heghts Clan. From the corner of his eye he saw Atop the Sky pull farther
away from him, knowing well enough to give im a bit of room. In the ar around Adride the Wind
appeared firg one, then a second, then a third and a fourth identical kenku to himsdf. The images



mimicked his every move, diding through the ar around him in a swirling dance guaranteed to confuse
any opponent.

It might have been the sudden appearance of the images or maybe he was just wdl trained, but one
of the soldiersfindly looked up. Astride the Wind had aways had some difficulty tdling one human from
any other, but these 9x men were nearly as identica to each other as the magicdly conjured images were
to Adtride the Wind. The soldier who looked up had the same close-cropped black har as the other five
His eyes, though, were bright green.

Adtride the Wind expected the man's eyes to bulge in surprise or even fear. He expected the man to
have some reaction to the sght of Sx kenku is a sharp dive in the direction of the top of his head, but
there was nathing. The man with the green eyes took note of them and drew his black sword. He opened
his mouth to say something and pulled his sword back to sirike, but Astride the Wind was there. The
kenku fdt his blade take the man's head off, and there was a spray of red as Adtride the Wind swished
past and down.

The magic images followed Adtride the Wind down dong the side of the flying boat. An image came
within reach of one of the gold-armored soldiers, who dashed back and around without even looking and
took the image under its right wing. If that had redly been Astride the Wind, the dash would have gutted
him. Instead, the image burst painlesdy in a flash of green and disappeared.

At the same time, Atop the Sky spun his carved wooden g&ff in a circular blur at his Sde, awvay
from hiswing and smashed the wood into the side of a soldier with crooked teeth-or he tried to, at least.
The soldier with crooked teeth took one quick step back and placed the wide, heavy blade of his black
sword into the blur of the spinning daff. The gaff was cut deanly in two. Atop the Sky followed Adtride
the Wind down and under the boat with a squawk of frugration.

The kenku-Adtride the Wind, his three remaining images, and Atop the Sky-pulled their wings out to
their 9des and twisted them to dip under the boat and begin a gentle arc back up the other sde. They
were as tdl and nearly as heavy as the humans they fought, but they were birds. Adride the Wind
opened his beak to taste the dry ar over the burming wastdands of Anauroch and sensed a storm
brewing in the distance. The clouds were over the mountains and would Stay there.

They'll need to be drawn there, Agride the Wind thought to his companion.

To the mountains, Atop the Sky responded directly into Agtride the Wind's mind. To the storm,
yes?

Draw them there, Adtride the Wind told him.

The soldier with the crooked teeth looked over the edge of the boat just intime to meet the last two
of the party of seven kenku. Borne on the Drafts and Suspended in Air were coming up from below
dmog as fagt as Adride the Wind and Atop the Sky came down from on high. Suspended in Air's
scimitar was out in front of him, and though Adtride the Wind was sure his friend was going for the
soldier's face, the tip of the scimitar drove hard into the man's chest. The human with the crooked teeth
fel back hard into the boat.

As Adtride the Wind came up dong the opposite side of the flying boat, he saw the man with the
crooked teeth sprawled on his back in the bottom of the strange vessdl. He was breathing hard but was
dready darting to stand. Suspended in Air's blade had falled to penetrate the ornate gold armor.

Adtride the Wind turned his attention to the human who had diminated one of hisimages. Again, this
humen looked like a copy of the others, but he held his black sword in grotesquely hairy hands, hands
like the hands of an ape-which iswhat these crestures were, after dl.

Adtride the Wind, his three magica images dancing around and through him, swooped in a the boat.
The man with the hairy hands tried to follow them dl. His jaw was set, and his eyes were narrow. He
was obvioudy trying to figure out which was the redl Adtride the Wind but was having no luck. Hed seen
one of the images disappear into thin air and didn't seem to want to be fooled again.

Adtride the Wind's scimitar rang againg the human's black sword, and the blow sent a vibration up
the kenku's powerful arm, rattling the humanoid bird's skull and momentarily blurring his sharp vison. The
human's grunt made Adtride the Wind think he'd fet the same thing.

One of the images passed in front of Adtride the Wind, and another passed through him. Adride the



Wind turned one wing down to move out of the range of the hairy-handed human's blade. The kenku
made the motions of a dud to keep the images active. The human stepped back, dill trying to figure out
which kenku was red and which illuson.

Adtride the Wind took a second to scan the other soldiers and saw one of them, a man wearing a
shiny copper ring, pull something amdl from a bet pouch. Atop the Sky and Suspended in Air were
swooping in to engage the other soldiers and were coming in for another pass. For some reason Adride
the Wind redlized jugt then that none of the humans were speaking. Atride the Wind's experience with
humans was limited, but he remembered them doing a lot of shouting and talking. Atop the Sky, his g&ff
in both hands, shrieked a war cry and pulled around to face the boat. The man with the copper ring
threw whatever it was held taken out of his belt pouch a Atop the Sky and Suspended in Air. Adride
the Wind cracked a ped of kenku laughter redizing it was a amdl stone. The human was throwing rocks
a them.

Atop the Sky ducked the thrown rock eeslly and Adride the Wind thought to him, Careful, Atop
the Sky, they're throwing rocks at-

The flash was white at firgt, followed quickly by a railing mass of orange brilliance. The light burned
Adrride the Wind's vison and made him close his eyes. He heard Atop the Sky and Suspended in Air
scream in unison and fdt awave of thought from them that was the beginning of their dying wishes. It was
thelr good-byes to the Soaring Haghts Clan.

The orange fire broke apart in the ar to reved the blackened forms of Atop the Sky and Suspended
in Air, feathers gone from therr wings. They fdl impotently, dead. Atop the Sky's sted scimitar whirled,
oinning down next to the bodies. Adtride the Wind had come with 9x seasoned warriors of the Soaring
Heights Clan, the dlan that called him chief, to confront sx of the humans. One of the humans was dead,
but now Adtride the Wind had lost two of his own.

The man with the hairy hands growled something in his indeci pherable human tongue and Adtride the
Wind saw that another of his conjured images was gone.

* * % % %

Some seventeen hundred years before, the kenku who would one day form the Soaring Haghts
Clan were an undisciplined, barbaric race who lived high in the Columns of the Sky and hunted in the
Myconid Forest north of Shade Enclave. The kenku sometimes harassed the citizens of the town of
Conch, which sat on the eastern dopes of the Columns of the Sky.

They could not speak. They had no written language, and their manners were more like the birds
they resembled than the humans they stole from. They had mastered fire and were carving crude tools
from shde and wood. Strangely, they were devoid of reigion and superdtition. They had no mythology or
philosophy. They had no fear of gods or mortals.

Kaerdonn Jurnelle was determined to put an end to that.

He was cdled "Generd," though the title was more ceremonid than a red military rank. The men he
commanded were assassins, scouts-the sort of soldiers who went in ether fird or last, but never in the
middle, and never in force. Not dl of them were human. Kaeralonn drew his operatives from whatever
race or congtruct was mogt suited for the misson at hand. He employed everything from enormous,
powerful, and mindless golems to fickle and wily sprites.

The kenku were brought to his attention by a farmer who sold barley to Shade Enclave and kept an
eye on the village of Conch for the Twelve Princes. Kagraonn paid the farmer wel for a dead kenku,
then he erased the man's memory and began sudying the bird-men in greet detall.

Scouts, Kaeralonn thought. These creatures would make exceptiona scouts.

Kaerdonn put the dead kenku on ice and started to think. He walked the streets of Shade, saled
through the cool skies on his private skiff, and haunted the libraries of House Tanthul.

The plan formed quickly enough. It was a smple plan and one held used before. Kaeralonn was
three hundred years old and did very little quickly. It was months before he opened the sdf-freezing
casket and began to thaw the dead kenku.



As the bird-man thawed, Kaeraonn removed the arrows and sedled the wounds. He set the
creature's broken wing and helped some misang feathers to grow back. When the time was right, he
brought in a priest of Shar, who muttered his prayers and waved his hands and brought the kenku back
to life

The creature burst up from the table and the sound of its wings unfurling echoed in Kaeradonn's
laboratory. The priest grumbled and stepped back, but Kaerdonn smiled and stepped forward. It was a
beautiful beast, and Kaerdonn knew it would serve him well.

The kenku twitched its head to take in the chamber, crowded with glass and apparatus. It glanced
Sdeways a the priet, then fixed its eyes on Kaeralonn, who had just finished a hadtily-cast spell.

Release me, avoice, dill with panic and indignation, vibrated in Kaerdonn's mind.

"Isthat you?' Kaeraonn asked the kenku, then he thought, That was you, wasn't it?

Release me, the kenku repeated into Kaeralonn's mind, the voice less ghill now and more ingstent.

Kaerdonn could fed the spdl held just cast fill his own mind, wragpping around the kenku's Slent
Speech.

You are among friends now, Kaerdonn thought to the kenku. | would like you to stay.

"I will take my leave now," the priest said, dmogt gartling Kaeralonn, certainly annoying him.

Kaerdonn waved the chubby little man away and didn't watch him shuffle out and dam the door
behind him.

Who are you? the kenku asked. Kaerdonn stepped closer to the kenku and held out his right hand.

| am Kaeralonn Jurneille of Shade Enclave. | would like us to be very close friends. Please, tell
me your name and take my hand.

The kenku tipped its head to one sde and stared hard into Kagralonn's eyes. | am known as
Amidst the Blue, the creature responded.

Amidst the Blue, Kaerdonn sent. That is a beautiful name.

The kenku reached out with one feathered arm and put its strong hand into Kaeralonn's.

Good, Kaerdonn thought. You will be a leader among your people, Amidst the Blue. Your
name will be written in all the histories of the kenku, for a thousand generations to come-a
thousand-thousand.

Leader? Amidd the Blue asked, obvioudy confused. Written? Histories?

Kaeralonn smiled and responded aoud, "Firs among many . . . chief. . . . The rest, youll learn. I'll
teach you magic, as wel. And you will teach your people.”

Teach, Amidd the Blue repested. Magic. Yes. You are a friend.

Kaerdonn laughed and drew back so the kenku could step down from the table. There was another
rudle of wings, and Amidgt the Blue sank to the floor, dill a good head tdler than Kaeraonn.

The humean didn't want to give himsdf away so he kept the words "charmed” and "enchanted” out of
hismind. He never let himsdf think the word "dave"" He knew what the kenku was and what his people
would be-the kenku would figure it out soon enough.

* k * k %

Adtride the Wind smashed his curved blade at the human's midsection, but the man with hairy hands
was fast enough to drop his heavy black sword to his Sde and smash the kenku's wegpon away.

The mountains, brothers, Adride the Wind sent to the other kenku. Withdraw and let the fools
follow.

Adtride the Wind faked another dice to the man's mid-section, and when the human drew his blade
around to block it, the kenku tucked his wings tight againg his sde. Adtride the Wind fdl back and
kicked up with one thin, bony leg. At the end of the frail-looking leg was a formidable four-toed taon.
His own red cape hillowed up behind him and momentarily blocked Agtride the Wind's vison. The talon
scraped againg the human's golden armor with athin shriek that made the fine feethers dong Adtride the
Wind's spine fluff.

The human dodged backward a step, though, so was unable to take advantage of Adride the



Wind'sill-consdered, faled attack.

Under the clouds, brothers, Adride the Wind sent as he did his wings through the ar and drew
himsdf back up-just intime to see the hairy-handed human whip his black blade at his neck.

Adtride the Wind spanked it away with his scimitar and grabbed the flying boat's thick-walled
gunwae with one talon, lifting himsdlf up and out of the way of the human's follow-on attack. One of the
meagicd images passed through him and drew itsdf up as well. The human's sword connected with the
image's scimitar. The resulting dang made the savvy human squint with suspicion.

A flash of green and brown drew Adtride the Wind's attention sharply upward. Borne on the Drafts
passed close over his head and flew fast away. Looking back down, Adtride the Wind sent his scimitar
fagt and hard in an overhand chop a the hary-handed human's unprotected head. The two images
followed, and the human made a dartlingly effective attempt at blocking dl three of them. The result was
that he actudly dodged two of the triple chops-including Adride the Wind's very red and very deadly
grike. The human did his sword up the second images blade and found the weak space under the
images left wing. The image popped out of exisence, didting a frustrated grimace from the human
oldier.

Two of the other soldiers stepped up, ther heavy-booted footsteps sending resounding thumps
through the dense wood of the flying boat. Astride the Wind turned and flapped his wings furioudy & his
sdes. The remaning magicd image did the same, of course, and the result was three startled, confused
humen soldiers. Unfortunately the confusion didn't last long-at least for two of them. The human with the
scar on his cheek danced forward and pushed the tip of hiswide black sword into the image's abdomen.
The phantasm disappeared, leaving Adtride the Wind done, sanding on the gunwde with his wings
outstretched behind him.

The human with the hairy hands came on srong and fast, and Adtride the Wind parried one attack
after another until the humean's blade findly found a way in, dashing the kenku across the chest. The cut
waan't deep, but blood and feathers flew, and Astride the Wind cawed in pain.

Adtride the Wind's cry turned into a more complex vocdization as he kicked out with the talon that
waan't dill locked onto the gunwae. He spun to the right and kicked a the man with the hary hand. The
human dodged back, and the kenku's claws pinked harmlesdy off his gold armor. The man with the scar
on his face tried to take advantage of Adtride the Wind's faled kick and attempted to cut the kenku's
wing off. Astride the Wind tucked his wing in and down quickly, sending the man with the scar on his
cheek off-baance.

Adride the Wind brought his scimitar around fast into the sumbling human with the scar on his
cheek. At the same time he kicked his free tdon back up into the face of the recovering man with the
hary hands. The kenku took hold of the hairy-handed soldier's face as the scimitar bit deeply into the
throat of the man with the scar on his cheek. Blood flew from the scarred man, and Adride the Wind
released the power of the spell held cast. The man with the hairy hands kicked impotently, and there was
the amdl of burning flesh. The man's black hair stood up on end as if he were fluffing his plume in some
sort of dying ritud.

Both of the humansfdl to the deck, dead. One pumped his blood in ever-decreasing gouts onto the
old wood of the deck. The man with the hairy hands shivered and tensed, his face black, and his eyes
rolled back white.

Adride the Wind saw the man with the copper ring- the man who'd killed Atop the Sky and
Suspended in Air with magic fire-pulling another stone from his belt. The human was stepping backward
and was pressed againd the ral farther dong the boat and on the other side. The human's legs touched
the solid rail. The copper ring glinted in the sunlight, and Astride the Wind twitched. The man brought the
stone up, and Astride the Wind tensed to spring but fdt confident hed be blown to bits, burned, frozen,
or disntegrated before he could cut diagondly across the boat. The human's mouth drew up in an
unreadable expression, then his eyes rolled back in his head and his eydlids flittered closed. The soldier
dumped back, gtting on the rall for haf a second before he flipped back and over therail.

Adtride the Wind opened his mouth in surprise and looked back. The other kenku were riding the
currents forty yards or more from the boat. Adtride the Wind made eye contact with Whirling on High,



who had cast the spdll.

My thanks, brother, Adride the Wind sent. Whirling on High's thoughts drifted slently across the
distance to echo in Adtride the Wind's head, Are you with us?

Without bothering to answer, Adride the Wind folded his wings tight againg his body-the soldier
with crooked teeth swiped at him with his black sword, but missed-and let imsdf tip over off the side of
the boat. The man with the copper ring, dill sound aseep, was spinning to his death thousands of feet
below.

Adride the Wind fdl after him but not very far. He closed his eyes just long enough to will himsdlf
invisble, and he faded from the Sght of others. It was something held been able to do for a while. It had
just come to him- come naturdly-one day.

Adtride the Wind flew fast toward his brothers, zigzagging tightly in case one of the soldiers had
another one of those dangerous stones. The other four kenku were aready flying fast and in a wide
formation toward the distant mountains. Astride the Wind let himsdlf be seen again judt as he did into the
head of the formation. There were only two soldiers dill dive of the Sx. Under normd circumstances,
two humans who'd seen four of their friends killed would flee or surrender. Adtride the Wind knew,
though, that what set his people againg these humans in the first place was an old and heartfdt hatred.
These humans would not fleg, and they would not surrender. Adtride the Wind was confident that these
soldiers would follow them.

Ahead were the low mountains, dry and brown. The Soaring Heights Clan were from the Turnback
Mountains, higher than the dry crags ahead of them. They had spent centuries avoiding contact with
humans and hunting in the nearby Frozen Forest. Now the old enemy was back - Netherese soldiersin a
flying boat.

Adtride the Wind looked back and saw the two soldiers turn their boat. The vessel came about, and
they followed the kenku. Astride the Wind sent out a roaring cdl of chalenge that faded into a satisfied,
avian laugh.

Amidd the Blue was beginning to understand the human language. He'd been with his new friend
Kaeradonn for ayear and in that time had brought dozens of kenku to Shade Enclave - the massve flying
dty of the impressve archwizards. Kaerdonn was his friend and had taught him much, but there were
things that gave the proud kenku pause.

They were back in the cage room again. Amidst the Blue had been there four times over the past
few months. He was there smply to watch, which was dl he did. The firg time hed been brought there
Amidd the Blue was unable to understand what he was seeing. The second time he was nervous, and
Kaerdonn had to speak to him in soathing tones to hep cdm him down. The third time he dtarted to
undergand what Kaerdonn was doing. The fourth time hefdt . . . offended . . . confused . . . unhappy.

"They can judt fly out through the cailing,” the old man said, waving a hand at the cage with the open
roof. Kagrdonn shrugged and said, "Theyll try." The old men was vidting and Amids the Blue
understood that Kaeralonn was concerned about the stranger's opinion. Amidst the Blue had never seen
his trusted humean friend so concerned about the opinion of another. "You devised this . . . protocol
yoursdf, then?' the old man asked. Amidgt the Blue could fed his suspicion and doubt.

Kaeralonn shrugged and said, "There is some precedence in the literature, but it's best when
modified where appropriate to the subjects.”

Amidd the Blue wasn't sure wha the humans were taking about. Spoken language was dill
uncomfortable for him, and some of the words they were usng were too complex for the kenku to
understand.

Kaerdonn waved to ayoung assistant who pulled a lever that opened a sted door in the wal of the
cage. Suspicious and twitching, four naked kenku passed through the doorway and into the cage. The
door dammed shut behind them, gartling them, and they scattered to the corners of the cage. One
looked up dmost immediatdy and saw the hole in the calling. Amidgt the Blue thought the kenku prisoner
would soar through the opening and out into the free air, but held seen the process happen too many
times Though he knew it pleased Kaeralonn when the kenku responded to his teaching, Amids the Blue
was secretly disappointed when the kenku cowered in the corner. "Theyll stay in the cage?' the old man



asked. "They'vedl tried to fly out at one time or another,” Kagraonn explained. "Every time one tries it
dl four are subjected to low-leve lightning magic they find most unpleasant. Eventudly they stop trying to
get through." "How long does that expensve and bothersome process go on?' the old man asked,
rubbing his chin and looking at the trapped kenku in a way that made Amidst the Blue fed bad, despite
the fact that this was Kaeralonn's friend.

Kaerdonn shrugged. "Some are more persistent than others, but | think this group is ready to move
on," he said, then turned to the assstant. "Send in the new subject.”

The assistant nodded and opened a second sted doorway in the cage. A young mae kenku burst
through the opening with a defiant shriek that made Amidst the Blues heart legp in response. The strong
young kenku grabbed the bars of the cage with both tdons and used his wings to shake the bars
vidently. The cage held, and eventudly the vitd young mde looked up. When he saw the opening in the
roof, the young kenku leaped into the air-

-and dl four of the other kenku dived on him. Tdons tore and wings buffeted, and soon the young
mde was overwhelmed, held down firmly to the floor by shrieking, terrified kenku. Amidst the Blue could
hear the mind-screams of the attacking kenku-a cacophony of sngle words lacking the complexity and
subtlety of Kaeraonn's humen tongue.

Pan.

Stop.

No.

Pain.

"Extreordinary,” the old man said.

Kaeraonn smiled and said, "They learn dowly, but they learn.”

The old man ran a hand through the wispy remnants of his white hair and said, "But you had the
lightning ready judt in case.”

Kaerdonn laughed. "No," he replied. "No need. Not now. Theyll be their own jailers now."

The old man nodded, and Amidd the Blue began to slently weep.

* %k %k % %

Adride the Wind's laugh was dill hanging in the high air when he turned back to look at the flying
boat. There were only two soldiers Ieft dive, the one with crooked teeth and the other with sketches of
gray in hisblack hair. They were fallowing quickly.

Keep them on our tails, brothers, Adride the Wind told the other four surviving kenku, but not too
close.

Aheed of them, deep gray clouds roiled over the jagged tops of the rugged mountainsfertile fields
for Adtride the Wind's purposes. The soldiers were fallowing them there, and though they'd suffered
losses, Adiride the Wind had reason to be optimigtic. All that was left was for the Enemy to appear.
Adride the Wind was sure he would. He had to.

Thefog that appeared before them in a supernaturd burst of billowing yelow-green set Adride the
Wind's feathers on edge. It smdled of poison and foul magic. Astride the Wind tipped the leading edges
of hiswings down and drew his taloned feet in tightly. His head dipped and the rest of his body followed
inatight, fast dive. He missed the front of the conjured fogbank and twisted in the ar so he could see it
pass above him. Borne on the Drafts and Embracing the Clouds swerved past it, smart and agile enough
to keep even the tips of their wings from cutting the migt. Whirling on High and Above it All were
nowhere to be seen. Embracing the Clouds shrieked an audible warning.

Where are they? Adride the Wind asked the minds of his comrades.

They couldn't turn in time to-Borne on the Drafts began then stopped when Embracing the Clouds
shrieked again.

Whirling on High and Above it All, proud kenku warriors both, fdl from the bottom of the cloud
traling Sckly mig and shrivding feathers. Even from a distance Adtride the Wind knew they were dead
and knew hisingincts were correct when he'd avoided the strange fog.



Sed yourselves, brothers, Adride the Wind sent.

The reply was a feding without words, Borne on the Drafts and Embracing the Clouds would fly
with him to destroy the enemy. Adtride the Wind never thought otherwise.

Adtride the Wind pulled up past the back end of the cloud, facing the flying boat. A breath caught in
his throat when he saw the third man there. He was tal and lithe, young but not youthful, wrapped in the
confining robes of human mages. His hands were clasped in front of him and his eyes blazed with a
commeanding light. His face was a mask of jagged scars. The two soldiers were turned to face him and
Adtride the Wind could see the newcomer's mouth moving. He was giving them orders and they were
ligening intently. This new human was the Enemy, the daver, the generd.

Jurneille.

He is come, brothers, Agtride the Wind told the other kenku. To the mountains. To the heavy

sky.

Borne on the Drafts and Embracing the Clouds beat ther wings furioudy as they passed the dowly
anking cloud of yellow-green poison and tore off in the direction of the mountains. Astride the Wind hung
on athermd and chattered a series of words passed from chief to chief. Bolts of blue-green energy burst
from his chest and flashed through the sky faster than the fastest swift. Their path took them unerringly
toward the hated enemy.

The human looked up from his soldiers and fixed his eyes on the onrushing missles.

See them coming, Slaver? Adride the Wind thought. The last thing your eyes will-

The archwizard held out a hand and the bolts of energy, which in Astride the Wind's experience had
never faled to hit their mark, veered off and passed only a few inches from the man's blowing robes. The
curve of ther deflected path brought the missles damming into the face of the soldier with the gray in his
hair. The soldier's head exploded in a burgt of light and his body fdl limply onto the deck of the flying
boat.

Adtride the Wind screamed in frudration and turned back to join Borne on the Drafts and
Embracing the Clouds, the mountains now looming close ahead.

We done, Chief, a voice echoed in Adride the Wind's head.

It couldnt be the human, Agtride the Wind thought. But it is, was the man's response. Enemy!
Adtride the Wind raged back, not turning to look at the man.

Theman sent alaugh into Agtride the Wind's mind that tickled the kenku's throat.

Your father taught you well, Chief, the man persisted, as his father taught him, and his father
taught him, back along the lines of your flea-speck generations to when | taught your savage
ancestor the glory of the Weave.

In the name of what your father's father's father did to my people, Shade, Adride the Wind
sent, | will send you back to the hell you've been-

It was me, Chief, the man interrupted. | live now as | lived then. For every spel you cast, for
ever sorcery you inherit, 1 have a thousand more at my command. Only a savage like yourself, a
low thing, would think it difficult to live a thousand years, or two thousand, or three.

Adtride the Wind beat his wings rapidly to press farther on, his eyes glued to the prize ahead. If
what this man daimed was true, his victory would be dl the swester.

Do you not remember me, kenku? The man sent. Astride the Wind swalowed in a dry throat and
saw in his mind's eye the paintings on the wal of the High Cave, the home of his people. The pantings
were as old as the Soaring Heights Clan, and told the story of the dty on the floaing mountain, the
soldiersin ther flying boats, the misary of servitude, and the disappearance of the hated city just before
its neighbors were thrown to the unforgiving ground by the hand of a dying goddess. They remembered.
They dl remembered. Ahead the blackening air above the ragged mountains beckoned. Agtride the Wind
flew faster, and Borne on the Drafts and Embracing the Clouds were dongsde him.

You are certain, Astride the Wind? Borne on the Drafts asked, a wave of uncertainty
accompanying the thought. Adtride the Wind did his best to transfer a sense of purpose and confidence,
but he couldn't fed if Borne on the Drafts took it dl in or not. We are our only hope, he added.

Borne on the Drafts's shiver sent a tremble through the air. Whirling on High was his older brother,



born in the same mother's nest three years before. And Whirling on High was dill spirding, inert, to a
dismd, londy death on the desert sands below.

Adtride the Wind fet awave of heet pass up his back and he dropped a couple feet to let whatever
it was pass. There was aflash of orange light in front of him-an oblong bolt of fire as long as his forearm
had rocketed over him. He glanced back and saw severa more arcing toward he and his comrades from
the outstretched hands of the Enemy. A bolt of flame narrowly missed Embracing the Clouds and another
passed within a handspan of Adtride the Wind. Borne on the Drafts cawed when one caught the hem of
histunic and singed it, nearly setting the garment ablaze.

He means to burn ud Borne on the Drefts sent, the thought edged with panic.

| mean to get your attention, hatchling, the man replied, the dien voice like stagnant water in
Adtride the Wind's mind. It has been a long time, but there is much to do now, and Shade Enclave
requires the efforts of all those who serve her now or served her then. You are recalled. Blood
boiled in Adtride the Wind's feathered head. You ask us to fly into your chains merely because you
wish 1t? And | thought your hateful arrogance mere legend.

The kenku heard the Enemy laugh in both hismind and ears.

| offer you the opportunity to participate in the refounding of the greatest empire this world
has ever known. If that's arrogance, then so be it.

Astride the Wind, Borne on the Drafts sent, the thought jittery and unsure, are you certain? If
what you said is true, then ...

Foeak it, hatchling, Kaeralonn prodded. Adtride the Wind redlized that he and Borne on the Drafts
had been drding, the boat ganing on them rapidly. He glanced a Embracing the Clouds, now drding
himsdf some fifty yards or more closer to the railing, gray mountain air.

The mountains, brothers, Embracing the Clouds urged. Come with us, Borne on the Drafts,
Adiride the Wind sent. This human would own you. He has nothing to offer us but misery. Come.

But he made us ... Borne on the Drafts replied, the young kenku's eyes fixed on the rapidly
goproaching boat. He gave us what we ...

Adride the Wind looked back a Borne on the Drafts as he came around the far end of the cirdle he
was making in the air. The boat was moving with a purpose toward Borne on the Drafts, who twisted in
the ar and brought his own gentle arc closer to the vessd. Kaerdonn amiled through his scars with a
toothy, ferd grin. With a curve of one wing, Adtride the Wind broke his gentle circle and dived toward
Borne on the Drafts, racing the flying boat to his confused, frightened, overwhelmed clanmate. Kaerdonn
reached out a hand to Borne on the Drafts, who was passing dowly down toward the boat, his wings
ballooned out at his Sdes to dow his descent. Adtride the Wind tucked hiswingsin tight and reached out
with his free |eft hand to grab for Borne on the Draftss rugtling tunic.

The soldier with the crooked teeth leaned far over therall of the boat, holding his black sword out in
front of him. Adtride the Wind, too intent on grabbing Borne on the Drafts out of the way of the Enemy,
flew dead into the blade. The sword bit deeply into Agtride the Wind's side, but he managed to spin in
the ar so that the fine edge clicked off arib.

The maneuver saved his life but made it impossible to grab Borne on the Drafts. Adtride the Wind
let hmsdf fdl a few feet, traling a spray of blood and looking up. The boat eased past the dowly
descending Borne on the Dréfts, and the archwizard's fingers brushed the sde of the young kenku's
beak.

No! Adride the Wind screamed into the minds of friend and foe dike, but there was nothing he
could do.

Borne on the Draftss body giffened at the touch and the light went out of his eyes. Like his brother,
Borne on the Drafts began to fal, diff and lifdess, to the dry ground below.

Kaerdonn made that hideous human sound they cdled a laugh and looked down a Adride the
Wind. All | want is you this time, Chief, descendant of Amidst the Blue.

No! Adride the Wind screamed again. He shot both wings out to grab the air and turned away from
the sght of Borne on the Draftss fdling corpse. With strength born of anger and revulson, he beat his
wings furioudy againg the uncompromising ar and soared to meet the drcling, impatient Embracing the



Clouds.

Were alone, Embracing the Clouds, the kenku sent to his last comrade. The time has come to
finish this.

Embracing the Clouds gave a ragged squawk of agreement and flew fast toward the mountains,
Asdtride the Wind lagging behind.

Fly, Chief, the hated Enemy called. There's nowhere you can go where | can't chase you, no
lifetime you can resigt that | can't wait out. You will come to me as your ancestor did, and you'll
deliver the rest of your people as he did, and you will teach them to serve me as he taught them to
do. It's your destiny to serve asit's my destiny to command-in the name of Netheril, in the name of
Shade, in the name of common sense.

Adride the Wind's beak clamped shut, his feathers ruffled, and a wave of hot blood flooded
through histingling body. Hisvison narrowed to a focused point, and he flew fagter than held ever flown
before.

No, brother! Embracing the Clouds caled from behind him. This way!

Adtride the Wind ignored him. Instead of fallowing his own ingtructions, his own plan to lead the
humen to the heavy, energy-rich air above the mountains, he shot at the boat like an arrow and smashed
into the sde. The flying vessd tipped violently and the impact sent a wave of pain burning through the
kenku's injured sde. Blood flowed and bright stars exploded in his vison.

The last remaning Netherese soldier fdl from the boat but managed to grab the side. His face
twigted in a red, sweeting grimace, he hung there, hislife depending soldy on the strength of his left hand.
The headless corpse of his comrade-in-arms tumbled over the sde and spun medly, traling blood as it
fdl.

Adtride the Wind recovered quickly from the impact and though the pain in his side was ill intense,
he managed to get hiswings back onto the air. He caught a fast rigng thermd at the edge of the mountain
range and rode it upward. Behind him, the Enemy snarled through a string of nonsensicad words. Astride
the Wind honestly couldn't tel the difference between an incantation and the human's normd speech, so
he braced himsdf for anything. He smdlled a faint whiff of sulfur and before he took the time to make a
conscious decison, he tucked and dived out of the way.

The world exploded in heat and raling red-orange fire in a rgpidly-expanding sphere above him.
Singed but not blistered, Astride the Wind swooped out of the way even as the fire burned itsdf out into
asngle puff of black smoke that fouled the air.

Adtride the Wind looked back at the boat and saw the soldier with the crooked teeth get his right
hand onto the edge of the dill teetering boat. The soldier's sword was safdly in its scabbard at his belt.
The man's face was more relaxed, confident that he had avoided a mile-long fdl to his death.

An arrow came from behind Agtride the Wind and above his head and dammed into the Side of the
boat. Splinters shot into the soldier's face and he gasped. The edge of the boat broke off and the soldier
seemed to hang in the dill ar an inch off the side of the flying boat. Then he screamed as he fel, his ams
twirling and his body spinning.

Adtride the Wind looked up and back a Embracing the Clouds, who was banking back toward the
mountains holding his longbow in hisleft hand.

WA shot, brother, Adride the Wind sent.

| serve the clan, was Embracing the Clouds's reply. The mountains? The heavy air?

Adride the Wind flew fast toward his clanmate, glancing back to see an obvioudy irritated, scowling
arch-wizard in the flying boat, giving chase.

The mountains, yes, Adride the Wind responded. The heavy air.

Amidd the Blue twitched under the minigtering hands of the human while Kaeraonn paced angrily
across the aviary. Behind him, the clear sky sparkled with stars that moved as one as the floating dty
gently turned. Warmth spread from the human's hands and Amidst the Blue twitched again when the now
familiar nettling itch of the priestly hedling magic closed his oozing wounds.

There were more than you told us there would be, Amidd the Blue sent to the pacing human.

Kaeraonn stopped pacing and spun on him angrily. "That's what | sent you to determine, you



pea-brained foal. Y ou killed as many of your own men as the enemy did. Need | remind you again of the
cost to train you feathered savages, to keep you and equip you?'

Amidd the Blue looked away, his feathers ruffling. He had no answer. He'd been sent to lead aflight
of his brother kenku againg a samdl flatilla of flying boats set into the sky by a neighboring enclave. The
battle had gone badly from the start. The enchanted maidensthigh melons they'd been given to drop on
the boats from above instead exploded in the hands of a good dozen kenku- blaging them apart in a
blaze of green-white flame. Only two actudly managed to land on a boat, neither working the way
Kaeraonn had planned. All they did wasilluminate the invisble shieds with which the enemy mages had
encircled ther boats. Arrows both enchanted and mundane ripped more kenku apart, and the amadl
godls of the kenku and their weapons and tdons took some tall on the enemy, but in the end it was
Amidg the Blue who broke off and retreated, with only a quarter of the force held flown out with.
Kaerdonn had reason to be displeased, but so did Amidst the Blue.

"Slence?' Kaeralonn asked with a sneer. "Y ou have nothing to say for yoursdf?'

What is there to say, General? Amidd the Blue answered.

"l am finished here" the priest muttered to Kaeralonn, who waved him off dismissvey. "Your daves
arewd| cared for, Generd "

Kaerdonn stepped closer to the priest and grabbed his am with a tight, commanding grip. "Hold
your tongue, priest,” Kaeralonn said through tight lips, "and get out." The priest looked offended but left
quickly. Kaeralonn went back to his angry pacing and Amidgt the Blue was |left to ponder the priest's
words. Saves.

He had heard the word many tunes in the last two years. He had heard it uttered by his own
people-kenku whom Amidst the Blue had brought to Shade Enclave himsdlf, brought into the service of
Kaerdonn. Amidg the Blue had been confused, baffled by his brothers inghility to see the warmth and
friendship in Kaerdonn or the vaue in sarvice to his cause. The other kenku regarded Kaeralonn with
fear and suspicion, even hatred-but why? Amids the Blue was beginning to understand.

He sat up on the cold metd table and looked next to him at the young kenku, Along the Thermadls,
who was lying next to him, bandaged and writhing in pain. Ther eyes met and Amidst the Blue could fed
the emotions of the young kenku, wrapped in a psychic package of pain and pleading.

You're the only one, Along the Thermals sent.

The only one? Amidg the Blue asked, a tear coming unbidden to his bruised eye.

You brought us here, the young kenku replied, and only you can take us out. Resist him. Break
our bonds, Amidst the Blue, and we will follow you to-

"Slencd" Kaerdonn shouted just as a flickering, jagged string of bunding blue-white luminescence
legped from the tips of his fingers and smashed into Along the Thermds hard enough to lift the young
kenku off the table and pound him into the mudbrick wall. The wal cracked and the kenku screamed,
twitching medly in the hold of the verticd lightning. The bolt was gone in less than the space of a
heartbeat, but its path was burned onto Amidgs the Blues vison. Along the Thermds lay dead and
smoking, a mdting black ruin on the scorched floor.

Amidg the Blue fdt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Kagrdonn gamiling a& him in a
condescending, twisted, evil way. "Dont ligen to these daves, my friend, they're just-"

Kaerdonn went down hard from Amidgt the Blues kick. The human grabbed at his midsection and
tried to breathe in but couldn't.

You, Amidst the Blue dropped into the gasping human's mind, are not my friend.

Kaerdonn reached up with his right hand, his fingers moving through the traces of a spdl and he
found his voicein time to utter only the first arcane syllable before Amidst the Blue grabbed his face with
one sharp-taloned foot. I'm no longer your dave.

The kenku ripped down and tore into the slky flesh of the generd's face. Blood flew everywhere
and the other kenku-nearly a hundred of them lying around the open room in various states of disrepair
and despair-stood up and took notice.

"Sop!" the humen gasped, his face a bloody ruin, his hands pressed againg his cheeks to hold the
flesh on.



Amidd the Blue drew his sword and raised it over the head of the archwizard. You have taught us
well, Kaeralonn, but you have taught us too much.

As the blade came down fast and hard at the human's neck, Kaeralonn pulled something from insde
his mouth-a tooth, Amidgt the Blue saw-and when the sword came down past where his neck should
have been, the human was gone.

Amidg the Blue let himsdf laugh. There will be a time, daver. We will not forget.

With that Amidgt the Blue led his people to freedom.

The jagged brown mountains loomed before them. The sky directly above seethed with potentia
energy and Adtride the Wind and Embracing the Clouds found it difficult to maintain dtitude. Adtride the
Wind's sde burned and his head ached, but ill he fought on.

Where are you going? Kaeralonn asked the kenku's reding mind. Leading me back to your nest,
in hopes that your clanmates will overwhelm me? You're as foolish and as vain as Amidst the
Blue.

Adtride the Wind ignored him. Instead, he thought to Embracing the Clouds, Thisisit. It ends here.

Adtride the Wind fluffed his wings, bringing himsdf up short-and his wings were pressed hard
agang his 9des by some heavy, outside force. He was covered in a mass of white dlk like a spider's
web, but the web had appeared out of nowhere, in the air dl around him. The source of it was obvious,
even before Kaerdonn's gloating statement, Wrapped like the gift you are, thrall.

Adtride the Wind squawked in defiance and began to fal. Unable to spread his wings, he couldn't
fly. He could twist his body enough to control his spin, though, and he managed to see what Kaeralonn
was doing. Theflying boat was moving fast on a course obvioudy designed to bring it under Adtride the
Wind. Kaeralonn had immobilized him so he could drop like a bundle into the open boat.

Arrows whigled through the air from a cirding Embracing the Clouds. Kaeradonn didn't even bother
to hold up a hand. The arrows-which should have lodged deep in the man's chest-whirled around him
and down like water caught in a drain. Embracing the Clouds cawed in frustration, though they both had
adways known this enemy would be harder to kill then that.

Adtride the Wind dammed onto his back on the wooden deck of the flying boat and his vison spun
from the impact. Above him were the deep black clouds, below two thirds of a mile of open air then the
gony foothills Adtride the Wind struggled againgt the web, but it held his wings and arms tightly to his
gdes. Kagrdonn looked down at him and said something in his vile human speech that Astride the Wind
couldn't understand.

The bound kenku managed to St up in the gently rocking boat, and he could see Embracing the
Clouds wheding in the distance againg the backdrop of the barren mountains. Embracing the Clouds's
bow was around his shoulders and a dagger was in his right hand. His wings arced and he turned to fly
fad @ the boat.

No, brother, Agtride the Wind sent to him. Keep your distance.

Embracing the Clouds whirled around in the air and started back the way hed come without a
moment's hestation. The human had the audacity to laugh.

Adtride the Wind ignored them both, only barely feding the boat lift and turn in the direction of
Embracing the Cloudsss flight. The human meant to give chase.

Adtride the Wind fdt the energy building within him. The human, for dl his great power, was dill
dependant on spdls. Spells required hands, a tongue, and sometimes items of focus or power. What
Adtride the Wind had drawn the hated human here to do required none of those things. It was a naturd
progression from the seed of power planted in the ancient kenku by Kaeralonn himsdlf, as shortsighted as
he was long-lived.

The kenku's reverie was deep, but not so deep that he faled to hear Kaeralonn begin the chanting
cadence of a spdl-from this close so obvioudy different from his norma monotone, mumbling speech.
Adrride the Wind's legs were il free, though not entirdly. He could, and did, kick out and up just enough
to jostle Kaeraonn's elbow, knock him just enough toward the edge of the boat to startle him-and in the
process ruin the spell.

The archwizard spun on the restrained kenku, his scarred face blazing with anger.



Know, the archwizard screamed into Adtride the Wind's mind, when you're beaten, dave!

The human reached down and grabbed Adtride the Wind's shoulder roughly. The human wore aring
on that hand, a ring that started to burn when it touched Adride the Wind's feathers. Kaerdonn was
obvioudy immune to the heat, but Adtride the Wind was being burned panfully. He couldn't help but cal
out asingle pained shriek.

Astride the Wind... Embracing the Clouds sent, concern making the thought spiky and urgent.

Go, brother, Adride the Wind replied. Tell them what happened here.

Indeed, "brother," Kaerdonn interceded. Tell them all that the master has returned and their
service is required once more. Your clanmate-or what's left of himwill be waiting for you on
Shade Enclave.

No, Kaeralonn, Adride the Wind replied. When Amidst the Blue took your face and your daves
from you, he remembered everything. When that ragged band of kenku flew from your hated aerie
and found a home in the high caves far away, they painted his memories and his warning... and
his wishes for the future, on the walls. He told us the manner of the death of the daver, should the
day come that he or his kin returned.

The burning subsided and the archwizard smiled in a condescending, unimpressed way. How lovely
for you all.

The manner of your death was decreed by your first dave, Kaeralonn. You will share the fate
of the martyr, Along the Thermals.

Along the... ? Kaerdonn responded, confused. Adtride the Wind closed his eyes, the power insde
him linked to the heart of the clouds. He could fed Kaeralonn's hand come off his shoulder. The firg half
of the firg syllable of a gpdl certainly designed to get him away whispered off the tip of the human's
lip-and the sky exploded in blinding light.

The lightning bolt held dl the fury of the heavy mountain clouds. It dammed into the boat and
through Kaeralonn with force enough to blast the archwizard into a spray of flaning gobbets of Szzing
flesh. The wood of the boat shattered, exploded from within. Adtride the Wind's body tensed and he
could fed amdl bones break in his hands, his jaw, his talons. The web boiled away, taking rows of
feathers with it, and Adtride the Wind screamed at the pain of his unprotected flesh burning.

He tumbled meadly away, laughing through the pain and loss, knowing that held taken the daver with
him. The hands that grabbed him grabbed him hard and a flood of emotions flowed into his mind from
Embracing the Clouds. Adtride the Wind opened his eyes and found that he could only see out of one of
them, but he could see his clanmate.

It is done, highest of brothers, Embracing the Clouds told him, his arms gently cirding Adtride the
Wind's burned, limp form. The clan awaits.

Adtride the Wind could fed Embracing the Cloudss wings carry them both higher, tumning to the
west and home.

TheFallen Lands
Murray J.D. Leeder

19 Ches, the Year of Wild Magic

| remember ditting in the class of my mentor, the wizard Maligo of Mistledale. Retired from
his adventures to the clergy of Azuth, he occasionally defended the Dale from its enemies but
mostly was content to live quietly and teach a new generation of mages. He would die several
years later of a miscast spell during the Time of Troubles, a hard blow to me. | learned almost all |
know about magic from him. In this particular class, | took it upon myself to ask a naughty
guestion:

"If Mystra is a goddess of good, why does she allow evil people to use magic?"

The other children around me tittered that | asked such a question, but not Maligo. He was a
man of infinite patience.

"What do you children think?" he asked.



"It is not for Mystra to deny magic to anyone,” answered another mageling, the son of one of
the Council of Sx and certainly my archnemesis of the moment. Despite his best attempts, he
never became nearly as close to Maligo as | did. "She teaches us wisdom instead,” he explained,
"and if we do not heed her wisdom, if we use her power for destructive means, she is not to
blame."

This was the usual answer to that question. It wasn't the first time I'd heard it, nor the last. |
had to hear that answer many times before it started to sound reasonable....

* * % % %

| woke up to the sun stabbing me in the eye. Assessing my Stuation as best | could, | found | was
wrapped in some kind of animd fur and naked underneath. The chill air on my face kept me awake. |
tried and failed to gt up, s0 badly was | aching, though | knew my wounds had been healed.

Wounds. Where did | get them? The orcs. | remembered the orcs. They attacked us at night.
Hundreds of them, far more than | had seen at one time, moved toward us in waves. Many were riding
flightless avians, like ugly featherless ostriches. My spdls dew many, but they kept coming. These orcs
looked unusud. In their eyes, shining in the torchlight, 1 did not see the manic bloodlust typica of their
kind. Instead their eyes were glassed over, farawvay.

| remembered Neril dipping between the orcs, dashing at dl sdes with his great broadsword and
deaving them by the dozens. Mydtral There was a moment when they were around him on dl sides,
separating him from the rest of us. That was the last | saw of him.

"The others,”" | croaked, my throat parched. "The others.”

“Did you hear that?' said someone with a deep made voice. "He speaks our language!™

"Areyou sure?' somebody else said.

"Please.. . . the others.” | was regaining my faculties, and | attempted a complete sentence: "Are the
othersdl rignt?'

A man stepped over me. My eyes widened as | stared up a him. His head eclipsed the sun, so |
couldnt make out his features clearly. He was tdl, probably a head above me, and in the Daelands | was
consdered atal man. His hair was long and black, and he was clad in the pelt of awolf. A barbarian.

Yes | remembered the barbarians. They rushed out of the night like ghosts and joined the fray, their
spears and axes and hammers sdling across the battlefidd. Just before | passed out, a warhammer
shattered the skull of the orc with its sword to my throat. It likey saved my life Now, a Smilar hammer
was in the hands of the man standing above me.

"Do not move, Civilized. Stay ill, or you will taste Uthgardt stedl. How did you come to speak our

language?’
| heard Common, but his lips moved in his netive tongue.
"l dont," | said.

| ran my weak hand up to my chest and confirmed that | was gill wearing the amulet. | pulled it out
from under the fur. It glowed serendly, and gave off a certain amount of warmth, something | was glad for
in these northern winters.

Thismakesit possible for me" | explained.

The amulet was a gift from my mentor, many years ago. It trandated my language into that of the
lisgener and hislanguage to mine. It had served the Blazing Band well over the years, even though it had
limitations. The barbarian's use of "dvilized," for example, was probably the best trandation it could
manage of a concept not present in Common.

"I knew we should have taken it away from him, Thluna It's magic!”

"l knew it was magic, Gar," answered the barbarian above me. "That's why | didn't touch it. | was
afrad it might poison me"

"Itisnot aweapon. It's not a danger to you or anyone,” | said. "Tdl me, who ese from my company
survived the battle?!

"No one" he said.



My heart sank, though | wasn't surprised at his answer. | reviewed them dl in my mind. | had
known Neril the longest, snce we were children. The two of us formed the Blazing Men together in
Mistleddle-it wasn't until we took on our first female member that we amended the name-but somehow |
fdt saddest for our youngest member, dear young Shdinda. She had joined us in Sundabar bardly a
month before. She was just a northern farm girl, eager to see the world and with a minor gptitude for the
longbow gained from shooting wolves. It was her firg battle that killed her, and | doubt she was able to
day even asingle orc before they reached her.

Sundabar. That's where we were when we heard the news. The Lords Alliance was dispatching
troops-even the Blackstaff was rumored to be on the move. Neril suggested we take an unusud
route-east of the High Forest-to Evereska, one that would get us there quickly while avoiding mgor
roads, which might be compromised. We were lucky to get through the Nether Mountains before the
blizzards began.

"Ask himif hes amage. Ask himif thisis a magic book."

| forced mysdf to St up and saw the other barbarian, an equaly brutish-looking fellow. He had my
spellbook, my one possession of true power, my one defense, lying closed in front of him, with my
quarterstaff and robes beside it. My mind was empty of spells. | could not fight my way out if | wanted
to.

| recalled the advice a seasoned adventurer once gave us. We met him in a tavern in Neverwinter.
He said, "If you ever want to commit suicide easily, tdl an Uthgardt you're a mage.”

But | suspected they had a dill lower opinion of liars.

"l amamege" | confessed. "My nameis Arklow of Ashabenford.”

| turned my eyes to the barbarian above me. As he moved his head out from behind the sun, |
redlized that he was very young, probably bardly fifteen winters. His scars told me that a this young age
he had seen more combat than | had in my thirty. In his eyes, | saw an odd mix of revulson and
something dse. Curiogity?

"A mage? Welve saved a mage, Thiung" said the other barbarian. "Sungar will kin us for this He
won't be happy that the shaman hedled him before some of our own.”

"He was the most badly wounded, and he fought fiercely againg the orcs,” replied Thlung, "even if
heisamage”

| filled in the appropriate adage- -the enemy of my enemy is not my enemy-but | detected a Strange
undercurrent to Thiunds voice that made me suspect there was more to it than that.

"Arklow of Ashabenford, | an Thluna, son of Haagravan, of the Thunderbeast tribe. That is
Gargtak."

Thunderbeast. I'd never heard of that tribe before, and | was happy for that snce the most famous
tribes were generdly those who raided avilized settlements. Somehow, though, the name made
something dick in my mind. There were mountains visble in the distance, and | knew they were among
the northernmost of the Greypeaks. | turned and looked behind me, and | saw an expanse of dry, dead
earth stretch off to the horizon. There was some dhifting snow but not much. The area seemed amost
devoid of weather. | knew the name of the place we were cutting through to get to Evereska. It was a
dismd, little-visted corner of Faerun avilized men cdled the Fdlen Lands.

* k *k k%

Once | was ready to wak again, Thluna and Garstak let me dress. They did not return my
spdlbook or gaff, and for the moment | didn't ask for them. They led me through the Thunderbeast
camp, a hodgepodge of portable dwelings of animd skins, filled with a sdlection of stocky barbarians, dl
mde and mostly wounded in some way or another, and dl looking & me with fear and contempt. They
took me before thair chieftain, Sungar

Wolfkiller.

A fiercdy bearded man, probably younger than me but looking decades older, Sungar was dighter
than many of the Uthgardt but dill an imposing figure. He had a huge gash across his cheek, fresh from



the battle. Apparently the tribe's shaman had yet to get around to heding his wounds. He clutched a huge
battle-axe in agngle hand, a wegpon so heavy | expected few men could even lift it. The forgery looked
amog dwarven, but in a human's Sze. | wondered where it came from. The chieftain thanked Thluna and
asked them to leave us donein his tent.

"Mage" he addressed me. "We Uthgardt despise your magic. It is aterribly digagteful thing to tak
with you through that megic device of yours™ He pointed a my amulet.

"l understand that,” | said. "I thank you and your tribe for saving my life | owe you everything. |
owe you enough to leave your company immediady.”

"Normdly, that would be the best you could hope for, but. . ." His eyes drifted to the ground.
"Circumstances are not normdl.

"We are far from the rest of our people and farther dill from the bones of the beast that watches
over our tribe. We set out into this dead region to battle the orcs. Our tribe generdly embarks on such a
campagn every two or three winters as a test of our mettle. Thisis Thlunas fird time and my seventh. |
believe | have seen dmost everything of orcs a man may encounter. Thousands have fdlen to my axe, but
| have never seen anything like the orcs we battled last night.

"Orcs are cowardly beasts. When the tide of the battle is turned againg them, some of them will
retreat. Thisisthe case, aways, but these orcs fought to the lagt. | lost many warriors to their spears and
swords, and not one orc fled the battle.

"None of us have ever known orcs to massin such numbers. This dead region in particular is noted
for its congtant feuds and rivdries, orc tribe againg orc tribe. Never have they been so united.

"Hndly, some of my men have observed, and | concur, that these orcs did not look like orcs. Orcs
are disgudting, drooling creatures. In ther eyes there is nothing but hatred and evil, but these orcs had
nothing of that. Their eyes were digant. It was as if ther minds were not theirs. My experience has no
explanation for this. Perhaps yours does."

Sungar stared mein the eye. | took a deep breath, and told him what | knew.

"My company was passng through this region, which we cdl the Falen Lands, on the way to
Evereska It is an df settlement to the south. We received word in Sundabar ..." | paused, wondering if |
should explain ether dves or Sundabar, but | decided againd it, ". . . that sSomething had happened near
there-an eruption from the underground of an unusud type of mongter, the phaerimm.”

"Phagrimm?'

"I don't know much about them. They were more legend than redity for most of us. They're thought
to live benesth Anauroch . . . the desert to the east.” Sungar nodded in understanding. "They're said to be
intdligent, wicked and powerful, and excdlent magicians. Some say they even subsist on magic itsdlf. The
ariva of such mongers could have devastating consequences for us dl. We heard that many forces of
good were proceeding to Evereska to counter thisinvason and decided to head there oursaves.

"It's ds0 known that the phaerimm are magters at endaving other races to their will, even highly
intdligent creatures like dragons and beholders. If their object is one of smple destruction, it does not
surprise me that they send ther servants where they cannot go themselves. If they can control the mind of
adragon, it should be no trick to bend the will of an orc." Or a barbarian, | thought, or a mage. Sungar
shook his head in disbdlief. "Uthgar protect us. These phaerimm ... they can be killed?'

"I'm sure they can, but even the strongest wizards in the world fear the phagrimm. | an no maich for
them, | am certain of that, and nather are your men. Our only hope is that none of them are here in the
Fdlen Lands, that instead, it is one of their servants who is endaving these orcs.”

"But the orcs are dead. We killed them." "Were they dl the orcs in the Falen Lands? All the other
mongers besdes? Maybe they were just an exploratory force. There could be another amy out there,
probably even larger. What would you do if some of your men were daughtered, and you were in a
position to strike back? How would you react?"

"I would seek revenge." Sungar leaned pensively on his battle-axe. "What do you recommend we
do, mage?"

"We could move north. | could rgoin dvilization, you could rgoin your tribe, that is, if the
phaerimm’s forces do not intercept us on the way. They could make us then-daves, judt like those orcs.”



| paused to let my words sink in. "Or we could-"

"We will move south and confront this amy before it expects us. If we perish, we will perish
defending our tribe. Come with us, Arklow of Ashabenford. We have seen your vaor in baitle and know
you to be aworthy warrior. | promise no Uthgardt warrior will molest you if you ride as one of us™

* * % % %

My gaff and spellbook were returned to me, and as soon as dl the Uthgardt were properly heded
by the shaman, they were ready to mohilize again. Only Thlunds friend Garstak did not join us but was
ingtead sent back north to warn the tribe. The Uthgardt buried their dead in the dirt of the Fallen Lands
and afew of them helped me dig graves for the Blazing Band. | had thoughts of recovering some of their
megicd items, perhaps the enchanted dagger from the thief Jarok, but with the Uthgardt wetching |
decided otherwise. Bardly a trace was Ieft of the encampment by the time we left.

| was provided with a horse, its rider killed by the orcs. It was a far less domegticated animd than
most of the horses | had ridden, but | think | impressed the Uthgardt by handling it as well as | did. The
Uthgardt were not horse barbarians like the far-off Nars and Tuigan, and clearly had come only recently
to the art of equedtrianiam. My father was one of the Riders of Midtledde, and he had taught me well.
There was something perversdly amusng about the Stuaion. Two tendays before, | was wintering in
Sundabar and would never have expected to find dl my friends and companions dead, and mysdf riding
into the depths of the Falen Lands with a barbarian tribe to bettle the phaerimm.

My mind frequently drifted back to poor Shainda. How irresponsible we were for taking the young
womean, barely more than a child, into such danger. She should have stayed in Sundabar, she should have
gsayed afarmer. If she had, shed dill be dive.

The Blazing Band had accomplished many glorious things. It deserved better than to be massacred
by orcs in some godsforsaken corner of Faerun. Or did it? When Neril had come to us with the news
that phaerimm were assaulting Evereska, we dl agreed to proceed there immediady. Why? Was it
sdfless concern for the dves of Evereska? Or was it just another opportunity for glory? Maybe even a
chance to fight next to Khelben Arunsun himsdf?

The farther we went into the Fdlen Lands, the more barren the place became. A vast expanse of
dirt and cracked earth-no wonder dl sensble men avoided it. Only magic could leave a place so infertile.
| understood it was once a Netherese survivor state. Perhaps that's why the Uthgardt regarded it with
such suspicion. Physcdly desolate as it was, though, it teemed with magic. | could fed itinthe air, just as
| could sense the absence of the Weave theingant | stepped into the dead magic areain Tantras. There |
developed a throbbing headache, feding my separation from the Weave and the glory of Mystra, but
here | fdt the opposite, a heady feding verging on euphoria | didn't doubt that the phaerimm would fed
very much a homein this place.

Thiuna rode his horse up next to mine He was weaing a dlver war hdmet and dutching a
warhammer. Of dl the Uthgardt | had met, he was the only one who went out his way for my company,
and | was glad for it. Some of the others looked asif they'd quickly put an axe to my head if it weren't for
Sungar's ingructions. | was worried that some of them thought | might try to corrupt Thlunas young mind
with my dvilized philosophies, but they didn't express this as far as | saw. To ther credit, they trusted
their dogma to keep him on what they defined as the right path.

"Do you know about the Blue Bears?' he asked me.

"The Blue Bear tribe? A little”

"My father pried this hdmet off the body of one of ther warriors, whom he killed with his bare
hands. Of dl the degenerate Uthgardt tribes, the Blue Bears are the wors.”

| was happy to hear that. The hdmet was marked on one side with an emblem of Everlund, and |
was aftrifle concerned about how held got it.

"l understood the Blue Bears are extinct now. The tribe crumbled after Hellgate Keep was
destroyed.”

By a group of magic-widding "avilizeds" | slently added.



Thiunanodded. "Thisistrue, so far as we have seen. We passed through ther territory atenday ago
and saw nathing of them. It is said that when they learned thar bitch chieftain Tanta was not human at dl,
but some foul fiend of the Hdls, they were too twisted to even care.” He turned his eyes to me. "Is that
what we will be likeif these phaerimm endave us?'

"I don't know," | answered truthfully.

"Any of us would rather fight to the desth than to dlow that to happen to us or to happen to the rest
of our tribe

"Youd even rather fight beside a mage" When he didn't knock me off my horse as | suspected he
might, | thought | would press my luck farther. "What is your people's objection to magic? You have
priesly megic."

"Priestly? Our shaman's spells are a gift from Uthgar.Y our magic is not the same.”

He was right, in a sense. Clericd magic did not come from the Weave like my spells.

"Magic isnt just atool of destruction,” | said. "It can be hdpful, beneficid. This anulet is a good
example. Without it, we couldn't be taking to each other like this"

"Wereit not for your magic object, we would have to learn to communicate on our own leve. Wed
be forced to accomplish something. Instead, the amulet does it for us. Magic does not make your life
better, only eager.”

"Magicisan Art. It's agift of Mydra”

"Mysdra" sad Thluna "We are aware of this goddess, though we do not think of her often. When
we do, it is of a trickster who lures men with offers of tremendous power, power without restrictions.
These powers grow and grow and eventudly become impossble to control. She is a miner of men and
tribes dike."

My anger rose, but | knew this was Thlunds way of getting me back for whet | had said a moment
ago. Things were settled between us, so | didn't dare to say what we thought of his god.

It was later that day that one of the Uthgardt pointed out a plume of smoke risng to the sky in the
distance.

"Could be orcs," said Sungar. "But there are so few trees. Where are they getting the wood for a
fire?"

He had a point. Orcs ate raw meet but preferred it cooked. "It's probably magica fire" | reasoned.
"A gift from their new magters.”

One of the older barbarians chimed in with his advice. "We should attack now, while there's ill
light. In darkness they will have the advantage.”

"I'd like to know what we're up againd fird," said Sungar.

"I have apdl for that."

Some of them began to object, but Sungar silenced them with a glance.

“I'll need sllence for aminute or two," | said and crouched on the ground, facing the direction of the
smoke.

| cast my spdl and fdt my consciousness propelled over the fidds of the Fdlen Lands with
increasing speed. There was a large plan ahead of us, featurdess but for a samdl ruin risng maybe eght
feet above, like the tip of something mostly buried under the ground. But for that, there was little cover in
any direction. Surrounding the ruin was an impressive force made up modly of orcs, with a few sray
bugbears and gnalls in the mix, probably acquired somewhere between there and Evereska. A lot of
them were tending to their mounts, those ugly bipedd birds, and some were cooking meet over a series
of magic bonfires. Sill, they looked like they were ready to fight a a moment's notice. | estimated at least
ten of them for every one of the barbarians.

My mind dipped between a set of orcs and continued toward the ruin, bardy more than a few
cracked walls and broken columns. A few huge and bulky masses were sanding nearby like statues, and
on the ruin itsdf was along, thin serpentine body, a dark blue-purple in color, ending with a human face
that was buried in the bdly of its medl, a dead orc.

How do we know this civilized is not warning our enemies?

Heisluring usinto a trap!



The voices shot through my mind and sent me hurling back to my body so hard that | fdl backward.

"Slence" shouted Sungar at the offending Uthgardt, who dunk away in submission.

Sungar was a srong ruler but smart enough to know that some of the ill-tempered barbarians would
not tolerate my presence much longer. Barbarians lived for battle. It was the only pleasure in thelr harsh
lives and battle was the only thing that would protect me. These Uthgardt would much rather fight beside
me than ride with me.

"Itsdl right," | said, pulling mysdf to my feet. "I saw enough. There are maybe four or five hundred
orcsin the amy, and afew other humanoids as wdl, but | did not see any phaerimm. We can be relieved
a that. They're being led by a dark naga.”

"A dark what?'

"A naga They're snakdike beings who hoard magic items and knowledge. They're born
collaborators. This one probably works for the phaerimm in exchange for new spells, induding the mind
control spells that are keeping that army in line. Nagas have poison gsingers on the end of ther tails, and
they bite. They dso have powers of telepathy and can read your thoughts if you get too close to them.
They're dangerous foes."

"Have you ever fought one before?' asked one of the Uthgardit.

"No," | admitted, "but | did fight something Smilar-a water naga-back home. I've read accounts
from those who've fought others. The nagas being guarded by two umber hulks. They're large,
underground monsters, These | have fought before. They can be deadly in close quarters but are dow
and awkward out in the open. Never meet their eyes. They have powers of confuson. | bet the naga
brought them with it from the Underdark as bodyguards. It's nice to know it can make such a misteke."

"These mongters can be killed?' Sungar asked, dutching his axe.

"I think s0." The barbarians shouted in approva. "I said the nagas spells were controlling the minds
of the orcs. | can't be certain, but that may mean that if the naga died, the control would end. If the orc
tribesin the Falen Lands are as divisve as I've heard, then that army must contain a lot of enemies. We
can cgpitaize on the confuson. After dl, we can't kill four hundred orcs, but two hundred orcs can kill
two hundred orcs.”

Craftiness in grategy was not a skill much admired by barbarians as a rule, but | think the Uthgardt
redized that their usua direct approach would not be successful here. | fetched my gaff from the back of
my horse and drew in the dry dirt a rough overhead sketch of the amy as | had seen it. Soon we had
formulated a battle plan.

"None of uswill leave the fidd before the battle iswon,” said Sungar as the sun was just about to set
and our campaign was about to begin, "or none of uswill leaveit at al.”

The sentiment frightened me, but | could not improve upon its ogquence.

* %k %k % %

Sungar, mysdf, and a dozen others separated from the rest and circdled south and to the west,
keeping out of the army's view. As there was no cover close to the batlefied, we had to move quite a
distance. After a few tense minutes wait, we moved on the orcs. The sound of weapons dashing was
audible from the battlefied. Dimly we could see the mounted figures of the others beset by throngs of
orcs, dodging ther spears and arrows, and could hear war cries mix with the danking of orcish armor.

“There" | pointed out the ruins where | had seen the naga

It seemed our plan was working. The defenses dong the flank had thinned as the others drew more
orcs forward. We charged. As | looked back at the Uthgardt, horses galoping, wesapons held high, their
long black har flying in the breeze, | fdt an indinctive terror of my dlies That's what made barbarians the
potent force they were, why they were feared across the North. In truth most of them were probably less
skilled as fighters than many 1'd fought beside or againg in my life, but as a spectacle they had no
equal-but | knew their fearsome visage would have little effect on these enspelled orcs.

Some of the orcs noticed us dmost immediatdy and started moving in our direction on foot or
mounted, but on the whole they continued engaging the others. They did not count on my presence, but



they would learn of it soon enough. At this point | offered one discreet prayer to Mystra, and another to
Torm or Tempus or Uthgar, or whatever god would help us win the battle.

Sungar used his mighty axe to knock the firg blank-faced orc to reach us off its avian as he rode
past it, while | prepared my firg spell. | had searched my spellbook for something that would impress on
the Uthgardt that magic need not be destructive. Perhaps something with westher control, a mighty wind
to blow the orcs away from our path, but | went back to one of the most common offensve spdls in the
Redms, which has no match when it comes to removing larger numbers of enemies and quickly. | had
rardy cast it from a horse before, let done one charging at its top speed, but | managed to summon a
large firebdl and send the orange-red sphere saling high through the air. Silhouetted againg the darkening
sky, it was a thing of tremendous beauty. | even think | heard some of the Uthgardt around me gasp. It
landed dead ahead of usin a dense group of orcs, tearing through them with waves of flame. Cries of
pain drowned out dl other noise.

A spear caught the flank of the horse of the barbarian riding besde me. He went tumbling to the
ground, and | hoped he managed to stand before the orcs rushed over to dit his exposed throat, but |
couldn't turn back to look. Sungar rode up beside me, and together we led the charge toward the ruin
growing larger in the distance. Most orcs indinctively dodged the feet of our horses, and | sent a few
meagic missles whidling across the plain to clear those who didn't. Soon a very definite path between us
and the ruin formed.

As we passed through the scorched spot where my firebal had landed | could see the two umber
hulks loom ahead of us, but | could not see the naga.

A purple tall snaked out of the lines of orcs ahead of me and swung & me. Its singer came so close
to me| could smdl its poison. My reflexes were fagster than my spdlls, and | pulled my g&ff from behind
me, bashing the nagas tal as hard as | could. It immediatdy dipped away, back between the orcs and
vanished from my sght.

"Where did it go?" yeled Sungar.

The point where it attacked me was now some distance behind us. We both looked backward just
in time to see the naga legp out of the fray onto one of the Uthgardt following us. It caught hm by
aurprise, anking its fangs into the side of his head. It flexed itslong, thin body backward, pulling him from
horse and sending him flying backward onto the orcs waiting blades. | fired a magic missle and struck
the nagaiin its sde. With lightning speed, it retracted once again into the safety of the ranks of orcs.

The lines of orcs around Sungar and me were far too close together for us to turn around and
confront the naga a this speed. We looked forward again and found we were nearing the ruin where the
two umber hulks stood waiting for us. Sungar jumped from his horse just in time for it to run sraight into
the huge, outstretched arms of an umber hulk. It grasped at the horse's head, crushing it ingantly, but the
momentum hurled the unsteady creature backward and off its feet while badly damaging its claws.

The other hulk tried to pull me off my horse, but | dodged, rode a smdl circle around the ruin, and
came back a it, letting aflame arrow fly directly at itsugly face.

My spell met its mark, but the creature was unfazed and reached out for me again. | legped off my
horse and landed hard on my back, swearing. My saff went flying off somewhere, and the hulk's huge
mandibles were dosing in on me.

Sungar's battle-axe impacted the hulk's scdy hide, didting a tremendous moan of pain from the
beast. The creature turned to face its attacker.

| shouted, "Avoid its eyes" as Sungar struck again. The orcs were keeping their distance. Normally
they would have swarmed us, but the nagals Spdlls and the presence of the umber hulks kept them at bay.

No sooner had | pulled mysdf to my feet than | fet the umber hulk's arms close around my middle.
The monster was badly injured in its colligon with the horse, but its hug was crushing enough even in its
wounded state. Without my hands free, | couldn't cast my spdlsand | fdt my breath start to fail, my ribs
reedy to crack.

| heard aloud impact just above my head and the hulk's grasp loosened. | wormed my way free and
quickly whirled about, ready to fire another magic missle a the mongter's foul heart, but | didn't have to.
It fdl on its own, and the ground shook as its huge mass landed. An Uthgardt throwing axe was



embedded in the back of its skull, likdy thrown by someone from the other, larger force, at last making
some headway inits push for the ruin.

I turned intime to see Sungar's axe finish off the other hulk, didng it through its thick bely. Almost
immediatdly, the orcs surrounding us stopped being spectators and charged. Sungar and | retreated up
into the ruin, a more defensble location since the broken pillars and ancient walls provided protection
from some sides. 1 dipped into a corner to preserve the few spels | had left, while Sungar held the
entrance with his axe.

"Why does the naga not show itsdf?' asked Sungar. "It's a coward.”

"It wants to survive” | said, "but it aso wants to win. It will not disappoint its phaerimm masters. It
can read our minds and knows our-"

The wal behind me collapsed. | bardy kept my baance enough to stay standing. | turned around
and saw the naga coiled ahead of me, hissng a me with its fanged mouth. The orcs backed awvay once
agan.
"Something's wrong,” | mumbled to mysdf as | prepared another magic missile
I launched the spell-bolt a the mongter's face, but it never impacted. Instead it bounced off the air
surrounding the naga and flew back a me, driking me in the chest. | went flying backward, agony
radiating through my torso to al parts of my body. | screamed and fdl hard onto the stone of the ruin.
Sungar rushed over to my ad, while the naga licked its lipsin amusement.

"What hasit done?" the chieftain asked me.

"It's wrapped itsdf in some kind of magicd fidd," | answered, teeth gritting in time with my
throbbing pain. "It turns magic back on its wielder."

"That's no maich for Uthgardt sed!” Sungar shouted and ran forward, swinging his mighty
battle-axe and letting out aloud war cry. The negartried to dodge, but the battle-axe caught it in the neck.
Thefidd around it flickered, and | saw the axe energized with a red burst of energy shooting down to its
widder. Sungar and the naga both writhed in pain, and both seemed on the verge of collapse. The naga
desperately swung around its tall, but Sungar, the agony obvious in his every move, diced through its
flank with his axe, sending the stinger flying off into the crowd of orcs. Sungar collapsed from the pain,
letting the axe fly away. The naga came about and prepared to rip histhroat out with its fangs. | watched
helpledy.

A ran of Uthgardt spears, hammers, and throwing axes flew a the nagas thin, serpentine length, a
few of them driking their mark exactly. The creature writhed in pain and let out a sharp scream that could
have shattered glass. The Uthgardt at last penetrated the row of orcs behind us, and | fdt arms drain to
lift me from the ground onto the back of a horse. It was Thiuna

"You saved amage” | said weskly.

"The second time I've done thet,” he answered.

| saw one of the other barbarians pull Sungar from the ground and bury a warhammer into the
naga's ugly face, killing the mongter at last.

Thiuna brought his horse around and started charging away from the battlefield. | turned my eyes to
the orcs and saw that it was hgppening just as | predicted. When orc after orc redized tha it was armed
and ganding beside a member of arivd tribe, its inginct was not to ask questions. By the time we were
clear of the area, orc-on-orc fights were bresking out like a string of Shou firecrackers.

* * % % %

Only fourteen of us|eft the battle, about athird of those who entered it. Sungar was the most badly
wounded and took up mogt of the shaman's Spdlls, so the rest of us were Ieft to hed on our own. We set
up camp nearby. Food was running scarce, the Fdlen Lands offering little in the way of vegetation or
wildlife Whatever the orcs usudly ate, it was likdy consumed by the naga's amy, so severd of the most
able-bodied Uthgardt set off for the Greypeak Mountains to the west to hurt.

Thlung, mysdf, and a few of the others went back to the battlefidd to recover the honored dead
from among the piles upon piles of orc corpses. Surdy there were some survivors of the battle, but so



few that the Uthgardt considered this among the most glorious victories in their tribe's history, one about
which great songs would be sung. | doubted, somehow, that Arklow the Civilized Mage would get a
verse.

| ingpected the ruin and found it was even more badly damaged than before. However, | did notice
for the firg time that the wal that the naga had brought down was marked with a Sngle star etched into
the stone, an ancient symbol of Mystra. Perhaps the ruin was once a piece of her temple, part of some
ancient city. A new feding rose in me, a quite blissful peace. | amiled, and | fdt privatdy certain that
someone divine had taken measures to ensure our victory.

"Hereitid" one of the barbarians shouted, and we dl rushed over to see.

He found Sungar’ s great axe, lying beneeth a dead orc.

"Wonderful,” said Thluna. "We can present it to the chieftain when he awvakens.”

| asked Thluna about the axe, and he explained that it was ancient, going back many generations
among the chieftains of the Thunderbeast tribe. No one could remember where it came from or when it
was forged.

* * % % %

The hunting party returned with game and plenty of firewood just in time for Sungar to awaken. |
wasn't there at the time, but | heard that his firg words were, "Was the battle won?'

"Yes" he was assured, "the battle was won with Uthgardt sted.”

A feast was hdld as soon as the chieftain was wdl enough, a find celebration before the tribe would
go back north, back home. For my vaor in baitle | was alowed to take part, and | was gratified that
even the gruffest of the barbarians accepted my presence. All attended the feast in ther frequently
bloodstained armor, fresh from battle.

Sungar offered a prayer. "We thank Uthgar for the victory he has given us, and in Uthgar's name we
ask that we may be drong in battle agang our enemies. May we resst the unholy temptations of
avilization, of magic, and may we keep the North pure, dways.

That night, as the fedtivities continued, my mind started wandering and | gazed intensdy at Sungar's
huge battle-axe. | remembered how it hurt Sungar when he swung it a the dark naga, just as my magic
missle came back at me, and in aflash | understood why.

| should not have done what | did next. I'm not entirdy sure why | did it. Maybe it was an act of
Site. | cast a spell, one that would show the aura of enchanted items, and the axe started glowing a light
blue. All around us, too, some of the barbarians weapons, armor, and gear glowed. There was slence,
and dl eyes turned on me.

"It's magic, Sungar,” | said. "Your battle-axe is enchanted, amagicd weagpon. That's why it hurt you
when you struck the naga. Y ou may not approve of magic, tat whoever forged that axe certainly did.”

"What have you done, mage?' threatened Sungar. "Nothing. I've done nothing. I've changed
nothing. I've merdy reveded wha was dways there. You have dways used magic. You just didnt
redize it. Don't you see, chigftan? That battle was not the firg time magic saved your tribe. It probably
has hundreds of times before."

Sungar's face gradudly turned from anger to resignation. "You have done us a service, mage. We
know what needs to be done."

He stood, taking his axe in hand. He walked away from the camp, raised it above his head, and
with impossible strength, hurled it far away onto the barren earth of the Fdlen Lands.

One by one, the others followed suit. This is an image that will never leave me. They took ther
swords, axes, spears, hammers, their hemets and their armor, anything that radiated magic, and threw
them dl away, Soon, a veritable treasure trove of magicd itemslay in the dirt. Thiuna was among the last
to go up. He flashed a sad but nevertheess quite determined glance & me before removing his father's
hemet and hurling it to join the rest.

| never shared another word with Sungar, but the next morning, Thiuna gave me a horse and
escorted me to the edge of the High Gap. From there, | could travel on down the banks of the Ddimbiyr



River to Loudwater, if such a place existed any longer. Perhaps there | could join another adventuring
company. Perhaps | would end up a Evereska after dl.

"Our people have agory,” Thiunatold me. "It isthat this region you cdl the Fdlen Lands was once
akingdom of magicians who lived in shining cities. They grew in power till they no longer did anything for
themsdlves. Instead, they would have magic do it for them. They were proud and thought themsdves
capable of anything. Then one day, the wel that they drew their magic from went dry. Ther dvilization
crumbled overnight, and those who survived were set upon by orcs and other foul creatures. All that was
once their shining cities has vanished benegth the dirt.

"I cannot tdl you if that story is true, mage, but | do know this Uthgar commands us to resst
dvilization wherever we find it. Civiliztion breeds leisure and decadence and magic, dl of which seem
like strengths but will eventualy prove weaknesses. We Uthgardt will outlive dl avilization. All civilizeds
will eventudly become like us™

| sat in glence for along time, pondering what he had told me, and what | had done. | wanted to tdl
him everything | knew about Netheril and about the crestion of Anauroch, that possbly his ancestors,
and very likdy mine as wdl, were survivors of advilization dead from magic.

Somehow | said nothing.

As| rode away from Thluna, | fdt my spellbook under my robes. For a brief moment, | wondered if
| would ever take it out again.

Oh, Lady Mystral Command me. How could you grant us a gift so destructive, a gift we so rarely
use properly? For Thiuna was right. It is magic that might some day turn dl of Faerun into the Fdlen
Lands.

When Shadows Come Seeking A Throne
Ed Greenwood

1 Kythorn, the Year of Wild Magic

A hundred tiny stars flashed and sparkled, ther reflections crawling slently dong bright-polished
dlver dl around the room.

The Queen of Cormyr set down her tdlglass, plucked aside the dark shimmerweave cover even
before the Lady Laspeera could ready a royd spdlshidd, leaned forward, and asked gently, "Yes,
Mreen? Are you wel?'

The Lady Lord of Arabe looked haggard in the depths of the crystal ball. The dark, ragged line of a
recent sword-cut across her cheek was dl Queen Filfagril and the senior war wizard needed to see to
know the truth.

Myrmeen Lhda shrugged, smiled, and replied smply, "Highness, | live"

Myrmeen was dill inful armor, and they could see the large, well-worn hilt of her warsword where
it lay on the table within easy reach.

Hlfaeril shook her head at the grim jest. "Not good enough, Mreen-and lay aside my titles. It's me,
lass, Fee. Your old friend, remember?*

"Highness" the Lady Lord of Arabe sad diffly, "I perceive that you're not aone.”

It was Laspeeras turn to Sgh. "Myrmeen,” she said with just ahint of weariness, "it's just the two of
us. Put your boots up on the table, fill your goblet, and tdl us how fares Arabd?"

There was a muffled thud as two mud-caked boot hedls crashed into their fidd of view, dantily
crossing a the ankles, and swiftly-moving gold flashed back candidight as a man-sized goblet was
plucked up from out of Sght beneeth a table edge.

"Very wdl," Myrmeen said flatly, saluting them both with the drink in her hand. "As you command.”

The Queen of Cormyr chuckled in the same soft, deep way her husband had so often done. The
Lady Lord of Arabe dmog shivered at the sound. Azoun was dead and buried, yet any moment she
expected him to gtride around the corner, laughter in his eyes, and-

"Mreen," Hifaeril said softly, asif she could read minds, "I misshim too. More than anyone, though |
know full well how much | shared him. For his sake, | go on, day after day, to keep Cormyr strong. How



fares Arabd?' "My Queen, I'm so sorr-Fee.” The Lady Lord of Arabel dapped the table in anger at
hersdf, took a quid Sip-no, awarrior's gulp-of wine, and said crisply, "The city's retaken. Steady patrols
remounted, Crown law restored, we're done fixing roads and bridges, and most of your troops are now
out among the crofters, with barn-raisings wel underway and falk lifting their voices in thanks for your
generosty. Now the real rebuilding can begin.”

Filfaeril amiled, and Laspeera sat back, nodding in stisfaction. "Ah, Mreen, it's such a pleasure to
tak with someone who thinks, sees, and speaks directly. You've no idea... these courtiers....”

"Oh, yes, | do,” Myrmeen Lhd replied fervently. "Were it not for the peril their recklessness and
treasonous ambitions would bring down upon us, with the Stone-lands so close and this new dark magic
outdoing the Zhents, 1'd press you to agree to my old pet plan.”

It was Laspeeras turn to chuckle. "Clap dl our courtiersin armor and ship them out to you, to work
their hands dirty and face war-fear and hear afew harsh orders? Don't think we haven't been tempted.”

"So do it," the commander of Arabd sad. "If | make loyd and ussful men out of haf a dozen
courtiers and die in the doing, thet's Sx replacements for one down-and a lesson that might just cow the
rest into keeping mute and out of the way, lest they be Volunteered' to follow."

"And lose Arabd agan?' Filfeerl asked gently. "How many good men would pay the price of
winning it back even one more time?'

Myrmeen nodded, took a long drink from her goblet, and said, "Right enough, your see. Gods
damn, Flfaeil, but | just can't cdl you'

"Oh, yes, you can," FHifaeril said, sudden ironin her voice. "Courtiers down here cdl me ‘the Whore
of Ice behind my back, just loud enough to make sure | hear, and | was 'Londlybed Longtresses for
years to throw Azoun's amours in my face, and I'll be flayed on the dtars of Loviatar before one of my
few true friends can't cdl me by my own fae

"Dont let the lords who linger a Court hear you use that expression,” Laspeera said with another
chuckle. "So few ideasfdl into their heads asiit is”

Hifaeil rolled her eyes. "So true. I've tried dropping choice phrases where their spies can overhear,
to start them thinking, and dl they do is wonder what | meant-aloud and over drink after drink, until they
get the words dl wrong and twist what they thought 1 meant dl around-and | have to watch Lous fight
down the urge to strangle them barehanded, one more time”

It was Myrmeen's turn to chuckle. "Doth the Sted Regent's temper grow ... more tempered?!

The queen sghed. "Y es, more credit to her, yet being away from the saddle and the sword and her
young lords to fence with amiling lies every day ... | can see it building in her. Someone, someday soon, is
going to say one wrong word or do something smal and only dightly offensive-and the storm insgde Lous
isgoing to break." "It won't be the only thing in the redim to break that day, | doubt not," the commander
of Arabel agreed. "But | fear | waste too much of your time, Fee. Y ou should know some other things, of
events up here" The queen nodded and smiled.

"Sghtings of terrified Zhents fleeing out of the Stondlands” Myrmeen replied. "Oh, yes, hard to
believe, but | saw some mysdf. They've apparently been babbling about great magica battles, therein,
between mighty wizards and horrible flying beasts.”

A royd eyebrow lifted. "Apparently?’

"So the jalers say, and they're good ones. I'll make tune tomorrow to question the lone live captive
we have" Laspeera had been watching the Lady Lord of Arabe intently through the crystd.

"That was your better news," she said quietly. "Now tdl usthe rest.”

Myrmeen held up one scarred, long-fingered hand. "Just one thing, gods be thanked for amdl
mercies. Our patrols have scoured the east.”

"And?' The queen's voice was as gentle asif she'd been soothing a crying child.

"Tilverton isgone,” Myrmeen said bluntly. "Truly, utterly gone.”

"Dedtroyed,” Hifaeril murmured. It was not a question. The Lady Lord of Arabel nodded sadly
back a her through the scrying-glass, as the queen sghed, threw back her head, and added evenly,
"Thank you, Mreen. It's good to hear truth, and not..."



"Courtiers honeyed words," Laspeera said quietly. "Our thanks, Myrmeen. Get some deep.”

The Lady Lord of Arabd gave them a wry amile and a derisve grunt together. This was my deep,
ladies. Gods keep you well, and Cormyr better." She raised her goblet in salute, svung her legs back
down to the floor, took up her sword-and the crystal went dark.

"Gods keep you, Mreen," the queen said quietly, daring at it. "One of the few true blades we can
trust. Oh, they are so few..."

"Lady Queen," Laspeera sad crisply, "we can only walow in despair when the needs of the reelm
permit us time for such indulgences.”

Hifaeril's head snapped around, her eyes blazed up into flames, and she gave the senior war wizard
atwigted amile

The queen bowed her head, and murmured, "Right you are, Laspeera. Command me."

"My Queen!" Laspeera said, truly shocked.

Hifaeil rolled her eyes and said, "Wl then, good Lady, what now is your advice?'

"Alusar mugt be informed,” Laspeera said, nodding &t the crysd. "As mugt the Mage Royd, so she
can best order the War Wizards to proceed.”

The Queen of Cormyr lifted both her eyebrows. ™Y ou've forgotten how to give orders?'

The senior war wizard sghed. "She was Vangy's choice, and we can't expect her to stand strong
and loya when next our need is greatest, if we don't let her so much as give a Imple command here and
there. | don't want to be Court Wizard, High-Fee. | never have. And what's better, Cdadne doesn't
ather.”

The Queen nodded.

"The rdluctant serve the best.” Laspeera nodded at the old maxim instead of making face or sticking
out her tongue, as she might have done a another time and in another mood. She merdy added in thin,
tired tones, There's dill a ghazneth out there, and | don't think any of us are hungry, just now, for any
more magica tumult in our back pastures.”

Hifaeril nodded again, and rose in a shifting of slk

"Il tell Algphondar as much as he needs to know." Laspeera amiled. "Leaving Lous for me? Thank
you."

"You're welcome," the Queen of Cormyr replied sweetly. She swept out of the room, in the space
of an ingant somehow becoming every inch the grand dowager once more.

L aspeera gave the serene roya back a crooked amile, and turned in another direction to go out a
darker door.

* k *k k%

Offices breed, somehow. The huge, interconnected fortress of the Royd Court now sprawled larger
than the palace itsdf, and dmog entirdy shielded-or cut rather-the seat of the Obarskyrs from most of
the prod city of Suzall.

Y et, gargantuan though it was, courtiers bred faster They spilled out its great arched doors, across
the court yard between, and over into the paace itsdf. Two of them, dandy-cloaks swirling brightly
around them, stood by a shimmering tapestry-a lambent turquoise scene of cravling blue dragons that
Laspeera had dways liked. They were obvioudy waiting for her, so Laspeera strode on toward them,
not |etting them see the dightest hesitation in her step.

On their faces were the easy smirks of men who arily considered themsdves masters of the redm,
and for amoment, as she bore down on them, the senior war wizard hated them enough to turn them into
mice-or ashes under her boots.

How dare they sdle into the private chambers of the royd family to warm themsdlves closer to the
flame of power than their fellows, to whom they'd pretend that they enjoyed the persona confidences of
the Obarskyrs. At what time had they logt their fear of guards, or for that matter, of swift-griding war
wizards?

"Good Lady-" one of them began, as he moved to block her path, his amile dmost a sneer.



"My lords," Laspeera interrupted, not dowing or moving aside, "have you persond business with the
queen? Or are you merdy logt?"

"Ha ha" the courtier replied, in the eager, empty mirth that by its tone announces that its utterer is
about to say something important that should-nay, must-be heeded. "Lady Laspeera,”" the other courtier
sad firmly, stepping directly into her way, "it was actudly you we came to see. It's a matter of some
urgency and delicacy ... ah ... involving authority over magic.”

Laspeera cdled on the power of the ring that adorned the hand she kept low and behind her-and
marched draight into him.

Her shidd, unseen and noticeable only as a fant, high Snging sound, thrust the man back, dartling
him into momentary slence. The tal, dender woman in the dark gown was reputedly a powerful mage,
yes, but he must weigh dmost twice what she did, and how by dl the gods-

"Yes" the laughing courtier's voice sprang into the uneasy moment of his fdlow's sumbling retrest,
"you see, we need to see the Royd Mage.”

"l fear you have the wrong realm, gentlesrs” Laspeera told them over her shoulder, as she strode
on down the passage. "In Cormyr we have a Court Wizard who is dso our Royd Magician, aso known
as the 'Mage Roya.' We have no 'Royd Mage."

"Oh, come, come," the laughing courtier demurred. "Lady, you know wel to whom we refer!”

Laspeera svung around, a warning in her eyes, and replied, "Yes, as it happens, | do-and an
therefore puzzled as to why you've come to me. The Mage Royd grants audiences to dl at times wl
known to you, and more private appointments with her may be made through the clerks of the court.
Thar offices lie consderably to the south of here.”

She leveled a pointing finger through a handy window &t the impressve bulk of the Royd Court,
then turned on her hed, and strode on.

"Lady!" the mirthful courtier protested, with a derisve little laugh. "We're not children! We-"

"-have gotten logt to the extent of wandering across a wide courtyard into the wrong building for
some other reason, lords? Excessve drink, perhaps?' a new voice said smoothly, as its owner stepped
out of a doorway to block their pursuit. He was a Ready Sword of the Palace Guard, and he was not
done.

In the space of a swiftly-drawn bregth the two courtiers found themselves ringed by unamiling Purple
Dragons. Guardsmen, in fact, who held weapons haf-drawn and looked like they had never in dl ther
long, wesather-beaten lives known how to amile

Laspeera dlowed hersdf a satidfied grin at the dacrity of the response to the song of her riang
shidd, which would have been very loud in that guardroom, but kept it indde. Her face was its usud
pleasant mask as she swept past another courtier-a son of the Hemstone noble family, this one, with
rather more right to be on thisfloor of the palace-even before he could look up from the servant he was
snaling threats of dismissd at, and cry hedlily, "Lady! Lady Wizard'"

Laspeera nether replied nor dowed, and so-of course-he came hopping dong in her wake.

"Lady Laspeera, | must speak with you!"

Not leting her Sgh reach her tone of voice, she asked, "Mug you, Lord?"

"W, ah, yes, actudly.”

L aspeera turned a corner without dowing. "Then do s0," she replied camly.

"Here? In the middle of a hdlway?'

"Why not, Lord? Do you find hdlways somehow . . . tainted?"

"No, no, you misunderstand me, lady. Why, | dmog fear you do so deliberatdly. I-it's just that the
meatter | must speak with you about is, ahem, regarding, ah, future actions of some delicacy invalving the
Lady Caadne, and-"

"Lord Hedmgtone," the senior war wizard replied, "l fear discussing a marriage proposa with anyone
other than the lady you wish to become attached to is less than prudent-as is consdering anything at dl of
the sort without first acquiring the approva of your rather formidable father."

"Wha-marriage? To such as her? Lady, you wound me deeply-"

"No, Lord, not yet," Laspeera murmured, passing through an archway and rounding another corner.



"Not yet."

The younger Lord Helmgtone was bugling after her, dill sputtering in outrage. "Lady, | protest!
Nobles of the redm are not to be trifled with, not even by-"

L aspeera spun around so swiftly that he was forced to snatch at a voluptuous statuette on a pedestal
to dow himsdf, lest he crash into her. Seeing what rondure held lad his hand on, he snatched his fingers
away in ainging haste.

Her voice was low and cam when she spoke, but it drained the high color entirdy from his face
nonetheless.

"Young men of even less prudence than manners? | say again, Lord Hemstone: before you open
your mouth again in the palace, seek the wise counsel of your father." The War Wizard turned on her
hed, stepped through the next archway-and discovered that it was her turn to come to a swift hat.

"He did,” a deep voice sad, in tones as chdlenging as a sword-thrust, "and is now doing exactly
what | bade him to. He is atempting, in his own way, admittedly less direct than it could be, to tdl you a
plan truth. Lady Laspeera, you we know and accept, though some among us misrus a secretive
woman-and a commoner, a that-holding so much power. You have demonstrated your loydty to the
Crown time and time again. Y ou we would accept as Mage Royd, but not another myserious woman-
another commoner worming her way into office over us-not this motherless Caadne. | but seek to warn
you of the generd mood. King Azoun is gone, lady and our tolerance for the excesses of those he's left
behind wanes-it does indeed. We won't take much more of this" "King Azoun the fifth is dive and well,
| assure you," she replied. "And who, my most gracious Lord of Hem-stone, is ‘we'?"

Laspeerds voice was a razor-sharp dagger of ice, but the elder Lord Helmgtone did not flinch. A
souffling sound behind Laspeeratold her that his son had, but her shidd was ill up around her. If sudden
ambition-or "patriotism”-should move him to fdl a hated war wizard to in some smdl way cleanse the
realm, her back was not unprotected.

"The heads of mogt of the noble houses of Cormyr, Lady Laspeera,” Hemstone said quietly. "The
flower of the realm. The swords and coins upon whose support the Dragon Throne stands-or fdls"

"Andif | was to loudly denounce this treason, Lord?" "Lady, as King Azoun-the fourth-himsdf sad
to us dl, 'tis not treason to seek what is best for the kingdom." Helmstone regarded her gravely, and
murmured in tones that barely reached her ears. "You should now be Mage Royd, Lady-not some
uplands upgtart.”

"Do you know so clearly, my lord, what's best for Cormyr?' Laspeera asked him softly, her voice
dill icy. "Better than does the wizard Vangerdahast, perchance?’

Helmstone shook his head. "I have no love for the old wizard, Lady, but with him at least | knew
what | was migruding." He drew back, and waved his hand in a gesture that was dearly asgnd to his
son to depart, swiftly and upon the ingtant. "I see our time here is wasted. You too must be mind-mazed
by the spdls of the new witch."

Laspeera shook her head, dmost as amazed as she was pretending to be. "Do you misunderstand
whet wizards do that much?'

Hemstone's response, as he drew aside a hanging to step through a door he should not have known
was there, was a growl of menace,

"Our beloved Forest Kingdom isfdling on dark days, indeed," he said, "if the last withered branches
of the decadent Obarskyrs are now cozened by scheming witches. Steps mudt be taken."

A dartled servant stood blinking in the revedled doorway, a tray of decanters in her hands. With a
sal of anger the noble let the hanging fdl right in her face, whirled, and strode past Laspeera, back
down the passage in his son's footsteps.

Timidy the hanging was lifted asde. Laspeera gave the servant a wordless, "l don't know about
these nobles, ather,” shrug and swept on in search of the Sted Regent. The short route to where Alusair
would be seemed to have grown very long.

Passing a certain doorway, she gave the face regarding her from its shadowed depths a discreet nod
and strode on without spesking.

Out of that way, in the senior war wizard's wake, stepped a man whose answering nod was even



more subtle. Glarasteer Rhauligan, dealer in turret tops and spires, strolled nonchdantly after the sorming
noble, humming a popular song of the streets as he went.

Far down the corridor, Laspeera diffened as she recognized it-and, dowly and ruefully, let a red
gmile touch her lips. The name of that tune was Wizards, Kings, and Doom, We All Rush to Seek the
Tomb. Indeed.

* k * k %

The noble faces garing down into the pit were pade and sweeting. It's one tiling to sneer a
terror-tales heard in youth, deeming them sheer lies spun by the weak-minded. It's quite another to see
them come to life and writhing in pain below you-wounded, yes, but so large and mighty in magic and so
terrifyingly near.

Netheriloursonce. Heed, humans. Greatevil returned shadows shadowmen darkwizards, city
of Shade now back. In desertofourdevising. Will reachout seizebetter-lands-this one!  Soon,
plotting evennow! Sorm back from exilehidingcravenstealth to seize whatrightfullyy-ours togreat
acclaimproperrank bardsesteem Weak women on throne ignorant willdither willbetoolate
youCormyr's only hope YOUher salvation!

The hissng mind-voice fdl dlent, but its echoes dill thundered in their heads, and it was only with
difficulty that Halvundrar Cormaeril managed to speak, his voice thick, dow, and awkward.

"What... mugt we do?"

Keepsecretkeepsilent heedmy words!

The voice dowed, mind-spesking each word carefully and firmly, as an angry father might deliver a
warming of great importance to a child.

Royal Magician must be dain. First get from her key to lltharl's Vault. Very powerful magic
therein. Take it, cleanse your fair land, and set someone suitable on the throne. Yourselves, for
instance. Soon it will be time to strike. Very soon.

In their minds appeared a sudden, vivid image-of a long-barreled key, its slver plate tarnished with
age, its wards large and fluted, its handle worked into a dragon's head, jaws agape.

Darkness descended like a curtain, and their minds were their own again. They could see nothing of
the pit and the ridiculous-looking, trumpet-shaped bulk shuddering in it, clawed arms and stinger moving
restledy.

Maerlyn Bleth shivered. So that was a phaerimm.

His mind whirled the image of the key they must saize from the Mage Royd in front of him and took
it away agan.

A flying city of shadow wizards come back from ancient Netheril. All the Relms endangered,
Cormyr the closest prize ... it was usng them, that thing down in the pit, usng them like the brainless
cdtle it so obvioudy and scornfully believed them to be. When the time was right, its spells would lash
out or it would stab at their very minds.

But plots are easly spoken and harder in the doing. Mistakes inevitable-oh, hadn't the gods taught
far too many Cormyrean nobles that. Mighty megic is dways a weapon worth having-and if Cormyr was
doomed, after dl these centuries, a least the House of Obarskyr could be driven down in
richly-deserved daughter firgt, every last screaming woman of it, those sneers wiped off thar faces as
they saw the nobles they and their forebears had so wronged working revenge upon them at last.

He was grinning like a wolf, Maerlyn knew. Teeth flashed in the dim light around him as they
hastened out of the cavern together. Every lagt one of hisfdlow conspirators was grinning savagely too.

Ah, but it would be good to see the Obarskyrs get theirs at last.

* * % % %

The Stedl Regent struck again, grunting with the effort, and Cdadne reded. Every blow of Alusar's
ondaught was like a hammer in her head, and the Mage Royd was fast acquiring a blinding headache.



Both women were drenched and staggering as they circled each other, cotton tunics plastered to
ther curves and errant hairs escaping sodden headscarves. Gods, but the princess was as fast as a
griking snake!

Her wooden practice blade swept around again, and this time Cadadnel dodged away to avoid
parrying, sumbling in her weariness.

Her own sword was an edgeless bar of force, maintained by her will done, and-

Alusair thrust past her guard, their blades binding, and Caladnel shouted in pain.

"No," the Stedd Regent snarled, as the Mage Royd gasped and held up a hand in a gesture of
surrender, "don't give up on me now! A murderous noble won't stay his sted because you wave to him
that you're winded."

They were drding each other again, both caked with the sand of the practice-floor where they'd
clinched, kicked, and tumbled earlier in ther bout. Shamra the Heder stood watching them carefully,
ready to step inif either woman lost her temper and went too far, or took a wound through a dip at the
wrong indant.

" did not. . . seek this office” the Mage Royd snarled between gasps. "l didn't want this title ...
these duties...”

The Stedd Regent's grin was as wry as it was fierce.

"I've heard those very same words before, echoing back a me from my own bedchamber mirror."

Her blade skirled and thrust. Cdadnel shouted again a the pain in her head-and a wooden blade
did home to touch her just under her breasts, thudding painfully up and in, at her heart. She put ahand on
Alusar's wegpon and bent over to catch her breath, reflecting ruefully that she wasn't hdf the
swordmaster the princess was.

"Did you die glorioudy?"

The cdm question made both of the panting, sweating women look up. The voice belonged to
Laspeera, and she never disturbed them at practice unless matters were urgent or of the utmost
importance.

Cdadne waved away the question with asmile as she struggled for bresth.

Alusair handed her sword to the heder, strode up out of the sand, and asked, "What news, Lasp?"

The senior war wizard reported the news from Arabel and her encounters with various murmuring
critics of the Mage Roya on the way to them, as the two women did off their tunics and headscarves,
washed with mint-water, toweled down, and put on fresh tunics.

Shamra was halding out a hair-ribbon to Caladnel as Laspeera recounted the words of the elder
Lord Helm-stone, her mimicry of histone as exact as her recdl of his utterances.

The Mage Royd frowned, stiffened, and snapped, "L ater, ladied"

The place where Cdadnel had been standing was suddenly empty. Shamra was holding out a ribbon
to emptiness. She blinked once, and camly turned and put the ribbon back on the side table from which
sheld taken it. Alusar and Laspeera were exchanging raised-eyebrow 100ks.

"One of her tdltdes went off,” the war wizard murmured. "I wonder what disaster's unfolding
now?'

The princess 9ghed as she made for the door, binding back her hair as she went.

"I miss Vangerdahast," she said. "He never told you anything either, but he had this sneering, testy
way of doing it that somehow reassured you that he had everything under control. | miss that feding.”

Laspeeras amile, asthey went out of the practice hdl together, was thin. "Y ou're not the only one.
Nor am |. The nobles were never so restless under Vangy's eye.”

* * % % %

Behind them, the heder amiled. Out of habit she turned to make sure nothing vitd had been
forgotten, and struck Alusair's wooden sword againg the door post. It was ill dick with sweat, and
dipped from her fingers-but it never clattered to the floor.

Jugt for an indant, Shamra's hand blurred into something dark and very like a tentacle, that plucked



the blade from the air and reshaped itsdf once more into the heder's fine-fingered hand.

She was done, Laspeerds back just disgppearing through an archway.

Hefting the wooden sword in her hand, the heder et her amile broaden. Not so wide as to show
fangs or seem strange-but as eager and deadly as the sudden glitter in the eyes above it.

Soon it would betimeto move a lagt . . . very soon. With magic enough, she could hold the throne
if she took it. And taking it would be so easy. Wring the neck of a babe, and catch Alusair done and
treat her to the same fate before word spread of little Azoun's doom ... and day Filfagil, take her shape,
and play the sorrowful queen waiting to be wooed by the right noble.

It would not be such a bad thing, to rule a kingdom as fair as this one, if she could keep dl these
idiots from shattering it around her.

"Whet can | say, good my Lord, to convince you to join us?'

The elder Lord Helmstone was angry-gods above, couldn't the man see this was the right thing to
do? He wasn't adullard, after dll.

"Nothing that comes to my mind," Lord Everran Summertree replied, in a voice that was sharp with
disapprova. "Cormyr can ill afford-Helmstone, we can ill afford-another war right now, with so many
dead and their crops implanted, and Sembians eager to sngp up land in return for just enough coin to see
garving crofters warm and fed through the coming winter. Our reddm needs peace to rebuild, not another
petty squabble over whose shoulders carry this or that title, or even whose backside warms the Dragon
Throne!"

Lord Hemstone sighed-the angry gust of a man exasperated by obstinate idiocy. He drew a dow,
ammeing breeth, threw his chin forward like a weapon, and growled, The time will come, Summertree,
when you see sense. | only hope twill not be too late. In the end youll find you smply must turn againgt
these witches and foolish women who now misrule us, and so aully the bright memory of Azoun and
Cormyr's greatness-before it ebbs entirel”

Out on the bacony-or rather, just benegth it, where he was dinging by his fingertips-Glarasteer
Rhauligan rolled his eyes. Did dl of these nobles learn their bombast at the same school? Or did the Lord
of Traitors answer their prayers by filling their minds with the same grand speeches of sdf-righteous "for
the good of theredm | do this' blurf?

"If you truly cared for the good of Cormyr," Lord Summertree replied coldly, "You'd court Alusar
and st your son to wooing the Mage Royd-and win or lose their charms, you'd gan yoursdf ample
opportunity to fill their ears with the policies and stances you think the reslm should adopt.”

"Take that Soitfire to wife? Harness my son to a commoner ?"

"Oh, stop sgueaking, my lord. Bardy two centuries have your kin held nohbility-and right now you
scarcely seem suited to it. We were dl commoners, once. As for taming princesses-think of it as better
sport than gicking your lances through stags and a few scrawny boar. Twould keep you busy, at least,
and-"

"And out of your regard? That much | can do, my lord! Good day to you!" Lord Helmstone's
parting wish was ddivered a a roar as he whirled and stormed out, back-handing a wine-bearing
manservant out of his way so fiercdy that one of Summertree's best decanters dlanged off the passage
wal.

Its owner waved the servant away with a reassuring amile, firmly closed the door, set its lock bar in
place, and strode to his desk.

Lord Summertree was not in awriting mood at this moment, it seemed. He went around behind his
chair, kept going-and with surprisng speed for a man so muscular and of graying years-snatched aside
the tapestry that concealed the door to his cloak closet. His sword was hdf drawn as he stared into the
wide eyes of the dill-sweeting Mage Roydl.

He asked pleasantly, "I trust you heard everything you wanted to. Have you a good reason to give
mewhy | shouldn't just run you through with this good blade right now-as | would any snesk-thief?"

Cdadnei cleared her throat. "Are you not afraid of my Art?'

Summertree amiled back at her wryly. "Shouldn't you be afraid of mine?'

The larger of the two ornate rings on his left hand winked, and a snging, glowing aura appeared



around the noble. He stepped back and drew his sword. In slence they both watched a radiance that
matched Summertreg's shidd awaken in his blade, and gtart to slently race dong its bright, sharp edges.

"No," the Mage Royd sad flatly, tossng her head. "I know you stand loyd for the Crown-and so |
have nothing to fear.”

Summertree raised an eyebrow. "l know not where you stand,” he replied gently, lifting his sword
90 that itstip was a whisker away from the cotton cloaking her breast, "so | think you do.”

The blade lifted, to menace her throat. "Who is Cdadne, redly?' the noble asked, his voice dmost
apurr. "How do any of us know if Vangerdahast really chose you-or if he did, wha he intends for our
far redm? Who's he truly loya to, and whom do you serve? | ask again: why shouldn't | just run you
through now, as many of the hotheads among we who bear titles desire me to do?

Sted flashed as Glarasteer Rhauligan stepped into the room. "Because, my Lord Summertreg” he
sad firmly, "to do so would be the act of atraitor-a man | would be forced to cut down, even in his own
manor, for so cruel a murder and ddliberate treason againg the Crown."

Everran Summertree was not accustomed to being surprised by the dlent approaches of
srangers-least of dl in his own study, and with daggers poised in their hands to throw in his direction. If
the old lord was astonished, Caladnel was even more so.

"Who are you?" they said, more or less together.

Glarasteer amiled an easy amile, and replied, "1 think you redly mean to ask me what | am or rather
whom | serve. Well, then, | harp from time to time, and bear with me both a Purple Dragon ring graven
with my name by Azoun IV himsdf, and a Crown commisson from Vangerdahast.”

Lord Summertree shook his head. "It seems my private chambers have become a popular wing of
the court, this evening,” he observed, spreading his hands to indude both of his guests. "Will you join me
inwine?'

Two heads shook in unison, politely dedining. The man who'd stepped in from the bacony raised
his other hand from behind him, and Lord Summertree watched the light of his favorite lamps gleam
dong the edge of a very sharp long sword. As he wondered for the fird time if he might die this evening,
there came awhirling of a different sort of light from closer at hand-and the Mage Royd vanished.

The two men looked at each other-and both shrugged. "A pleasant evening to you, Lord,”
Glarasteer sad softly, ere he took two swift steps and vaulted over the bacony ral into the gathering
dusk.

"A hit late for that, don't you think?' Lord Summertree murmured, after a moment of standing done
with his sword raised againg no foe.

Sdting it carefully on the desk, he went to a sideboard, poured himsdf a goblet of a favorite wine
with hands that shook not at dl, and strolled thoughtfully out onto the balcony to watch what bards liked
to cdl "the soft summer stars coming out.”

The tentacle that dapped around his eyes and mouth, and broke his neck with a quick, bruta jerk
before snatching the nobl€'s shuddering, gpasming body back out of Sght, was accompanied by a cdm,
dightly husky, feminine murmur.

"Far too late, my Lord Summertree, but not too late for you to have a change of heart and go to join
the conspirators.”

For just amoment, as it flexed a pair of tentacles and casudly tossed the large, limp body up onto
the manor roof for the crows to rend, the shape that had spoken resembled Shamra the Hedler. The
moment was gone, and it dwindled and thickened, taking on the burly bulk of the much-respected,
childless bachelor noble. Barefoot it padded to the robing rooms to choose clothes, plucking up the fdlen
goblet asit went.

When it set off across the study toward the door and its lock bar a few breaths later, it moved with
utter confidence, and a fair gpproximation of Lord Summertree's stride.

At least she had this one dusty chamber, spell-shielded by Lord Vangerdahast to keep everyone
ese out, as arefuge.

Right now, Cdadnei of the Raging Headache sorely - and that was a mild word for what she fdt -
needed it.



She clutched at her temples as her head rang and rolled, softly curang dl of the grasping nobles that
Cormyr seemed s0 richly over-endowed with. Gods damn and blagt them al!

Even here in the paace, they cirded like vultures around Azoun's tomb, eyeing the throne. She
didn't want any of this, Roya Magician and Court Wizard and Lady Master of the War Wizards - and dl
the other barbed, honeyed words at court.

The Forest Kingdom was a beautiful place, and it fdt like home - it was home - but why couldn't
ghe just take over an old, ramshackle upcountry house in the woods and be left done there to work
megic?

Every month it surged in her more srongly. Just plan Cadadnel could do wondrous things, she
knew, if she could take the time to try steering her sorcery thus and so, observe, and try again, unleashing
meagic that was truly Art, not these dry inscriptions the wizards so loved.

Yet dl around her in the gloom were the spells Vangerdahast had Ieft her. Shelves after shelves of
fat, mysterious-looking books and pigeonholes of ydlowing scrolls. Hundreds of both. Dugty tomes and
cryptic symbols and crabbed inscriptions, the things book-wizards loved, true-but to read even one of
them awakened things in her, stirred her sorcery to eager life, and Ieft her able to do more ... even if it
hed nothing to do with the written spell. Sheld never have been alowed access to such treasures if Lord
Vangerdahast hadn't named her his successor.

"Why, take this scroll, here" she murmured aoud, knuckling her head againg the pain. She'd found
it yesterday, in a cobwebbed corner that didn't look asif it had been disturbed snce the palace was built
... whenever tha was. A trandation-by Baerauble himsdf!-of Names of Power. Words bound into
enchantments woven into the Weave in ancient Netheril itsdf. To utter one of them would summon a
Netherese archwizard to you, to render a sngle act of aid. Doubtless most of those words would bring
only a cloud of tomb-dust and perhaps a few crumbling bones, now, but ill... think of itt Magic soun
when there was no Cormyr and dragons ruled most of the redms of today. Caefully stored
here-forgotten, yes, but guarded as the treasures they were-for someone, long centuries later, to find
them.

Someone cdled Cdadnel, a wandering adventurer and spellcaster-for-hire. A commoner, a
nobody... one low born wench put in office over us.

The Mage Royd sghed, and let her eye run down the lig of Names of Power, wondering if amilar
intrigues had beset their long-ago owners. Probably, if Netheril was anything like Cormyr or Halruaa.

Brathchacdent. Cathdegaunt. Tarane. Who had they been?

Cdadne 9ghed. That was the sort of thing she wanted to know, not which blustering noble wanted
her horsewhipped and hanged this morning.

Gods, but she might just welcome that about now! The Mage Royd put her head down on a
reading desk and moaned, wondering how to master her Art to quel headaches.

* * % % %

Eyes shone like pae moons in the gloom, over the wet scarves that kept them from sneezing in the
thick, cob-webbed dust. This secret passage had been forgotten even by the Obarskyrs, just as the
pheerimm had said. Maerlyn Bleth looked up sharply as he sensed, more than saw, a blade drawn.
Havundrar Cormaeril gave him aglent glare over it, and jerked his head sharply, pointing at its tip-which
dowly, and ever so fantly, began to glow.

Maerlyn stared a it, and by its softly growing light saw the wooden swivel-catch next to it-one of
three around the edges of a door or pand that Cormaeril was now patiently tracing. Havundrar's hand
closed on one, and he pointed with his blade a another.

Maerlyn reached for it, but one of the others-liryn Merendil, Maerlyn could just make out the line of
his short, upcurled beard-was there dready, leaving Maerlyn to take the next. Klasker Goldsword and
Aldeth Dracohorn squeezed past, ther own swords grating out with a sound that was gartlingly loud
among dl the gentle breathing. It earned them a fierce glare from Cormeaeril, and he was gesuring agan
a the catches.



Together, with dow care, they turned, freeing the dry, crumbling wood from where it had rested for
perhaps a century, and the pand shifted under thar fingers. At a nod from Cormagril-and who'd named
him lord of their little band, anyway?Maerlyn pulled gently on the catch in his hand, usng it as a handle,
with Merendil & hisside.

The pand came away eadly, Sllling light into their passage-light tinted crimson by the tapestry in
front of them. From beyond it, as they set the pand carefully aside, they could hear femae voices. Two:
the princess, and the Mage Royal, discussing possible traitors at Court, and whet to do about them.

Maerlyn saw Cormeaeril grin savagdly at the irony, and met it with a mirthless amile of his own. He
freed the weighted cloak from his belt and shook it out ready in his hand. The cloak would be his own
contribution to the plans of the phaerimm. 1t would go over the Cdladnel wench's head as quickly as he
could get it there, to keep her from blagting them with magic before they could get their blades into her.
Risky, yes, but he'd far rather be skirmishing with a young, untried Mage Royd than crossing blades with
the Stedl Princess!

Havundrar Cormaeril ducked his head, brought his blade up over his shoulder, and burst forward in
furious silence-and they were dl pounding forward into the light, waiting for the screaming to start.

Seeking screams thet did not come.

* k *k k%

Glarasteer's hands trembled as he set down the call-crystd hed just shattered. "If I'm wrong,” he
muttered, "I'll take the blame.”

"If you're wrong, good Rhauligan,” the Queen of Cormyr said firmly, "I'll take the blame. Lord
Vangerdahast dill owes me much, and-"

There was aflash of purple and white flame from the far side of the bed. Silhouetted againg it, they
saw Laspeera and the four trusted Highknights writhing in agony. Writhing-and faling.

Then the light was gone, and in the searing afterglow fitful lightning crackled over the deeping infant
King. Laspeeras spdl-shidd was collapsng.

"Lagp!" Hifaeril snapped as she glided forward, snatching a dagger out of her bosom with a speed
that made Glarasteer blink. "Lasp! Speak to ye!

Only slence answered her-for the triumphant, merciless laughter that was suddenly ralling dl around
them sounded only in their heads.

So disgustingly easy this best puling human scan do? Not worth you rule even enough ground
for their own graves hardly worth my trouble die then weak human dross!

Fre was laghing them, insde ther heads, and Filfaeril’s scream was a high, unearthly stabbing at
Rhauligan's ears. Purple-white fire blossomed again, around the royd bed, and by its light he saw the
queen, dagger fdlen, trying to claw out her own eyes.

Then his own hands were coming up a his face, sharp sted dill clutched in them-and he threw
himsdf sdeways, knocking Fifaeril onto the bed with his hip, driving on to rall away from her soft limbs
and into a hard, bruisng meeting with the floor. His ams were trembling as he fought againg the
phaerimm’s dominance- gods, but it was strong!-and there was a sudden roar and flare of golden light so
bright the chamber seemed filled with the sun.

The vice tightening around their minds was gone.

Glarasteer blinked. Across the chamber, something clawed and bedtid was thrashing as it died, a
last smoldering agony that framed the grim amile of a bearded, robed, rumple-haired man with a very
familiar face.

"Vangerdahast!" haf a dozen throats gasped as one.

"You summoned, and | came" the wizard growled, as he stepped over what was left of the
phaerimm with spell-smoke 4ill rigng from his hands. "Bah! Why should Elminger get dl the fun?’

Glarasteer Rhauligan looked back at the shards of the cal-crystd, then over at the crisped and riven
remains of the phaerimm. Drawing a deep, shuddering breath, he put down his Sword. HEd sworn to
defend the lives of the Obarskyrs with his own, so long as he could gill draw breath, and for the firg time



since hed taken up vigl over the king's bed, he began to hope tha he just might live to see another
marning come to Cormyr.

* %k %k % %

The pride of Cormyr's exiled nobility were hdfway across The Chamber of Frodtfire Candles, with
the Stedd Regent and the Mage Roya both whirling to meet them, beautiful eyes flashing with anger and
omething else- eagerness?when the tapestries on the other sde of the room boiled, and a nightmare of
black tentacles burst forth, snaking around the princess.

Alusar's sword was dready drawn. She spun around with a speed that made Maerlyn Bleth gulp,
hacked twice, and smoking ichor spattered to the ghost rothe rugs, followed by a thrashing, severed
tentacle.

Maerlyn swerved and charged a the Mage Royd, shaking out the cloak as he ran, just in time to
bring it up in front of his face as Cdadne snarled something, and the world exploded in a hissng roar of
ice

Cormeeril shouted in pain and fdl back, sheathed in sparkling frost, Goldsword toppled without a
sound, and Dracohorn staggered once and became 4ill, giff and white and garing. Maerlyn flinched
back from the searing cold, gasping out a curse, and-

There was a sckening wet splintering sound from his left, and the princess sobbed. It was a sound
Maerlyn had never thought to hear he couldn't help but turn and look.

A dark, rippling figure that had a gloating human face but nothing €se human about it leaned toward
Alusar, itsfront a forest of writhing tentacles. One of them flaled in shredded usdlessness, another wore
the regent's sword like a high lady's hatpin as it coiled and whipped in pain-and the rest were tightening
around the struggling princess hersdf.

Gods! This couldn't be the phaerimm, surdly, so what was it?

Alusar was snaling, more anger than fear on her face, but one of her ams dangled usdesdy,
shattered somewhere below the elbow. The other was plying a dagger as fast as she could, keeping
those deadly coails from her throat, but a dozen snakdike arms were dready tightening around her, and
she was being bent back like a graining bow.

In amoment, Maerlyn knew, he would hear Alusair's spine make the same sound that her arm had.

"Cdadna!" the princess cried. "Aid! Aid, unless you want to be regent, too!"

Tightening tentacles dapping around her breast, she had breath left only for a scream of rage and
pan.

Gods, yes, Cdadne! He was supposed to be-

Maerlyn whirled back toward the Mage Royd, bringing the cloak up again-but Caadnel, her eyes
two dark flames of fury, was risng from a hastily-clawed-open drawer with awand in her hand, shouting
something.

A beam of flame scorched across the room so swiftly thet the ar made a sound like parchment
being torn- and the black, gligening shape exploded in arain of gore and tangled tentacles, flinging the
Sted Regent over a couch and away.

There would be time to make sure of her later. His task remained clear before him. Maerlyn flung
the usdess cloak asde with a snarl and snatched out his blade-in time to see lliryn Merendil, a soft amile
on his face, dash asde Caladnei's vainly-warding hand with a vicious sword cut, and bring his dim, bright
ged around in an eegant thrust that plunged right through the Mage Royd's midriff-to emerge, glistening,
from her back.

Her eyes widened in astonishment and agony, Maerlyn Bleth grew asmile of his own as he stepped
forward in a perfect thrust and made his own hole in yidding flesh, crossing his blade over Merendil's to
come out the witch's Sde and pin her arm.

Cdadne reded, and her eyes found his-eyes awash in pain and sadness and regret. Trembling lips
drooled blood, and gasped, " Throne."

The word seemed to rush away across the room, echoing as if across vast distances-and to roar



back into a thunderclap that shook the Chamber of Frostfire Candles. There was someone dse in the
room-a man Maerlyn had never seen before. He was tdl and very thin, wore robes of strange cut and
dark but shimmering hue, and his skin was the color of smoke. His eyes seemed dmaost milky-white as he
glanced at the dying woman and a Maerlyn and Merendil. Almost lazly he raised one hand. and it
seemed to the agtonished noble that shadows dung to it, somehow shadows that shouldn't have been
there, indl this lamplight.

The man amiled a cold, unlovdy amile, and something bright blue and bubbling sprang out of his
empty pam, washing over Cormaeril and Merendil and-Maerlyn himsdif!

The youngest son of House Bleth fet amoment of intense cold, and a burning that rose savagdy to
choke him-and as the world dowly went dark and he stared at the exposed bones of his own sword arm,
Meerlyn fdt nothing at dl.

Done. The mind-voice was cadm and triumphant and somehow sneering, Cdadne thought, through
the red claws of agony, as the wizard of shadows watched her sag back againg a couch with two
swords through her. She struggled to reach out ahand to him, and he camly watched her efforts, smiled
that crud amile, waved a hand, and was gone asif he had never been.

Despairing, Caladne let the pain take her, shuddering around the swords whose sharp points would
not et her lie back againg the splendid upholstery and rest.

So thisiswhét it fedslike to die ...

There was noise, fast gpproaching, an uneven running that ended in a skidding crash into one end of
the couch. Spitting blood as the world darkened around her, the Mage Royd fdt no pan from that
jaring-nothing more than the raging wal of agony that was bearing down, crushing her.

Siver flashed in front of her nose, and socthing fire passed her lips

"Cdadna!" avoice hissed.

The Mage Royd sruggled to focus, to see the face of the princess. Alusair dashed a second hedling
pation down her throat-gods, but it fdt good-and set one booted foot againg Caadne's breast and
pulled.

Coming out, the blade tugged the Mage Royd hdf upright, and if she'd thought she'd tasted pain
before, she knew better now. Sted rang and clattered far down the room-Alusair must have just flung the
blade away over her shoulder-and without pause the princess bent forward and snatched out the second
sword.

Someone very near was shrieking in agony, araw and horrible sound, and as Caadnel writhed and
shuddered on the couch, biting her lips and tongue uncontrollably, she very much feared that it was her.

The pain-creased face of the princess wasin front of hers again.

"Hald on, Mage," Alusair was snarling, as Cdadna shrank back from the light and noise and pain,
arifting down toward the dark.

"You're one of us now," the princess roared, "and Cormyr needs you! Don't you die on me! | so
much wanted to gdlivant around and have adventures while my father ruled over a placid redm of
ever-richer farmers and nobles so adrip with gems that they tossed handfuls of them to ther servants ...
but somehow I'm not surprised that the gods had other idess. If therés to be a Cormyr
tomorrow-without Vangerdahast-1 need you. Cormyr needs you! Darmn you, Cdadne!”

Strong fingers shook Cadadne like arag dall, but it dl seemed so far away.

Alusar whirled avay from the Mage Royd's body and sprinted across the room, shouting a the
pans that stabbed through her legs and ribs and shattered arm with each step, until she reached a
statuette crowning a mantel piece-a sculpted likeness of a Purple Dragon.

"Blagt you, Vangerdahadt,” she sobbed, snatching it fromits perch and winang her way back down
the room, "this had better not have been one of your dy lied"”

With trembling fingers she snatched one of the enchanted rings off the hand at the end of her broken
am-on her knees and gasping with pain by the time she got it off-and thrudt it into one of her open
wounds, tearing at her flesh until cozing blood ran fredy again.

Tucking the statuette into the crook of her good arm, the Sted Princess reached up to hold the ring
in her wound, regled to her feet, and lowered hersdf as gently as she could atop Caadne's limp body.



They were going to dide off this bloody couch together, if she didn'.

Grimly Alusar fumbled the purple dragon-one of threeindl Faerun, if Vangy had told her truth-into
her good hand, raised hersdf awkwardly with her broken arm grinding into her dying friend, and the ring
held there in her own gore, and smashed the satuette againg the back of the couch with al the strength
she had left. 1t took two sobbing blows before the thing broke. Weeping, Alusarr brought the jagged
fragment ill in her hand around-and stabbed hersdf with it, right into the ring. It had been tralling blue
fire So the old wizard hadn' lied, and this just might-

Blue flames burst through her, like fire and ice, cooling and soothing. The pain was gone!

Alusar shuddered as deansng power raced through her, and-and-gods, Cdadnei! Swiftly, ere it
ebbed!

She fdl forward again and kissed whatever bare skin she could find-Caladne's Ieft cheek, as it
happened, just beneath one garing eye-and held hersdf rigid to be sure their contact did not end. With
tantdizing downess, dmogt lazly, the heding magic stole out of her, washed back into her, and rippled
into the Mage Royd and stayed there.

The body beneath hers jumped, spasming and moaning gently and trying to rise. Alusar hed her
down, dawing at the carved back of the couch to hold hersdf in place as Cdadnel sobbed, shuddered,
and gasped, "Princess? Alusar?'

The Stedl Regent amiled then and let go her grasp to start the dow dide toward the floor.

Tingling, dl pain wondroudy banished, Cdadne lifted her head to look around, through swimming
eyes as Glarasteer Rhauligan stepped amilingly into the room with his drawn sword raised and ready,
and Laspeeralooking over one shoulder, and Vangerdahast peering over the other.

Behind them was Queen Filfaeril with the infant king in her arms and the sage Alaphondar at her
sde-and there seemed to be an inadvertent contest between the infant Azoun and the patrician sage as to
who could look the most dazed and just-awakened.

Rhauligan shook his head as he did his sword back into its sheeth and went to help them. He was
dill two steps away when the Sted Princess bumped down onto the floor.

"I know," he remarked, reaching down a hand to help her up, "therere some folk who'd look upon
this touching scene and draw quiite the wrong conclusions, but..."

Alusar gave hm alevd ook, and sad crisply, "It'sa good thing for you, dr, that Vangerdahast, my
father, and Elminger al carefully took the time to separately and in the utmost secrecy explain to me just
who you are. It's kept you dive these past few months, when certain folk very srongly urged you be
rendered dead."

As she spoke, blue flames of heding magic swirled from between her lips.

Wesakly, from the couch, Cdadnel muttered, "So | was mistaken. Not one of my larger mistakes,
I'm afraid.”"

She looked up a Vangerdahast apologeticaly. "Are you dill sure you made the right choice? | knew
nothing about these nobles, and-and that tentacled thing."

Her predecessor smiled, shook his head, and said, "The Blood of Mdaug are everywhere these
days, it seems, and Cormyr is dways entertaining noble traitors and exiles who think regicide will win
them back thar estates and titles with a sword stroke. Youll get used to them." - Cdadne sat up and
sad dmogt pleadingly, "I faled the Crown! | didn-"

Vangerdahast snorted. "Nay, nay, lass-don't think to get out of being Mage Royd that essly! The
midakes are dl yours to make now. I'm not watching over you dl, ready to appear in a puff of
gpellsmoke to save your various shapely behinds whenever you sumble.”

He turned dowly on his hed, to favor everyone in the room with his stern gaze, and added,
"Condder this a lucky chance that | was passng through. Cormyr is yours now. With the passng of
Azoun, my duty was done, and I've =0 little time left to cram dl my neglected tasks and whims and
unfinished business into. Farewd|!"

Amid a van chorus of protests, he amiled again, wiggled his ringers playfully at the child king, and
vanished.

Hlfeeril broke the little Slence that followed with a 9gh, and turned to Cdadnel and asked, "How do



wizards do that? I've aways wanted to just begone into thin air, too-usudly when particularly obnoxious
nobles were gpproaching. Twould be very handy-"

It was not considered palite to interrupt the Queen of Cormyr, but Caladne was suddenly logt in a
flood of gigglesmirth that begat laughter from others, a risng chorus of guffaws through which the Mage
Roya only dmly heard Glarasteer Rhauligan remark in gloomy tones, "She has a flaw after dl, our Royd
Magidan: she giggles.”

* * % % %

In aroom that swirled with shadows, Tarane of Shade stood watching the scene in the Chamber of
Frostfire Candles through awhorl of scrying magic.

"Wdl, wdl," he said, amiling faintly. "An interesting place to rule, to be sure. Let it mature awhile, to
grow strong and prosperous again firg. Waiting for the right moment is one thing | know very wel how
to do."”

He picked up a ring that had until recently adorned the hand of Maerlyn Bleth from a flaring,
flute-topped pedesta table beside him.. Tuming it so that its half-aroused enchantments-magic the young
fodl had been utterly unaware he was carrying-made it flash in the backwash of the scrying spdll, the
Shadovar added with a amile, "Unlike so many of the fair flowering of Cormyr's proud noble houses. Or
the last Obarskyrs and their handful of loyd servants, for that matter.”

King Shadow
Richard Lee Byers

11 Kythorn, the Year of Wild Magic

The old knight and his squire hobbled their weary dedtriers through the charred and shattered gate.
They waked the rubble-choked streets of the murdered city, where even a fresh horse would likdy lose
its footing.

At firg Kevin fdt numb and sick. The short, sandy-haired youth had yearned hiswholelife to ride to
war, had fdt feverish with excitement on the long, difficult ride from Kirinwood to Tilverton. But he had
never imagined war's aftermath: broken buildings and broken bodies reeking of burning, evil magic, and
rot, the gink perceptible despite the drizzing rain.

Gradudly, though, pure stupid horror logt its grip on the squire, and he regarded his master, only to
discover anew cause for dismay.

Before forsaking martid endeavors to run the family farm and make fern-and-mint wine, Sr Ajandor
Surehand had seen other scenes of carnage nearly as grim as this. Yet he trudged dong without a word,
histhin, wrinkled face with its drooping white mustache ashen, his gray eyes lost and empty beneath his
shaggy brows.

Kevin was appalled. He had dways thought the gaunt old knight indomitable, but apparently the loss
of an only child could overwhedm anyone.

"Sr," he said, picking hisway around a saill of field-stone, "you know, it may not be possible to find
hm."

If Ajandor heard, he gave no gn.

"There are so many dead people,” Kevin continued, "some disfigured by fire and the like. Others no
doubt lie ingde the collgpsed buildings™

"Is that what you think?" snapped Ajandor, who had never before spoken hardhly to Kevin in dl
their years together. That my son was cowering indoors when he died?"

"No! I'm sure he died fighting the enemy.”

"Then shut up.”

As Kevin wondered what to say next, a gray form sprang up from the ground, where it had
goparently been lying flat as a sheet of parchment. A pair of vague limbs outstretched, it pounced a
Kevin.



The squire tried to dodge and draw his sword at the same time. He managed neither. The dark thing
dammed into him and bore him down to the ground. Raking claws shredded his mantle and surcoat and
ripped a the hauberk beneeth.

Something flashed. The creature legped away, and Kevin saw Ajandor sanding over him with Gray
Dancer, his sword of gleaming mithrd slver, in his hand. The knight had used it to drive the phantom
back.

Kevin scrambled to his feet and yanked out his own blade, a plain sted one, devoid of pedigree and
with only the amplest of enchantments. The humans and the creature stood and regarded one another.

Kevin could see that the shadow resembled an enormous cat, though perhaps that was only one of
many possble forms, for its murky substance seemed to flow and shift from moment to moment. The
refugees whom he and Ajandor had encountered on the road had warned them of such shadow
creatures, phantoms gpparently engendered by the same wizardry that had destroyed Tilverton and the
amy assembling inddeitswdls

Evidently hoping to flank the apparition, Ajandor edged to the left. Kevin moved to the right. The
cat sprang at him, its entire head opening like an oyster to become nothing more than a set of jaws.

Sidestepping to throw off the shadow's am, Kevin cut a its shoulder. Though he had fdt the
phantom's weight and strength, his sword swept through it asif it were made of smoke. That should have
been good, but he knew it wasn't. Some supernaturd beings were dl but impervious to mundane
weapons, and this was apparently one of them.

The phantom clawed at him, and he jumped back. Ajandor rushed in and drove his point into the
shadow's flank.

The cresture spun, reared on its hind legs like a bear, and raked a Ajandor with talons grown long
as daggers. Scarcely giving an inch of ground, the knight met the shadow's attack with savage stop cuts.
At least his blade seemed to be hiting something solid, though whether it was doing the phantom any red
harm was impossible to say.

Kevin could tdl that his master was trying to get ingde the shadow's reach for another stroke to the
head or torso, where, perhaps, some vitd organs resided, but the creature was holding him back. For his
part, the squire couldn't hurt the phantom, but perhaps he could digtract it. Ydling at the top of his lungs,
he charged and bezt  it.

The shadow whirled, loomed above him like a mountain about to give birth to an avdanche, then it
jerked, and the point of Gray Dancer popped out of its bely. Ajandor had seized his opportunity to bury
the mithrd weagpon inits back. The cat toppled, and Kevin scrambled aside to keep it from dropping on
top of him.

Panting, his heart pounding, the squire was content to stand clear and hope that the shadow
wouldn't get up again, but Ajandor was not. Seemingly contemptuous of the cat's flalling limbs, he kept
on attacking. The shadow stopped moving and ill he hacked at it, until the body abruptly meted away
to nothing.

Only then did Ajandor turn to Kevin. The knight's eyes had gone from dull and dazed to fierce and
hard.

"Are you dl right?" Kevin asked. The collar of his tattered cloak chose that moment to tear
completely apart, dumping the garment around his boots.

"Yes" Ajandor ingpected his blade of "true dlver,” only to find that, except for drops of rainwater, it
didn't need deaning. The phantom hadn't possessed any blood to foul it. "Let's move on."

"Move on? After afight, if it's practica, a warrior dways rests and recovers his strength. Y ou taught
methat."

"Dont throw my own words back inmy face."

"I'm just saying . . . look, further wandering may be a bad idea. Weve just seen that the survivors
told us the truth. Tilverton is haunted. We should-"

Ajandor turned away, his patched, faded war cloak swinging, and headed up the Street. Kevin
mouthed a glent curse, snatched up his ruined mantle, threw it around his shoulders like a beggar's rag,
and hurried after him.



They prowled until darkness began to envelop the dity, cregping up on them as dedthily as the
shadow cat, or so it seemed to Kevin. With the sun hidden behind the perpetua gray cloud cover, he had
Seen no hint of its setting.

"We should get back to the horses,” he said, "and make camp for the night.”

Ajandor shook his head. "I want to walk."

The mounts need care, assuming that some horror hasn't killed them aready.”

"You can tend them. It is part of your duties, isit not?'

"Yes Sill, what's the point of seerching for Pelethen”- Ajandor flinched dmaost imperceptibly at his
son's name-"in the dark? Y ou could march right past his body and never notice.”

"I ill fed like wandering."

"But the shadows will be more active in the dark, for that's the way of shadows, and without a Sngle
light burning anywhere about the streets, youll never see them coming. Theyll kill you before you can
even lift your sword!"

Ajandor frowned, consdering. At length he said, "1 wouldn't want to fdl without gtriking a blow.
That would make a poor end to the tae of my line. Well return to the Cormyr Gate."

On the way back, they passed one of the sets of tairs that dimbed to the Old Town, a precinct
built on high ground. Famed for its picturesque beauty, it was likdy as ruinous as the rest of the city.
Partway up the steps was an Altar of Shidds, unmarred by the devadtation that prevailed on every sde.
To Kevin, it dmogt seemed a mockery, as if Hm, god of guardians and protectors, had preserved his
own little shrine while permitting the rest of the dity to perish.

The sgquire's mood soured il further when they reached the gate. Redwind, Ajandor's charger, lay
dead. No shadow had come to rend the faithful animal. Rather his heart had given out and smal wonder.
At the knight's insistence, the two riders had pushed their mounts unmercifully once they heard about the
destruction of Tilverton, even though, from a coldly practical perspective, they no longer had any reason
to hurry at dl.

Ajandor gazed down a the horse that had borne him for the past ten years, an animd that, Kevin
believed, he had loved.

"Poor old fdlow," murmured the knight.

"It's too bad," Kevin said.

Ajandor turned away from the fdlen steed. "The anima got me here. | suppose that's dl tha
meatters”

"Until we want to ride away."

Ajandor didnt reply.

"Wdl," said Kevin after a pause, "after | see to my horse, well want afire and our supper.”

"Do asyou like" Ajandor walked back to the east end of the stone tunnd that was the gate, where
therain created a sort of shimmering, pattering curtain and stood staring out as night swallowed the city.

By the time Kevin finished preparing a med of fried ham, crumbly yelow corn cakes, and dried
apples, the vida beyond the gate had gone utterly black. He tried not to think of what might be lurking
unseen just afew feet away. A fant cry came from the opposite direction, out in the countryside, making
him jump. Some of the refugees hadn't fled very far from Tilverton, and perhaps shadow creatures were
ranging outside the broken walls as well.

At the sound, Ajandor glanced over his shoulder then turned away once more.

"Supper's ready,” Kevin called.

His master didn't answer.

For a second, annoyed, the youth was tempted to let it go at that. The gods knew, he was hungry
enough to eat both portions himsdf. He rose from the fire and carried the two tin plates to the end of the
gate.

"Here" he said, thrusting one dish forward.

Thus prompted, Ajandor accepted it. He took a token nibble of corn cake then stooped to st the
plate on the ground.

"No!" Kevin said. "Sir, you heed more than that, or youll get Sck.”



“I'm not hungry.”

Kevin took a deep bregath, screwing up his courage. He had never heditated to speak his mind to
the kindly mentor who had taken him in after his own parents drowned in a bodting accident, but this
taciturn stranger daunted him alittle.

"Sr, | think | know what's in your mind. We couldn't have gotten here any faster.”

"That's a convenient way to think."

"It's the truth. We left home the same day the herad brought us word of the cdl to arms, and we
hed to ride from one corner of Cormyr to the opposite one, dogging down muddy roads and fording
swollen rivers.” That, of course, was why the kingdom of Cormyr and its dlies were going to war. A dty
of wizards was tampering with the weether, producing constant rain that ruined crops, birthed floods, and
mede travel a nightmare. "Despite it dl, we did arrive before the date specified in the princesss decree.”

"But not in time to fight."

"Obvioudy, no one anticipated that the shades would lay sege to Tilverton before our forces could
march on them. Anyway, do you think we could have changed the outcome if we had been here? Do
you think you could have saved your son?!

Ajandor sneered. "You're glad you were let off, aren't you? Glad you weren't obliged to die in the
sarvice of the Crown.”

Kevin groped for a suitable answer. Nothing sorang to mind.

"Get away from me, coward. Leave me to mourn in peace.”

The sguire obeyed then found that suddenly he, too, had no appetite.

He took the firgt watch as was customary and his duty, even though Ajandor did not aval himsdf of
the opportunity to rest. Afterwards, the youth found it so difficult to deep that he dmog fdt that he
shouldn't have bothered, ether. The occasond anguished cry from beyond the wadls kept jarring him
awake.

At daybreak, or wha passed for it beneath the perpetua overcadt, the two men-at-arms headed
back into the streets. It was raning harder, but the stink of the bloated dead seemed worse than ever. At
fird it churned Kevin's somach. Eventudly, though, he forgot about it, when he noticed something about
his master's demeanor.

When they'd firg entered what remained of Tilverton, Ajandor had paid particular atention to any
dead warriors clad in the wine-colored surcoats of the Purple Dragons, the company of knights to which
Peethen had belonged. Now he paid little heed to any of the pathetic corpses sprawled on every sde.
Instead, he scrutinized doorways, windows, and rooftops, low wals and the mouths of dleyways, a
wagon with two dead mules dumped in the traces-everywhere afoe could liein wait.

That, Kevin reckoned, was only prudent, but when Ajandor caught a glimpse of a shadow
crouching over the burnt corpse of a mother with a blackened, shriveled infant in her arms, his response
waan't prudent at all.

"Ho!" bdlowed the knight, throwing back his cloak and taking hold of Gray Dancer. "Shadow!
Come and fight!"

The murky form rose from the corpses-had it been eating their decaying flesh?-and Kevin saw that it
was shaped more or less like a man. It glided forward through the rain, and four more shadows dipped
from the ashy ruins of a bakery to fdl in behind it.

"Sr" sad Kevin. "There are too many."

"Not for me" Ajandor replied.

Gray Dancer hissed from its scabbard, the mithrd blade luminous even on this dreary, rainy
morning. The thin man strode forward.

"My sword might not even hurt them!” Kevin caled after him.

Ajandor didn't bother to reply, nor did he fdter in his advance. Kevin cast away his hindering rag of
amantle, drew his own quite possibly useless weapon, and trotted to catch up with the knight.

Asthey closed to fighting distance, the phantoms spread out to encircle their human foes. Resolved
to prevent that, Kevin pivoted and cut at the one on the left.

The impact fdt as if his blade were shearing through cloth, not anking into flesh, but at least there



was resistance. The shadow redled back with arent in the middle of its chest.

Kevin cried out in satisfaction-he was dill afraid of the cursed gpparitions, but at least this time he
was fighting something he could damage-and the shadows responded with a piercing, slent shriek. It
wasn't sound, but he could heer it indde his head. He flinched at the pain, and two of the phantoms
gorang forward and clutched him by the wrigts.

Their fingers were burning cold, but the dhill was the least of it. Something, strength, or life itsdf,
perhaps, drained out of Kevin and into his assailants. His vison blurred, and his knees buckled. Insde his
mind, the shadows squedled in greed and triumph.

He tried to wrench his sword arm free, but the shadow maintained its hold. As Ajandor had taught
him, he heaved up his leg and stamped, raking his boot dong the ghodtly creature's shin and samashing it
down on itsfoot. It seemed to Kevin that with so much of his strength leeched away dready, the somp
kick was a puny, fumbling effort. Still, perhaps startled, the shadow loosened its grip. The squire shoved
that one away and turned to the other. It scrambled in even closer, wrapping its arms around his torso,
meking it impossible to bring the point or edge of his sword to bear. For a moment, weak, frozen, he
couldn't think whet to do, and Ajandor's lessons came back to him again. He bashed the shadow's head
with the heavy sted egg of his weapon's pomme, and losing its hold, the shadow dumped to one knee.

Kevin swayed and sumbled backward. He desperately wanted a moment to collect himsdf, but the
shadows didn't giveit to him. Shrieking their psychic shriek, they rushed him.

Gripping his sword in both hands-otherwise, he might not have been able to swing it-the squire
swept the wegpon in a horizonta arc. The cut decapitated one shadow, and its body and tumbling head
vanished. The other phantom nearly succeeded in darting in close enough to grapple, but backstepping
frantically, Kevin kept enough space between them to use his blade. He plunged it into the shadow's
heart, or the spot where a man would carry his heart, anyway, and it too medted away to nothing.

Gasping, shuddering, he looked about for other foes, just in time to see Ajandor dispatch what was
goparently their last adversary. For a few seconds, the knight looked satisfied in a grim sort of way, but
then restlessness or hunger crept back into his expresson.

"Let'smoveon,” hesad.

"No!" Kevin said. "Not yet. Thistime, | mud rest. Did none of the shadows get its hands on you?"

“No."

"Wdl, they did me, and ..."

The world seemed to tilt on its axis, and he redized that if he didn't get off his fegt, he was going to
fdl. He tottered to a horse trough overflowing with rain and sat down on therim.

"Are you wounded?' Ajandor asked.

"Not exactly. Fm not bleeding. | think | just need a few minutes™

Ajandor's mouth tightened with impatience, and Kevin was sure that he meant to wak away and
abandon him, weak and helpless, here in the midst of the haunted city.

Instead the knight said, "Very wdl."

They waited for atime, Ajandor standing, Kevin gtting, the only sounds the drumming of the rain
and the creaking of some damaged building shifting toward collapse.

Fndly, when the youth fdt that mere taking wouldn't congtitute an intolerable strain, he said, "I
figured it out. You aren't just watching out for the shadows, you're hunting them.”

"Correct.”

"With Princess Alusair's amy defeated, you have no way to strike a blow againg the wizards who
killed Pelethen, so you're taking it out on the spooks they Ieft in their wake.”

"It's a chivarous act to purge the land of shadows, wouldn't you agree?’

In Ajandor's tone lurked an irony that mocked the entire notion of knightly duty, and never mind that
he had aways taught his squire that honor was everything.

"l suppose it should be done," the squire said. "Whatever you think, I'm not afraid to help, but is this
asensgble way to go about it? According to your own lessons on tactics, we should have a company of
men-at-arms sweeping Tilverton sysematicdly, block by block. We should have priests and wizards to
support them with their magic. We-"



"Perhaps,”" Ajandor replied, "but Fm not in the mood for that much company.”

"That's mad! | understand-"

A shadow fdl over them. Startled, Kevin looked upward.

Something huge was soaring over the wreckage of Tilverton, edipsang the attenuated light sfting
through the clouds. Was it a dragon? Kevin couldn't tell. He had never seen awyrm, and in any case, the
titan's form was as indidinct as that of the lesser shadows. All he could truly discern were tatters of
darkness that reminded him equally of a bat's wings and a jelyfish'stralling tentacles. That, and a sense of
awesome power and maevolence.

It suddenly occurred to Kevin that the giant shadow might look down and see them, and he cringed,
but the thing passed on over the gapped wall endirding Old Town and disappeared.

"The king shadow," murmured Ajandor. "In the end, if I mugt, I'll come to you.”

"Not without an army behind you,” Kevin said, "and Vangerdahadt, too." Then he remembered the
rumor they'd heard dong the road, that Cormyr's famous wizard had likdy perished in the destruction of
Tilverton with the rest of the defenders. "W, some mage, anyway."

"Ready to go?'

He wasn't, but he was rdluctant to irritate his master by asking for more time. He sruggled to his
feet, and they wandered on.

Ajandor took to shouting chdlenges whether any shadows were in view or not, and from his
perspective if not his squire's, it paid off. Alone or in groups, sometimes vulnerable to common sted and
sometimes not, the phantoms dunk out of their hiding places to fight.

Somehow Kevin survived hdf a dozen of these confrontations, urtil to his profound relief, it started
to get dark, and Ajandor agreed to return to the shelter of the gate. Not that the squire had any particular
reason to think that they were truly safe there, ether, but at least they weren't actively looking for trouble.

After he prepared another supper and watched Ajandor set his portion aside largdy uneaten, he
sad, "If you mean to continue hunting spooks, we could at least do it beyond the wals. The folk out in
the countryside need protection.”

"l imagine the shadows dip out of the dty to seek their prey,” said Ajandor, saring out at the night
and the hisang rain, "but they dl lar ingde, where the gink of necromancy lies thick on the ground.
Therefore, I'll be protecting the refugees just as effectively by killing the phantomsin here.”

"The people may have other problems™ Kevin shifted postion, and his shoulder, bruised by a
phantom'’s attack, gave him atwinge. "They may need a leader to sort them out."

"I told you, | don't fed like bothering with other people right now."

"I know they'd respect your grief. Each of them surdy has griefs of his own.”

"Grief," said Ajandor, as though the word were a pdtry, inadequate thing. "Do you know why
Pelethen joined the Purple Dragons?'

"Because you did the same thing in your youth. Sir, that does not make you responsible for his fate”

"It's funny. | was happy when Princess Alusair's summons came. To me, the war, with al its perils,
was Smply afine excuse for a reunion with my boy."

"I know how much you wanted to see him."

"l wanted to give him this™ Ajandor drew Gray Dancer an inch out of its scabbard then shoved it
down again. The guard clicked againg the mouth of the shegth. "Asmy father gave it to me. As we have
handed it down in our family for four hundred years. What am | supposed to do with it now?"

"Useit to defend the weak, as you have dways done."

Ajandor chuckled an ugly little chuckle. "As | have dways done. And here at the end, what do |
have to show for it?'

"Sr," sad Kevin, "with dl respect, you've lost much but not everything. Kirinwood isful of folk who
love you. Migtress Waterthorn. Old Nobby. Gden Oakfriend." He could have added himsdf to the lig,
except that it would make him fed like awhining child.

"l suppose it ought to shame me" replied Ajandor, "but | just don't seem to care, not anymore. My
heart is empty.”

"l don't believe that,” Kevin replied. "At the moment, dl you fed is pain, but when it loosens its grip



alittle, the gentler emotions will return.”

"You're pratling.”

Kevin fdt his cheeks flush. "Sir, | just don't want to watch you commit suicide, and that's the true
objective of our shadow hunt, isn't it? It's a miracle the creatures haven't dain the both of us dready."

"If you're afraid, then leave. | release you from my service" Ajandor turned away.

That night, Kevin did indeed consider saddling his horse and trotting away back down the highway
cdled the Moonsea Ride, but he couldnt quite bring himsdf to do it. There had to be a way to snap
Ajandor out of his trance of despair!

After considerable pondering, the squire thought of one ploy that might serve. He was certain-well,
reasonably so-that deep down in his heart, Ajandor 4ill did care for dl the same folk heéld cherished a
tenday ago. If s0, then perhaps a threet to one of those dear ones would bring the affection to the surface
and restore the old man's perspective. It would show him that his son's death, tragic as it was, hadn't
crushed dl the meaning out of hislife

Though the scheme did have one drawback: Kevin himsdf would have to play the role of friend in
distress.

All the other candidates were back in Kirinwood.

A nadly voice indde the squire's head whispered that his notion would never work, because
Ajandor actudly didn't care about him. Hadn't his brusqueness the past few days made that clear? In
times past, Ajandor had been kind to his foster child but had redly only cherished his son by blood.

No, Kevin indgted to himsdlf, it wasn't s0. He could conjure up a thousand memories that proved
Ajandor's love for him, and that meant he could make his scheme work. He'd dip away, his foster father
would chase after him, and in the end, everything would be dl right.

As the night wore on, weariness at last overtook Ajandor. He sat down with his back againg the
wadl, and, gradudly, his head drooped until his chin rested on his breast. A soft buzzing issued from his
mouth.

Moving quigtly, Kevin rose, unlaced one of the saddlebags, and took out a stick of chak, which
Ajandor had packed to sketch out battle plans, duty rosters, and the like. Winang at the faint scratching
sound, the squire scrawled a message on the wall:

| HEAR KING SHADOW CALLING ME, AND | MUST GO TO HIM. FAREWELL.

That accomplished, the youth tiptoed to the arched entrance to the city, thought of al the shadows
presumably lurking in the darkness, took a deep breath, and forced himsdf out into the rain.

To his surprise, he didn't blunder into any phantoms, and after a few minutes, he reached the foot of
the Cormyr Stairs. Hafway up, he came upon Hem's shrine. Reflecting that some kindly power certainly
seemed to have protected him thus far, he slently gpologized to the deity for his earlier irreverence and
lad a copper piece atop the Altar of Shields.

He crept on to the top of the steps, peered through the wal, and surveyed Old Town. If any beauty
remained to its burnt and battered houses, he couldn't see it under these conditions, nor did he care. He
reckoned held come as far as required to give Ajandor a nice anxiety-ridden chase, and now he needed
aplace to wait for him-somewhere indoors, where no passing shadow would spot him. At the far end of
a litle plaza stood a cottage, its eaves encrusted with carved roses and its door standing gar. He
scurried to it, ducked indde, found a stool, and sat down behind a window that looked out at the head of
the Cormyr Stairs.

Soon, he assured himsdf, Ajandor would come budling to the top. The knight would probably be
furious when he redlized Kevin had tricked him, but it wouldnt matter. The shock of his fosterling's
disappearance would dill restore him to himsdf.

Suddenly, awail of anguish broke into Kevin's imaginings. Unlike dl the others hed heard, this one
sounded close by.

Looking indl directions, the squire peered out the window. After a fev moments, the source of the
noise sumbled into view.

Roped together to form a coffle, a matron with gray curls, two men, and a little girl trudged across
the plaza, passing only a few feet from Kevin's vantage point. Sinking around them, shoving and



prodding them on, were severd of the man-shaped shadows he and Ajandor had fought before. The
youth couldn't tdl precisdly how many. In the darkness, he was lucky to glimpse the shadows at dl.

He wondered if the prisoners had 4ill been living somewhere ingde the city, or if the shadows had
captured them out in the countryside. Not that it mattered. The only thing that did was hdping them. But
how?

Charge out and attack? Ajandor might have managed it, but hed been honing a genius for
swordplay for forty years. Kevin had been training a modest tdent for five

He doubted he could handle so many of the shadows dl at once.

What he could do was fallow the shadows and hope that an opportunity to free their captives would
present itsdf. Not that he wanted to. Not only would it be risky, it would mean he likdy wouldn't be in
position to greet Ajandor if-no, when, curse it-the latter climbed the Cormyr Stairs, but Kevin couldn't
see any dterndive.

As he waited for the shadows to lengthen thar lead, he prayed to Hedm for ad and wished hed
given the god the sole Slver piece in his purse instead of a meady copper.

It wastimeto go. He crept out onto the porch, and a plank groaned beneath his foot. He cringed,
but the shadows didn't seem to hear, so he dunk on.

The gaking proved to be a nerve-racking business. Kevin was no woodsman or housebreaker,
schooled in the art of snesking soundlessly, and no matter how he tried, he couldn't avoid making little
noises, each of which threatened to reved his presence. Nor could he shake the nagging fear that as he
concentrated his attention on the shadows ahead, some other phantom would spot him and take him
unawares.

But none did, and eventudly the shadows and their coffle led him to a drum-shaped keep notorious
throughout Cormyr. When Kevin perceived that it was indeed ther degtination, he nearly laughed in
dismay, becauseit figured, didntt it?

The ruin-now no more ruinous than the rest of Old Town-had once been the resdence of the
enchantress Tilvara According to rumor, it was now home to strange beasts and the restless dead, and
hdlishly dangerous. Few would-be explorers ever even got past the "Medusas Garden,” the fidd of
gatuary in front of the entrance. The figures animated and attacked them.

Though many of the statues lay shattered on the ground, a goodly number remained intect. Still, the
shadows and their prisoners passed them unmolested. Maybe they knew the trick of it, or perhaps the
tides of battle magic washing through the city had somehow rendered the effigies inert.

The procession vanished through an arched door, and Kevin wondered whether or not to keep
falowing. He was sorely tempted to go look for Ajandor, but what if he couldn't find the knight, who by
now might dready be wandering the city, ether to find his errant squire or Smply in search of his own
destruction? Or what if he did locate Ajandor, and the knight just didn't care? Or what if the shadows
dew the captives while Kevin was off searching?

No, curseit, hehad to goin.

Kevin headed for the statues. He redized he was bregthing hard, tried to control it as Ajandor had
taught him, and couldn't quite. He started down the path.

Stone warriors, rocs, manticores, wolves, and double-headed ettins surrounded him on every sde.
If they dl came to life & once, he wouldnt stand a chance, but only one of them even tried. A lion
shuddered as he passed but could do no more. Some power had indeed rendered them harmless.

Kevin tiptoed up to the doorway and peeked beyond the threshold into a murky hdl. As far as he
could tell, no sentries waited there, just as none patrolled the battlements high above. Kevin found the
shadows want of caution peculiar, but perhaps they didnt think like human beings. Maybe they
considered themsdlves so securein thelr possession of Tilverton that an assault was inconceivable.

Not that Kevin contemplated anything so grand. Could he smply spirit the captives away, he would
be wdl satisfied.

Onward he skulked, groping his way through stygian chambers that would have been entirdy
lightless save for the gapsin the ancient walls. Legend peopled these spaces with watchghosts and round,
floating, many-eyed beholders, but he didn't encounter any of those. He wondered if the shadows had



destroyed even them.

He did soon come to the conclusion that the keep was larger ingde than out, but the paradox didn't
paticulaly unsattle him. Hed heard that powerful mages could creste such effects. At least the
doorways weren't seding themsdves behind him. He'd heard that could happen, too.

A vague form moving on four legs, or perhaps Sx or eight, prowled out of an arched opening not
twelve feet ahead of him. His heart pounding, he flattened himsdf againg the wall. The phantom turned in
the opposite direction and disappeared into the blackness.

When his nerves ceased ther jangling, Kevin crept on, peeked into the archway, and findly saw the
prisoners, those he had been tracking and maybe fifteen others as well.

Tilvara had probably maintaned a perfectly good dungeon beneath her residence, but for some
reason, the shadows had opted to hold their captives in a spacious chamber where eght or ten looms
stood at regular intervas about the floor. Some dill supported unfinished bits of weaving, the weft and
woof rotting away and tingeing the ar with the smdl. The humans were Hill bound, but not with ropes,
which lay in careless tangles on the floor. Instead, the prisoners stood enmeshed in strands of darkness,
which, anchored to the back wal, floor, celing, and looms, were nearly invisblein the gloom.

Kevin didn't know what the black cables were made of-perhaps the same shadow-stuff as the
phantoms themselves-but he assumed he would be able to cut them once he disposed of the jaler. For as
best he could tdl in the darkness, only one shadow lingered in the weavers workroom, and it had its
back to the door.

Kevin crept over the threshold. Evidently senang his presence, the shadow began to turn, and he cut
a it. The sword sheared into its head, and it staggered and disappeared.

The prisoners started to babble, and he franticdly tried to shush them, so intent on the need for quiet
that it took him a moment to take in whet they were saying.

"Look up! The spider! It's right above ud"

As so0n as he did understand, he looked up ingtantly, galvanized by a jolt of terror. He didn't like
spiders, and if such a creature had spun the strands holding the captives, it mugt be huge.

Y et he couldn't see it. The room was too dark, and the calling too high. His mouth dry as sand, he
pivoted back and forth, trying to spot it.

"Does anybody seeit?' he asked the others. "Do you? Do you?'

Evidently they didn't. They smply knew from bitter past experience that it was there.

It occurred to Kevin that he could back out of the room and leave them to ther fate. HE'd tried to
help them, no one could say that he hadn't. It was possible that his sword couldn't even cut the spider.

But he knew he couldn't redly abandon them. It wouldn't be chivarous. Ajandor-the old Ajandor,
anyway-would never have countenanced such a sdfish, craven act.

Kevin glimpsed mation from the comer of his eye. Impelled by pure reflex, he jumped to one Sde,
and the legping spider pounced on the spot where held just been standing. Some of the prisoners wailed.

Made of the same shifting murk as the other horrors infesing Tilverton, the spider was perhaps the
sze of achild, its fused bulbs of head and body hanging between arched, segmented legs. Hoping he
could land a blow before it reoriented on him, Kevin hacked at its abdomen.

Quick as a cat, the shadow wheded to face him. His blade dashed through one of its legs, but
without encountering any resistance, and without severing the limb.

The spider scuttled toward him and he retreated, cutting and thrusting as he went. It was ill like
sweeping his sword through empty air. In the dimness, he could just make out a hint of the shadow's ring
of bulging eyes, the jagged mandibles opening and dosing around its maw.

He backed into one of looms, which banged, rattled, and shed choking, eye-singing dust into the
ar. As he started to flounder around that obstacle, he collided with strands of the shadow webbing. The
duff was as gicky as he would have expected, and it had hold of his sword arm, not that his sword had
done him any good.

He struggled to pull free. The glue began to give but not quickly enough. The spider scuttled forward
to plunge its no-doubt poisonous fangsinto his flesh.

Jugt as the shadow's mandibles were about to close on his knee, he heaved his legs up, evading the



bite. The weakened adhesion couldn't support his weight, and he fdl free of the webbing and onto the
shadow.

He plunged right through the creature just as his sword had done. For an indant, as they were
joined, his mind blazed with inhuman sensations. He dammed down on the floor beneath the spider's
underbelly.

The shadow dtarted to scuttle off him. Gripping his sword by the blade for use in such close
guarters, he jammed the point into the crack between the spider's abdomen and cepha othorax.

For some reason, this time, the stedl bit into solid matter, and the phantom jerked and thrashed.
Kevin used his sword to rall the spider onto its back, then he kept pressure on the wegpon until the
ghedly thing stopped moving.

The squire needed to rest but knew he didn't have time. Panting and trembling, he cut the captives
free

Mogt of them, anyway. On closer investigation, he found that a couple were but dry, sriveed
husks.

But the mgority were dive. Some were even srong enough to help the weak ones dong. Kevin
reckoned that with luck, he could get them dl out.

He nearly did.

Soouting ahead for shadows, he led the prisoners back the way held come. Once, as the procession
passed beneath a tattered gonfaon, a toddler started to cry, and everyone froze in terror, certain the
noise would bring shadows down on their heads. The child's mother quickly put her hand over his mouth,
and no shadow came to invedtigate the sound. Later on, the fugitives came upon a bdlpull, and a
scrawny, gap-toothed felow, who seemed a bit mad from his ordedl, stared at the velvet strap in fearful
fascindion, asif he didn't want to ring it but felt a compulson to do so. The matron with the gray ringlets
took him by the arm and led him on by.

At lagt Kevin spied the marble bust of a sharp-nosed, crafty-looking fdlow gting on its pedestal.
Hed noticed it coming in, and it meant that the exit into the Medusa's Garden was just ahead. He amiled,
and a psychic shriek stabbed into his head.

Some of the prisoners cried out. Others clutched their heads and sobbed. Though equdly pained by
the slent caterwauling, Kevin ydled a them and shoved them. He had to keep them moving, had to get
them out the door before their pursuers arrived.

He chiwied them down the long rectangular entrance hdl and amog to the arched exit before
inginct impelled im to look back. He couldn't see shapes, not yet, but the darkness boiled with
movement. Shadows were pouring out of the doorways dong the wals.

Kevin reckoned he needed to dday the phantomsfor at least a few seconds. Otherwise, few if any
of the captives would make it outsde. He turned and tried to bellow a war cry, but it came out as more
of a weary, frightened squeak. He strode toward the far end of the chamber, and a wave of shadow
hurtled out of the gloom to meet him.

He drove his sword into a shadow's chest but never knew whether held dain it, for the next indant,
the rest of them swept over him, and &fter that, he was no longer able to keep track of specific
adversaries. There was only a pack, a many-limbed mass, driking and snatching a him from every side,
as he lurched and whirled and dashed &t it.

Once, for a Flit second, a narrow gap appeared in the mass, and Kevin glimpsed other devils
loping toward the door. He wished he could intercept them as wdl, but knew there was no chance of it.
Cold hands seized hold of his arms and shoulders, and the strength began to flow out of him.

Even as he struggled to pull free, other shadows clutched a him, and it was hopeless. He resolved
not to scream, but did it anyway, sure the phantoms were sucking out the find traces of hislife

* * % % %

In time, he woke to cold rain spattering his face and hard, wet floor beneath his supine body. He
pried open his gummy eydids. Gray clouds floated directly overhead, but wals rose & the corners of his



vidon, asif he was in a pit. He tried to lift himsdf for a better look around but faled. He was horribly
wesak, and cold deep inddein away that even his soaked attire couldn't explain.

"Young men!" someone whispered. "Don't movel™

He rolled his head to the sde and saw the goodwife with the curly gray hair, who was aso lying on
the floor.

"Why not?' he whispered back.

"Youll provoke it!"

Somehow Kevin knew without asking what "if was. King Shadow. The lesser phantoms had borne
him and hisfdlow human into the titan's lair. The fancy hed scrawled indde the Cormyr Gate had more
or less come true.

"Did the shadows recapture dl of you?' he asked.

“No," the woman said. "Mogt of us made it out the door."

Kevin surprised himsdf by amiling. "Hem gave me good vaue for my penny then. Better than | had
any right to expect.”

The matron frowned. "What are you taking about?

"It doesn't matter. Tl me where we are and what's going on.”

"Werein alarge chamber at the top of the keep. The roof is gone, and this huge ... thing apparently
makesitslar here"

"Goon."

The lesser shadows dumped us here for the mongter to eat when it's ready, the same way you'd put
down food for a dog. It dready gobbled up Quinn and Evaine while you were unconscious.”

"It's not gobbling us at the moment, and if it's not paying attention, perhaps we can dip away.”

"It is paying attention. Evaine tried to sneak out, and that's when it snatched her up.”

"Oh. All right, I understand. Now try to rest while | figure away out of this"

"That's mad. If you were facing the way | am, if you could see the creature-" .

"Ajandor, the knight | serve, taught me that if aman his head, he can think hisway out of dmogt any
peril, and | might aswdl try. Why not? What do we have to lose?’

The matron amiled. "When you put it that way, lad, not athing. Think away."

Kevin lay and pondered, wondering what Ajandor would have done in his place, and if the knight
hed actudly come looking for him. Probably not, for by the cold light of this joyless morning, he
recognized that the trick he had attempted to play was a puerile one, born out of desperation rather than
sense. No doubt the shrewd old man had seen through it at once and smply bade good riddance to the
impudent ass who had hoped to guil him.

No, Kevin could only pray that Ajandor would come to his senses by himsdf, before his one-man
campaign againg the shadows destroyed him. His squire had another problem to address.

He waited until a litle strength seeped back into his muscles, enough, he hoped, to stand, run
around, and ydl.

"I'm going to distract King Shadow,” he said. "You get out of here. I'm hoping the other prisoners
will follow your lead.”

Her blue eyes widened. "But the shadow will kill you!"

"It's going to do that anyway."

She hesitated. "Well ill have dl the andler shadows, the ones shaped like men and cats and
wolves, barring the way out of the fortress.”

"Run. Hide. Throw rocks at them. Whatever it takes to get away."

She swallowed. "All right, and may Hem take you into his keeping. The knight you serve must be
very proud of you."

Kevin amiled at a pang that had nothing to do with the mauling the shadows had given him. "Well, he
used to be. Get ready.”

He gave her amoment to gather her strength, then, wishing the shadows had left im his sword, he
scrambled to hisfeet, and soun around.

As the matron had advised him, the room was big and essentidly circular, with a ragged hole where



the caling once had been. Scraps of it were lying about the floor, and painted pentacles adorned the
plaster wdls. In the middle of the space, taking up agoodly part of it, hulked King Shadow.

Kevin was prepared for the hugeness of the shadow and for the strangeness of its tangled limbs, like
fa, flexible feathers writhing in dl directions. However, he had had no inkling of the true nature of King
Shadow's flesh. He hadn't been able to make it out when the titan drifted past high above his head.

Within the shadow's murky substance flowed humean faces distorted and jammed together. Despite
the dretching, twiding, and sguashing, it was somehow possible to discern ther grimaces of agony,
madness, and rage. limater's tears, was this what became of the people King Shadow destroyed? Did
their souls wind up trapped ingde the shadow's body?

Kevin stood frozen with horror as King Shadow reached for him, one amorphous arm dipping
down above his head and another curving in on each sde. At the lag possble moment, the youth
snapped out of his paralyss and flung himsdf backward. The three tentacles closed on empty air, and dl
the faces ingde the titan's body began to rave and howl in aslent cacophony.

Bearing the psychic din as best he could, Kevin made his own noise, shouting and shifting back and
forth. King Shadow stretched out more of its members to seize him, and the gray-haired woman jumped
up and ran for a doorway. Severd other prisoners did the same, and the rippling hillock of a shadow
ignored them dll.

Kevin grinned. It was satifying to have played a trick that worked, even if it was going to cost him
hislife

King Shadow clubbed at him with blows that flattened its boneless arms and shook the floor. The
squire dodged and dodged again, knowing it was only a matter of time before one of the tentacles
connected. Once his evasions carried him near a doorway, and he dashed for it. The shadow extruded a
great dab of itsdf between its prey and the exit, cutting him off as effectively as awal.

Something shattered, flashed, and roared on top of King Shadow, and dl the faces indde the devil
shrieked in agony, for the immense phantom wore a crown of crackling blue and ydlow flane. Kevin
looked up at the hole in the calling, where Ajandor was preparing to throw another keg of ail. Unlike the
fird, this one didn't need a fuse. When it broke, the contents would feed the fire that was aready burning.

Ajandor heaved the barrel, and the conflagration boomed and flared higher. A man drenched in
burning ail would likely thrash about and expire, but the titan floated up toward its tormentor. The fdling
raindrops shone ydlow in the firdight.

Kevin picked up chunks of debris and hurled them at the shadow. Severd of the amdler phantoms
appeared dong the edge of the hole. Apparently trusting them to dispose of Ajandor, King Shadow
dropped back onto the floor to confront the squire, who wished he hadn't just wasted his only chance to
bolt.

Its ragged tendrils squirming, King Shadow spread itHf to ether side of Kevin, pinning him againgt
the wall. The titan looked like a pair of hands poised to catch a bdl, abet with fire dancing on the upper
surfaces and spatters of burning ail dripping off the Sides.

Kevin saw no possibility of escape, so he spat at King Shadow. It was a feeble gesture, but better
then nothing.

The twin masses of shadow-siuff began to close on him like the covers of a book, then Gray Dancer
fdl a hisfeet, hitting the floor with a clank.

Kevin stooped and grabbed the mithrd sword by its |eather-wrapped hilt. He was sure that Ajandor
hed dropped Gray Dancer intentiondly, to give his fosterling some semblance of a fighting chance, even
though the knight needed the weapon himsdf to battle his own opponents.

The sguire came on guard, and a wave of vitdity washed the soreness and weakness out of his
muscles. Gray Dancer was bolgtering his strength. Ajandor had occasiondly permitted him to handle the
blade, but it had never done anything like this. Apparently it took afoe to wake its magic.

The adversary in question had fatered momentarily when the sword fdl between them, but now the
twin arms of its V-shape began to converge once more. The squire ran to the member on the right and
avung Gray Dancer inaverticd cut.

The weapon's razor edge split the churning shadow-stuff and scrambled the writhing, flowing faces



ingdeit. King Shadow screamed, and its limb twitched backward, creating a gap between itsdf and the
wadl. Kevin dived through.

Once out of the trap, he immediaidly turned and renewed the attack, cutting and cutting for dl he
was worth. Drops of burning ail spattered and blistered him, but he scarcely fdt the pain. Then a column
of shadow-stuff exploded out of the mass before him, dammed into his chest, and hurled him across the
room.
If not for his hauberk, the impact likdy would have shattered his ribs. As it was, as he dropped on
his rump, he started to black out, then fet Gray Dancer's magic grip his mind like a powerful hand and
heave it back to wakefulness.

When Kevin looked up, King Shadow had pulled itsdf up into a gray-black fiery sheet curling over
a the top like a huge, tempest-driven wave. The youth saw that he wouldn't have time to rall out from
underneeth, so as the shadow began to fdl, he raised Gray Dancer's point to meet it.

King Shadow impaled itsdf on the sword, and no more baked than surging water would have been,
crashed down on Kevin, swating him like a fly. He lay in a pool of seething, gibbering, burning
ghogt-faces. He was dazed, vagudy surprised to dill be dive, and Gray Dancer hauled him back to full
consciousness again, with more difficulty thistime.

Though the blade had no red voice, not even a slent one like the shadows, he somehow sensed
what it wanted to tdl him: Look, look, look at King Shadow now, look, you only have a moment!

Kevin did look. The shadow-stuff splashed across the floor was dill 'humping and dithering, but not
with its former nimbleness. Evidently the fire, Gray Dancer, or both had findly done the titan some
sgnificant harm. Moreover, the soft, murky substance was converging from dl directions toward a sort of
bulb, asif to rebuild the creature's body around it. Unlike the seepage, the node contained no tortured
humen faces. It was pure black.

The squire reckoned he knew what to do, but then hot pan washed over his ribs and leg. He
looked down and discovered that his dothing was on fire. He could attempt to extinguish it, or he could
ignoreit and strike while King Shadow was vulnerable.

Hetried to rise, and other pains balked him. His left arm and ankle throbbed, sprained or broken,
he supposed. He tried again and thistime made it to his feet.

He limped forward. The shadow-stuff was flowing faster now, and had nearly succeeded in coating
the titanic creature's heart with itsdf. He drove Gray Dancer's point into the one diver of absolute
blackness 4ill showing.

All the faces screamed, and King Shadow vanished. Kevin threw himsaf on the floor and rolled until
he was free of thefire

Then he just sat, too sore and spent for anything else, the srength Gray Dancer had lent him
expended, until a shout reminded him that his had not been the only battle. He peered up through the
amoky air. Therain fdt good on his sSinged, swesty face.

Ajandor peered back down a him through the hole. "Are you dl right?' asked the knight.

"I could be alot worse. Thank Hem for wet dothing! We have to move. The other shadows-"

"Seem to have disappeared dong with ther king," said Ajandor, "dead or fled, who knows? Or
cares? I'm coming down."

He stepped away from the hole and came through one of the doors in the room aminute later.

"Y ou're sure they're gone?' the squire asked.

"W, the ones | was fighting just melted away, and | don't see any of them burding in on us, do
you?"

"Now that you mention it, no. How did you find me?'

"It wasn't difficult. | discovered your note and smeled a trick, but | dill didn't want you wandering
around adonein a dty of shadows. | came after you and ran into one of the captives you freed. He told
me where to look for you, and | sneaked into the witch's keep. Eventudly, | figured out where you were,
but I couldnt reach you. Too many horrors blocked the path. However, | did find away to get above
you and the great flying pudding, and | hoped that if | hurt the thing, you might be able to escape in the
resulting confusion. | located some ail old Tilvara had lad in, carried it up to the roof, and the plan fell



goart.” He grinned. "You jumped up prematurely, and some shadows picked up my trail and followed me
up to my perch.”

"How did you hold them off without Gray Dancer?'

"With my dagger and a torch. Not the more formidable of weapons, but sufficent to give the
crestures pause.”

"Bvidently." Kevin hesitated. "Sir, are you angry & me for trying to fool you?"

"l was, but... | know why you did it, and maybe it did shake something loose indde me. Maybe it
was meeting the fdlow you rescued. That shamed me, by reminding me what a knight is supposed to be.
Perhaps seeing King Shadow die has made me fed a little better. At any rate, | dill sorrow, but | guess
I'm no longer in such a hurry to join Pelethen on the other side. I'll sse imwhen | see him.”

"I'm glad." Kevin's gaze fdl on Gray Dancer, lying inglorioudy in a pool of rainweter. He picked it
up and proffered it.

Ajandor made no move to takeit.

"Keep it, lad, it fits your hand quite well. | was puzzled whet to do with it, but now | see that | have
an har after dl.”

The Shifting Sands
Peter Archer

13Kythorn, the Year of Wild Magic

The came's hooves kicked up clouds of dugt that added to the swirling mig surrounding the
travelers. A hot wind howled around them, tearing at their robes, driving the dirt into every crevice of
their dothing, probing them with harsh fingers, seeking to hurl them across the ralling plains into oblivion.

Both men dung to the swaying saddle, their heads bent againg the storm. The camd soldiered
onward, its head bowed goicaly before the blast. Its footsteps were dmost immediatey buried behind it
by sheets of fine gray that blew across the desert steppes, making it appear tha the travelers had never
been there.

One of the men, the taler of the two, turned in the saddle and shouted something to his companion,
who bent his head to hear. The smdler man shook his hood and gestured forward. The other gave a
shrug and again bent againg the wind.

A flash and thunderous report echoed across the dunes of Anauroch, dmost knocking the men and
thar fathful beast over.

The tal man turned and shouted to his companion, "Lighting! In the middle of the godsbedamned
desert! We mud stop.”

"No!" The other was equdly vehement. "We keep on."

He reached behind him and dapped the camd'’s rump. The beast started forward again, and another
report knocked it to its knees, tumbling the travelers to the sand. The came panicked and darted
forward.

The tal man recovered firg and lunged after the beast. He had not gone five steps before a third
thunder blast, much louder than the previous two, dectrified the ar around them and hurled them
facedown in the sand. Ther robes whistled and snapped with the impact.

The shorter was the firg on his feet thistime. Through the whirling sands of the storm, he could see a
black mass a few yards from where he lay. Smoke rose from it and was whipped back by the wind,
which dso carried to his nogrils the sckening smdl of burnt came meeat. The saddle and other
accoutrements that had been on the creature had been hurled aside by the lightning strike.

Asif the sorm had expended its last anmunition with this disaster, the wind dropped and the sand
settled around them in a fine rain then ceased. The howls and ghrieks of the sandstorm wandered to the
west, passed over the next dune, and faded from ther ears.

Both men walked forward on unsteady feet to view the remains of their mount. The taler glared at
the shorter.

"I told you we should have stopped.”



The other shrugged. "If we had, wed be lying there, cooked to a turn. You don't suppose tha
lighting was hurled by chance?’

"What do you mean?"

Instead of answering, the merchant was probing amid the supplies that had been scattered around
the carcass. The tdler man-whose face the desert sun now revealed as scarred and pitted, worn by
westher, age, and drink- glared at him and repested the question.

"What do you mean by that, Avarilous?'

"l mean, my dear Garmansder, that we're dedling with people who would think no more of killing
you than of stepping on a spider. You'd do extremdy wel to keep that in mind. Youll probably live
longer if you do.”

Availouss eyes flickered from dde to sde, and his fingers, laced across his fa bely, wore a
complicated gesture.

Garmansder's eyes widened, then he glared at the merchant and raised his voice. "l know precisdy
whet I'm dedling with: a twisted little serpent who can't tdl the truth without his forked tongue faling out
of his mouth. | should never have agreed to travel with you, even for the gold you're paying. Youll regret
it

From the sash around his wais, he had drawn a scimitar and brought back his am for a blow.
There was a sudden crack of awhip, and the blade flew from his hand to land dicking in the desert sand
twenty feet from where he stood. Garmansder cursed volubly and spun around.

Behind him, in a dark line, stood a band of Bedine. Ther black robes flapped in the wind, but apart
from that they were motionless as statues. One, clad in a robe of red, was dearly the leader, Sanding a
bit forward of the others. In his upraised hand was the whip with which he had disarmed Garmansder.

Availous cautioudy raised one hand, pam outward.

"Peace be upon your* tents, my friends. | stand in your service. My friend and | have lost our came
and had despaired of finding our way when you ..."

His voice tralled off as the Bedine moved around them, surrounding them and effidently disarming
them. From Garmansder's robe, the tribesmen pulled a pair of ugly looking daggers. From the merchant,
they took three throwing stars and a dender blade that had been strapped to one of his stout legs. All this
was done in unnerving slence. The travelers hands were bound tightly behind them, and they were linked
together by a short rope. One of the Bedine took the end of the rope and gaveit a sharp jerk.

At a gesture from the red-robed leader, the party started forward in the direction Avarilous and
Garmansder had been travdling. They mounted the next dune and saw a herd of camels, sanding quiely,
chewing their cud. Two or three Bedine stood near them, guarding the pack. Without a word, they
mounted and rode on.

* %k %k % %

Like most Bedine settlements, the travelers did not redly see this one urtil they were upon it. The
dun-colored tents blended with the endless sands and reveded their presence only by a soft flgoping in
the wind. A few faces peered from the tents to look upon the strangers and then* dlent captors as the
tribesmen led the caravan to the largest of the tents. Avarilous and Garmansder were jerked roughly from
their perches and dragged insde.

A amdl fire burned in a brazier a the center of the tent. Some of the smoke escaped through a hole
in the roof, while the mgority swirled and eddied on air currents. The strong smdl reminded Avarilous
that the Bedine, in common with most desert dwellers, used camd pads for fud. Garmansder coughed
and retched then coughed again. His face was scarlet and shiny.

Around the edge of the tent were seated a row of robed figures, who stared coldly at the two
drangers. Avarilous sat quietly on the floor as his captor muttered in the ear of one of these observers.
Garmangder, having recovered from his coughing fit, gazed wildy around the scene.

"What are we doing here? What do they want?' he snarled to the merchant.

"Bedlent." Avarilouss voice was cold and decisive, unlike his usua whining tone.



Garmangder sat in Slence for a moment then made a desperate lunge for the tent entrance. Haifa
dozen hands snatched him back in an indant, and a curved dagger appeared a his throat. Avarilous did
not move amuscle.

One of the robed figures-he to whom then- captor had spoken-flicked back his hood, reveding a
head of graying har and dark, smoky eyes.

"Why do you come here?’

The words were dropped like rocks into a slent well. Their ripples spread outward through the tent
across thering of seated figures

Availous waited a moment before replying then said camly, "I an the merchant Avarilous of
Cdimport, and | am ddivering goods from Loudwater to Whitehorn. This man is my companion, one
Garmansder. Our route led across Anauroch, snce we did not wish to detour far to the south, and-"

"Stop!"

The Bedine hdd up a hand.

"It is true that you are Avarilous, but we know too wel the sort of goods you ddiver. You are a
deder in information and stolen goods. You may have come from Loud-water, but your home is not in
Cdimport. Reports of your intrigues range from the passes of Icewind Dae to the jungles of Chult, from
the Utter Eadt to the Sword Coast.” "Nonsensal” Garmansder snorted. "I've traveled with this men for
months, and he's no more a spy than | am!™

Avarilous sad nothing.

Thetdl man looked a himin amazement then in fury. "Bastard!"

Helunged at the merchant and was brought up short by a trio of hands that clamped him in place.
He glared angrily at Avarilous and snapped, "Next time 111 know better than to take up with a fat man
with a shifty eye.”

The Bedine who had spoken turned to Garmansder and said, without change of tone, "You know
little of your companion, it seems. He travels the lands, meddling in the &fars of people whom he does
not know. He has performed commissions for the fdlen Azoun of Cormyr, for the rulers of far Ulgarth,
for the Red Wizards of Thay. He is a horse waiting for hire, on sde to the highest bidder. Some say
Availousis not hisrea name, but none know precisgly who heis”

Availous ignored the outburst of his companion and stroked his chin before conceding the point.
"Very wel. Let us suppose there is some truth to your statement. What has this to do with you?"

The Bedine shrugged. "It is of little concern to us" he said. "Your reputation is that of a man who
dabblesin paliticd intrigue for money. We have little or no interest in the affairs of the rest of the world,
except when they affect the tribes.”

Avarilous nodded thoughtfully. "I see. From the fact that we are here, | suppose you have something
in mind. Something that affects your tribe, a lees.” He siretched, and Garmansder was suddenly
reminded of a cat unsheething her claws.

The Bedine leader made no response, but Avarilous nodded, as if he had received confirmation of
his stlatement. " Perhaps you might tdl me, firdt, with whom | have the pleasure of deding.”

The Bedine leader bent forward and sad, "I an Shek Omar Lhassa Bin-Daar, ruler of the
Bin-Daar Bedine, counting two hundred and seventy-five camels, sx hundred and twelve goats, one
hundred and fifty-four sheep-"

Avarilous raised a hand. "Quite. That's sufficent. Proceed.”

It was gartling to note how the fat man had taken control of the discusson. To Garmansder's eyes,
though, Bin-Daar showed little resentment. He leaned back againg a cushion and drew on a hookah that
lay near to hand before resuming his speech.

"Asyou doubtless are aware, the Zhentarim, they of the black robes, have long maintained a route
through Anauroch. We Bedine have tolerated its existence out of consideration for the people it supplies,
though we could have destroyed it long ago-"

"Soyou say,” interrupted Avarilous. "In fact, dlowing it to exigt provides you with a steady supply of
caravans for rading.”

Bin-Daar ignored the comment and continued, "At various oases dong the route, bands of



Zhentarim have created their own settlements, extracting tolls from travelers dong the road. For the most
part, we ignore them, though we have sometimes raided them, thus serving the interests of the righteous
of Faerun."

Availouss cynicd amileinformed Garmansder in what spirit the fat man received this statement.

Bin-Daar coughed gently, as one approaching the heart of the matter. "Of late" he said, "we have
seen much adtivity & one of these oases, one near our lands. The dark-robed ones are becoming
increesingly bold, griking out againgt our tribesmen. Where before they were content to leave us in
peace, now they seem determined to destroy us. It would dmost seem as if there is something they have
found of which they do not want usto learn.”

Avarilouss body was relaxed, his pudgy body stretched out dong the ground, resting on one elbow.
His eyes were deepy, hdf hooded, but the observant might have noticed a glitter within their depths.

"Rumors have come to us of a great excavation by the Zhentarim in this place. Bin-Daar snapped
his fingers, and one of his councilors thrust a roll of goatskin into his outstretched hand. "They are
digging... here

Hisfinger jabbed a spot on the crude map that adorned the goatskin. Avarilous looked &t it.

"Humph. Near Hlondath. One of the Buried Realms™"

Bin-Daar nodded. "Precisdy.”

Garmansder broke into the conversation. "What's Hlondath? And what does this have to do with
kidnapping us?'

Avarilous spoke without looking at his companion. His voice was far away.

"Hlondath was a mighty state that existed centuries ago, after the fdl of Netheril. It faded away,
buried by the desert sands, but some say that there was buried with it some of the mighty magic of lost
Netheril. Many have come searching for those items, but few have been found, and most of the explorers
have vanished into the sands™ He looked carefully a Bin-Daar. "I take it you think the Zhents have found
something.”

Bin-Daar shook his head. "'l do not know if they have found anything, but | suspect they are looking
for something. Something they do not wish others to find. Something that might make them a more
powerful force in Anauroch.”

"Why should they have any more success than in the pagt?'

"Because-" Bin-Daar dropped his voice-"because of the coming of the City of Shade. Its return may
herdd a new rise of Netherese magic, one the Zhentarim hope to take advantage of. If they found an
atifact of ancent Netheril, they could use it to forge an dliance with the Shadovar. That would be
disastrous for my people. They must be stopped.”

"What does that have to do with us?' growled Garmansder, though he suspected he dready knew
the answer.

Bin-Daar's eyes never |eft the fat merchant's face.

"I have a proposition for you, Avarilous”

The merchant stretched his pudgy legs, which had grown cramped from kneding. "I'm aware of
that.”

For the firg time, Bin-Daar's face showed surprise. "You are aware? How-" He stopped and
nodded dowly, as if saidfying himsdf on some point. "So," he continued, "we did not find you. You
found us™

Availous shrugged. "'l had heard you were looking for me. | smply put mysdf in a place where we
were likdy to megt.”

"Your gtuaion interests me. 1've heard of this excavation, and | suspected you or one of the other
Bedine tribes would try to stop it. An outright attack on the site would be disastrous for you, so you had
to resort to other means. As| say, | heard you were looking for me."

"You might have told me," growled Garmansder. "If 1'd known who and what you were, I'd have
run from you asfast as | could. Asitis, | want nothing to do with any of this™

Bin-Daar chuckled softly. "You will aid Avarilous in his misson,” he told the mercenary. "Your



reward will be far more than whatever he has promised you."

Greed flickered in the tdl man's eyes, but he hdd his ground. "It's dl very wdl to tak, but where
there's Zhents, | don't want to be watching my back dl the time, and | don't trust him."

Bin-Daar's mouth curved in agmile that did not reach hiseyes. "I do not trust him either, but heis a
powerful weapon. A warrior in battle does not ask where a sharp sword came from, only thet it cut true.”

Garmansder snorted. Avarilous sghed, and his somach rumbled.

"Can't we do this over food?' he asked plaintivey. "I'm sarving.”

* * % % %

The Zhent guards had had a deegpy afternoon, basking in the shade of ther tent, shidlded againg the
blazing sun. They passed the time throwing dice and drinking raki, a powerful liquor didtilled from the
stunted bushes that covered the hills around the oasis. By midafternoon they were dozing, haf drunk, and
not in amood to be disturbed.

One nudged the other then roused him with a kick. The two men rose and stood, swaying dightly,
watching the travelers approach.

They were mounted on a camd, but the one riding in front, the stouter of the two, had his hands
bound tightly together, while the other hdd the end of the rope. As the par drew nearer, the Zhentarim
could see that the fat man had a stresk of blood down one cheek and an ugly bruise over hisleft eye.

The camd hated before the guard's tent, and the thinner man jumped down easlly, leaving his bound
companion seated on the beast.

"Hal!" he said, in avoice scraped raw by the desert winds. "l want to see your commander.”

The more sober of the two guards spat in the sand. "Hah! What for?'

"I have something for im." The traveler jerked the cord he was halding, pulling his prisoner off the
camd. The captive crashed to the ground with aloud grunt of pain.

One of the guards sauntered over, trying not to appear unsteady on his feet. "Wasss this?' He
dirred the falen man with his foot.

“I'l tell your commander. Trust me, hdl want to see this one right away.”

The Zhents exchanged glances, then turned away. One turned back, while the other disappeared
into the tent.

"Wl get Lieutenant Thass."

"l want to see the commander, not some lieutenant.”

"Youll see Thass. Hel 'tide who you see next. Hell be here inmnit." He dumped back down on the
cask held been stting on.

The tdl man looked beyond the guard tent at the rest of the oasis. It was budling with activity. A
long line of Bedine tribesmen were passing buckets filled with sand from hand to hand, supervised by
purple-robed Zhents, many of whom bore whips or clubs. The sand was being drawn from a centrd
excavation, perhaps fifty feet wide. Even from a distance, the vistor could see a network of ladders and
ropes descending into it. A heavy wooden framework had been erected over it with a whed to haul up
the buckets of sand from the shovels of unseen diggers. The ar was full of the groan of the whed, the
cresking of the wooden supports, the moaning of the tribesmen, and the shouts and curses of the Zhents.

A Black Robe with an ar of authority strode toward the guard tent, his dathing sngpping with
impatience. He glanced at the sentries then dedlt one of them a dgp tha soun the man around and
knocked him bleeding to the ground.

"Fool! Drunk on duty!"

He lifted a hand and inscribed a gesture in the air. The guard screamed, and his hand came up to
one cheek. A thin stream of smoke spurted between his fingers as he shrieked with pain. When he
brought his hand down, the vistor could see the raw, red mark of the brand that had been magicdly
inscribed on the guard's skin.

The lieutenant turned his atention to the two men before him, while the other guard splashed liquor
on his companion's wound and led him back into ther tent.



"Who are you, and why are you traveing this way? It's prohibited to come neer this place, on pain
of death. By rights, | should flay the flesh from your bones here and now, but I'm in an exceptiondly
good mood today, so I'll lisen to your story before | kill you both.”

Thetal man did not back down.

"I think youll be happy to have custody of this one" He kicked the recumbent figure before him.
Thisis Availous, a so-called merchant. In fact, he's a spy. He was paid by the Bedine to come here and
find out what you're up to."

The lieutenant looked at him in astonishment then burst into a bray of laughter.

"A spy! A nice job he seems to have made of it. What did the Bedine scum offer to pay him with?
Camd dung? Goat meat?' His eyes narrowed as he looked a Garmansder. "Who are you, and why are
you tdling me this?'

"l am Garmangder of Luskan. I'm a mercenary, hired by thisfool to be his guard. When | found out
what he was up to, | thought I'd get a better price from the Zhentarim for his head than anything the
Bedine-or he-might pay me" He shrugged. "So here heisfor you to play with."

Lieutenant Thass crouched by Avarilouss head and stared thoughtfully into the merchant's eyes,
which were reddened from the blowing sand of the desert.

"So the little Bedine fools are getting worried about what we're doing here,” he said, as if to himsdf.
"Good. Good. Fear will feed on itsdf. Especidly when | send their spy back to them in a basket, or
severd baskets." He chuckled. "Perhaps they'll pass on their concerns to the Shadovar, who will be more
willing to dedl with us.

"What's that?' He bent his ear near Avarilouss cracked, bleeding lips

"Shadovar... would never... dedl with Zhentarim... crush you fird." The words dropped like tearsin
the dust.

The lieutenant chuckled and rose to his feet. "Wdl see, foal."

He twisted his hand, and Avarilouss body was jerked to its feet. The rope binding the merchant
flew from Garmansder's hand to that of the lieutenant.

"Drashkal Get your lazy carcass out here this indant, unless you want to wear your entrails for a
necklace!"

From a shdlter farther within the encampment, another guard emerged cautioudy and sduted. "Yes,
ar?'

"Il take this scum to Commander Hesach's tent. The commander will want to talk to himin a few
minutes so you'd better have someone bring the instruments. I'll keep an eye on him until Hesach's
ready-he's dippery as an ed. And Drashka ..." He tossed the end of the rope to the lieutenant. "I've got
my eye on you. Y ou watched those two idiot guards drink on duty and did nothing to stop them. Let me
catch that sort of thing again and youll be scorpion bait!”

Garmangder cleared his throat loudly. The lieutenant glanced a him.

"Ah, yes. Your reward."

Thass fumbled indde his robe for a minute and produced a pouch, tossng it to the tal man.
Garmansder looked inddeit and opened his mouth to argue when he caught the lieutenant's icy eye and
thought better of it.

He swept the pouch out of Sght and said, "1'd like a bed for the night.”

Lieutenant Thass grunted and turned to the guard. "Drashka, take thisfdlow and find him a place to
deep, but be sure he's on his way tomorrow at firg light" He looked at Garmansder with narrowed
eyes. "After dl, a traitor might find the habit of betraya hard to break. Perhaps it might be smpler to
return two traitors to the Bedine."

Garmansder shook his head vigoroudy. "Trus me, my lord. I'm heading west and south for
friendlier lands, where an honest mercenary can make aliving. I've no desire to get mixed up in the efars
of wizards-whether Zhentarim or Shadovar.”

The lieutenant's shout of laughter was tossed over his shoulder as he stalked toward his tent.

Left done, Garmansder and the guard eyed one another with the cautious looks of two dogs drding
before a fight. The mercenary dug into the recesses of his robe and produced a stoneware bottle that



doshed pleasantly with liquid.
"Raki, lifted from the Bedine. Know somewhere we can share it in peace?"

* %k %k % %

Availous, bound to a crude chair, sat fadng Commander Hesach across a rough wooden table.
The Zhentarim commander was stocky, running toward fa. His black robes stretched tight across his
ample belly, and his face was pitted and scarred, creased with lines that the harsh candldight of the tent
emphasized. He paced about a table, in the center of which were a variety of implements. Ther purpose
the merchant needed no one to explain. Despite ther disconcerting presence, however, his face was
composed, and he spoke camly.

"I have no objection to tdling you what | was sent here to do. After dl, the Bedine have no dam to
my dlegiance beyond what price they offered to pay.”

"What price was that?' Hesach snorted.

"A thousand pieces of gold," the merchant said.

The commander snorted in disbelief. "I wouldn't have thought they had anything like that.”

Availous shrugged. "Rading againg caravans seems to have been successful this season. In any
case, | haven't seen a copper from them yet. Perhaps the Zhentarim might find more use for my services.
It would hardly be the first time I've dedlt with those of the Black Network."

"Perhaps. Tdl me precisdy what you were sent to find, and | may consider it. Then again, | may
amply agree to give you a quick death and let it go at that."

Availous stretched againg his ropes and glanced casudly around the interior of the tent. It was
richly furnished with rugs and tapestries. Hesach lounged near one wdl on a richly carved sedan covered
inthe skins of desert lions

"The Bedine seem to fed you are looking for an artifact from the Buried Realms. They seem to think
you may have found it."

"Why what?'

The commander gave a negligent gesture, and Avarilous s head jerked back asif held been dapped.
He shuddered.

"They believe you're trying to build a power base here. Are you?"

"Kindly remember that I'm asking the questions. It will go better for you if you do."

Hesach hit into a pomegranate and let the juice dribble down hischinin a pink stream.

Grinning a his prisoner, he said, The desart rats are more right than they know." He rose and
plunged his hand into a slver-bound chest. "What do you think of that?

In hispam rested atiny anulet. It seemed, to Avarilous's weary eyes, to twinkle and glitter, amost
asif a star had been imprisoned within it.

He said cautioudy, "It's obvioudy megicd. What of it?'

"What of it? What of it?' The commander laughed. "You fa idiot, do you know what thisis?"

"A magical amulet.” Avarilous sounded bored.

"Hal Thisamulet would dlow me to control the very sands of the desert, to raise themin a storm, to
levd them in a sheet of sand that could sweep my enemies before it. It would make me magter of the
desert.”

"It would" observed Avarilous, "but it won't. It's chipped and cracked. In that condition, | doubt
you'd get more than a handful of copper pieces at any market in Caimport.

"True, fool, but where there's one, there must be morel” Commander Hesach tossed the amulet into
the chest and sank back onto his couch. "For years, we Zhentarim have searched beneath these sands
for the treasures of Netheril. Now, at lagt, I've found them!"

"You haven't found anything more than a cracked amulet yet," said Avarilous.

His body was relaxed agang the ropes, but his eyes flickered back and forth across the tent as if
seeking a means of escape.



"Not yet, but soon. Soon our diggerswill break through into the hoard that rests below this place. |
will contral it. | will risein power. Even Fzoul Chembryl himsdf will speak with me, will treat with me as
anequd. Intime, perhaps even | shdl take his place at the head of our order.”

His voice had risen in volume, and he was now shouting, flecks of spittle soraying from his
juice-gtained lips. Infull cry, he caught himsdf and amiled nadtily at his captive.

"But you. What shdl | do with you?'

* * % % %

Raki isaliquor not for the faint of heart or somach. Its taste is foul, even to those used to it, and in
some parts of Faerun it is used as rat poison. But it does have the virtue of getting one drunk extremdly
quickly.

Garmansder and Drashka staggered out of the shadow of the tent againg which they had been
gtting and came into the afternoon sunshine, casting long shadows across the desert. The ar was dill
warm, but a chill wind was beginning to blow, portending the bleak night to come.

Drashka flung an arm around Garmansder's shoulders.

"So. Whash afine fdlow like you doing working for a ... a shpy? Coo'nt you tdl something was
wrong with im? | mean ..." He stopped, turned, and vomited copioudy before resuming his speech as if
nothing had happened. "I mean whas he doing wandering around in the middle of the desert? Din't you
ever ask?"

Garmansder swayed dightly. "He was paying good gold. A mercenary never asks. Not if he wants
to keep being amershenary.” He laughed inandly. "I mean, if it comes to that, what're you doing working
for the Zhents out here in the middle o' nowhere?!

Drashka looked around carefully and put a finger againg his lips. "Shhh. It's ... a ... secret!" He
nodded impressively. "Wanna know what it is?'

Garmansder shook his head. "Nah. Better not tdl, if it's a secret and everything.”

"Right. Right. All right, I'll won' tdl you." He grabbed Garmansder's arm. "I'll show you."

The two men made thelr way across the camp to where the scaffolding loomed over the excavation.
Activity around the Ste had ceased, and as the evening grew darker, a few torches flickered around the
gte, making the gloom seem even blacker. Here and there, campfires glowed. The Bedine had been
herded by their Zhentarim overseers back to some unseen camp, but in the distance the two men could
hear the unearthly walls of ther Snging. The sound floated over the desert and hung like crysd in the
dark ar.

Drashka made his way undeadily to the edge of the excavation. A flimsy ral ran between the
wooden uprights that held the scaffolding in place, and a few torches on long poles thrugt into the sand
illuminated the scene. The lieutenant staggered, and Garmansder grabbed hisarm.

"Careful. You wanna fdl?'

Drashka considered the question for a moment then shook his head. "You fdl in there, you'd have a
long time to think before you bit the bottom. Lissen!”

He groped for aloose stone and dropped it into the pit. Both men hed their breaths urtil at last, far
away, magnified by the wals of the shaft, they heard the distant thunk! of stone on stone.

Garmansder nodded, impressed. "So wasst dl "bout?' He leaned againg an upright and took
another draught of raki.

Drashka gestured toward the pit. "We're lookin' for magic. Magic suff from Netheril. You know.
Suff they lost when the citiesfdl down and th' empire crashed.”

"S0?" The mercenary hdd out the bottle to his companion. "Everbody knows that duff was logt a
long time ago. Why d'you think you can find it now?"

" 'Cause we dready found part of it." Drashka swigged from the bottle and snickered. "We dready
found stuff, and we're gonna bring up more stuff. Magica quff.”

Garmangder snorted. "I'l believeit when | seeit.”

"Maybe youd like to see it" Drashka sraightened up and hurled the raki bottle into the pit. It



smashed againg the far side, and the fragments fdl into the guif.

"Hey!" cried the mercenary. "There was more in there!™

"That'sdl right." The guard's voice was strong, without a trace of durred, drunken speech. "You can
Qo after it."

He lunged forward with the speed of a driking snake. One hand thrust againg the mercenary's
shoulder, shoving him back into the blackness beyond the upright. Garmansder shouted, as one hand
darted up to dutch a adangling rope. He swung out and over the pit, then back, landing farther around
the rim, some ten feet from where hed started. A sword was dready dlittering in his hand when he
landed.

Drashka stared then laughed. "I see | wasn't the only one pretending to drink that rot gut." He drew
hisown blade and stepped forward.

Garmangder retreated cautioudy around the pit, his eyes on his opponent's sword. Drashka came
on, dashing, his blade whigling through the night air. The guard thrust savagely, and the mercenary,
bardy avoiding being spitted, sumbled and struck againg the rail. The wood shattered, and Garmansder,
with a cry, fdl sdeways into the pit.

With a yel of triumph, Drashka rushed to see the body of his foe hurtling downward. Then he
staggered back, blood spurting from a long cut dong his cheek. The mercenary was dinging with one
hand to the support timbers that lined the side of the pit. In the other hand he dill held his sword.

His muscles bulged and he gave a groan of effort as he pulled himsdf one-handed from the
darkness. He heaved his torso onto solid ground and rolled sdeways as Drashka struck at him. The
soldier's blade |&ft atral of red in the sand as it dashed across Garmansder's ribs.

The mercenary rolled to his feet. With his free hand he grasped a torch and threw it.

The flames touched and ignited the guard's flowing robe. He tried to beat out the fire with one hand,
but it engulfed him. Shrieking, he dropped his sword, whirling, staggering. The sands gave way under his
feet and hefdl into the darkness. Garmansder could see the sides of the pit lit by the flames as Drashka,
dill screaming, fdl and fdl, until there was afant crash, then slence.

The mercenary tore a rag from the hem of his robe and bound up his wound, cautioudy glancing
around to make sure the battle had roused no one. Apparently the Zhentarim guards kept a loose
watch-or they were drunk on raki-for no one came to investigate the disturbance. Garmansder sheathed
his sword and disappeared into the night.

* k% % %

Taking another bite of his pomegranate, the commander stared at the bound merchant, who did his
best to preserve an ar of detachment. At lagt, the commander gestured, and a smdll, glittering knife rose
from the table and moved dowly forward in the air, hovering in front of the helpless merchant's face.

"What would the Bedine like back firg from ther spy?' he mused, nibbling on his pomegranate.
"His ear? His nose? His upper lip?'

The knife swayed and dived through the air, humming. It whirled around the merchant's head,
snipping alock of hair from his brow.

"I know," chortled the commander. "An eye. That'sit. To be followed by more ... interegting parts.”

The knife drew back and prepared to plunge into Availous's Ieft eye. The merchant, watching
beyond the knife to the commander's face, saw the siream of pink juice dribbling from his lips turn
suddenly red. The knife dropped to the floor with a clatter as the commander, a bite of fruit dill caught
between histeeth, fdl diffly forward, facedown on the floor.

Through a narrow dit in the tent stepped Garmansder, holding a stiletto. He kicked the body of the
commander aside and sauntered over to Avarilous, who glared a him.

"W, you took your sweet time. Were you going to let me lose an eye? Or did you just find it funny
to wait that long before doing anything?"

" Thank you, Garmansder. Thank you for saving my life’ That's how you say it, Avi. It's quite
smple redly.”



Garmansder's blade made short work of the ropes, and Avarilous rose, massaging his wridts.

"We havent time for nonsense. Someone will be missng hm soon. We'd best be about our

Thetdl man dtirred the body of the late commander with his foot. "Did he tdl you anything?'

"A good dedl. Heré's a piece of practical advice for you, Garmansder, if you ever decide to become
an agent of evil. When you have your enemy in your power, just kill im and get on with it. I don't know
why it is that servants of evil Smply can't resst the temptation to gloat. It's a very bad habit, one they
should get out of

Garmansder nodded. "It's basic human nature, | suppose. He wanted to tdl someone how clever he
was, and it didn't matter if that person was a friend or an enemy. | was hoping my guard might tdl me
after | was kind enough to ddiver the Zhents a Bedine spy, but he was pretty vague. | mugt not be as
persuasive as you."

Availous had been searching the tent swiftly, his fingers flying everywhere, turning out boxes and
bags. His eyes, glittering with a hard light, were drawn back into his head, and the shadows played over
his stout form. A rivulet of sweat coursed down his forehead. Garmansder too was looking about, lifting
tapestries and cushions with swift, decisve movements.

"How did you get away from the guard-Draka, or whatever his name was" Avarilous asked.

"Not too difficult. We shared some raki, and he began showing me the excavation dte” He
shrugged. "Lagt | saw of him, he was trying to learn to fly." He gestured toward the body. "Can we make
this look like a murder? There doesn't seem to have been any love lost between any of the guards and
thar officers”

Availous ignored the question and countered with one of his own. "How much did you see of the
excavation?'

"Some. After Drashka went for hisflight, | wandered around. It's deep and very impressve. They're
usng smokepowder to open up some of the more difficult bits. The whole thing's a bit on the shaky side
though.”

"Meaning."

"It would be a greet pity," observed Garmansder absently, "if anything happened to the scaffolding.
Probably bring the whole thing down around their heads. | know | wouldn't care to be in there when it
happens.”

Availous cursed softly. "Where in the Nine Hells could he have hidden it?!

"Ah. | don't know. By the way, what exactly are we looking for? More of those amulets?'

The merchant shook his head. "The amulet's not important. Even if it weren't damaged, our late
friend there couldn't have done much with it-not as much as he thought, anyhow. Contralling sandstorms
inthe desert isn't much of afeat compared to the kind of magic the Shadovar are throwing around these
days. No, there has to have been something else. Something he might not even have been aware of...."

Garmangder gave his companion an odd look as his voice tralled off. "What d'you mean? Surely he
knew what he was looking for or if held found it. Y ou make it sound asif he wasn't the one in control.”

Availous stopped. "I'm not at dl sure he was. In fact, Fm sure he wasn't. He was too stupid, for
onething."

"Oh, come on! If stupid people couldn't control matters, hdf the cities of Faerun would be
leaderless.”

"No, my point is that even if hed found a powerful magicd artifact from Netheril, | didnt get any
sense from him that held redlly know wheat it was or how to use it. Someone had to be pointing himin that
direction. | wonder who."

A shadow fdl across the entrance to the tent, and Lieutenant Thass entered. His hand rested on his
scimitar, while his eyes camly took in the details of the scene before him.

* * % % %

Garmansder was the fird to break the tableau. He dived to the left in a swift rall that brought him



danding to Thasss right, aknifein his hand. The lieutenant pivoted and swept a foot around in a savage
kick that struck Garmansder's wrigt with a crack of snagpping bones. The tal man gasped in pain as the
knife flew and stuck in a wooden chest, quivering. At the same moment, Avarilous twisted to hisright and
hurled a dagger. It bardy missed Thasss shoulder, didng through his dark jerkin and dattering to the
ground.

Without a pause, the lieutenant cartwheded behind Garmansder, drawing his scimitar in asngle fluid
movement. One am came up dutching the tal man's broken wrist. The other held the scimitar's point just
behind Garmansder's ear.

Avarilous caught up the knife that earlier had dmost taken one of his eyes. His hand flashed back to
throw it then halted aoruptly as he saw his friend held hostage.

There was slence, broken only by another soft groan from Garmansder.

Thass spoke fird.

"Very good. | didn't think you'd figure things out. Y our reputation iswell justified, Avarilous”

"Thank you. Now suppose you release my friend, and we st down and talk things over.”

Thass laughed. "I think not. This arrangement suits me very wdl. But by dl means, |t us tak. |
gather you have been wondering what it was we found here.”

Availous pursed his Ups. His forehead wrinkled in concentration. "I don't think it's an object. If it
had been, you wouldnt dill be here. Y ou'd have taken it, killed your friend the commander, and brought
it to whomever you're working for. Who is that, by the way?' Thass shook his head, amiling. "Go on." "If
it's not athing, it's more likdy to be a place.” Avarilous' s eyes narrowed. "Youve found ... a way down.
A way down into one of the Buried Realmd"

"Excdlent!" Thass shifted his stance dightly to match a careful movement of Avarilouss to the l€ft.
"A road leading to a hoard of magica power Ieft from Netheril. Weve just uncovered a bit of it thus far,
but once it's open, theré€'s no tdling what we might find."

Availous nodded. "l see. That gives me a clear idea of who's behind you. Y ou're working for-"

A series of ydls and screams from outside interrupted him. The earth shook beneath ther feet,
jarring them. Garmansder used his good hand to take advantage of the interruption, driving an elbow into
Thasss gut, doubling him over. He ducked himsdf as Avarilouss knife whizzed past, burying itsdf in the
lieutenant's neck.

Blood spurted, as the tent swayed in a sudden wind. Both men fought to keep therr feet. The
rumbling intengified.

"Earthqueke!" gasped Avarilous. Garmansder shook his head as he fdl to his knees. "Not exactly,"
he shouted over the tumult. "I set a couple of smokepower charges near the scaffolding with a long fuse.
It looks like nobody found them."”

Availous glared a him. "You idiot! Are you trying to get us killed?'

"No," hisfriend snapped, "I'm trying to get us out of here! Suppose we go. Now."

He looked at Thass, lying hdf-conscious on the floor of the tent in a pool of blood. "Shdl we finish
him?'

The decison was made for him. A wisp of darkness spread benegth the lieutenant. It grew in 9ze
until it was a pool of blackness. His body became shadowy and indidinct then disappeared atogether.
Sowly the blackness faded.

Availous turned toward the entrance. "Come on!"

The two men raced across the oas's, Garmansder doing his best to cradle his broken wrist. Their
camd was tugging franticaly at his tether and had succeeded in pulling its stake hdf out of the sand.
Other beasts milled about, their grunting adding to the commotion that filled the air as black-robed Zhents
shouted and dashed angrily with therr whips a Bedine workers. From what Avarilous could see, the
Bedine had taken the opportunity to rebel againg their masters, and dozens of amdl battles had broken
out across the settlement.

From where the excavation had been rose athick column of black smoke, partly masked by clouds
of dust thrown up by the cave-in. Availous had little time to marvd at the results of his companion's
sabotage. Already he could hear frantic shouts from the direction of the commander's tent that told him



their escape had been discovered. He boosted Garmansder atop the camd, cut the tether with a dash of
hisknife, and legped up himsdf.

A Zhent rushed a them, blade swinging. Avarilous pulled back on the camd'’s reins, and the beast
reared, griking out with its heavy hooves. The Zhent fdl with a crushed skull, and the pair of escapees
gdloped forward. Sowly the shouts and confusion faded behind them.

They rode for severd miles before Avarilous ingsted upon stopping to bandage Garmansder's wridt,
tying it up with a gtick to keep the bones rigid. The tadl man endured the operation without complaint,
though his eyes dilated with pain as the merchant manipulated the bones into place.

When they were remounted and trotting on their way, Garmansder said, "So Thass was working for
the Shadovar."

Availous nodded. "Yes. They seem to be looking for access to the magic of the Buried Redms,
though | don't know for what purpose. In any case, we should probably be glad we stopped them.”

"We?' growled Garmansder. "l think | deserve the credit here” They rode in slence for a mile, and
he said, "What are you going to tdl Bin-Daar?"

"Nothing." Avarilous hdf turned in the saddle. "Asfar as he's concerned, we diminated his problem.
That should be worth the price he offered.”

"So we keep this information to oursdves.”

"Not at dl." Avarilous was looking dreamily a the horizon, where the sun was setting, a flaming ball
of orange and ydlow that turned the desert sands to gold. "Information, my dear Garmansder, as | have
never ceased to explain to you, is the mogt vauable commodity in this world. One merdy has to know
what to do with it."

"Uh huh. What are we going to do with this bit?'

Avarilous shrugged. "Onething. Possibly another. | hear Waterdeep is lovdy this time of year, and
I've dways been curious to meet Khelben Arunsun.”



