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CHAPTER ONE
7 Flamerul e, The Year of WId Magic (1372 DR)
it was the sound of despair, this strained silence that greeted the end of
every report. Wth each account of yet another pact struck by the enemy, with
every confession that a real mcould raise no nore troops, the envoys would
drop their gazes to the polished surface of the conference table and study
their reflections, and there would be no sound in the roombut the sputtering
of the oil I anps.
Only Princess Alusair Obarskyr, the Steel Regent of Cornyr, received the news
with a raised chin, but it seened to Gal aeron N hnmedu that with each account
of anot her cycl one spawned by the nelting of the High lIce, with each
description of a newcity in flood or a nation's barley fields w thering under
a blazing sun, the furrows in the
princess's brow deepened, the circles beneath her eyes grew | arger, darker
and nore nenaci ng.
Al usair turned her attention to Gal aeron and said, "And what news from
Evereska, Sir N hnedu? How go matters for the elves?"
The question was for the benefit of the others present. Alusair was the one
who had told Gal aeron nuch of what he woul d pass al ong, and she was doi ng hi m
an honor by asking himto repeat it on behalf of his city. Gal aeron stood.
"Evereska will stand, Your Hi ghness. " This good news caused several envoys to



rai se their heads, and Gal aeron continued, The elven arm es are canped outside
t he Shaeradim ready to neet the phaerimmthe instant the shadowshell falls. "
"You're certain it will fall?" asked Korian Hovanay, the anbassador from
Senbia. A foppish man with fleshy jow s and an outl andi sh feat hered hat
resting on the table before him Hovanay gl ared at Gal aeron as he spoke. "I
see no reason the Shadovar should let it fade. The phaeri nm are Shade's

ar chenem es—and t he Shadovar have succeeded in all of their other
undert aki ngs. "

"Al'l of their diplomatic undertakings, Al usair corrected. She had aged a
decade in the forty days since Tilverton's |oss, and her once striking face
had becone sall ow and haggard with worry. "Their arny—-what remains of it-has
been quiet since the Battle of Tilverton. "

"My point exactly, " Hovanay said. "How do we know they have not been
marshaling their strength to renew their attack on the phaeri m®"

"That is wi shful thinking, Anbassador, " said Piergeiron Pal adi nson, who had
cone by magic all the way from Water-deep. "Sadly, the Shadovar are too
cunning to turn their attention el sewhere so our alliance can nobilize against
the Melting. "

"And the elven armes are as ready to neet the Shadovar as the phaeri nm
Gal aeron said. "The shadowshel | danages

Evereska as much as it does the phaerimm and our people will prevent the
Shadovar fromrenewing it"

What Gal aeron |left unsaid was that with two of Mystra's Chosen—taera

Si I verhand and her consort Khel ben Arunsun—still trapped in the Shaeradi m
Storm Silver-hand was just as deternmined as the elves to bring down the
shadowshell. At the first hint of trouble, she would teleport straight to the

nmystical Splicing that held the dark sphere together and join six of
Evermeet's | ast high mages in preventing the Shadovar fromrenewing it

Gal aeron felt certain of little else in this strange three-sided war, but he
was sure that the shadowshell would fall, and soon. Wat happened afterward
was anyone's guess. Wth the phaerinmmloose in the world, the Shadovar thaw ng
the Hi gh Ice, and the weat her weaking flood and fam ne across all Faerdn, the
only thing anyone could predict for sure was calamty.

Hovanay studi ed Gal aeron with a sneer, then finally said, "How wonderful for
the elves. I"'msure you'll forgive the rest of us if we don't share your

ent husi asm "

"You have reason to wi sh Evereska ill, Anmbassador?" Gal aeron asked. "Perhaps
Senbi a hopes to strike a bargain for our treasure?"

Hovanay's eyes flashed. "I trust you are not suggesting that Senbia would
traffic with thieves, Sir N hmedu. "

Gal aeron braced his hands on the table and started to rise, but the Harper
wi tch Ruha, seated next to himin her customary veil and head scarf, laid a
hand on his forearm

"Remenber your shadow, she said quietly. "You assume too mnuch.
Gal aeron felt a sudden surge of anger toward her and knew instantly that

somet hing dark and sinister had risen inside him H's shadow self was
asserting itself again, trying to nake himsee dark notives and evil betrayals
in those around him He |lowered hinmself into his seat and fol ded his hands,

t hen | ooked across the table to Hovanay.

"My question was unwarranted, Anbassador, he said. It irked Galaeron to
apol ogi ze, but it was wiser to trust Ruha in such matters than hinsel f. "I
hope you will forgive the inplication. "

Hovanay smrked back at him "O course. W are all aware of your affliction.

"Which is not to say that we understand your point, Anbassador, " Alusair
said. She did not bother to disguise her own suspicion of the man, for there
had been no | ove | ost between their two realnms since Senmbia's not-so-veiled
attenpt to carve off a piece of Cornyr during the Ghazneth Scourge. "Wy
shoul dn't we want Evereska to survive?"



"It is not Evereska's survival that troubles us, " Hovanay answered. "It is
the fall of the shadowshell. Comrerce has suffered enough as it is. The |ast
thing we need now is a | egion of phaeri mm maki ng sl aves and egg-bags of the
few caravanners still bold enough to neet their obligations. "

Gal aeron restrained the urge to berate the man for worrying about his purse
whi |l e brave el ves were dyi ng—but Alusair did not. She studied Hovanay with a
sneer usually reserved for something she scraped off her boot, then shook her
head.

"There is nore at stake here than gold,
gol d—though I'Il be happy to feed you some if you'd like to experinent.
Ruha sni ckered beneath her veil, and several other envoys had to bite their
lips and turn away.

Accepting Alusair's affront with the casual poise of one accustoned to such
treatment, Hovanay nerely sml ed.

"Perhaps we cannot eat gold, but we do need it to feed our arnies. Is there a
real m anong us whose treasuries are not barren al ready?"

she said. "Qur subjects cannot eat

When the table remained silent, the anbassador continued, "If our | osses grow
any worse, | dare say the alliance will lack the means to nuster any arny at
all, much | ess one powerful enough to defeat the Shadovar and stop the
Melting. "

Again, a tense silence fell over the council room and Alusair's face turned
stornmy with frustration. Already exhausted of both gold and nen, the real ns of
the alliance were stretched to the breaking point, and—ust as Hovanay

sai d—any pressure brought by the phaeri nm woul d be enough to crush them Even
to Galaeron, the inplications were clear. If Evereska were to survive, it
woul d be at the cost of every other civilized |and in Faer(n

Gal aeron began to feel that all eyes were turned on him Wen he gl anced
around the table, it was to see the gazes of the other envoys quickly slipping
away.

Lord Nasher Al agondar of Neverw nter, who had cone by the same magic as

Pi ergei ron Pal adi nson, coughed softly into his hand. The qui et thus broken

Al duvar Snowbrand—a Sword of Archendal e and one of the three envoys shared by
t he Dal el ands—ar apped his fingers around his chair arnms and | eaned forward as
t hough he were about to pounce fromhis seat.

"We are |looking at this wong, | say. " Atall, strong man with silky bl ack
hair, Al duvar had a spectral face and deep green eyes that seemed strangely
distant and dull. "Qur enenies are the Shadovar, not the phaerimm "

"That is an easy thing to say when it is sonmeone el se's hone they have

besi eged, " Gal aeron said. "The phaerimmare enenies to the elves, | assure
you. "

"And who's fault is that?" A duvar turned to glower at him but there was no
anger in his eyes, no ire or malice—no enotion at all. "WAas it not you who
freed themin the first place?"

"And who cursed us with the Shadovar?" added Irreph Mul mar, the ruddy-faced
Const abl e of the High Dale. Like Al duvar, he was one of the three envoys from
the Dales, and like Alduvar's, his eyes seened oddly enpty. "Were you not the
one who brought them back fromthe Plane of Shadow?"

Sonewhere inside, Calaeron realized that the vitriol of the Dal esnen was
strangely at odds with their vacant eyes, but

his shadow was already rising to the bait, bristling at the accusati ons and
urging himto answer with bl ade or spell. He started to stand and found Ruha's
hand cl anped to his arm her nails digging in hard to renmind himthat he had
to be strong, that to indulge his anger was to yield to the darkness devouring
himfromthe inside.

"What is done is done, " she said, continuing to hold Gal aeron down. "Is there
anyone here who can say he woul d not have nade the sane m st ake?"
"M st akes have consequences, " said Murngrym Antat ha, the third and | ast of

t he Dal el ands envoys. A huge, powerfully built man with a brown nustache and
neatly trimred hair, his eyes were as vacant as those of his fell ow Dal esnmen.
"The elf is the one who made the mistake. It's his people who should suffer



for it—not ours.
Mour ngryml s comment drew a chorus of astonished nurnurs, for he was as
respected across rmuch of Faerdn as he was in his own dale. For himto speak so
openly agai nst Evereska's interests was to condone the resentnment harbored in
secret by many of the alliance's | esser |eaders, who gathered at night in
quiet little groups to conplain of the hardships visited upon them by the

m st ake of one elf.

Gal aeron was filled with such a black fury that he forgot about the vacant
eyes and no longer felt Ruha's hand on his arm He was up and | eaning across
the table toward Mourngrym his weight braced on his hands and his words
tumbling fromhis nmouth of their own accord

"And who woul d you bl ame had the Shadovar unl eashed the phaerimm on the
Dal el ands i nstead of Evereska?" Cal aeron demanded. "Sone saurial from

Tar khal dal e?"

Mourngrymis lip rose in a sneer, but his eyes remained as bl ank as before.

"A saurial did not release the phaerimm " he said. "An elf did. You, to be
exact"

Suddenly finding hinself off bal ance, Gal aeron | ooked down to find his hand a
foot above the table, his fingers

curled as though to call a shadow bolt Ruha was using both hands to hold his
arm so he could not cast the spell. Behind her, Piergeiron Pal adi nson was
rising to help, watching the struggle with an expression that was half al arned
and hal f forbearing.

The sight was enough to shock Gal aeron back to his senses. He let his arm go

[inp.

"Humans!"

Knowi ng he was still not fully in control of hinself, Galaeron freed his arm
and turned toward Al usair.

"I'f the princess will excuse ne—

"She will not, Sir N hmedu. " Mdtioning himinto his seat, she nodded at a
pair of Purple Dragons posted along the wall. As they stepped forward to stand
guard behind Gal aeron's chair, she said, "Actually, | have a keen interest in

hearing Lord Murngrym s answer.
Gal aeron sat, and Mourngrymturned to face Al usair.

"What answer woul d that be, Your Hi ghness?"

'To Gal aeron's question, Lord Mourngrym " Alusair replied, her expression
grow ng suspicious. "Wio would you blanme if the Shadovar had unl eashed the
phaerimmin the Dal el ands instead of Evereska?"

"But they didn't, Princess. "

"Lord Mourngrym " Alusair said, "I amasking what if they had. "

"The question is neaningl ess, Your Hi ghness. It was the elf who unleashed the
phaerinm "

An astoni shed nurmur filled the chanber. Paying no attention, Murngrymturned
to gesture at Gal aeron, and at | ast Gal aeron understood what he had been

seei ng—er rather, not seeing—n the eyes of the Dal esman.

Anger clouded Alusair's face.

"Lord Mourngrym " she said, "as a guest in ny realm you owe nme the courtesy
of an answer. "

Mour ngrym responded with an counterfeit smle

"OfF course, Your Highness. What | fail to understand..
Gal aeron did not hear the rest of the answer, for his own thoughts were
whirling |ike one of the cyclones that had of |ate been | aying waste to so
many of Faer(n's farnms and villages. The Dal esnen's attack on himhad been
carefully coordinated, with the envoys of |esser stature |laying the groundwork
for a final indictment by their nost respected nenber. Gven that the three
cane fromthe same area, it seened entirely plausible they had cone together
before the council and settled on the strategy, but Gal aeron suspected anot her
expl anati on—a far nore nenaci ng one.

He | eaned toward Ruha and felt a Purple Dragon's arnored hand grasping his
shoul der.



"Mlord, " the soldier whispered. "I think the princess meant for you to stay
in your own chair. "

"As | will. " Though Gal aeron answered in an amiable tone, it was all he could
do to keep fromcursing the nan aloud. If he was right—-and he was—the | ast
thi ng he needed was the lout drawing attention to him "I only wanted to thank
Har per Ruha for her support"

Ruha rai sed her kohl-rimed eyes to the guard and said, "Galaeron will do ne
no harm "

The sol di er regarded her suspiciously for a nonent, then nodded gruffly and
rel eased Gal aeron's shoul der. Ruha | ooked to Gal aeron, and as Alusair and

Mour ngrym conti nued their argunent in nore heated tones, waited.

"Uh, thank you, " Galaeron said. It was all he dared say, at |east with one of
them | urki ng somewhere in the room eavesdropping on the council and
mani pulating its mnd-slaves. "I'mafraid | |ost control of myself.
Ruha knitted her black eyebrows and replied, "Considering what was said,

t hought you did well to keep your shadow in check. "

Gal aeron continued to |l ook at her, trying to think of some other way to convey
hi s suspicions without alerting the one spying upon them

Irreph and Al duvar were lending their voices to

Mourngryml's, protesting that Alusair was wasting the council's valuable tine
wi th a meaningl ess exerci se of imagination.

"CGal aeron, " Ruha asked, "is there sonething el se?"
"No, " he said. If only she understood fingertalk; as it was, he was begi nning
to fear he would have to use his own magic to save the council. "That's all. "

Ruha nodded—a bit uncertainl y—and turned back to the council.

Gal aeron sat fidgeting, lost in his own thoughts, trying to think of sone
other way to do what was needed. It was easily two nonths since he had | ast
cast a spell. Surely, he could cast this one, not even a very difficult spell
It was just a sinple abjuration to reveal the spy he knew to be | urking
somewhere in the council chanber putting words in the nouths of the Dal esnen.
O course, he would need to use shadow nagi c; he was no | onger sure that he
even coul d use normal magic, but shadow magi c was better against the phaerimm
anyway. Normal spells had a tendency to ricochet off their magic-resistant

scal es, but shadow magi ¢ al ways wor ked.

The t hought of touching the Shadow Wave again sent a shiver of anticipation
up through Gal aeron's body. He could al nost feel the cold power rising through
him quenching a thirst that had been building for two nonths. One sinple
spell was not going to do any harm It would hardly give his shadow self the
strength to overpower himconpletel y—not for |ong anyway—and he had to expose
the spy, didn't he? He had to nake the council see that the Dal esnen's words
were those of the eneny, that the phaerimmwere trying to split the alliance—
A day never passed when Gal aeron did not find sone reason just as conpelling
to break his vow and reach out to the Shadow Weave. The tenptati on was al ways
there, always awaiting the weak nmoment, always inviting himdown the dark
path, but he had only to renenber Vala to

resist, to think of her enslaved in Escanor's palace in Shade and i magi ne the
abuse being visited on her nightly in the prince's bed.

It had been Gal aeron's shadow sel f that had persuaded himto abandon her

there, that had filled his thoughts with so many bitter suspicions that he had
finally surrendered to the darkness and vowed to have vengeance on a woman who
had never shown himanything but love. It was a nistake he intended never to
repeat, even if it neant his life.

And, with Ruha pledged to prevent himfromslipping again, it very well m ght
She was wat chi ng hi mout of the corner of her eye, her thoughts hidden behind
her Bedi ne veil, but her hand not far fromthe curved dagger stuck behind her
sash.

For the second time in as many mnutes, Galaeron w shed that the wtch
understood fingertal k—then realized she didn't need to. He caught her eye then
dropped his gaze to his |lap, where he was running his fingers through the
gestures of the magic he wanted her to cast Though he was not trying to cast



anyt hing, the very act of going through notions filled himw th a powerful
yearning to open hinself to the Shadow Wave.

Ruha's eyes w dened, and she | ooked as though she might reach over to
interfere. Gal aeron stopped in what woul d have been m d-casting, then started
over again. Ruha seened to relax. He continued the gesture, being careful to
make each el enent sl ow and preci se so that she would have no trouble

deci pheri ng what he was doi ng. Wen the glimer of recognition came to her
eye, he stopped and | ooked down the table in the direction of the Dal esnen,
who were now pretending that they did not understand the true nature of

Al usair's question.

" suppose that had the Shadovar tried to free the phaeri nm beneath

Tar khal dal e, there would have been no problemat all, " Murngrymwas saying.
"The saurials are far too intelligent to breach the Sharn Wall. ™"

Wt hout using his own nmagic, Galaeron had no way to be certain the phaerimm
spy was anywhere near his mnd-slaves, but it seened |like a good place to
start He gl anced back and found Ruha studyi ng Mourngrym al nbost too intently,
hands lying in her lap and her veil billow ng ever-so-slightly as she

whi spered her incantation

"Very well, Lord Mourngrym you w n, Alusair said fromher end of the table.
"You have made it abundantly clear that the Dal el ands have no interest in

pl acing the blanme for our troubles anywhere but Evereska. Now, would you care
to explain why? | fail to see what you hope to acconplish. "

Mourngrymls smile was so wooden it was al nbost a grinmace. "Your Hi ghness, the
Dal el ands have no interest in blam ng anyone. W nerely wi sh to point out—
He was interrupted by the last syllables of a Bedine incantation as Ruha
stood. Using the elenental magic of her native Anauroch, she sprinkled a few
drops of water in his direction. A sharp crackle blasted through the chanber,
and there was a bright flash near the ceiling above and behind the Dal esnmen.
Gal aeron glinpsed the fanmliar, thorn-covered shape of a phaerinms conica
body, and the thing was gone, vanished in alnost the same instant it appeared.
The chamber broke into a wild tumult of shouting and cl angi ng as guards rushed
forward. Several of the envoys—nost notably Senbia's Korian Hovanay—di ved for
cover under the table. Others followed the | ead of Piergeiron Pal adi nson
Grabbi ng pol earns fromthe guards, they | eaped onto the table and began to
chink the ceiling in an attenpt to find the intruder

The three Dal esmen renmi ned standing in front of their seats. Their vacant
gazes were fixed on the envoys and soldiers closest to them and they held

t hensel ves ready to spring into action

"Order!" Alusair called. She had produced a sword from somewhere beneath her
robe of office and was bangi ng the ponmel down on the table's polished
surface. "It's gone. "

Though the princess's assunption was a natural one—phaeri mm usual |y
teleported to safety at the first sign of danger—Gal aeron rose

"Actual ly, Your Highness, | believe it isn't" He pointed over Mourngryms
shoulder. "I think it's probably somewhere there. "

A dozen Purple Dragons inmredi ately rushed to investigate. The three Dal esnen
stepped away fromthe table and cl osed ranks around a spot not too far from
where Gal aeron had poi nted. Cal adnei —+he sl ender, red-haired sorcerer who had
repl aced addl ed Vangerdahast as Cornyr's royal magi ci an—stepped into view
behind Alusair's chair and | eveled her staff at the trio.

Bef ore she could speak the word of command, the phaeri nm appeared in the m dst
of the Dal esnen.

Hol d! You have nothing to fear from me—dnl ess you earn it

Gal aeron heard the words inside his mnd, and he could tell by the startled
reactions of those around himthat they had as well. Cal adnei held her attack
and the guards settled for surrounding the Dal esmen and | eveling their

pol eaxes in the general direction of the phaerimm Their restraint, Gal aeron
knew, probably saved their lives.

Better.

Gal aeron saw a fam liar bl ankness cone to Anbassador Hovanay's eyes and knew



t he phaeri mm was not repaying its enem es' restraint in kind.

Alusair laid her sword on the table and stared across its length at the

i ntruder.

"This is a private council, worm and you are our eneny." She gl anced over her
shoul der and noti oned Cal adnei toward the creature. "G ve nme a reason | should
not have ny guards peel the thorny hide fromyour viper's flesh."

Because they would fail, the phaerinmreplied. And because even enem es need
to confer, if they are ever to be anything el se.

Nasher Al agondar's eyes went vacant

Gal aeron leveled a hand in the phaerimms direction. "Speak through Murngrym
or not at all." Then, w thout |ooking away, he said to Alusair, "Your

H ghness, this is how the phaeri mm nake their m nd-slaves. Through their

t hought speech. "

Very perceptive. But you have nothing to fear fromus, Galaeron. Fromwhat |
under stand, ny people are indebted—

"I'f you know who | am" Galaeron interrupted, "you know that my magic will

kill you as fast as a Shadovar's."

/ also know you fear to use it.

"Not as much as | fear becom ng your slave,’

Gal aeron said. "Another word

within ny head, and I will use it"

"Anot her word in anyone's head, and I will command himto," Alusair added. "If
you wish to treat with us, you will release your slaves and speak al oud."

"I cannot do both." This time, the phaerimis words came from Mourngrym s
nmout h. Though once we are finished, | amwlling to grant your request."

Alusair’s eyes flashed at the word "request,
| ooked to Gal aeron.

He was tempted to lie and claimthat the phaeri mm was deceiving her, for he
al ready knew by the tenor of the Dalesnmen's earlier arguments what the
creature intended. But Alusair had treated himw th nothing but courtesy and
fairness since the day of his arrival, and—even for the sake of Evereska—he
woul d not repay her with treachery.

"Phaeri nm speak to each other through magi ¢ wi nds," Gal aeron explained. "Wth
ot her races, they nust use thoughtspeech or an internediary."

Al usair considered this, then nodded to the phaerimm

"Very well," she said. "What is it you want?"

"Evereska. "

Though the answer was exactly what Gal aeron had expected, the inpact of
hearing it actually spoken al oud was nore than he could handle. He started to
twist his fingers into a spellcasting—then his armwas forced to his side by
the mail ed hand of one of the Purple Dragons at his back

Alusair cast a warning scow in his direction, then said, "Wen | give the
order, Sir N hmedu—not before."

"Thank you, Princess," the phaerimmsaid. Its four arns appeared over the
heads of the Dal esnen, spreading outward in what seemed to be a gesture of
appreciation. "As | was saying, we and our allies from Anauroch will be
content with Evereska and its | ands."

This elicited a collective gasp fromthe envoys—at | east those who were not
still under the phaerinm s nental control —and even Al usair cocked a brow
"Evereska is not ours to give," she said.

The nonconmittal answer caused a dark anger to rise in Galaeron, and he had to
fight it down by closing his eyes and rem nding hinmself of all that Alusair
had done on his behal f.

"Nor is it yours to defend," the phaeri nm answered through Murngrym "Al we
are suggesting is that you concern yourselves with the Shadovar and | eave
Evereska to our brothers.”

"Then you are not from Anauroch?" Al usair asked. She was stalling, trying to
buy time to consider all the ramifications of the phaerinms proposal. "You
are here on behalf of the Myth Drannor phaeri m®"

"The Shadovar have nmade this the fight of all phaerimm" Murngrym s voice
replied. "Much as they have made it the fight of all the human real ns."

but she held her tongue and



"And what do we receive in return?" asked Ambassador Hovanay. The sel fish
light in his eye nmade clear that he was free of the phaerimis influence. That
was not, at |east for Evereska, necessarily a good thing. "How will you repay
us for our hel p?"

The phaeri mm pushed its many-fanged nouth over the shoul ders of the Dal esnen
and said, "A better question would be what will you receive for our help."
Hovanay waited expectantly, and the phaerimm swing its mouth in Alusair's
direction.

"Your eneny is our eneny," the phaerimm said. "Should your alliance strike a
bargain with us, it would be in our interest to stop the nelting of the High
Ice. Your realnms would be able to rebuild their armies and feed their people.
They woul d be strong again."

Though every sinew in Gal aeron was screanming for himto leap to his feet and
denounce the phaerimmas a fraud and a liar, he knew he would wi n nothing by
such a display. The hunmans woul d bel i eve—ightly enough—that he was only
trying to protect Evereska's interests, that he would claimsuch a thing

whet her the phaerimm could be trusted or not Instead, he had to speak
reasonably and make the humans see the pitfalls for thensel ves, nake them
realize that by selling out the elves, they would be selling thensel ves out as
wel I .

"You are promsing a lot," Galaeron said, not quite able to keep the quaver
out of his voice, "but |I've seen the Shadovar magic, and it is not defeated
easily. If you can do what you pronise, why do you need the humans at all? Wy
are your cousins still trapped inside the shadowshel |l ?"

I nstead of answering Gal aeron, the phaeri nm had Mourngrymturn to address
Kori an Hovanay agai n.

"W woul d pl edge to | eave your caravans in peace, even to protect themwhen it
is in our power."

This brought a grin to the Senmbian's lips, if to no one else's.

Pi ergei ron Pal adi nson said, "You have not spoken to Galaeron's point. If the
phaeri mm can do what you claim why does the shadowshell still stand?"
"Because, as you yourselves learned at Tilverton, the Shadovar are form dable
enem es," the phaerimmsaid. "W who are free are too fewto prevail, and
those who are trapped in the Shaeradi mare weak and starving. \Wen the
shadowshel | falls, that will change."

"So you say," Piergeiron said.

"So we will prove," the phaerimmreplied. "You are fanmiliar with the peak
Untriwin, in the east of the Hi gh Ice?"

"Where the tomb tappers rise," said Borg Ohl nak, the woolly-headed chieftain
sent by the barbarians of the Ride. "W know the place well."

Mour ngryml s head nodded to Borg. There are three shadow bl ankets at the base

of the nount. When the shell falls, we will destroy all three as proof of our
capabilities."
"And still we will not be able to cone to terms," Alusair said. "Evereska is

not ours to bargain away. Wuldn't sone other place serve you as well? The
Goblin Marches, for instance, are—=

"Wirthl ess wastel ands," the phaerinmsaid. "It nust be Evereska. W have no
interest in your castoff barrens.”

"Then perhaps the Tun Valley," Alusair suggested. "The |l ands there are as

fertile as any in Cornyr, and I"'mcertain the alliance would be willing to
provi de any assistance required to take Darkhold."
"Evereska. "

Alusair frowned, clearly trying to think of sone other place the phaerimm
m ght desire. She was, Galaeron knew, trying to reach an unreachabl e
conprom se. The phaeri mm want ed Evereska for the same reason they lived in
Myth Drannor: its nythal. They needed nmagi c the way ot her races needed air,
and the mythals that surrounded both cities were living mantles of woven
magi c. Asking a phaerimmto choose another place to live was |ike asking a
fish to make his home sonepl ace other than in the water

"Evereska is not ours to grant," Alusair continued, still trying. "Nane



anot her pl ace."

"He's not going to nanme another place," Galaeron interjected, though he did
not say why. The existence of the nythal was an elven secret, and he no | onger
felt any trust for the hunans gathered there, not even Alusair. "Wen will you
| earn? You can't treat with phaerimm-enly surrender to themlike cowards, or
stand and fight themlike warriors."

Al usair’s head snapped around to glare at him her eyes furious and bl ack
"And when will you learn, elf, that it is not wise to call soneone a coward
when it is her people's blood that nust be shed to save that of yours?"

Al owi ng no opportunity for a reply, Alusair glanced at the guards behind

Gal aeron's chair and said, "I have heard enough fromhim"

One Purple Dragon pinned Galaeron's arms to his chair, and the other covered
his mouth with a wai st sash. A sinister voice whispered to Gal aeron t hat

Al usair had betrayed himand would seal the bargain by turning himover to the
phaeri mm but he was wi se enough not to struggle. The Steel Regent was fanpus
for her fiery tenper, and though sone part of himknew she woul d never do as
hi s shadow s voi ce suggested, he did not think she would hesitate to have him
thrown in a very deep, dark dungeon

Al usair nodded her approval, then turned back to the phaeri nmand said, "You
were about to nane a place it is in the alliance's power to grant."
"Evereska," Murngrym's nmouth said again. "There is no other place. The elf is
ri ght about that nuch.”

Al usair sank back in exasperation.

Through its mind-slave, the phaerimmsaid, "You have until the third bl anket
vani shes. "

The creature drifted out frombehind its shield of Dal esmen, and ignoring the
ring of guards around it, panicked Borg Chl mak and Nasher Al agondar by
floating to their end of the table.

"W expect your assent by then."

Alusair’s eyes hardened. "And if we do not give it?"

The phaerimm braced two of its arms on the table.

You will.

Alusair sat bolt upright and started to order the guards forward, but the
phaeri mm had al ready vani shed.

Mour ngrym and his fellow Dal esnen cried out in bew | dered voices, then
stunbl ed toward the nearest chairs, their hands trenbling and their nouths
hangi ng agape. The

Pur pl e Dragons | ooked to Cal adnei for orders while the royal magician busied
hersel f casting detection magic. The envoys sat in their chairs | ooking
alternately relieved and uncertain as they considered the wi sdom of betraying
Ever eska.

After a noment, Alusair brought order back to the chanmber by turning to her
royal magi ci an.

"Can you tell me how that spy came to be in here?" It was a deft maneuver,
turni ng the envoys' thoughts fromthe phaerinm s proposal to the threat it had
di splayed in its arrogant use of its power. "It could have killed us all!"

Cal adnei pal ed and shook her head.

The chamber is warded against invisibility, teleportation, scrying—
"Cbviously, it was not," Alusair interrupted. Still determned to keep the
envoys' thoughts on the how of the phaerimis presence rather than the' why—no
doubt buying tine to gather her own thoughts on the matter—she | ooked to

Gal aeron. "Perhaps Sir N hnedu can explain howit was done?"

When the guard | owered the sash covering Gal aeron's nouth, he glanced around
the council table and saw-er at |east his shadow saw-guilty expressions on
every face.

"CGal aeron?" Al usair prodded.

No | onger able to ignore the outrage rising in his breast, Galaeron gl owered
at the princess.

"You truly expect an answer?" he asked.

"Why shouldn't 2"



"Because | amno traitor to ny people," Galaeron said. "I would never aid
allies to the phaerimm"

An indignant drone filled the chanber, but the expression that cane to
Alusair’s face was | ess anger than surrender

"Leave us," she said.

The envoys fell silent and began to | ook to one another, waiting for soneone

else to take the lead and either object or start the w thdrawal.

"Now " Alusair said. "W will discuss the phaerinm
tomorrow, when we have all had a chance to see whether we can strike such a
bargain and still sleep at night"

The envoys rose in a bustle of scraping chair |egs and sharp remarks and
departed, |eaving only Cal adnei, Ruha, and a dozen Purple Dragons in the room
wi th Gal aeron and Al usair. The princess notioned themall toward the door.
"You, too," she said, standing and starting down the table toward Gal aeron. "I
amin no danger here."

Though their faces clearly showed their displeasure, the others knew better
than to question Alusair’s ability to take care of herself. They followed the
envoys into the anteroom

When they were gone, Alusair sat down at Gal aeron's side and cl anped a

wel | -cal l used hand on his slender knee. Though she was not squeezing, he could
feel strength enough in her grasp that, had she w shed, she coul d have broken
hi s bones.

"ElIf, what am| to do with you?" she asked. "You are your own worst eneny .
and yet, | can't say things would have turned out any differently if you were
not . "

Gal aeron's heart fell.

"Then you are going to betray Evereska?"

"No, not Cornyr. That | promise,"” Alusair said. "But |I'mafraid we won't be
hel pi ng, either."

"You're | eaving us on our own?"

Al usair | ooked across the chamber and said, "I didn't really think it would be
possi ble to negotiate Evereska's safety, but..." She let the sentence trai

of f, then shook her head and turned to | ook at Gal aeron again. "Diplonmacy is
the art of the possible, Galaeron—and there's nothing we can do. You must know
that."

A surge of dark anger started to rise in Galaeron, but it was not difficult to
fight down. He did know. Alusair was telling himthe truth, and that was what
friends did in circunstances |ike these. He took her hands.

"I know. Thank you." He gl anced toward the door, then added, "It was Al duvar
Snowbr and. "

Al usair frowned in confusion. "Al duvar?"

"Who dispelled Cal adnei's wards,"” Gal aeron said. "The Dal esmen were al ready

m nd- sl aves when they arrived, and the phaeri nm knew they were the | ast ones
you' d expect treachery from He came in first and dispelled the wards, and the
phaerimm cane in between the other two."

Al usair raised her brow.

Gal aeron nodded, but did not bother to explain further. Wen it cane to the

phaerimm he just. . . knew It was a little gift froma Shadovar he had known
once.

"Well, thanks,"” Alusair said with a snmile, then | eaned over and ki ssed

hi mhard, and on the lips. "You watch yourself. I'"mgoing to m ss you."

- CHAPTER TWD

10 Flamerul e, the Year of WId Magic

J5eyond the shadowshel |, Takari Mbonsnow saw only dark forms—ebul ous di sks

and hazy pillars that could be nonster or nineral, that could be behol ders and
bugbears or boul ders and broken bl ocks of stone.

They never appeared to nmove, which favored the inani mate, but whenever she

gl anced away for a nonment and | ooked back the shapes were in different places.
That favored the ani mate—the sinister, even, and the dangerous. Providing, of
course, that the change was not just her inagination playing tricks on her



Reconnoi tering through the shadow shell was |ike peering through an obsidian
wi ndow. She could tell that sonething lay on the other side, but what it m ght
be was anyone's guess.

Takari cursed and started back toward canp,

her flesh warming in the hot Anauroch sun as she noved away fromthe shell's

i cy darkness behind. According to the latest news fromwi thin the Shaeradim a
trio of phaerinm had been seen several days before herding an army of

m nd-slaves in Takari's direction. Unfortunately, that was all anyone knew
Spying on the phaerimmwas invariably lethal, so every report frominside cane
at a steep price.

Nor could the high nages sent by Everneet scry the information. Wile the
phaeri mm s deadwal | had Iong since fallen victimto the Shadovar shadowshel I,

t he shadowshel |l itself renmained strong enough to turn any spell on itself.
Fortunately, the Chosen's ability to hear their names spoken anywhere on
FaerGn had returned with the fall of the dead-wal |l —apparently because the
Shadovar had not thought to weave their shell against the god-gifted abilities
of the Chosen. Khel ben Arunsun and Laeral Silverhand, who remai ned trapped

wi th Evereska's besieged defenders, were able to relay messages out through
Storm Sil verhand or another of the Chosen

Takari reached the field where her reconnai ssance conpany was canped and found
it in a bustle, with wood el ves strapping on arnor, stringing bows, and
rushing to assenble at the gathering circle. Her second-in-command, a

sl oe-eyed male with a sinewy build and a shad-nouthed grin, rushed up to her
with their helns and battle cl oaks in hand.

"What is it, Wagg?" Takari asked, taking her cloak fromhimand swinging it
around her shoul ders. "Shadovar?"

Wagg—actually Wzzle Bendriver, but everyone called hi mWgg because he shook
hi s head whenever he smiled, frowned, or spoke—shook his head.

"Lord Rameal aerub has issued the call." He waved a hel mover her shoul der
toward the shadowshell, and said, "He thinks it's com ng down."

Takari closed the throat clasp of her cloak and turned to find that the black
shadowshel | had faded to gray-blue. Even froma hundred paces away, the
barrier was unbelievably

i mense, a dark wall stretching beyond the horizon in both directions, the
curve of its done inperceptible as it clinmbed higher into the air than she
could see. Before her eyes, the gray-blue shell faded to just gray. She began
to see the terraced crests of the hills of the Desert Border South and | oom ng
beyond, the unm stakabl e crags of the H gh Shaeradi m

Just inside the fading shell, a broad ridge rose gently away fromthe desert,
snaking its way deep into the foothills before ascending to a high nesa that
woul d serve as the elven arny's first staging ground inside the Shaeradi m
Takari was relieved to see that the foot of the ridge lay directly in front of
her company's canpsite. Wen suggesting canpsites to Lord Raneal aerub, she had
been forced to recall the terrain inside the shadowshell from menory and guess
at good staging points for each armof the el ven advance. That her own conpany
was in proper position meant the others would be, too.

Takari took her war helmfromWgg and with a sigh put the thing on her head.
It was one of those gaudy—some woul d say ornate—pi eces of armor made by CGold
elves. Glded in silver and trinred in gold, it was as heavy as a rock and
about as confortable. A circle of Evernmeet's high nages had bestowed on it
several useful enchantnents, including their nost powerful m nd-guardi ng nagic
and the ability to stay in constant contact with her commander

WAgg snickered. "You look like a bandit bird-enly | ouder and uglier."
That's not all bad. Maybe now you'll stop begging me to play night ganes.'
"You're going to wear that awful thing at night?"

"And so are you." Takari pointed at Wagg's helm then at his head. "The
phaeri mm don't care when they take their mnd-slaves."

Wagg frowned. Shaking his head, he sneered at the adornments hamrered into the
net al

"Ships," he grunbled. "If s always ships and sails with that bunch. What's



wong with a few trees?"

"Who knows?" Takari was as genuinely puzzled as her deputy. "Maybe they don't
have trees on Everneet."

"You thi nk?"

WAgg' s eyes widened at this frightening thought, and Takari shrugged.

The shadowshell had faded fromgray to a transparent damson, and it had becone
nmore of a struggle to see the flickering barrier than the terrain behind it.
Takari saw not hi ng but boul ders, and scattered across the hillside, |eafless
snoket horn trees and the withered sil houettes of a few spiny soapl eafs. The
soapl eafs she woul d have to watch. In the two decades she had spent patrolling
the Desert Border South with Gal aeron N hnmedu and his Tonb CGuards, she had
never seen one this close to Anauroch.

When Takari didn't see anything el se of interest, she turned her thoughts

i nward and activated her helm s sending nagic by picturing Lord Raneal aerub's
stern face.

"Lord Hi gh Conmander," she said.

The image in her mnd grew nore substantial, assum ng the scowing visage of a
sharp-featured Gold elf with a dagger-thin nose and eyebrows arched as sharply
as ship keel s.

Moonsnow, the Gold elf said, his words echoing in her mind. | was beginning to
t hi nk somet hi ng had happened to you
"I was at the shadowshell, milord." Takari glanced at Wagg and roll ed her

eyes. Rameal aerub was a typical CGold, full of himself and the way things ought
to be. "Looking for those m nd-slaves Khel ben warned us about."

Rarreal aerub' s expression grew i nmpatient.

And?

"I couldn't see a thing, Mlord." Annoyed by his attitude, Takari was not
goi ng to make anything easy on him "That was before the shadowshell fell
Everyt hi ng was too dark."

The shell is not dark now, Raneal aerub sai d.

"But now |'m back with ny conpany." Takari's tone was innocent. "Didn't you
call us to arns?"

A storm cl oud cane over Rameal aerub's face. Irritated, he said sonething to
someone beside himthen conmposed hinmsel f and turned back to Takari

Moonsnow, the Lady of the Wod and | agreed that the wood el ves would serve as
the arny's reconnai ssance conpany. Though Raneal aerub's eyes | ooked as though
they were about to pop free of their sockets, he spoke in a deliberately
patient tone that suggested he did not realize how Takari was playing with
him Wuld you be kind enough to take your elves and see if there is any sign
of the eneny?

"OfF course—all you had to do was ask." Takari was begi nning to worry that
Rareal aerub truly did not understand that she was playing a gane with him If
so, that did not bode well for the elven army. "But | can tell you already

t hey know we're here."

You can see thenf

He was worri ed.
"Not exactly,"
The trees?

"A few shouldn't be here, this close to the sand," Takari expl ai ned.

At | east Raneal aerub was enough of an elf to understand what that meant.

He grew thoughtful, then asked, Which ones?

"The soapl eafs," Takari said. "They're the—=

| know what a soapl eaf is, Monsnow.

He | ooked away and spoke to soneone el se, then returned to her

W have a few here, but not enough to slow us down. They're probably just
sentries.

"Probably," Takari said, "but with the phaerimm you can never—

That's why you need to secure our flank, he said. We'll be going in fast and
hard, but once the shadowshell conmes down

there's no telling howlong it will take the phaerimmto regain their

Takari said. "It's the trees."



strength. You nust stay ahead of us—and |let ne know when you run into

pr obl ens.

"Ch, is that what a reconnai ssance conpany does?"

/ mean it, Moonsnow, Raneal aerub said. Toy with ne if you like, but not with
your m ssion. You know better than any of us how quickly this can turn into a
di saster.

Maybe this Lord H gh Commander did have nore sense than Everneet's previous
general s.

Takari gave hima coquettish smle and said, "Lord Rameal aerub, | can't

i magi ne why you think |I've been toying with you."

She gl anced toward the shadowshell and, seeing that it had faded to
transparent shimrer, she said, "Wl cross over as soon as we can. |f you
don't hear fromme every quarter hour ... consider that an alarm"

Very sensi bl e, Raneal aerub answered. And Mbonsnow, do try to avoid getting
yourself killed. You're the only scout who really knows this part of the
Shaer adi m

Rareal aerub' s i mage vani shed from her m nd, and Takari turned to find her
conpany waiting at the gathering circle. Though all of the rangers had
fastened their battle cloaks and strung their bows, not one had donned the
gaudy war hel ms sent by Everneet Mst of the helnms |lay tossed on the ground,
and some were being used as footrests or stools.

Takari tapped her own helmand said, "Put 'emon."

"But they're ugly," conplained Jysela Witebark

"And heavy," added Ginbl e Gakorn.

Takari shrugged and said, "Suit yourselves, but tell me now what you want done
when the phaeri mm make m nd-sl aves of you. Wuld you rather be killed or |et
them stick you with an egg?"

There was a scranble for the helnms. Takari waited for themto go on, then
expl ained their mission and led the way along a well-beaten trail to what had
been the shadowshell. No sign of the barrier remai ned. The path just ended,
and

few paces later the rocky slope of their ridge emerged fromthe sand and began
torise in a junmble of boulders and barren ground toward the distant peaks of
t he Hi gh Shaeradi m

Takari dug into the sand until she found a pebble. Half-expecting it to vanish
in a flare of darkness as had the hundreds of others she had tossed through

t he shadowshel |, she threw it as hard as she could.

The stone clattered to the ground thirty paces up the ridge.

She studi ed the pebble for a nonent, not quite able to believe that it had
actually landed in the Shaeradim then turned to her conpany. They were
standi ng together | ooking nervous and a little frightened.

"After all this waiting, | guess expected sonething nore somehow. "

"I"'mjust happy it didn't nelt or sonething," Wagg said.

As Wagg spoke, Takari began to speak in fingertal k, her hands issuing silent
instructions that were being studied nuch nore attentively than her deputy's

ranbl i ngs.

"From what you' ve said about these Shadovar," WAgg continued, "I didn't think
it would just disappear. | was sure it was going to expl ode or sonething and
kill us all."

"Then | thank Rillifane Rallathil you were wong," Takari said. Her fingers

continued to weave comrands, warning her warriors to be wary of other things
asi de from soapleafs. This job is harder than | bargained for as it is."

Now she signal ed.

Nocki ng arrows as they noved, the company scattered and | oosed. The shafts
flew over Takari's head with a | ow droning whistle, and the sl ope behind her
erupted into pained squeals and strange gurgling hows. She turned.

Where the soapl eaf s had been a nonent earlier, she found half a dozen
illithids collapsing to the ground, their bodi es peppered with arrows and
their nouth tentacles withing in anguish

The rest of the slope remained as still as before.



Nocki ng an arrow in her own bow, Takari dropped into a crouch and rushed
forward. Taking cover behind the first boul der she came to, she scratched the
surface with the tip of her arrow to nmake certain it really was a boul der

then | ooked left and right down the foot of the ridge. Canoufl aged as they
were by the magic of their battle cloaks, it took a few nonments to find the
near est nenbers of her conpany hiding behind boulders sinmlar to hers. She did
not attenpt a head count. Wth the conpany spread across the width of the
entire ridge, she would have been hard-pressed to find themall even had they
been standing on tiptoe and wavi ng their arns.

She envi si oned her conpany waiting in the gathering circle a few nonents
earlier, then whispered, "Reconnai ssance conpany, anything to report?"

When no reply canme, she breathed a sigh of relief, then reported their
progress to Lord Rameal aerub. He congratul ated her on her success, inforning
her that the noon elves protecting the other flank were advancing as well,
then rem nded her that the main body of the arny would start its advance in
five mnutes and urged her to keep nmoving. Takari bit back a sour reply and
gave the order to ascend the ridge in tw waves, each covering the other as it
advanced.

Gi nmbl e Cakorn—her partner in this tactic—energed from behind a boulder thirty
paces to her right and raced another thirty paces ahead before ducki ng back
into cover. Takari quickly left her own hiding pace, and weaving erratically
to make herself a difficult target, ran sixty paces before finally kneeling
behi nd the big trunk of a dead snokethorn. It was hard work, especially with

t he hot Anauroch sun beating down on the heavy hel m she wore. Sweat began to
trickle over her brow

There was a three-second pause before Ginble and the others in the first wave
energed fromnew hiding places. Only fools left cover in the sane place they
entered it, and

wood el f scouts were not fools. They raced sixty paces uphill and dropped back
into cover. Takari and the second wave crawled to new starting points and
rushed up the sl ope.

The depredations of the strange war had reduced this desert wonderland to a

di smal ghost of its forner self, |eaving hundreds of snokethorns strewn across
the hillside, their trunks snapped off at the base or their root-fan ripped
whol e fromthe rocky ground. The trees that renmai ned standi ng were naked and
bare, their dagger-shaped | eaves scattered around their bases like wthered
gray skirts. Even the tough thorn-branmbles, which seemed to flourish best in
ground that was nmore rock than dirt and bl ossonmed only in the worst of
droughts, were withered and drooping, their tiny |leaves brittle and brown.

The sight filled Takari with a cold anger, and not only because it pained her
to see the Shaeradimdefiled by war. The two decades she had spent patrolling
the area with Gal aeron Ni hmedu had been the happiest of her life—even if he
had spent the entire tine refusing to acknow edge their spirit-bond—and the
sight of the land wthering away rem nded her that her nenories were al so

fadi ng, that eventually she would be left only with the dry fact of the
matter: that she had been a Tomb Guard on the Desert Border South and she had
been in love with her princep. But the love itself—the sinple joy of being

al ways near him the flutter that had stirred in her heart with his every

sm | e—that woul d be gone, carried off by war and as lost to her as Gal aeron

hi nmsel f.

Takari | ost count of the tinmes she and Ginble took turns rushing up the

sl ope, but her breath began to cone in ragged gasps, and her hair grew so
sweaty it made squi shing sounds under the hel m She kneel ed behind a broken
boul der and wi ped her eyes on the shoul der of her cloak, then watched the

sl ope above as Ginble raced ahead and kneel ed behind a fallen snokethorn. His
battle cloak turned the sane pearly gray as the bark, a pair of streaks across
hi s

shoul ders mat ching a band of furrows in the trunk. Half w shing she had picked
a slower partner, Takari scranbl ed across the broken ground on all fours,
energed from behind a square boul der, and began her dash.



Takari had taken no nore than three steps before her eye was drawn back to
Ginmble' s hiding place. H's cloak had turned dark and dappl ed, and so had his
hair, ears, and boot soles—all she could see from behind. As she drew nearer
she coul d see that both he and his cloak seened oddly rigid and were covered
with tiny flecks of black and red.

Takari dropped behi nd a knee-hi gh outcropping ten paces below Ginble, then
used her helmto call the conmpany to a halt. Wthout |ooking out from behind
her cover, she pictured Ginble' s handsone face.

"Grinble?" she whispered.

There was no reply.

Takari's pul se began to pound in her ears—ust when she really needed to hear
She cl osed her eyes, set her weapons aside, and took a few cal mi ng breaths.
When the noise finally died away, she picked up a good-sized rock, and rising
from behind her outcropping, threwit at Ginble s back

It struck with a stony clink.

Takari dropped back into her hiding place and activated her helms sending
nmagi c.

"Reconnai ssance conpany, watch yourselves. W' re under attack—sonething turned
Ginble into a statue.”

Weka, too, Wagg whi spered. Didn't see what happened.

"Me either," Takari answered. "Anybody?"

No one reported anything. Takari was not all that surprised. The phaeri mm cast
their spells entirely with their thoughts—no gestures or words required—and
the eye-magi c of their behol der servants was just as silent

"W need to figure out where this is coming from" Takari said. She lifted her
head just hi gh enough to peer over the outcropping. "I'mjust below Ginble,
and | can see half a dozen good places to hide, starting with a clunp of
dagger hedge of f

to the left and ending with a three-boulder pile on the right"

I'"meven with Weka, Wagg said through her helm | can't see the daggerhedge
on the left, only the roots of the overturned snokethorn

"Then it's somewhere between the roots and the boul der pile," Takari said.
"Everyone who can't see that keep advancing and circle a—

Wait. An image of Alaya Thistledew s rosy-nosed face cane to Takari's m nd

along with her voice. Sonmething's hissing. Maybe it's nothing, but I'll take—
Her i mage vani shed from Takari's m nd
"Al aya?"

Turned to rock, said Alaya's partner, Rosl Harp.

Though the two were lovers, Rosl didn't sound overly frantic. Wth a hundred
battle wi zards and three circles of high nmages in the elven army, there were
wor se things that could happen to a warrior than being turned to stone.

It got her when she | ooked around the boul der, he continued. She couldn't have
seen any of the cover you were tal king about.

It's moving around, then, Wagg said.

You nean wal ki ng around, Rosl said, his voice coming to Takari's mnd as a
barel y audi bl e whi sper

"You're sure?" Takari asked. "Phaerinmfloat. Behol ders, too.
/ hear it, Rosl said. Myving away.

"Alot of feet?" Takari asked. She was begi nning to think she knew what they
were facing. "Maybe a tall draggi ng?"

Sounds like it, Rosl said. / can't see anything, though

Takari rolled her eyes and replied, "You m ght have to risk a | ook, Rosl."

/ am | ooking, Rosl spat / can't see anything but rocks and..

"lt's invisiblel™ Takari and Rosl reached this conclusion at the sane tineg,

t hen Takari asked, "You're sure you're behind it?"

I'"msure, Rosl said. What do you think I am a hunan? Be ready to cover,
everyone. |I'll do a cast-and-run

Rosl's voi ce vani shed as he prepared his spell. Takari |ooked to her right.
Fifty paces away, Wagg was turning in Rosl's direction, his bow slung across
hi s back so his hands would be free to use his own magi c. Though Takari could



see none of the other scouts, she knew that everyone within two hundred paces
of Rosl's position would be doing the sane.

She was just begi nning to wonder what was taking so | ong when a spark of

silver cracked down the slope from somewhere above and fl ashed out of

exi stence. An instant later, a | ow boomrunbl ed across the ridge.

"Rosl ?" Takari asked.

He's down, Jysela Wiitebark, appearing in Takari's mnd, said. Her

copper-col ored eyes were opened w de in shock and horror. Lightning bolt, |
think. It wasn't that powerful. He's still snoking, and alive enough to be

t hrashi ng ar ound.

"Did you see where it came fronP" Takari asked.

Jysel a shook her head. Though she was undoubtedly the closest elf to Rosl, she
did not volunteer—and Takari did not suggest—going to his aid. Their unseen
attacker was waiting for just that, and Jysela would only have ended up |vying
on the ground beside him

Moonsnow? Lord Rameal aerub's sharp features appeared in Takari's mnd. W
heard a bang.

"We've run into trouble," Takari reported. "An invisible basilisk, | think

and sonet hing protecting it."

Just one protector?

"Possibly."

Probably. Gwnanael Tahtrel and her rangers are having trouble with a phaeri nm
on the other flank. It keeps falling back, fighting to delay the advance. W
think they're trying to buy tine to recover their magic. You can't l|et that
happen.

"Basily said, mlord," Takari replied. "Not so easily done. W don't even know
where it's at."

Fi nd out, Rameal aerub ordered. W're noving into the valley now, and we need
you to stay ahead of us.
"We're taking casualties....'
And you'll continue to take themuntil you elimnate the problem

Rareal aerub' s voi ce softened when he added, You're a reconnai ssance conpany,
Moonsnow. You're supposed to take casualties. Myve up

The Lord Hi gh Commander's face vani shed, |eaving Takari's curses to fall on no
ears but her own. She peered over her outcropping and studied the slope above
but could find no hint of where their attacker mght be lurking. Wre she the
one up there, she would be hiding in the dark cavities within the boul der
pile, but she was not. She was not even of the sanme race. She was an elf, and
they were... she had no idea what they were facing. It was rare that behol ders
used |ightning bolts, but the attacker could easily be a mnd-slave from
Evereska or Laeral Silverhand's relief arnmy. O it mght be a phaerinmm as
Gwnanael and her noon elves were facing.

Takari found no hints on the slope above.

She pictured Jysela in her mind and said, "Jysela, can you... ?"

When her nenory of the face did not coalesce into a solid imge, Takari
realized there was no one there and let the sentence drop. She felt bile
burning her throat and tried to swallow it back down. It returned two breaths
| ater.

Hopi ng her voice did not sound too shaky, she had the entire company report by
nane. Only Jysela was missing, but as she took the roll call, the basilisk—er
what ever it was—turned another scout to stone. Raneal aerub was right about one
thing, at least. Hding in the rocks was not going to spare them any
casual ti es.

"I'mafraid we have to do this like the Golds would," Takari announced.

You nean a charge? Wagg asked.

More accustomed to hunting than fighting, wood el ves preferred stealth and
anbush to speed and ferocity—especially when speed and ferocity mneant
charging into the teeth of the eneny's defense.

"Advance in two waves," Takari clarified, "and keep a careful watch up that
slope. There isn't much point in this if we don't see where the eneny's



hiding. First Iine, go!"

The first wave had barely left their hiding places before another bolt of
lightning crackled down the slope. This one was a little stronger than the
first, loud enough that Takari actually felt the crack in the pit of her
stomach. It struck about a hundred paces away, just close enough that she saw
it blast one of her scouts off his feet. The injured elf s partner left her

hi ding place to help and was instantly struck by a flight of golden bolts of
nmagi c.

Bot h attacks came from sonmewhere far to the right of the ridge. Takari focused
her attention in that direction but did not bother bringing her arrow to her
cheek. Even if the angle were good—and it was not-she still had only a vague

i dea of where to aim

The rest of the wave advanced only ten paces before the eneny struck again,
this time with a lightning bolt powerful enough that the tip blasted through

the victims body and canme out the other side. To Takari, it seenmed that the
flash had danced down the jagged ridge crest on the far right side, but she
still failed to catch exactly where it had come from

The el ves managed anot her dozen paces before Takari finally saw a ball of red
flame appear in the niddle of a snmall cliffs jagged sil houette and streak over
the ridge crest to strike a target somewhere beyond. She started to call the

| ocation out over her helm but then a steady stream of dark shafts started to
fly back toward the cliff, and she knew the target had been found.

Not that it did thema lot of good. By the time the first wave finished its

| eg of the advance and began droppi ng behind cover, an elf in the second wave
had been turned to stone by the basilisk, and the hidden attacker had slain
yet another in the first

Each attack seenmed just a little nmore powerful than the |ast, and Takari
didn't think it was only because the victinms

kept noving closer. The lightning cracked nore |oudly, the magic bolts grew
nore nunmerous, the balls of fire grew | arger and burned nore brightly. The
Wave was repairing itself in the Shaeradim and as it did so, the eneny was
growi ng stronger.

Their attacker had to be a phaerimm

Takari's turn to advance cane. She crawl ed a few paces on her hands and knees,
then started up the slope at a run. As with the first wave, a |lightning bolt

| ashed down the slope the instant they rose and bl asted Yaveen

G eenee-di e—Fakari's closest friend from Rheitheillaethor—+nto scorched

pi eces. Takari screanmed, not only for Yaveen, but for ail of the conpany's

| ost elves. These were nore than the scouts she had trained to fight phaerinm
These were her chil dhood friends, her dancing partners and woul d-be | overs,

t he sons and daughters of parents who had begged her to bring their children
home safe. Each tinme one died, a little of her died with them but there was
nothing to be done about it except kill the phaerinmmand | ose nore friends
doing it.

By the time Takari's wave was ready to find cover, she had |ost three nore
friends. She was al so cl ose enough to their attacker to see that it had hidden
itself inarift inthe cliff face. Her conpany's arrows were ricocheting off
t he opening one after the other, no doubt because the occupant had seal ed the
crevice with a mssile guard and spell shield so it could watch over its
invisible pet fromsafety. A crooked |line of elven statues was angling up the
slope toward the left side of the ridge, where the attacker's view would soon
be bl ocked by the lip of its own hiding place.

The phaeri mm was sending the basilisk to guard its flank. Like Raneal aerub, it
was worried about what it could not see.

Again, the first wave of elves rose to renew their charge, and again the
phaeri mm t ook one of their nunber the instant he left cover, sending a ball of
fire snoking and hissing into a big snokethorn tree. Young Harla El maorm

cane staggering out of the conflagration, engulfed in flames and screaming in
agony.



The spells were coming faster, a sure sign that the eneny was recovering al
too quickly.

The attack on Harla was also a sign, Takari realized, that her conpany's
canoufl age was of little use against this foe. Phaerinmcould literally see
magi ¢, and given all the magic her scouts were wearing they had to be about as
obvious to the eneny as a lantern in the Underdark

Takari activated her helm s sending magi c and said, "Conpany halt! Find good
cover and take it. Here's what | want you to do ..."

As she expl ai ned her plan, Takari was uncl asping her cloak and renovi ng her
boots, slipping off her rings and bracers, and sheddi ng everything el se that
carried the faintest dweoner of magic. By the time she was finished, she was
stripped down to her |eather arnor and not rnuch nore.

"I'l'l try to be fast," she finished. "Just keep the eneny's attention focused
on you until you see nme on top of the cliff, and in the nane of the Leafl ord,
if you hear that basilisk creeping up behind you, don't |ook! Just fling a
magi ¢ bolt at the sound and run the other way. |'m sure our good Lord High
Conmander thinks he has better uses for his battle w zards than turning us al
back into people.”

The last thing Takari renoved was her helm She bundled it with her cloak and
ot her magi c. Wagg and a dozen others began to pelt the phaerimm s hiding place
with blasting spells, and the rest of the conmpany began to crawl —very slowy
and very cautiously—toward the rift.

The phaerimm countered by targeting its own spells at those advancing on its
hi di ng pl ace. Though scouts took care to stay behind solid cover as nuch as
possi bl e, their enenmy was a deadly one, and all too many of its spells struck
horre.

When Takari judged the assault to be blinding enough, she stood and raced up
the hill in her bare feet, carrying no magic at all and little else aside from
her weapons. Twenty

steps later, a solem-faced wood elf startled Takari by suddenly falling in at
her side. He was a century or two ol der than Takari, and |like her he was
stripped down to arnor and weapons.

Takari cocked a brow and said, "This is a job for one, Yurne. Two only doubles
the risk of being noticed."

"You hear ne com ng?"

"No, " Takari admitted.

"Vell, then."

Yurne took the |ead, and that was the end of the matter. One of the hermit

el ves who lived alone in the depths of H gh Forest, Yurne had wandered into
Rheitheil | aethor after the reconnai ssance conpany had conpleted its training
and announced he woul d be com ng along. Lord Raneal aerub's officer had made
the m stake of suggesting it was too late then pronmptly found his sleeve
pinned to a tree by one of Yurne's throwi ng daggers. The hermit had stepped
over very close and began to quote the officer's |lessons word by word, then
asked the sputtering Gold what business he had | eading a conpany of wood el f
scouts when he could not even tell when he was training one.

After that, no one ever dared tell Yurne what he could or could not do, and a
steady chorus of Green elf snickers had driven the affronted CGold elf back to
the main arny where he bel onged. Lord Raneal aerub had transferred command of

t he conpany to Takari—who, as a ranger in Galaeron N hnedu's Tonb Guard
patrol, was the only one in the group with any experience that could be
considered renotely mlitary.

The confl agrati on outside the phaerinms hiding place continued at no snall
cost in elf lives as Takari and Yurne ascended the slope. As soon as they were
hi gher than the phaerimm s hiding place, Takari dropped to her haunches and,
determined to put an end to the costly spell battle as quickly as possible,
began to creep toward the little cliff.

Yurne continued up the hill, and Takari flashed an order for himto follow,

but he did not see her fingertal k—er chose

to ignore it—and proceeded as before. She cursed the hermit's stubbornness and



resummed her advance, until she recalled the ease with which he had spied on

t he reconnai ssance company during their training.

Takari cursed the hermit again, this time for his reticence, and foll owed him
up the sl ope.

Several minutes later, they dropped to all fours and crept across the slope to
a fallen snoket horn about twenty paces above the little cliff. They spent a
few nonents studying the rift from above, though Takari could see nothing in
its depths except the constant flash of battle magic.

Yurne closed his eyes and began to sniff the air, and she finally understood
why the hernmit had insisted on approaching from above. There was not much of a
breeze, but what there was cane up the slope from Anauroch's hot sands.

Takari could snell nothing but the stench of brimstone and charred flesh, but
Yurne's nose was nore discerning. Eyes wi dening, he dropped behind the

snoket horn and began to fingertalk in the clunmsy gestures of one who sel dom
practiced the art

M e fl amer guard!

M nd flayer? Takari asked. An illithid?
Yes! The gesture was sharp. That's wham | seed!
Waer e?

How should | nose? | snelled it, not seamit.

Takari peered over the I og and saw only rock and dead scrub brush, though that
meant nothing. The illithid could be in hiding or sinply invisible, and using
a spell to find it would be like shouting their presence to the phaerimm On
the other hand, the spell battle was continuing unabated and had diverted the
attention of the sentry as well as that of the master. Takari dropped back
behi nd the | og.

Anyt hi ng el se down there we can't see? she signed.

A hare, paralyzed by fear, Yurne answered. Nodding el se.

Real | y? Takari raised her brow That's sone nose you have

Why do you thing | |ib al one?

Recal | i ng what a hundred wood el ves could snell like after three days of
drinki ng and danci ng, Takari made a face and nodded her understandi ng, then
turned to the matter at hand.

/ don't think the illithid has noticed us. W need to keep it that way, or the
phaerimmw || just teleport up the hill and keep attacking.

You have a plant?

Takari nodded and expl ai ned her idea.

/ lick it, Yurne said. Except the captain shouldn't go first.

Wth that, he slipped over the snmokethorn's trunk and crawl ed down the sl ope,
nmovi ng so quickly and gracefully that Takari barely had tine to ready her bow
before he was at the rift. He dropped to his belly and peered over the edge,
doi ng a convincing job of pretending not to know there was an illithid lurking
somewher e nearby. Wen not hi ng happened, he rose to a knee and took his bow
from his shoul der.

Still lying behind the snmokethorn, Takari nocked two arrows on her bow and
began to regret she had not tried a nore direct plan. Had they just rushed the
rift, they woul d have been attacking by then. The phaeri nm ni ght even be dead.
Apparently, the illithid s attention remai ned focused on the battle, and it
was unawar e—

Yurne gurgled in pain, then let the bow slip fromhis hands and reached for
his head. Takari remmined utterly notionless, quietly searching for the source
of the attack. She found no hint. The illithid remained as invisible as
before, with no telltale footsteps or shuddering branmble twigs to give away
his location. Yurne's eyes went blank, and he began to crawl around on his
knees, holding his tenples and groani ng i ncoherently.

There was a one-sided lull as the phaeri mm ceased spell-casting | ong enough to
consult with its mnion telepathically, then the conflagration resuned even
nore fiercely than before. Takari bit her lip and tried to avoid thinking
about how many of her friends were dying while she lay there

hiding. If the phaerinmwas worried enough about its own safety to use



invisibility magic so powerful it would keep an attacker hidden, it was
worried enough to pick a guard who would not make foolish m stakes.

A seeming eternity later, Yurne |owered his hands and began to shake his head
clear. The illithid remai ned hidden, at least until the hermt stunbled upon
his discarded bow. Apparently forgetting he still had a full quiver hanging
from his shoul der, he began to search the ground for an arrow he had never
drawn. A branble twig fluttered ten paces behind him and Yurne's head snapped
back as an invisible hand grabbed his hair and jerked hi mover backward.

That was all the target Takari needed. Rolling to her knees in one swft

noti on, she set her aimjust behind Yurne's head and let fly.

The arrows were still in the air as she | eaped over the snokethorn and charged
down the hill. The shafts thunped to a stop behind Yurne, in what appeared to
be enmpty air. A cascade of dark bl ood erupted around the heads of the arrows
and poured down on the scout's head. He screamed and roll ed away as Takari
junped over him her bow discarded ten steps up the hill and her sword and
dagger already in hand.

A huge nmouth filled with fangs and ringed by four thin arns was just rising
out of the rift and turning toward the fallen illithid.

Takari knew better than to hesitate. She sinply | owered her head and di ved
past the fangs, slashing and hacking as the thing's dark mouth rose around
her. Her sword sl ashed through sonething sinuous and tough, then her dagger
sank into a mound of ooze as large as her head. The jaws started to cl ose, and
she brought her legs to her chest just in tine to avoid having thembitten

of f.

A sour-snelling liquid burbled up fromthe depths ahead and coated her face in
hot, caustic slinme. Gaggi ng, Takari pushed off against the back of its teeth,
driving herself and

her sword deeper into the thing's gullet and draggi ng her dagger beside her,
st abbi ng and chopping at anything that seenmed like it could be cut

The fl eshy passage, now slick and warm w th bl ood and ot her precious fluids,
cl anped down and began to push her back toward the nmouth. Realizing she was
about to be regurgitated, Takari spread her knees to wedge herself in place,
then planted her dagger to the hilt and held on

The nuscl es began to convul se, squeezing her so tightly she thought she woul d
be crushed. Takari pushed her sword as far as she could reach, twisting the
blade to and fro, circling the tip in awkward crescents that sometines found
not hi ng and sonetines cut through fleshy nmasses that could only be organs.
When her sword sliced through something soft and gauzy, the phaeri nm stopped
trying to expel her. A flood of warmblood rose up to fill the dark passage.
Everything went |inp, and Takari's stomach rose into her chest. She thought
they were falling, but the feeling seened to |ast forever—a tineless
eternity—and a strange chill burned her flesh. She grew queasy and weak, her
pul se hanmered in her ears, and her m nd began to reel

Then she was sinply sonewhere el se, soneplace dark and foul, soneplace filled
with hot caustic slime. Her flesh was stinging, her eyes were burning. The
stuff was in her nose and throat and |ungs, suffocating her, choking her
drowni ng her. She coughed and felt hot flesh all around—hot squeezing, nerely
touchi ng and hol di ng—and she recal |l ed where she was.

O rather, where she had been when the phaerimmtel eported to safety.

Heart hanmmering, Takari pushed back up the dark passage. The flesh remai ned
linp and notionl ess around her, but heavy and suffocating. She found herself
fighting not to breathe and succeedi ng—fighting not to cough and failing. Mre
of the phaerinmm s foul bile gushed down her throat

and nade her want to vomit, but she managed to fight back the inpul se by

rem ndi ng herself that she would only end up swall owi ng nore of the awful
stuff. She came to the thing's teeth and, finding them clanped shut behind
her, pressed her back agai nst the roof of its nouth.

The teeth came apart A shaft of brilliant sunlight came pouring in from
outside, bringing with it a nuch needed draft of cool mountain air. Inhaling
t hrough her fingers to avoid swallowi ng any nore bl ood or bile, Takari sucked



it in, coughed out a flagon full of red nmucous that m ght have been hers or
the phaerimms, then filled her lungs again. Only then, after she had gai ned
control of her reflexes, did she turn and peer out from between the creature's
pebbly Iips.

Bel ow her lay a vast staircase of dead and barren vineyards, descendi ng toward
Evereska's enbattled walls in a series of snoke-shrouded terraces, with no
living thing in sight except the cone-shaped forns of fifty floating phaeri nm
CHAPTER THREE

12 Flamerule, the Year of WId Magic

Mount Untriwin's east wall stood a mle away, a | oom ng face of rock and ice
hi dden behind a curtain of mlk-white steam its formdiscernible only as a

di m gray wedge against a bright gray sky. A blurry fleck of darkness could be
seen in front of the nountain, flying a |lazy oval about a third of the way up
When the speck reached the end of its | oop and banked around to go in the
other direction, it assumed a vaguely cross |like shape with a long, thin body
and swept-back wi ngs. Even w thout the clear-seeing spell she had cast, Arr
woul d have recogni zed the figure as one of the Shadovar's wormbat nounts, a
veser ab.

So we are seen, Tuuh whistled beside her. They were standing on the Hi gh Ice,
staring at the sentry across the sunken vastness of a Shadovar shadow bl anket
W will not have long to wait.

Arr turned to Tuuh. Wth a receding hairline, black beard, and dark eyes, he
was an exact double of the fambus—and very troubl esone—Khel ben Arunsun.

"Use your nouth and speak Common," Arr instructed. "The scout may have ears as
well as eyes."

If that is so, you are nore likely to betray us with your words, Tuuh replied,
continuing to speak in Wnds, using magic to stir the icy air into the

whi stling | anguage of the phaerimm Even if he is |listening, humans have
troubl e recogni zi ng our voi ces.

"The Shadovar are not human."

They are cl ose enough

"Perhaps, but this is nmy plan—ene endorsed by the entire WarGather. If it
fails, do you really wish to give theman excuse to bl ane you?"

The War Gat her does not frighten me. Despite the boast, Tuuh said in Comon,
"And, if something does go wong, you are the only one they will blane. 1"l
see to that."

Tuuh turned, and renenbering to use his legs as would a human, he storned off
across the ice. Though she was burning inside to demand a gift of
contrition—er at least remind himthat the WarGather had placed her in
charge-Arr had no choice but to let himgo. This was the great shortcomi ng of
the phaerimm their inability to work toward a comon cause.

They all knew it, of course—waere they not all geniuses, the w sest race ever
to inhabit Toril ?—but that did not mean they coul d overcone their one
weakness. Beings of such intelligence were too inpatient with the folly of
others and too easily bored by any conpany but their own. Sooner or |ater
every phaeri nm conpact was doormed to disintegrate in a tenpest of clashing

wi nds and bitter magic. That was the nature of her people, and it was only
their fear and hatred of the Shadovar that had kept them working together at
all through the dark nmonths of their inprisonnent in the Shaeradi m

But if Arr's plan worked, if she could trick the Shadovar and the ot her
two-1eg real ns into maki ng war on each other, then maybe—ust maybe-she coul d
keep her people united | ong enough to capture Evereska. Once they had cl ai ned
its magi c-nourishing nythal for their own and the phaeri nm saw what they coul d
acconpl i sh toget her, who knew how | ong their patience m ght be extended?
Perhaps Arr could find even greater goals to unite them If she planned
carefully and al ways kept the meat dangl ed before the teeth of her fellows, it
woul d not surprise her to see themtake their natural place as the masters of
t he worl d—and she woul d be the master of nasters. Wiy not? WAs she not the

wi sest and nost cunning of the phaeri m®

"Arr!" This from Beze, who had assumed the silver-haired form of Khel ben



Arunsun's paranour, Laeral Silverhand—right down to the tiny |inb sprouting
fromthe stunp of the arm Laeral had lost in the Shaeradim "Your feet!"

Arr | ooked down to find her feet dangling beneath her, the toes not quite
touching the glacier. She felt sonething warmrush to the cheeks of her hunman
face, then |l owered herself through a conscious act of will and started to wal k
to her place in line.

"Watch your tone, sister," Arr said. Save that she stood a little taller than
Beze and wore her silver hair sonewhat |onger, her appearance was mnuch the
same. She and Beze had assumed the shape of the Silverhand sisters, Storm and
Laeral . "Renenber who is leading this mssion."

"How could | forget?" Beze nodded in both directions along the steep bank that
| ed down to the shadow bl anket and said, "Your hunble followers await"

Arr glared just |long enough to make it clear that the sarcasm woul d not be
forgotten, then glanced in both directions Beze had indicated. The shadow

bl anket had nelted a deep basin into the ice, and the rest of their nunber
were carefully spacing thenselves along its rim each about a thousand feet
apart

Li ke Tuuh, Beze, and Arr herself, the last two phaeri mm had assumed the

i kenesses of Mystra's Chosen: Alustriel Silverhand and Dove Fal conhand. Arr
woul d have |iked to have a |arger force, but given that Sylune was a ghost who
never | eft Shadowdal e, Q| ue Vel adorn seldominvolved herself in the affairs
of humans, and Elminster was still missing with the Sinmbul, five was |argest
nunber of Chosen they coul d reasonably inpersonate.

Arr waited until Beze and Ryry signal ed that everyone was in position—the fog
was too thick for her to see Tuuh and Xayn at the far ends—then raised her
arnms and began to chant The others joined in at once, gesturing and intoning
odd- soundi ng syllables in a carefully choreographed initation of a human
casting. The process was, of course, absurdly slow and primtive—at |east
conpared to how the phaeri nm cast nmagic—but it seened a necessary step for
humans. Arr and her fellows wasted nost of the next minute on this nonsense,
then lowered their arms and sinply thought the spell.

A long, crescent-shaped bl ade of magic |ight appeared before them the |ower
lip teetering on the rimof the steep slope at their feet. Arr glanced through
t he steam bank and saw the dark fleck of the sentry still holding his position
in front of Mount Untriwi n. She raised her armand pointed forward, and as one
the five "Chosen" pushed their creation over the bank

The bl anket peeler slid fifty feet to the bottomof the basin, where its | ower
lip slipped under the shadow bl anket's edge and quietly rolled it one yard
back.

That was all the sentry needed to see. Wen Arr next |ooked, the veserab was
vani shi ng southward through the steam She allowed herself a nmonment to savor

t he genius of her plan, then waved to the others and slid down the icy bank to
t he shadow bl anket .

At the bottomof the pit, they found thensel ves standing in six inches of icy
water. The di sconfort was not sonething phaeri nmwere accustonmed to, but it
was a sinple matter to

fix with alittle resistance magic. They soon started to push, and the magic
peel er worked just as Arr had planned, cutting the blanket free of the ice and
rolling it back on itself. The nore material there was, the tighter the too
rolled it

The only probl em cane when they encountered stones hidden beneath the ice, a
surprisingly frequent occurrence since rocks often fell fromthe nountain,
then were carried forward by the glacier and slowy buried by nore snow.

Still, the phaerimmquickly |learned to push these obstacles out of the way
with sinple telekinesis nmagic. Two hours |l ater, they had made so much progress
that Mount Untriwi n blocked their entire view of the western horizon, and they
could hear the faint ringing that gave the peak its name—n the native tongue,
untriwi n meant "singing rock."

Arr was beginning to fear that her plan had failed when a jagged |Iine of
shadows began to appear in the steam ahead. She continued forward until the



line resolved itself into a rank of Shadovar warriors, all fully arnored and
carrying their deadly black swords. Arr's conpanions were instantly at her
back, arriving by teleport magi c even as the eneny began to advance.

Instead of breaking into a charge as Arr had anticipated, the Shadovar |ine
stopped thirty paces fromthe roll ed shadow bl anket. A huge warrior wth

brai ded hair tails and bright coppery eyes stepped forward and rai sed his dark
bl ade in salute. He was the one they call ed Escanor

"Wth the phaerimmloose in the world again, | should think the Chosen of
Mystra woul d have better things to do than rob Shade Encl ave of its water."
"If Shade kept its water to itself, we would," Arr replied.

She had not expected the Shadovar to be nore interested in tal king than
fighting, but she had to respond in kind. Wile phaeri mm never hesitated to
use force, she and her fellows had to behave as the Chosen woul d, and the
Chosen were reluctant to start a fight until they knew they had no ot her

choi ce.

"Your shadow bl ankets are fl ooding half of Faerdn," she continued, "and
robbing the rest of rain. Since you refuse to renove them we will do it for
you. "

Escanor took one step forward and said, "Faer(n's suffering is the price for
restoring Shade to its birthright."

Then |l et Shade pay the price," Arr said, trying to put herself in Storms

pl ace. "Your birthright is no concern of Faerdn's."

"It is. You abandoned us to the Plane of Shadow for seventeen centuries. You
cannot imagi ne how we suffered."

"W abandoned no one." Arr wondered if she had conversed enough to seemlike
one of the Chosen, then deci ded probably not They talked a | ot "Leaving was
your city's choice."

"Choi ce?" Escanor scoffed. "It was |eave or die."

"Then it is a pity Shade did not choose the latter," she said. The Shadovar's
tal kati veness puzzled Arr. Surely, he knew as well as Arr did that there was
going to be a fight—so why was he stalling? "It would have saved everyone a
ot of trouble.”

"Rude, as well as ungrateful." Escanor |ooked fromArr to Ryry and said, "You
are known to be the reasonable sister, Lady Alustriel. Surely, you can see
that opposing us will only lead to nore Tilvertons. Wuldn't your energies be
better spent hel ping Faer(n's people adjust to the new climte than adding to
their troubles by starting a war you cannot hope to w n?"

"No one ever wins a war, Prince Escanor," Ryry said, sounding like Al ustriel
in voice as well as nmeaning. "They only lose |l ess than the eneny. G ven what

Shade lost at Tilverton, | should think you would understand that."
"Qur city is still here.”
"And so are a hundred of ours," Arr countered. "Wio do you think can stand to

| ose nore?"

Escanor's eyes flashed orange.
"The question is not how many cities you can lose, Lady Storm" H s voice was
sharp and seething, yet he seened as

content as before to stand there talking instead of fighting. "The question is
how many you can destroy. W have al ready proven what we can do."

"And if you lose an arnmy with each city, we will not have to destroy your city
at all," Arr said. As she spoke, Arr was running her gaze down the Shadovar
line, searching for the other princes. "By the third or fourth city, it wll
be ours for the claining."

"We have | earned from our mistake.'

Escanor gl anced at the shadow bl anket

roll ed up between them and said, "You, apparently, have not. You will renove
your tool and allow us to replace the shadow bl anket | will ask this only
once. "

Arr conpl eted her search of the Shadovar |ine and finding no nore princes
pl aced a hand on her hip in the stubborn way Storm often did.

"And if we refuse?”

"The battle will not be fought here,"” Escanor said. "It will be Faerdn's



cities that pay—

"Liar."

Not hi ng woul d have nade Arr happier than to think the prince was telling the
truth, but the Shadovar were too cunning to announce their plan in advance.
She raised her armand with a thought unl eashed the spell she had spent npst
of her inprisonnent in the Shaeradi mdevel opi ng. A steady stream of
silver-white flame boiled out of her fingertips toward the prince. Hi's
spel | -guard flashed black as the fire struck. The shadow nmagic in this defense
triggered a secondary spell, sending an antinagi c beam shooting fromthe head
of the flanme stream

A gappi ng hol e appeared in Escanor's spell-guard, allowi ng the white stream
behi nd to pour through. The effect was a reasonable intation of the silver
fire of the Chosen, and Escanor fell, scream ng and engulfed in flanes.

Arr started to whistle a conmand to her fellows, then caught herself and
yel l ed, "Watch our backs! The other princes—

She was interrupted by the hissing crash of a dark bolt striking home behi nd
her. Beze went tunbling over the rolled shadow bl anket and | anded a dozen
yards away, w sps of shadow rising froma gaping hole in her chest. She began
to thrash about and whistle in pain, then rose into the air, too weak and
dazed to hold herself on the ground.

"Laeral, no!" Arr yelled. "Get down and be—=

The word "quiet" was lost to a horrific roar as battle magi c—both phaeri mm and
Shadovar—started to crack and sizzl e behind her. Escanor's conpany answered
with a thunderous war cry, then lifted their arnms and began to gesture. Arr
countered by raising a wall of scintillating color in front of them-Shadovar
hated prismatic magi c—then she realized she had forgotten herself and

negl ected to gesture and i ncant. She covered by wavi ng her arm and booni ng out
a dozen syllables of mystic nonsense, then toppled the wall over on the eneny.
A cacophony of crackling magi ¢ and angui shed screaming filled the basin for a
single instant then cane echoing back off Untriwin's stony face and faded to
an low nmurmur. It was a sound Arr |oved well, the sound of astonished
survivors struggling to gather their wits and reorgani ze.

She gl anced back to find her conpani ons standi ng behind their spell-guards
hurling magic at half a dozen retreating princes. The bars of a hal f-conpleted
shadow cage lay at their feet, slowy nelting into the slushy water as its
unbound energi es di spersed.

The sound of sharp commands drew Arr's attention forward again, where the
Shadovar survivors had al ready regrouped. Half a dozen were gathered around
their burning prince, attenpting to snother Arr's silver flames with their own
bodi es. The rest, perhaps two dozen in all, were following a tall warrior
forward, their swords drawn and their gemcol ored eyes glowing with rage.

This time renmenbering to cast the spell as a human would, Arr called up a wall
of flame.

By the time she finished the necessary gesturing and chanting, the Shadovar
were al nost even with Beze's withing form Arr would not normally have
hesitated to engulf one of her own in the conflagration, but Beze's defenses
had obvi ously been overpowered by the eneny attack. If the flames killed her
she woul d revert to true formand reveal the truth about who the Shadovar were
fighting.

Arr raised the wall behind the charging warriors, then reached behind her and
grabbed Tuuh by the collar.

"Come al ong, Khel ben," she said.

She cl anbered across the roll ed shadow bl anket, Tuuh hal f-stunbling and

hal f-fl oating over it as she pulled him al ong. Wien he turned and saw two
dozen angry Shadovar only ten paces away, he forget hinmself and raised a
barrier of thrashing bl ades w thout renenbering to gesture.

"Al'lak thur doog." Arr called, inprovising.

The incantation was lost to the wet thud of the barrier's blades chopping

t hr ough Shadovar ar nor.

Pul i ng Tuuh after her, Arr started around the far end, shouting, "Renmenber



your sel f, Khel ben."

"A split second of warning mght help next tine,’
goi ng. "

'"To help Bez—er, Laeral."

"To hel p her?" Tuuh stopped. "Wat for?"
"Because she's supposed to be your mate!" Arr hissed. "And because my plan
will be ruined if she dies and they see her revert™

They reached the end of the barrier. Arr peered around the corner to find that
Beze had fall en unconsci ous and now lay floating in the air, her arms
stretched over her head and her legs twined together in a distinctly tail-Iike
brai d. The eight Shadovar—all that had escaped Tuuh's spell —+emined trapped
between the bl ade barrier and Arr's wall of fire.

The tall Shadovar saw her | ooking and raised his hand to cast a spell. Arr
pul l ed back in time to avoid the dark bolt that

cane streaking past the end of the barrier, then dropped to a knee and sent a
fork of lightning crackling back in her attacker's direction. It caught himin
t he chest and knocked himoff his feet, then dissipated harm essly against his
spel | -guard. The warrior pointed at Beze and sent his followers rushing in her
direction.

A streamof silver-white flame streaked over Arr's head, blasting through the
Shadovar's spell-guard and engulfing himin flane. The sight nade Arr w nce

Tuuh answered. "Were are we

i nside. The spell was one of her finest, and though she had willingly shared
it for the sake of her plan, it still pained her to see another phaerimm using
it.

Arr gl anced up and behind her at Tuuh's bearded face and said, "I hope that*s

the first time you' ve used ny spell here." Because the Chosen coul d unl eash
the real silver fire just once every hour, she had instructed her conpanions
to use her spell only one tine. "My plan won't work if they realize—>

"It is the first tine these Shadovar have seen nme use it" Tuuh said. "That is
all that counts."

He rai sed a hand and uttering a single syllable, wagged his fingers. Beze rose
above the heads of the Shadovar and started to float in their direction
Several warriors cocked their arms to hurl their swords. Throwi ng up her hands
and crying out sonething that m ght have sounded vaguely spell-1like, Arr
brought a swarmof fiery stars crashing into exi stence and sent it sweeping
across the shadow bl anket .

It roared into the Shadovar before they could turn their heads to see what was
maki ng the sound. Those who had no spell-guards sinply vani shed in an eruption
of smoke and flame. The others were hurled across the shadow bl anket, back
through the wall of fire Arr had raised earlier. Judging by the screanms and
the greasy snoke rising fromthe other side, it seemed unlikely their
protection magi c had withstood the trip.

"Alittle quick for a human, don't you think?" Tuuh brought Beze to their

side. "But you saved Beze."

"Well, send her somewhere," Arr ordered, "before she dies and ruins ny plan.”
Behi nd them Ryry, speaking in Wnds, said, The fate of your plan has already
been deci ded. The Shadovar are gone.

Arr turned to find Ryry and Yao standi ng behind the rolled bl anket, staring
out across the enpty nelt basin. In the frigid cold of the High Ice, the cloud
of rising steam had already turned to ice and dropped back to the ground, and
t he slushy water through which they had been wading just a few mnutes earlier
had frozen into a jagged blue plain. The only sign of the Shadovar princes who
had attenpted to surprise themfromthe rear where the soot-sneared craters
where they had been hurled into the basin walls by phaeri mm spells.

"I ama genius," Arr said. "Wien we work together, none can challenge us!"
"That will be a great confort to Beze's ghost," Tuuh said.

Arr | ooked back and found Beze reverted to true form She was sinking to the
ground, her tail and four arns hanging |inp, her mouth open and pouring bl ood.
"Tuuh, did | not tell you to send her somewhere?" Arr asked. "There still may
be spies.”



Tuuh touched Beze, and a small tear opened in the air and sucked the corpse
out of sight. Judging by the drone of insects and the stench of offal that

i ngered behind, Arr guessed that he had sent the body to the second or third
of the Nine Hells.

Once the portal closed, Arr dism ssed the magic walls she had created and was
pl eased to see the shadow bl anket littered with dead Shadovar. There was no
sign of Escanor, or of those who had used their own bodies to put out the
flames engul fing him

"I see no wounded," Ryry sounded di sappoi nted. "Were are the wounded?"

"hi Shade, by now," Arr said. "The Shadovar took them |'msure."

"Truly?" Ryry looked at Arr as though she had hi dden the wounded and was
keeping themall for herself. "Wy?"

Tuuh shrugged and said, "Wat does it matter? Many two-legs do it, when they
can."

Ryry studied himdoubtfully, then finally seemed to accept what she was

seei ng.

"I'f you say so." She turned back to Arr and asked, "What now?"

"Finish the job," Arr said as she returned to the blanket roll and cl anbered
over it That is what the Chosen would do."

CHAPTER FOUR

15 Flamerul e, the Year of WId Magic

Gal aeron and the others had been waiting all norning when the nmuted crackl e of
a translocational spell finally sounded out in the heart of the courtyard, and
their guest appeared in swirl of silver hair, a faint stench of gore and
brimstone trailing after her. She was tall even for a human—and especially for
a human woman—with a slender build and striking figure. Though her face was a
bit rough-featured by el ven standards, she was neverthel ess a stunning beauty,
with twi nkling eyes, high cheeks, and a full-1ipped nouth.

Ruha poured a gobl et of Cornyrean w ne—the finest avail able, though that was
not saying much after the ravages of the Goblin War—and went out to neet her
Unsure of the greeting he would receive, Galaeron trailed a pace behind. Aris
remai ned hidden in his sleeping arcade, lest he startle her before she
recovered fromher teleport afterdaze.

Ruha stopped at the wonman's side and said, "Wl conme to Arabel, Storm" She
pressed the goblet into the woman's hands. "Thank you for com ng."

The sound of a faniliar voice seened to bring Storm out of her daze. She
gquaffed the wine in one |ong gulp, then made a sour face.

"That's the sourest swill 1've had in years." She pressed the goblet back into
Ruha's hands. "But |'ll have another. 1've been trading spells wth thornbacks
and eyeheads all norning, and the thirst | have could drain the Monsea."
"Perhaps you'd care to sit?" Gal aeron suggested, waving at the table they'd
set in the shade of the house—a house they'd bought with the proceeds of the
sale of one of Aris's statues. "W can bring out sonme food, if you' re hungry."
Stormeyed himwarily, but followed himtoward the table. "Sitting is good,
but I won't have any food. The battle's not done, and fighting on a ful
stomach doesn't agree with ne."

As they took their seats, Aris energed from beneath his arcade and cane to
join them H's grimface | ooked even nore sonber than usual. Wen he sat down
besi de them he let his body drop so heavily that the nugs rattled on the

tabl e.

Storm craned her neck and | ooked up into the giant's plate-sized eyes.

"If s good to see you, Aris. You're |ooking better than the last tinme we net."
Aris forced a smle and said, "I've been waiting for a chance to thank you
properly for saving ny life, lady."

The gi ant reached inside his tabard and brought out a three-foot scul pture of
Storm kneeling on the ground. The |ikeness was perfect, of course, with an
expression that was at once angelic and fiercely protective. It struck

Gal aeron that she | ooked very much like a human versi on of Angharradh, the elf
goddess of birth, protection, and w sdom

"Pl ease accept this as a snmall sign of ny gratitude."



Stormtook the piece with a gasp

"It's ... it's ... Aris, it's beautiful!" She set it on the table, then rose
and studied it fromall angles. Too beautiful to be me ... or any norta
woman. "

"Not at all. That is the face seen by those you help." Aris glanced in Ruha's
direction, then added, "Ruha hel ped ne track down sonme of them so | know "
Stormtore her eyes—glistening with unshed tears—fromthe statue and went over
to him Even sitting on the ground, the giant towered over her, and she ended
up enbracing the side of his arm

"I'l'l treasure it always, Aris." She tipped her head back and bl ew hima kiss,
which floated visibly up to his face and planted itself on his cheek like a
silver tattoo. "Thank you."

Gal aeron was glad to see that Stormtreasured Aris's gift so highl y-he had
expected nothing else, really, for the giant's art never failed to nove those
who viewed it—but her reaction al so danpened his own spirits. The giant did
not approve of what Gal aeron was about to suggest, and—given that Storm held
hi m responsi bl e for nmuch of Faerdn's troubl e—his idea was going to be hard
enough to sell w thout adding any extra weight to Aris's opposition

Leaving Aris with a foolish smle, Stormreturned to her seat and turned to
Ruha.

"Suppose we conme to the point." Though her manner was brisk, her nmobod had been
much i nmproved by Aris's gift, and the concern behind her words seenmed nore a
matter of time than displeasure. "I doubt you sunmoned me fromthe war in the
Shaeradimso Aris could present his gift."

Gal aeron wi nced. One did not "summon" a Chosen of Mystra anywhere, and the
fact that she had used that word to describe their request for an audi ence was
not a good sign.

I f Ruha noticed the word choice, her eyes did not showit.

"CGal aeron has an idea. | think it could work." Ruha's gaze rose toward Aris's
gray face and she added, "Aris does not."

"And you asked ne here to break the tie?"

Noting the sarcasmin Storm s voice, Galaeron said, "I want to bring down
Shade. "

Storm cocked a brow. "Bring it down?"

"Like the old cities of Netheril," Galaeron explained. "Crash it into the
desert”

"I'f you' re asking permission, feel free."

"Actually, | can't do it alone." So far, so good—at |east she liked the idea.
To tell the truth, | need you and the other Chosen to do it for nme."
Stormrolled her eyes as though she had been expecting something of this sort
"At the monent, we're rather busy trying to save the Shaeradim | thought you

m ght have heard."

"And | amtelling you how" Gal aeron snapped.

He caught the flash of concern in Aris's eyes, then paused a noment to calm
his rising ire.

Finally, he asked, "Are you w nni ng?"

Storms eyes slid away. "No. Lord Raneal aerub's advance has stalled at the
VWshaan Barrows. "

The Vyshaan Barrows?" Gal aeron gasped. "Wat's he doing there?"

"If s not a good base?"

Gal aeron shook his head. "It |ooks like it from bel ow, but he can't reach
Evereska fromthere," he said. "If the phaeri mm come up the Copper Canyon,
he'll be trapped agai nst the Hi gh Shaeradim™

Stormrai sed her brow and said, "I'Il pass that along. Unfortunately, he's
advancing blind."

She let the statenent hang, leaving it to Galaeron to ask if he wanted to hear
the details. He didn't, but he had to know

"Bl ind?" he echoed. "I thought Takari Mbonsnow was with him"

"Lost the day the shadowshell fell." Storm s manner grew soft, and for the
first time since Gal aeron had known her he saw sone of the softness portrayed



in Aris's scul pture. "She

elimnated a phaerimmthat was del aying Lord Raneal aerub's advance."

Gal aeron fell back in his chair, his heart aching as though sonmeone had
punched himin it He had not seen Takari since shortly after their journey

i nto Karse, when he had returned her, battered and bl oody, to Rheitheill aethor
and left her there to recover. They had never been lovers, but he had finally
cone to accept—too late, after |eaving her behind—+that they were spirit-deep
mates, linked on a | evel nore profound than |ove. The choice to | eave with

Val a—anot her worman whom ci rcunst ances had forced himto abandon to a crue

fat e—-had been his own, but one made infinitely | ess conplicated by Takari's
har shness as she told hi mshe hoped never to see himagain. The thought that
those words should be the | ast he ever heard fromher filled himwith a raw
angui sh—and with a bitter fury he knew to be not entirely his own that

whi spered to himthat Stormwas |ying and demanded that he strike out at her

I nstead, Gal aeron | owered his chin and whi spered a prayer, asking Takari to
forgive his folly and begging the Leaflord to watch over her spirit.
Stormlaid a hand on Gal aeron's arm-then took it away when his shadow recoil ed
from her touch and made himflinch

"You know, Cal aeron, you could be very useful to Lord Rameal aerub," she said
"I doubt anyone in the elven arny would be foolish enough to turn away your
hel p."

But there was always the question, Galaeron—er perhaps it was his
shadow-thought. He was the one who had breached the Sharn VWall in the first

pl ace, then invited the Shadovar into the world to undo the damage. He was the
cause of all this trouble, and even if they were w se enough not to say it to
his face, he knew what his fell ow el ves woul d be whi spering every tinme he
turned his back.

"Now that is a plan that makes sense," Aris said. "Wiy not return to the
Shaeradi m where we can do sone good fighting phaeri m?"

Gal aeron raised his chin and said, "Because we can't win the war by fighting
phaerimm Nor can we save Evereska that way."

"This is the part that nakes no sense," Aris said. "The phaeri mm want the
Shadovar killed, and the Shadovar want the phaerimmkilled. Destroying
Shade—even if you coul d—does not help Evereska."

"But it does, Aris," Stormsaid. "The elves have little hope—+ would say
none—ef defeating the phaeri mm al one. The rest of Faerdn has been too weakened
by the Melting to send help, and the few troops they do have nust stay home to
def end agai nst the Shadovar. The Shadovar are in the sane situati on—+they dare
not engage the phaerinmfor fear that the rest of the world will attack them
and stop the Melting."

It was a great relief to Galaeron that Stormwas the one explaining this.

Per haps one of the Chosen could change the stubborn giant's nind

Aris burst that dreamwi th a firm shake of his head.

"It won't work."

"Perhaps not at once," Ruha said, "but as the realns recover, they will be
able to send troops to join the elves. Not even the phaeri nmcan stand agai nst
t he conbi ned m ght of all Faerdn."

Aris crossed his arms in front of his chest.

To Gal aeron's surprise, Stormignored the giant and turned to face hi mand
Ruha.

"Your plan works only if Shade's destruction is a swift one," she said.
"Wthout its mythallar, the city will fall," Galaeron said. "The destruction
wi Il be instantaneous."

St or m nodded.

"That's what | thought you had planned for us. But how are we to enter the
city? Shade's magic is proof against even us."

Gal aeron sniled and told her his plan

When he finished, Storm poured herself nore wi ne, sat back, and thought it
over. It took only a few nonments before she drank the contents of the goblet
and nodded.



"It could work."

"Wonderful!'" Galaeron filled goblets for hinself and Ruha. "W can be ready—
"I said could.”" Stormraised her hand to stop him then | ooked to Aris and
said, "Before deciding, | want to hear Aris's argunent"

The giant cast a guilty look in Galaeron's direction, then said, "Because

Gal aeron can't do it."

Storm furrowed her brow

"What is there to do? All he need do is appear headstrong and careless." She
gl anced over at him then added, "That is not out of character for him"

"Afterward," the giant clarified. "Once he's in the city, his shadow will grow
too strong. We'll lose him.. and this tine, | fear it will be for good."

"That is a risk," Ruha agreed. "He's not strong enough to fight Tel amont."

Gal aeron shrugged and said, "There is cost to every plan. | can resist |ong
enough to make this one work. After that... well, | doubt the Chosen will find

it difficult to elimnate the problembefore it can grow out of hand."
Stormstudied himfor a long tine then said, "You would make that sacrifice?"
Gal aeron answered wi thout hesitation, "I have |ost nore already."

"And that is another wong thing." Aris planted a big finger in the center of
the tabl e and nearly collapsed it. "Wen he is not talking of Evereska and
what it is suffering, he is talking of Vala and what she is enduring. |I say he
is doing this to save her."

Stormrai sed a cool gaze to the giant's face and asked, "Wy would that be

wr ong?"

Aris scowl ed and spent a nonent trying to think of an

argunent, then gave up and | ooked away wi thout answeri ng.

Storm | ooked back to Gal aeron and remai ned just as silent

Finally, he could bear her scrutiny no |onger

"So you'll do it?" he asked.
I nstead of answering his question, Storm asked one of her own, "I want to be
clear on this. If your shadow takes you, you're asking ne to kill you?"

Gal aer on nodded.
St orm shook her head. "No, Galaeron. If you want this, you nust say it."

"When..." Galaeron's throat went dry, and he had to stop and start again.
"When, not if-—-because | amlosing the battle even here—but when nmy shadow
takes ne, | want you to kill me. Mrre than that, | want you to prom se ne now
that you will. 1've brought enough evil into this world through folly and
accident. | have no wish to cause it directly."

"I'f that is what you want, | promse," Stormreplied. She stood and turned to

Aris. "What about you, ny large friend? WIIl you go with Gal aeron?"

"Hi n?" Gal aeron asked, also standing. "This doesn't involve Aris. There's no
need for himto return to Shade."

Stormdid not | ook away fromthe giant.

"Aris goes everywhere with you, Galaeron," she said, "and he has vowed to
avenge Thousand Faces. |If he suddenly remains behi nd when you set off to fight
t he phaerimm what will the Shadovar think?"

"She's right," Ruha said. "They woul d grow suspicious, and that suspicion
woul d spoil your plan. This must be done right... or not at all."

Gal aeron dropped his head. He had nearly killed Aris once already, during
their escape from Shade when he had succunbed to his shadow self and used the
giant to lure a blue dragon into an anmbush. Had Storm not answered Ruha's cal
for help, Aris would have died, and this time there would be no one to cal
for help. If matters went w ong—

even if they went right—+t mght well be the death of them both.

Gal aeron shook hi s head.

"Then we won't do it" He raised his gaze, net Aris's eyes, and said, This is
not something | would ask of you. You have already done nore than | could
expect even of an elf friend, and I will not see you killed."

"You think that is why |I don't |ike your plan? Because | fear for ny life?
That is an insult worse than any your shadow has ever spit out."

Aris's big fist crashed down on the table, smashing it to pieces and sending



splinters and shards of goblet flying in every direction.

"You saved ny life at Thousand Faces," the giant continued. "It is yours to
spend. "

A tense silence settled over the courtyard. Gal aeron was so shocked by the
giant's s uncharacteristic show of anger that he did not dare |l ook up to
apol ogi ze.

Finally, Stormrose

"I guess that settles it, then," she said. She used her hands to brush the

wi ne off her leather arnmor. "Well | ook for you tonorrow, after dawn."
_____ CHAPTER FIVE

15 Flamerul e, the Year of WId Magic

o Malik's astonishnment, Escanor was still gl owi ng when he dared enter the

presence of the Most High. The prince could be seen fromfifty paces away,
first as a dim pearly ball floating beneath the copper flicker of his

di stinctive eyes, then as a |um nous cage of ribs encasing a kernel of pulsing
light. A wave of stunned whispers foll owed himacross the throne room and as
he drew cl oser Malik could see that Escanor was actual ly staggering. The
mant| e of shadow that usually served himas a body was bl eeding away in w sps,
bestowi ng on hima rather gauzy and serpentine appearance. Escanor stopped at
the foot of the dais, his glowillumnating half a dozen younger princes who
were comng up behind him Though none were in as sorry a condition as
Escanor, they had gone wth

himto attack the Chosen on the High Ice, and three were bl eedi ng shadow from
| esser wounds.

Escanor bowed and woul d have fallen over, had one of his brothers not braved
the ghostly light to I end hima hand.

"I apol ogi ze for appearing before the Most High in this condition,'
"As well you should," Hadrhune said. "It is an insult”

"I ndeed,"” Malik agreed, standing in his customary place just above Hadrhune.
Havi ng grown tired of the seneschal's jeal ousy over his position as Telanont's
nost trusted advi sor—and weary of the constant assassination attenpts—Malik
had decided to try a strategy of alliance to placate the man. "If the Most

H gh wanted us to see his face, he would show it to us hinself... though I

must admit | amcurious to see it nyself."

He did not even cringe at this last part of his statement Miuch of the reason
the Most Hi gh valued Malik's advice so highly was the curse placed on him by
the harl ot Mystra, which always conpelled himto tell the truth when he spoke.
Tel anont Tant hul rarely chastised himfor the enbarrassing slips that this
caused hi mand soneti nes even seened to find them amusi ng.

But not today. A set of icy talons sank into his shoul der, and a cold voice
whi spered into his ear.

he sai d.

"Your curiosity on that count would kill you, mnmy behorned friend, and slight a
prince of mne again and you shall have it satisfied."
Mal i k's nouth grew as dry as dust "I nmeant no offense, Most High ..." He

struggled to end there, but the truth welled up inside himand spilled from
his mouth of its own accord. "At least to you, for | have always felt secure
in your protection and conpletely free to insult whomever else | desired.™
The Most High renoved his icy talons, patted Malik's shoul der, and said, "And
now you don't"

Tel anont slipped past and descended the stairs toward his

son. Knowing it would be suicide to stand hi gher than the Mdst High, Malik
foll owed hi mdown the stairs. The Most High stopped on the bottom step

| eavi ng Mali k, Hadrhune, and the rest of the throne roomattendants to
scranble for places on the floor. In the gl ow of Escanor's wounds, the
sycophants | ooked ghouli sh and winkled, with holl ow cheeks and sunken red
eyes. Only Tel anont hinmsel f seened immune to the |ight and remained hidden in
t he shadows beneath his cow .

Taki ng advant age of the |ight—he always tried to nake the best of every
situation—Malik risked a surreptitious glance at his wounds. Though cold
spears of anguish still pierced his shoul der where the Most H gh had grasped



him there were no holes in his flesh, nor any blood on his robe.

Tel anont asked, "You engaged the Chosen, ny son? They did this to you?"
Keepi ng his head bowed, Escanor nodded and said, "That is so, Mst High."

Tel anont' s pl ati num eyes shone brighter in the darkness that was his face.
"Good." He lifted a nurky sl eeve, notioning Escanor to his feet, and
continued, "Rise and tell ne how many you killed."

Escanor's shadows seemed to grow even thinner as he stood.

"I fear the answer is none, Mst High," he said, his coppery gaze remaining
fixed on the floor. "W were defeated."

"Defeated?" It was Hadrhune who asked this. "Seven princes of Shade?"
Escanor's eyes swung toward the seneschal. "The Chosen are form dable

eneni es.”

"Which is why | advised the Most High to send seven of you," Hadrhune
countered, "and an entire conpany of the Gate Guard."

Though the effort of defending hinself drai ned Escanor, none of his brothers
seened eager to leap to his defense.

"Your plan did not take into account... the quickness of the Chosen. They
fling magi c as easily as you do aspersions."

Hadr hune responded with a smle—+the predatory smle of a hunter in pursuit of
crippled prey.

They are only human," he said. "How could their spell-craft be quicker than
that of a shadow | ord?"

"That is a nystery to me," Escanor replied, sounding nore sincere than
sarcastic. "Next tinme, perhaps you should |lead the assault and tell us."
"There will not be a next tine," Telanmont said in that | ow even tone that
Mal i k had |l earned to associate with cold rage. "W cannot afford one."
"Unfortunately, | doubt the choice is yours," Malik said. He had | ong ago

di scovered that times |like these were when he stood to gain the nmost with the
Most Hi gh, since everyone el se was too busy cowering in fear to curry favor.
"Now t hat the Chosen have seen how powerl ess you are to stop them they wll
certainly return to roll up the shadow bl ankets faster than you can lay them"
Tel anont whirled on Malik, his platinumeyes shining brightly enough to see
by.

"W are not powerless!"”

"N-n-no, of course n-not," Malik stamered. "Only, after the | osses Shade
suffered in Tilverton, you will be if you | ose a conpany of warriors each tine
you try to stop the Chosen from stealing one of your shadow bl ankets."

One of Telanont's nmurk-filled sleeves reached out, and a tendril of shadow
knotted itself into Malik's robe and picked himup by the |apels.

"Why must you always be right, little man?"

Mal i k shrugged and thought it mght be wiser to say nothing, but that was
never an option when Tel anont Tanthul w shed an answer. He lasted only a
breath before the Most High's will forced himto speak

"It is ny curse, Mdst High," he said-but of course there was no stopping
there. "It is ny design always to tell you

what you wi sh to hear—but since that is rarely what is true, before | know it
| amfoolishly blurting out the things your other advisors are too wise to
say."

"Too wi se," Escanor asked, glaring pointedly at Hadrhune, "or too cowardly?"
Tel anont's glance darted in the prince's direction.

"Careful, ny son. You are one of those Malik is tal king about”

He | owered Malik back to the floor, then slipped a nurky hand through
Escanor's ribs and grabbed the prince's still glow ng heart.

"Interesting. Tell me about the spell that did this."

Escanor's gaze shifted to the hand in his chest.

"It was the silver fire." H's voice was shaky. "It burned through ny
spel | - guard—=

"No." Telanmont pulled his armaway, and a gl owi ng pal m appeared at the end of
his sleeve. "Silver fire is raw Wave magic. If that's what this was, we would
be spinning into a dinensional vortex right now "



"Real | y?" Malik gasped.

He had w tnessed enough conbat to know that when raw \WWave nagi c contacted raw
Shadow Weave magic, the result was a rip in the fabric of reality. It was just
such an acci dent—when the magic bolts of Galaeron N hnedu's Tonb Guard patrol
met one of Mel egaunt Tant hul's shadow bolts—that had ripped the Sharn Wall and
rel eased the phaerimmin the first place.

"Then you nust be ..." Too late, Malik realized the risk he was taking by
revealing that he realized Telanont's true nature. He tried to hold his
tongue, but the curse conpelled himto finish what he had started. "

l'iving shadow nagic!"

The Most High's nmurk-filled cow turned in Malik's direction

"Not living, exactly." A faint crescent of purple appeared where a human's
sm |l e would have been, and Tel anpont

finished, "No need to feel bad about blurting it out. You were never going to
| eave here anyway."

"Most Hi gh?" Malik | ooked around as though searching for a door, but of course
there was no escape into anything but the shadows. "That is hardly needed!

can keep a secret as—

"The encl ave, worm" Hadrhune said. "He nmeans you will never |eave Shade

Encl ave. "

"Just so," Telanont said. "I find your advice too... necessary ... to let you
go."

"I's that all?" Malik sighed in relief. "Then we are in agreenent \Why woul d |
wi sh to | eave Shade? | have everything | desire here—Villa Dusari, the ear of
the Most High, a stable for ny bel oved horse and plenty to feed her. | would
be a fool to leave all this!"

For once, there was nothing nmore for his curse to conmpel himto say.

"How very pleased we are," Hadrhune said, running his thunbnail across his
palm "I amsure the princes are as delighted as | am™

"The only delight that matters is nmine," Telanmont said. "I will be delighted
when soneone tells me what to nake of this."

He hel d up his gl owi ng hand.

"Cbviously a formof false magic aura," Hadrhune said. "Conmonly used in
bazaars and such places to nmake plain weapons appear enchanted."

Tel anont remai ned silent, and when Hadrhune did not add anything nore, he
turned to Malik. Resolved to jeopardize his position no further that day by
bei ng the bearer of bad news, Malik tried to remain silent as well.

Then he found hinmsel f saying, "W have a saying in Narjon, where | was once an
esteemed nerchant if soneone fills your oil jar with sand, it is not because
he wi shes to give you sand."

Tel anont and the princes remai ned silent and continued to ook at him

"Have you no scal e cheats in Shade?" Malik asked, exasperated. "It neans
someone is trying to deceive you. Wioever created this false aura w shes you
to believe his spell is silver fire—=

"Phaerinm " Tel anont and Escanor growl ed the word together

"That woul d explain the swiftness of their spellcasting,” Hadrhune said,
turning to Escanor. "It surprises me that you failed to see it in the field."
"Had you ever been in the field, perhaps you woul d—=

"Enough, " Tel amont said in that cold, dangerous tone again. "You are both to
bl ane. "

He raised an arm and with a flick of his sleeve sent Hadrhune crashing into
Escanor. They went tunbling across the throne roomfloor |ocked in an enbrace
of pain. Telamont waited until they had vani shed into the shadows before
turning to the rest of his princes.

"Let that be a lesson to you," he said, "hi all things, you succeed or fai
together. If one fails ne, all fail ne."

The princes' eyes dinmmed with fear, then somehow speaking in flaw ess uni son
t hey said, "W understand, Mst High."

Tel anobnt glared at themfor a nonment, then finally waved a sleeve in the
directi on Escanor and Hadrhune had tunbl ed.



"See to your brother's wounds and your own. This war is too close to |ose

anot her prince."

The princes bowed and retreated into the shadows, |eaving Malik and the other
attendants alone with Tel anont The Mdyst Hi gh placed a sl eeve around Malik’'s
shoul ders, turned himtoward the dais, and started to ascend back to his

t hr one.

"It pleases ne that you are happy here, Malik."

"Very happy," Mlik said. "Except for the frequent attenpts on ny life,

per haps. "

"Ah, yes," Telanont sighed. "Hadrhune."

Mal i k waited for the Most High to say he would no | onger have need to worry or
t hat somet hi ng woul d be done about that, but they continued to clinb in
silence until they canme to the step where Malik normally stopped.

Tel anont kept his arm around Malik's shoul ders, guiding himonto the throne
platformitself. This drew an astoni shed murrmur fromthe attendants bel ow, but
the sound faded to silence as the Most High took his seat and stared into
Mali k' s eyes.

"Hadr hune was not so different fromyou once—f you will forgive being
conpared to an el f."

Malik's jaw fell at this revelation, for he had never seen enough of

Hadr hune' s shadow swat hed face to note either arched eyebrows or pointed ears.
"There was a tine when he served ne as well as your counsel does now, "

Tel anont continued. "I tell you this so you will know that | reward those who
aid ne with eternal loyalty, even after they have | ost their useful ness and
becone a burden.”

Mal ik inclined his head. "I am honored that you would treat me so."

"I could" Telanont said, his voice again assuning that dangerous col dness,
"were this debacle not your fault."

"My fault?" Malik broke into a cold sweat. "How have | caused this, Most

H gh?"

"Thi s happened because we did not anticipate the phaerinms plan. W did not
anticipate their plan because we do not have the know edge ny son Ml egaunt
passed on to Gal aeron. W do not have Gal aeron because he is still in Arabel."
Tel anbnt sank back into his throne and continued, "Did you not tell me that if
we sent Vala to be Escanor's bed slave, Galaeron would return to Shade and try
to rescue her?"

"I may have said, er, uh— Conpelled by Mystra's curse to tell the exact

truth, Malik stammered to a stop then was forced to continue, "I did say that
was the surest way to draw

hi m back in a rush. | have no dou—er, a reasonable belief—that ny plan wll
still work ... eventually."

Telanobnt's s eyes grew white and icy. "Eventually, ny patience will cone to an
end. One might even say that it is waning now. "

A lump the size of a fist appeared in Malik's throat, but he still nanaged to
say, "lndeed?"

Tel anont renmai ned sil ent

Mal i k found that he had anot her question, a question he desperately did not
want answered but which was rising up inside himlike his stomach after a neal
of bad fish. He clanped his nouth shut and swore he would not open it, that he

woul d choke on the words before he allowed themto spill forth.

But his will was no match for that of the Mdst H gh, and he soon heard hinself
aski ng, "What happens when your patience has gone?"

"Then Vala will pay for her treachery in hel ping Gal aeron escape,” Tel anont

pr onounced.

That would certainly be a great waste of womanly flesh." As fond as Malik was
of Vala, he was less worried for her than he was relieved at not hearing his

own name. "But a waste that matters little to me, as | amquite sure the only
thing I would ever find in her bed is a quick death."

"That m ght be preferable.”

Again, Malik found hinmself asking a question he did not really want answered.



"Preferable, Myst H gh? To what ?"

"To taking her place," Telanont answered.

Take her place?" Mlik exclainmed. "But I ama man!"

"And if you want to stay that way, | suggest you make good on your plan."
Malik felt the blood | eaving his head and knew he was cl ose to fainting, which
was hardly sonething that would inspire the Most Hi gh's confidence. Know ng
fromhis | ong experience as a nerchant and a spy that the best way to

cover a weakness was to bluff, he forced hinself to neet Tel anont's gaze

"You must know that in ny service to Cyric, | have suffered a hundred injuries
worse than that."” It was as true a statenent as any he had ever made. "If you
wi sh to inspire ne, you nust do better than that."

The nurki ness beneath Telamont's cow stilled with shock

"You dare denmand a boon?"

"When the risks are great, the reward nust be even greater,” Mlik said. "That
is the first rule of business taught to ne by my wise father."

Tel anont remai ned notionl ess for several nonments, staring at Malik in
disbelief. Finally, the purple crescent of a smile appeared beneath his eyes.

"As you will, then," he said. "Bring me Gal aeron N hnedu, and you shall nane
your price. Fail . . . and | shall name mne."
CHAPTER SI X
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Sven had there not been a giant-sized gap in the caravan between Gal aeron and
Ruha, the group of wealthy citizens holding a farewel| party at the city gate
practically announced that Aris of Thousand Faces was | eaving town. The
Arabel | ans had turned out in their finest splendor, many standing in

si | k-draped wagons beside their |atest acquisitions—masterpieces in granite
and marbl e, bought the day before at give-away prices. Al eyes were fixed on
the long line of riders and draft animals com ng down the street, and as soon
as the onl ookers saw t he unexpl ai ned space where the invisible giant was
wal ki ng, they raised sparkling flutes of champagne in silent tribute.

"I'"d say your idea worked, Ruha,"” Gal aeron said quietly. "Had we hired a crier
to stroll the streets all

ni ght, we couldn't have spread our 'secret' any faster."

"Yes, | have always found that the surest way to proclaima thing is to say it
shoul d not be repeated,"” Ruha said. "I only hope it did not pain Aris to part
with so many works so cheaply."

"Why should that pain me?" Aris whispered. "Their owners will enjoy the pieces

all the nmore, and | don't have to carry so much gold."

"There are plenty of Arabellans who woul d' ve been happy to shoul der the burden
for you," Galaeron said. The way they hoard the stuff, one would think they
eat it"

As the front of the caravan reached the gatehouse, the caravan master slipped
out of line to pay the gate tax. The bursar held hinmself primy upright and
made a show of tallying each draft animal as it passed through the gate. Hi s
guards stood at strict attention, their gazes fixed on the opposite side of
the archway and their hal berds posted at full-arm Though Cormnyrean officials
were reputed to be generally honest—at |east by human standards—they were no
nore prone to perpetual diligence than other nen, and Gal aeron realized that
Aris's well-wi shers were not the only ones who had come down to see them off.
When their turn came to pass under the archway and be counted, Gal aeron

gl anced into the arrow | oop behind the guards and found a fam liar cascade of
gol den hair shining in the depths of the gatehouse. He di pped his head in
acknow edgnent. The hair nmoved cl oser, and Princess Alusair's faniliar face
appeared on the other side of the | oop. Her eyes were red and gl assy, though
it was inpossible to say whether from weepi ng or exhaustion

"Thank you." Gal aeron nmout hed the words w t hout speaking them al oud. " Your

ki ndness has lit ny heart”

Alusair smled. "And your courage mne." She al so spoke the words silently.
"Sweet water and light |aughter, ny friend."

"Fare you well." Galaeron did not give the traditiona



"Back soon" reply, for they both knew he would not be returning to Cornmyr.
"May your real mprevail and your people know peace.™

Gal aeron could not be certain Alusair saw enough of this last wish to
understand, for she vani shed behind the edge of the arrow | oop as the caravan
continued forward. They passed beneath the spikes of the iron portcullis and
cl onped across the drawbridge onto the beginning of the Hi gh Road.

Once they were outside the city walls, a small arny of beggars—farners and
craftsmen rendered destitute by the ravages of the CGoblin War—energed fromthe
tents and ranmshackl e huts of Pauper's Town to beg alnms. Aris slipped sacks of
gold to Gal aeron and Ruha, who tried to avoid calling attention to their
friend s generosity by proclaimng, "Here's a copper for you," and pressing
the gift firmy into the supplicant's hand each tinme they passed out one of

t he gol d coins.

The strategy proved even |less effective than their "effort" to sneak out of
town undet ect ed. \Whenever the astoni shed beggars—especially the

chi | dren—epened their hands and saw what they had been given, they could not
hel p crying out in delight. Soon, Galaeron and Ruha were surrounded by a
nmovi ng throng, many of whom noticed the giant-sized gap between them and
guessed the true identity of their benefactor

They reached the small bridge that separated the nmarshaling fields from
Pauper's Town, and the press of beggars brought the caravan's progress to a
near standstill. The curses of drivers behind Gal aeron and Ruha began to grow
both in volume and vehenmence but were drowned out by a steady chorus of,
"Ilmater's blessing on the Generous G ant," or, "Thanks to the Tall One!"

It was in the nmddle of this madness that a slender hand wearing two silver
rings reached up for a coin. C asped around the wist above the hand, hidden
al nrost out of sight inside the cuff of a purple sleeve, was a silver bracel et
beari ng

t he skul |l -and-starburst symbol of Cyric, Prince of Lies. Galaeron ran his gaze
up the sleeve to a silver-trinmed collar, where he found hinself |ooking into
t he sunken eyes of a holl ow cheeked womman wi th ropy bl ond hair.

"I have had a vision," she hissed. "One you | ove—=

Gal aeron pressed a coin into her hand and said, "Here's your copper. Take it
and go."

She let the coin drop in the dust, nearly felling Gal aeron's horse as a knot
of beggars dived beneath its hooves to retrieve the offering.

"Listen to nme, elf!" Her hand grabbed his reins and brought his progress to a
stop. "You nust return to Shade. | saw the Seraph in a dream—=

"I don't know what you're tal king about," Gal aeron said. He pulled his boot
free of the stirrup and planted his foot in the center of her chest. This
caravan is bound for Iriaebor."

He started to push her off—and found the tip of a stiletto sliding up under
the arnor on his calf. The sensation of cold steel pricking his |leg caused a
dark fury to rise inside Galaeron. Leaving the half enpty sack of gold to

slide off his saddle and spill on the ground, he reached across his body and
grabbed the hilt of his sword.
"Shade, " the wonan hissed. "Go, or she will die."

Gal aeron's heart began to pound |ike a Vyshaan war drum Though he desperately
wanted to ask the woman about her vision, he held his tongue and drew his
sword hall out of its scabbard. Even had he thought he could trust a Cyricist,
he woul d never have risked his plan by telling her that Shade was exactly
where he intended to go.

"You have nistaken nme for soneone el se, Madam" Gal aeron said. "Now, step back
or |l ose your head."

The wonan's eyes turned bl ack and sun-shaped, with |ong tongues of darkness
waggi ng around the edges.

"Bel i eve."

She sank her stiletto a quarter of an inch into his call, and Gal aeron's bl ade
rasped free of its scabbard alnpbst of its own

will. The woman raised her chin and waited with eerie calmess as it arced



toward her coll arbone.

"Bel i evel"

Gal aeron's attack cane to a sudden end as his forearm struck a huge, invisible
hand.

"No," Aris's voice runmbled down from above.

"Leave her be, friend," Ruha called fromthe other side of Aris. "The nad
cannot be bl amed for their madness.”

"Nor the nessenger for the nessage," the worman added. Her voice was gravelly
and nultifold, as though there were a hundred peopl e speaking at once. "Go."
The bl ack suns faded from her eyes. Leaving her stiletto hanging from

Gal aeron's calf, she stunbled back and fell into the throng of beggars
fighting over the coins he had let fall. Aris's grasp slackened, and Gal aeron
| owered his blade, his hand trenbling so badly he could barely slip the tip
into its scabbard.

"My friend, what is it?" Ruha asked. "Wy are you so frightened?"

"Mre startled than frightened," Galaeron said. He reached down and pl ucked

t he woman's dagger fromhis calf, then displayed the bloody tip. "A nessage
fromour friend the cuckold. He wants to see us."

Ruha's dark brow rose, and Gal aeron tossed the dagger over the beggars into an
enpty place in the field. Wien he turned to urge his horse forward he saw t hat
it was hopel ess. The road ahead was bl ocked by at |east a hundred paupers—al
with their hands out, praising Aris's generosity—and the little bridge was
occupi ed by two dozen caravan guards on their way back fromthe marshaling
fields.

Once they were clear of the bridge, the guards began shouting at the paupers
to clear the road, using their shields and the shoulders of their big
war - horses to enforce their denmands. Galaeron did his best to remain patient.
Whet her or not the nessage had truly come fromMalik, it only served to

hei ghten his concern for Vala. His feelings for her were not as

spiritual as the love for Takari that he had denied all those years on the
Desert Border South, but only because a human and an elf coul d never cone
together like two elves coul d.

Nevert hel ess, Gal aeron did | ove Val a—+f not as deeply as Takari, then at | east
as strongly—and it had tornented himto remain confortable in Arabel while she
served Escanor as a bed-slave. Not a day had passed that he did not dream of
returning to free her. If only she could hold on until he got hinself
capt ur ed.

When the guards began to grow inmpatient with the paupers and slap at themwth
the flats of their blades, Aris hit upon a hel pful solution and began to fling
handful s of gold away fromthe road. It took two throws before the beggars
realized what was happening and fled, all yelling Aris's praises and pl eadi ng
for himto throw a handful their way.

Once the road was clear, the guards noved quickly to secure the caravan,

t hunderi ng past on both sides and barking orders to get noving. Five of their
nunber peel ed off and cane up beside Gal aeron and Ruha, placing thenselves so
t hat any beggars returning for nore handouts woul d have to go through them
first.

The largest, a hatchet-faced woman in a hel met and dusty fighting | eathers,
cane al ongsi de Gal aeron and waved t hem across the bridge. The guard's voice
was as famliar as it was biting.

"Well done, elf. | doubt there's a deaf man or blind wonan within a | eague of
here who doesn't know you're sneaki ng out of Arabel."

Gal aeron took a closer |ook. The speaker's gaunt features softened into those
of Storm Silverhand, the hair that |ooped out from beneath her hel net turning
silver and silky, the thin-lipped mouth growing full and shapely.

"This wasn't part of the plan." Fearful of betraying the identity of his
guards, Gal aeron was careful to avoid the honorific one usually showed the
Chosen. The gratitude of the paupers took us by surprise.”

"Ch, well that's fine then," grow ed the rider behind her. "How conforting to
know t hi ngs just slipped out of control."



They started across the bridge. Galaeron glanced over his shoulder to find the
vi sage of an old horse-faced guard yielding to the bl ack beard and frowni ng
features of a man who could only be the renowned el f-friend, Khelben Arunsun
Gal aeron decided not to nmention the nessage from Mali k. The Chosen appeared

| ess than enthusiastic as it was, and the last thing he wanted was to give

t hem an excuse to change their m nds.

"I apol ogi ze for the m stake," he said. "I should have realized how gold woul d
affect =

"CGal aeron is not to blane," Aris said, his voice boom ng down out of the enpty
sky. "I amthe one who wanted to give themthe gold."

"WIl you be quiet up there?" Khel ben demanded. "At |east pretend you're
trying to sneak out of here unnoticed."

"I apol ogi ze," Aris said, his voice a |low runble that nmade the bridge pl anks
qui ver beneath the horses' hooves, "but you mustn't blanme Gal aeron—

"There's no need to bl ane anyone,” said a third guard. Ri ding opposite

Gal aeron on Ruha's far side, she had only one armand a voice simlar to
Stormls. "No one should be condemmed for sharing with the hungry."

As she spoke, Gal aeron began to see through the illusion guarding her identity
and realized that this had to be Khel ben’s consort, Laeral Silverhand. There
was a tiny armgrowing fromthe stunp of the one she had lost in the
Shaeradim but even this did not detract from her beauty. She was, if
anyt hi ng, even nore lovely than her sister, with a warmh and charmalien to
Storm s brusque manner—er perhaps it nerely seened so to Gal aeron because
Storm never bothered to hide the dislike she bore him

Khel ben was silent a nmonment, then said, "You're right, of course." He sighed
heavily. "Again."

This drew a laugh fromthe |ast two guards, and Gal aeron recogni ze the sane
silver in their voices as in Laeral and Stormis. He hazarded a glance in their
direction, and as he began to see through the illusions, he recognized in
their sparkling eyes and silver hair two nore of Storm s sisters. The slinmrest
of the two, and the nost feminine in her carriage and manner, could only be
the cel ebrated Lady of Silverynoon, Alustriel Silverhand. The other, a nore

i mposing figure as powerfully built as a man, had to be the mighty Dove

Fal conhand—Har per, Knight of Myth Drannor, and friend to the el ves.

The Chosen had not only answered Gal aeron's call for help, they had answered
it in strength. If Khelben seemed tense, it only nmade sense. Wth El mnster
still mssing with the Sinbul, and ghostly Sylune nore or |ess confined to her
farmin Shadowdal e, the only avail abl e Chosen they had not brought was the
Dark Sister, Qlue. Gven his [imted experience with drow during his days in
the Tonb Guard, CGal aeron was just as gl ad.

They left the bridge and rushed to catch the head of the caravan, which was
stopped in the marshaling field while the captain of the guards grouped the
draft animals by sw ftness and burden and assi gned personnel to watch over
them He placed Gal aeron and Ruha with a group of lightly burdened riders, and
at Stormis magically enhanced suggestion, assigned the five Chosen to watch
over them

Once the captain had nmoved on, the Chosen gathered their horses in a tight
circle around Gal aeron, Ruha, and the still invisible Aris.

"Here's nmy plan, Galaeron,"” Khelben said. "W're going to nake a few=
"Darling?" Laeral interrupted. "Aren't you forgetting who thought of this in
the first place?"

Khel ben scow ed but said, "All right" He turned back to Gal aeron. "Your plan's
a sound one, but we're going to—=

"Pardon me," Alustriel said. "But 1'd prefer that someone

who's actually been inside the city does the planning."

Khel ben rolled his eyes. "Very well." He turned back to Gal aeron and said, "W
all like your ideas."

"Very inpressive," Dove said.
Khel ben nodded al nost reluctantly then continued, "But there are sone things
we should bring to your attention."”



He stopped to check for the others' approval

Stormwhirled her hand to urge himon. She gl anced back toward the rear of the
caravan, which was already coning across the little bridge.

Khel ben | ooked irritated but he said, "First, you won't be able to eat unti
we're inside the city."

Gal aeron raised his brow and said, "I hadn't thought of that"

"We didn't think you had,"” Alustriel said, "but |I'msure you understand. The
journey will be unpl easant enough as it is."

"I don't think I could ride for nmore than a few days w thout eating anyway, "
Gal aeron agreed. "W'll put that part off as long as we can."

"My thoughts exactly,
five of us."

"I can do it instead," Aris said. "lI'mlarger."

"Actually, we were thinking of splitting the group into two teans,'
said. "As insurance."

Though Gal aeron was reluctant to ask Aris to assune any nore risk than he

al ready was, he knew better than to argue. The giant had made his feelings on
t he subject clear when he smashed the table in their courtyard

"Splitting is a good idea, if Aris is willing," Gal aeron said

Khel ben smiled. "Good," he said, "then we're all agreed."

"Not quite." Galaeron raised his hand, and avoi ding Ruha's gaze, said, "Ruha
can't cone with us."

"That is not your decision," Ruha replied. Her tone was angry, though not
surprised. They had spent nost of the night arguing the point, finally letting
the matter drop only because the tinme had cone to join the caravan. This has
nothing to do with Evereska."

Gal aeron ignored her and fixed his gaze on Storm

"The Shadovar need ne," he said, "and they value Aris, but Ruha is nothing to
them but a problem If she comes with us, there's every chance the Shadovar
will put her to death."

"That is ny risk, not yours,"” the witch said, running her gaze from one Chosen
to the next. "He is trying to protect Malik. Malik saved his life, and now the
foolish elf believes they are friends."

"That is true," Aris said, "but it is also true that Hadrhune believes you
broke his command and tried to kill Mlik. If you return, it will be just as
Gal aeron says."

The five Chosen gazed at Ruha expectantly.

Khel ben agreed. "Second, you may have noticed there are

Laer al

When the witch nmerely | ooked away, Dove Fal conhand said, "I think you should
stay behind, Ruha. Your presence m ght endanger the m ssion."

"Or save it," Ruha argued. "You cannot know that yet—and what will beconme of
Mal i k? | have hunted the dog too long to let himlive |ike a Sheikh in their
pal aces. "

"I'f we are successful, there may no |l onger be a Malik to concern yourself
with," Stormsaid. "If we fail, he will come out sooner or later. Cyric is too

cruel to leave himthere in confort for long."

Ruha said nothing nore, but the angry | ook she flashed Galaeron left little
doubt about whose life she thought he had just saved. A dark voice inside

whi spered that she was an ungrateful hag who deserved the death she would find
i n Shade, but Gal aeron closed his mnd to those shadowy thoughts and rem nded
hi nsel f that she had good reason to hate the little man. He was a renorsel ess
killer who had single-handedly saved the Church of Cyric and restored the nmad
god to power, and he was undoubtedly working to spread his god's influence

t hroughout the city of Shade. That he had saved the lives of both Gal aeron and
Aris many times while they travel ed together mattered not at all. That had
been an alliance of conveni ence, and Gal aeron knew as

surely as Ruha did that Malik would not hesitate to betray themin the nane of
hi s god.

Gal aeron consi dered again whether to tell the Chosen about the nessage he had
received fromMalik but was deterred by the fury in Ruha's eyes. Gven the
nunber of Chosen who had cone and the courtesy they had shown himin the



strategy session, he felt sure that they intended to follow through on the
plan no matter what. But Ruha woul d seize on any suggesti on of betrayal by
Mal i k as an excuse to acconpany theminto the city. Gal aeron had no doubt at
all about what would beconme of her if she fell into Hadrhune's hands. For the
witch's own good, it would be better for himto keep the secret

O so CGalaeron told hinself.

_____ CHAPTER SEVEN

16 Flamerule, the Year of WId Magic

Once the captain had the caravan arranged to his liking, he gave the order to
depart. Like sone thousand-1legged nmillipede, the line cane alive and began to
snake its way westward al ong the H gh Road. Gal aeron and Ruha rode in silence
on opposite sides of their invisible friend, Galaeron struggling to ignore the
dark thoughts continually welling up in his mnd, the witch glaring at him
over her veil.

Aris, suffering fromthe fatal honesty that was the curse of his race, tried
several times to reason with her, to nmake her see they were trying to protect
her as much as they were Mali k. Ruha heard only the part about protecting
Mal i k and chastised the giant for serving an evil god. That was the end of any
conversation for the rest of the day. They ate

their lunch in cold silence, Khelben urging Gal aeron and Aris to gorge

t hensel ves and build up what stores of fat they could. They did as the
archmage suggested, and though the giant’s s presence was a very open secret
in the caravan, Stormrenewed the invisibility spell on him They spent the
rest of the day feeling lethargic and unconfortable, until the caravan master
finally called a halt It was already late in the afternoon, with the sun
sinking | ow over the Storm Horns and the road ahead vanishing into its gol den
gl ow.

No wonder, then, that no one sounded the alarm before the dragons were on
them The creatures cane straight out of the sun, the big one in the center
sweeping | ow over the center of the caravan, its nere presence panicking
mounts and men al i ke, sending guards diving for roadsides and horses crashing
headl ong into the woods south of the road. The great beast did not breathe
fire, gas, or anything else, nor did it devour any horses or snatch scream ng
men inits clawnws. It did little nore than swing its |long neck fromone side of
the road to the other, its great head passing slowy over each knot of
cowering riders.

Blinded as he was by the brilliant ball of the setting sun, Gal aeron did not
realize for a nonent that the dragon had no flesh or hide. It was all bone,
with an enmpty cage of ribs |arge enough to hold Aris, and blue stars burning
in the depths of its hollow eyes.

"Mal ygris!" Gal aeron gasped. "They're coming for us now "

"I nto the woods!" Khel ben shouted as he reined his horse into Gal aeron's and
forced himto turn toward the forest. "Aris, duck and run!"

The invisible giant went thunping toward the woods, his big feet flattening
the brown grass as he ran. Ruha and the others led the way after him and soon
they were galloping away fromthe road in a | oose circle.

They had traveled no nore than thirty paces before the | ow whunpf of pul sing
wi ngs sounded over their heads,

then a wall of blue scales dropped out of the sky to block their way. The
dragon was an old one, close to two hundred feet fromnose to tail, with fangs
as long as swords and claws that could grasp a war-horse around the withers.
It swng its head in their direction and opened its jaws to display the bal

of lightning crackling in its gullet, then did nothing at all

That was the frightening part, at |least to Galaeron. The thing knew who they
were or they woul d have al ready been dead.

"Back!" Khel ben ordered.

As one they wheel ed their mounts around and started back toward the road—enly
to stop an instant |later when the third dragon crashed down in front of them
As long as the one behind them it was perhaps a ton or two lighter, with a

| ong, sinuous body and a bristly fence of spines down its back



Li ke the other one, it opened its nmouth to reveal the bail of |ightning
crackling in its gullet.

Surrounded as they were by Mystra's Chosen, sone part of Gal aeron realized
they were in no trouble. Any single one of his conpanions could have slain
both dragons with little nore than a word and a flick of the wist, but that
was a hard thing to renmenber while staring into a mouthful of fangs as tall as
an el f. Knowi ng there was a second dragon com ng up from behind nmade it al

but inpossible to remain calm

Drawi ng his sword, Galaeron turned to the closest Chosen—t happened to be
Storm-and yel |l ed, "Do something, you usel ess scold!"

"What woul d that be, mlord?" asked Storm who had al ready drawn her own
sword. She pushed the weapon uselessly into the air. "I"'mnot here to fight
dragons. "

She set her heels to her horse and raced off. No sooner had she gone than the
rest of the Chosen scattered, behaving nore or less like typical caravan
guards. CGal aeron started after Khel ben, and the dragon bounded in front of
him He

wheel ed around, his mount stunbling as it bounced off Aris's invisible |eg,
and started after Alustriel

The ot her dragon | anded on its haunches a hundred feet ahead, one claw
stretching in Galaeron's direction. Black fear welled up inside Gal aeron. He
felt the Shadow Weave fl owi ng into himand found his hand dropping the reins
so he could cast a spell. In his terror, he alnost didn't stop hinself.

But the beast was only trying to capture him and the dread he felt was only
its natural aura of panic. If he allowed hinmself to succunb, his plan would
fall. Evereska would fall. Vala would die. Galaeron forced his hand down again
and funbled for the reins, but he was already turning the horse by pressing a
knee against its shoul der

Ruha streaked past beside himand called, "Keep going!"

The witch flung sand into the air and shouted in the Bedi ne tongue. A thick
cloud of dust whirled up to engulf the dragon's head, and its tal ons closed on
air. Galaeron caught the reins and jerked the pani cked horse back toward the
nount ai n of bl ue scal es ahead.

The dragon let out a crackling bell ow and sweeping its | ong neck around in
great serpentine arcs tried to shake free of the swirling dust. The cloud
foll owed wherever its head went.

Ruha gal | oped under the undul ati ng neck and streaked for the woods. The beast
roared in frustration, sent a blue bolt of Iightning cracking over her head,
and swung back in Galaeron's direction

A trenmendous bang echoed across the plain, and Aris appeared beside the
dragon's dust-swaddl ed head, his |argest stone-shapi ng hamer grasped in both
hands. He brought the tool down again, staggering the beast and sending a
ripple rolling down its neck

Gal aeron dodged past a wildly lashing claw. He saw the giant raising his arns
for another bl ow.

"Enough! " he called. "Run!"

Aris brought the hanmer down anyway, this time drawing a dull thud as it
cracked the dragon's skull. Gal aeron ducked under a nadly undul ati ng neck and
was nearly unhorsed by the edge of a flailing wing. He gl anced back to see
Aris vaulting over the dazed beast's back. The giant shoul dered aside a

wi ng- buffet and rushed after Gal aeron.

The dragon's dust-engul fed head bobbed uncertainly around, and Gal aeron heard
atelltale sizzle rising fromthe thing' s throat.

"Wat ch your—=

A blinding fork of energy danced out fromthe dust cloud, but Aris was already
diving for cover beneath the dragon's wi ng. The bolt struck half a dozen paces
behi nd the giant, spraying dirt and burning grass fifty feet into the air.
Aris energed beneath the other side of the wing and rolled to his feet, then
raced for the woods in great boom ng strides.

Gal aeron | ooked forward again to find the forest |oom ng ahead like a wall.



Ruha and two of the Seven Sisters had already di smounted and were crouchi ng
down anong the drought-stunted | eaves. He angled toward them The witch rose
and pointed at the sky behind him Not waiting to see whether she was casting
a spell or shouting a warning, he broke hard in the opposite direction. He
felt a deep throb in his stomach as a pair of huge wi ngs beat the air behind
hi m

A pair of enornous rear claws tore into the ground beside him then the second
dragon crashed to its forefeet and spun after him Gal aeron heard the shriek
of Ruha's magic bolts and the twang of a couple of bowstrings, but knew the
attacks woul d not even distract the beast. He pulled his feet free of the
stirrups and hurled hinself fromthe saddle, flinging his sword off to the
side and tucking into a forward roll.

At that speed the inpact felt like it would break bones clear down to his

ankl es, but Gal aeron cane up on his feet and sonehow ran two steps before
failing victimto his nomentum He tunbl ed headl ong across the neadow. The
dragon's scaly belly flashed over his head twi ce then there was only dusky sky
and dusty ground.

Gal aeron canme to a rest sprawl ed on his back and gasping for breath, staring
back overhead at a wall of blue scales. He heard his horse screamand saw its
body spin through the air off to his right, then he felt his own body erupt in
pain as he began to slide across the ground. He raised his chin and saw Dove
and Storm draggi ng hi mby his ankl es.

"Well acted, elf,” Stormsaid. "I thought that 'do something, you usel ess
scold" was an especially brilliant touch."

Gal aeron was in too nuch pain to tell whether she was nocking himor actually
bel i eved he had been perform ng for the dragon. They reached the forest, where
t he undergrowth added to Gal aeron's humiliation by slapping himin the face
with | eaves and twi gs. The sisters dragged himanother fifty paces to where
Ruha was waiting. Finally, they stopped and pulled himto his feet, drawing a
series of wheezy groans as he struggled to return the wind to his |ungs.

Khel ben Arunsun burst through the trees on his horse, then di snounted and sent
the beast on its way with a slap

He took one | ook out into the field, and asked, "Can you run, elf?"

Gal aeron gl anced behind him The second dragon, the one that had just m ssed
snatching himfromhis horse, did not seemto realize where he had escaped to.
It was spinning in a slow circle, ripping up huge tufts of grass and sending
smal | boul ders bounci ng across the ground as it searched for his hiding place.
Still engulfed in Ruha's dust cloud, the other one had gone mad with rage. It
was feeling its way down the road on all fours, smashing and shreddi ng any
living thing it touched. Already it was sneared to the el bows with bl ood, and
it was closing fast on a scream ng tangle of horses and handl ers.

Seeing the situation, Galaeron nodded to Khel ben and managed to croak
"Perhaps not fast... but | can run."

"Sure you can," Stormscoffed. "You can't even talk." Taking his far arm by
the sl eeve, she bent down and

hoi sted hi monto her shoul ders. Khel ben nodded his

approval, then led the way deeper into the forest "Wait!" Gal aeron wheezed.
The archmage didn't even slow down. "What is it?" Though the pain was starting
to subside, being slung

across Storm s shoul ders was doing nothing to put the air

back in Gal aeron's chest

The ... caravan!" he said. "If s ... it's being shredded.” "Yes, and it's our
fault," Khel ben said. "Very unfortunate.” "I think Galaeron is asking if you
couldn't do sonet hing,"

Ruha sai d.

Dove gl anced over at Gal aeron and asked, "You really

aren't asking if we could slay those little lizards, are you?" "This is no
time for ridicul ous questions," Storm added.

"Maybe you've noticed we were taken by surprise?”

"I noticed," Gal aeron replied. Either his breath was



returning, or his rising anger was giving himstrength. "W

can't just let themdie."

Khel ben stopped and said, "I thought you wanted to

destroy Shade." His voice was sharp with inpatience, but

there was a softness in his expression that seened to indicate

he understood what Gal aeron was aski ng—and why. "

t hought you wanted to save Evereska."

"I do," CGalaeron said, "but you can save those people, too." Seeing that he
had finally recovered his breath, Storm

dropped himto his feet Khel ben stepped over, eyes burning

wi th anger, and glared down at him

"The Chosen cannot save everyone on Toril." Hi s tone

was as angui shed as it was resentful, as though it pained him

to state this obvious fact. He waved a hand in the direction of

t he scream ng caravanners and continued, "You chose, elf.

Those few, or the thousands in Evereska and the dozens of

t housands across the rest of Faerdn who will perish if we

reveal ourselves and your plan falls."

"But it's our fault," Galaeron said. He was beginning to feel very snmall and
nai ve. "There nmust be a way w thout you revealing yourselves."

"I'f there was, don't you think we would have done it?" Storm denanded. "You
insult me, elf. | wouldn't do it again."

She turned and started through the woods, nore or less toward the | ast place
Gal aeron had seen Aris.

Khel ben |ingered | ong enough to explain, "The deed itself would betray us. How
many caravan guards do you know who coul d defeat Malygris and two ol d bl ues?"
"None. "

"That is the problem™" Khel ben said. "I assune you are choosi ng Evereska?"
Wth the screans of the distant caravanners ringing through the trees,

Gal aeron could barely bring hinmself to nod, but he did.

"I thought as much."

Khel ben cast a last glance in the direction of the road, then turned and
started after Storm Dove notioned Ruha after himthen took Gal aeron by the
hand and f ol | owed.

"It is a hard lesson,"” Dove told him "but one you nust learn if you ever hope
to live with the power you carry." Though they were running at a near sprint
and taking care to do it without rustling | eaves or cracking tw gs, Dove's
words cane as easily as if they had been strolling in the gardens of her house
on Everneet. "Babes may be born into this world innocent as rain, but they
have bl ood on their hands 'ere the end of their first year. W all do."

"A conforting . . . thought,"” Gal aeron said. Though he was as accustoned to
runni ng | ong di stances as anyone, he had to concentrate to remain silent in
both breath and step. "Are you trying to make nme glad | have no children?"

"I amtrying to help you. Even if you eat only fruit and never set foot on the
ground, you cannot live wthout killing. Something dies that you may |ive,
even if only the wormthat will never hatch in the apple you ate."

"l understand the laws of nature,"” Calaeron said. "I amstill that nmuch of an
ell"

"But not a wise one," Dove replied. "And wi se you nust become, |est you

snot her Faerdn in evil through your good intentions."

She coul d not have distracted Gal aeron nore had she sank a dagger into his
chest. He caught his foot on a root and crashed to the ground, causing the
entire group to stop and whirl around. Khel ben cocked his brow, Storm scow ed
and shook her head, and Gal aeron could not read Ruha's expression behind her
veil .

"I beg your |eave," Galaeron said as he scranbled to his feet The others
resumed their run, and he grabbed Dove's hand to hold her back. "I am
listening."”

Dove's expression turned to one al nost of pity.

"And still you do not hear," she said as she squeezed his hand until sonething



popped inside. Hs whole armerupted into pain. "You have a | ot of blood on
your hands, Gal aeron. The powerful always do."

Gal aeron rai sed his throbbing hand. Though he had not seen Dove cast any
spells or felt her use any magic, it had turned the col or of an open wound. He
was so shocked that he barely noticed the broken bone sticking up under the
skin behind his index finger

"I..." Galaeron did not know quite what to say. He was still too confused to
be angry, and even his shadow seenmed too stunned to react "I don't

under stand. "

"No?" Dove shrugged, then started after the others, adding, "Wen you do, the
hand will heal ."

Gal aeron took a nonent to set the break then, bones still throbbing, he set
off after the others.

The injury proved a useful distraction. As he grew accustomed to the pain, his
ire began to rise, and with it his shadow. It took only a dozen steps before
he grew so consuned fighting the darkness inside that he no | onger heard the
screans coming fromthe road. The thought occurred to

himthat this was what Dove had intended, though he doubted the pain of a

si mpl e broken bone coul d ever make him forget the anguish of those they were
abandoni ng.

A few hundred steps later, they came to a snall streamwhere Aris was waiting
with Alustriel and Laeral. The two sisters had filled five small vials with
wat er and set themout on a flat boul der along the bank. Four of the vials
were already gleaming with a silver aura of magic, and Alustriel was saying a
spell over the last. Khel ben and the rest of the Chosen went to the boul der
and waited for Alustriel to finish. Aris noticed the way Gal aeron was hol di ng
hi s hand and frowned in concern

"You hurt yourself. Maybe | can— "Quiet!" Dove hissed. "The dragons are
comng." Aris peered up into the forest's darkening canopy and said, "I don't
see—

Ruha held a finger to her veil and whispered, "Listen." Aris fell silent.

Gal aeron listened and heard nothing but the distant nurnur of panicked
caravanners crashing through the dusky woods. It took hima nonment to realize
t hat Dove was tal ki ng about what they couldn't hear. There were no chirping
crickets, no hooting ows, no nore screans fromthe road.

A faint rustle drifted down through the treetops. CGal aeron thought at first
that a breeze was conming up, but the rustle continued to grow and soon becane
the distinct hiss of air rushing over scales. A dragon-shaped darkness
appeared to the north and cane sweepi ng through the woods toward them

Gal aeron and nost of the others scranbled for cover, Alustriel lingering to
conpl ete her spell and Aris kneeling beneath the boughs of a great oak. The
hi ssing grew | ouder, and the darkness cane nearer, neandering back and forth,
as vast as a lake, swallow ng everything in its path.

Alustriel finished her spell in a hushed whi sper, then took up the |ast vial
and |l ay down in the shadows al ong the stream bank. Gal aeron kept his gaze
turned upward, but the canopy

was too thick for himto see anything except a tiny snear of sky and a handf ul
of the evening's first stars. The hiss swelled to a whooshing, then the edge
of a wing blocked even that small |ight

They were plunged into darkness, and Gal aeron waited in frozen silence, the

t hr obbi ng of his broken hand forgotten. He counted one heartbeat, two, a
dozen, then two dozen. Finally, the rushing faded to a hiss, and the darkness
swept away to the south. He started to breathe again w thout realizing that
he'd ever stopped, and a | one cricket began to chirp somewhere beyond the
creek.

Khel ben emerged first, going straight to the boulder to pick up a potion. By
the tine the others had arrived, he already had the cap off and was raising it
to his lips.

Before he could drink, Alustriel caught himby the wist and said, "Hold
there." She took the vial fromhis hand and passed it to Laeral. "Perhaps you



have no care whether you drink a man's potion or a wonan's, but we do."

Khel ben raised a brow. "There's a difference?"

Alustriel nodded and said, "A pair of bosoms would | ook as strange on you as a
beard would on me."

She sel ected another vial that |ooked just the sane and gave it to him Once
Alustriel had passed out the rest of the potions, Khelben raised his hand as

t hough maki ng a toast, and the Chosen drank the magi c down.

The effect was swift, but not instantaneous. By the time they finished their
poti ons, the Chosen had shrunk to the size of elves. They continued to

di m ni sh before Galaeron's eyes, their fingers growing so small they had to
grasp the vials in their whole hands. Alustriel produced two green pills from
somewhere w thin her cloak. Though they could not have been nuch smaller than
peas, in her fingers they | ooked nore the size of Cornyr's purse-hogging gold
l'ions.

"Swal | ow this when you are ready to be rid of us,’
hurry except that inposed by your

she said. "There is no

hunger... but in the Lady's name, don't eat! There are some ways | never w sh
to pass."

Gal aeron reached down to take the pills and said, "Have no fear of that.

doubt Aris and I will be dining at any banquets.”

Gal aeron turned to pass the pill along and found the giant staring south into
the forest, his brow drawn into a deep furrow

"Aris?"

"The dragon—t's coming back," the giant whi spered. "Ten seconds, perhaps
twenty."

Gal aeron passed Aris's pill up—he had to tug on the hemof the giant's tunic
to get his attention—then | ooked back to the Chosen. They were stil

wai st - hi gh.

A faint hiss drifted down through the treetops, and a famliar darkness
appeared in the woods ahead.

"We're not going to make it," Cal aeron whi spered.

Khel ben | ooked up at Ruha. The witch pal ed—at |east what little could be seen
above her veil —but nodded and began to rub her hands together. Gal aeron
started to protest, but was rem nded of the difficult decisions they had

al ready made when his hand started to throb again.

By the time he turned to say his good-byes, Ruha was al ready raci ng away from
them She murrmured a word of magic, and the sound of her whispering feet began
to reverberate through the forest. A soft pulse sounded down through the

| eaves as the dragon flapped its huge wings, then its black shadow abruptly
turned and swept off in pursuit of the fleeing wtch.

"Fare you well, my brave friend," Gal aeron whi spered.

"You won't be rid of her that easily, elf," Stormsaid. She stood only about
as high his knee, and her voice was little nore than a tinny hiss. "Ruha spent
her chil dhood dodgi ng bl ue dragons. She'll be there waiting when Shade falls."
"I pray so," Aris whispered. He | ooked down, then kneel ed and extended a hand.
"I think I can do it now, if you're ready."

"I don't think we'll ever be ready for something like this,"

Khel ben said, stepping onto the giant's palm "but if you can do it now, the
sooner the better.”

Aris tipped his chin back, then dangl ed Khel ben over his open nouth.

"And renenber not to chew " Khel ben ordered.

Aris dropped himheadlong into his gullet, then made a sour face as he
struggled to swall ow wi thout closing his nouth. For a noment, Gal aeron thought
his friend woul d choke and send Khel ben flying through forest, then the
arch-mage's bl ack boots finally vanished into the giant's gapi ng nout h.

Aris made a | oud gul pi ng sound, then | owered his hand agai n.

Laeral and Storm exchanged uneasy gl ances, and Storm waved her sister forward.
"By all neans."

"You're too kind," Laeral said with a grimace, then she stepped onto Aris's
pal m



She had grown just enough smaller that the giant was able to gul p her down
wi t hout gaggi ng, and Storm went down even easier. That left only Alustriel and

Dove, who—at ankle height—were still too large for Gal aeron to swall ow.
While they waited, Dove turned to Alustriel. "You' re sure we won't suffocate?"
"That's what the water breathing magic is for." She | ooked up at Gal aeron and

added, "You will renenber to drink lots of water."

Recogni zing it as an order and not a question, Galaeron nmerely nodded.

"And we won't be digested?" Dove pressed

"We're Chosen," Alustriel said. "Alittle stomach add isn't going to hurt us.
And | do have protection—=

The flicker of a far-off |ightning bolt flashed through the forest, foll owed
al nost instantly by a muffled crackle. Gal aeron gl anced over and saw the

di stant gl ow of a burning tree.

"What now?" he asked. At about twice the size of his

t hunb, Alustriel and Dove were still too large for himto swall ow-at | east

wi thout chewing first "It has to be coming this way."

"There's only one thing to do." Alustriel waved a tiny arm and the five vials
shattered into sparkling dust. "If you wait here, the dragon will know you
want to be caught"

The steady throb of wi ngs beating air sounded fromthe direction of the
burning tree and began to grow rapidly |louder, and the dragon's dark shadow
sail ed through the forest in their direction

Gal aeron snatched both Chosen up in his good hand and shouted, "Run, Aris!"
The giant spun and crashed off to the west. Trying to keep hold of the
shrinki ng Chosen wi thout suffocating or crushing them+n his panic to escape
the dragon for a few nonents |onger, the absurdity of that concern did not
stri ke hi m&al aeron turned southward and sprinted al ong the bank of the
stream He was making it nore difficult to capture themboth, but he had to
try as hard as he could to escape. A dragon that old would know if he tried to
make it easy.

The dragon's shadow arrived to the terrific rushing of |eaves as the trees
shuddered beneath the buffeting of its wings. Gal aeron stopped—rore from
terror than conscious wll—-and dropped behind a fallen | 0og. The beast passed
overhead so closely that he could snmell the odor of fresh lightning stil
clinging to its scales and hear the high branches scraping its belly. He

t hought for a noment that it would take himbefore he could swallow the
Chosen, but it continued on westward, chasing the crashing steps of Aris.

Gal aeron opened his nouth to sigh in relief and found hinself panting for
breath. The dragon plunged into the forest with a horrific sound of crashing
and splintering, and Aris bellowed in shock. The cry changed to one of pain
and fear, then rose into the air.

And that was all. The giant was gone, just that fast.
Gal aeron remrai ned notionl ess, hal f-expecting to hear Aris's body conme crashing
back into the trees when the dragon realized it still didn't have him When

the giant's cries only grew nore distant, he finally stood and | ooked down at
Alustriel and Dove. They were about half the size of his thunmb now, small
enough that even an elf could swallow t hem

"Aris was taken," he reported, "but | think it mssed—=

The | eaves shuddered with a sudden rushing as some-thing settled in the
treetops, then the trees began to groan and creak beneath sone great weight.
Gal aeron was seized by such an aura of cold terror that his shadow rose inside
himand set his mind whirling in a black tornado. Slowy, he raised his eyes,
and above the treetops he saw what | ooked |ike black, bare |inbs curving
across the few visible wedges of starlit sky.

Gal aeron stood there, frozen in terror and confusion, trying to understand
what he was seeing. An enornous black cord of bare vertebrae snaked across a
snear of open sky a dozen paces to his right, bringing into view a fleshless,
horned skull as |arge as a rothé.

The skull slowy rotated around until Galaeron found hinself |ooking into the
burni ng blue star of a huge, lifel ess eye.



Gal aeron! Alustriel's voice came to himinside his head, slicing through the
bl ack fog of fear that was clouding his m nd. Now

Even in his dragon-inspired panic—and this was the worst he had ever

experi enced—Gal aeron knew better than to raise Malygris's curiosity by
swal | owi ng the Chosen in front of him Instead, acting as much by instinct as
by plan, he spun on his heel and fled, bringing his hand to his |ips as he ran
and sucking the pair into his nouth.

A huge cl aw crashed down above him bringing with it a torrent of |eaves and
splintered wood and trapping himin a cage of bony talons.

"Not so fast, elf," Malygris said. "You are the one | have been searching
for."

Gal aeron swal l owed and felt the Chosen sliding down his throat. Wth any | uck
he had renenbered not to chew

___ _CHAPTER EI GHT

16 Flamerule, the Year of WId Magic

Keya N hnedu stood in the first rank of the Conpany of the Cold Hand,
trenbling in the runble and the flash of the attack, her head tipped back as
she wat ched sheet after sheet of crinson blast magic roll across Evereska's
flickering nythal. The city's archers answered by darkening the sky with their
arrows, and elf battle nages stood spaced al ong the Meadow Wal |, barraging the
denol i shed terraces of the Vine Vale with crackling bolts and arcs of acrid
flane.

But, aside fromthe wall of bugbear m nd-slaves behind which the phaerimm were
hi di ng, nobody was dying. The thornbacks thensel ves were hovering at the edge
of spell range, defended from Evereska's assaults by missile guards and spel
shields, and they were even nore careful to keep

their ragged army of beholders and illithids scattered far up the val e where
no arrows and few spells could do them harm The elves were just as safe
behind their nythal. Wiile it stood, no attack—agi c or otherw se—ould cross
t he Meadow WAlIl to harm anyone inside

For perhaps the thousandth time in the past two days, Lord Duirsar strode by
in front of the Conpany of the Cold Hand, his wists crossed behind his back
and his gaze fixed on the distant rank of phaerimm The events of the |ast
nmont hs had aged him as elves do not age, turning his long hair nore gray than
silver and stooping his shoul ders beneath the weight of his worries.

"I see what they're doing, Lord Conmander," Duirsar said to a tall noon

el f—+the accl ai med Kiinyon Col bat hi n—who was striding along at his side. "If s
going to work."

"The mythal has held all these nonths, Lord Duirsar, even when it was cut off
fromthe Weave." Attired in the battered but once-el egant arnor of an
Evereskan high noble, Kiinyon | ooked as care-worn and stressed the high lord
hinmself. "It will hold until Lord Commander Raneal aerub arrives."

Dui rsar spun on Kiinyon, wagging a bony finger in his face.

"/ "Rameal aerub arrives, Lord Conmander—+f," he said. "Even if he does, it may
not be in tinme."

Kiinyon did not argue the point At |ast report, Raneal aerub's arny had stil
been canped in the Vyshaan Barrows, awaiting guides from Evereska.
Unfortunately, sending guides by foot was inpossible, and those who tried to
teleport nade it only as far as the vale's boundary before falling to ground
in a bloody spray, no doubt intercepted by the same phaeri mm magi c that
prevent ed i nbound supplies and reinforcenents fromentering Evereska via its
transl ocati onal gates.

Dui rsar turned and studi ed the phaerimm

"They are wearing us down, Lord Conmander, draining our defenses."

"They are trying, nmilord. That is not the sane as doing."

Kiinyon gl anced back at the long Iine of young runners bringing casks of fresh
arrows down fromthe city and said, "It would take a decade to deplete
Evereska's supply of arrow wood, and with the Weave avail abl e again, there is
no need at all to worry about our magic."

"You know what | am worried about, Lord Commander—and it is not arrows or



lightning bolts,"” Duirsar replied, glancing up at the flickering nythal. "I
think the time has conme for the lion to | eave his den."

Kiinyon scow ed in Keya's direction, and she realized she was nodding in
agreement She stopped but held his gaze until duty conpelled himto turn his
attention back to Lord Duirsar
"Mlord, that's what the eneny wants,"

Kiinyon said. "They are trying to draw

us out where we will be vulnerable to their attack."

"Or exploiting our temerity to exhaust the nythal." Duirsar continued to study
the sheets of nmgic crashing across the surface of the nythal and said, "In
all ny centuries, | have never seen it waver like this. The nythal needs our

hel p, Kiinyon."

The [ ord commander | ooked up, shielding his eyes against the flashing magic,
and said, "W are doing all we can. At |east our archers and our battle mages
are holding themat a distance. |magine the danmage the thornbacks coul d do,
were they free to stand beside the nythal itself."

Keya had to bite her tongue to maintain the silence expected of a soldier in
the ranks. Kiinyon Col bathin was one of the greatest spell bl ades Evereska had
ever known—al nost the equal of her own father, who had fallen saving the life
of Khel ben Arunsun—but he was an under-confident, and therefore timd

general. It would be wong to blane Kiinyon for Evereska's inability to break
the siege, though he had certainly not hesitated to blame her brother Gal aeron
for prompting it, but it was no exaggeration to say that his only

clear strategy seened to be holding out until sonmeone fromoutside arrived to
save them

Lord Duirsar rermained silent for a long time after Kiinyon spoke. Keya thought
he m ght actually be trying to i magi ne what possible difference it woul d nmake
if the phaeri nmwere standing at the nytha

When he | owered his gaze she saw nore anger in his face than uncertainty, and
she knew that he was growing as frustrated with his |ord commander as she and
the rest of Evereska. Duirsar stared at the ground and seened to be debating
somet hing, then raised his gaze and | ooked straight at her

"What say you, Keya?" he asked.

Keya knew better than to | et her astonishnment show, or to hesitate for fear of
of fendi ng Kiinyon. Khel ben Arunsun had been her house guest for nuch of the
siege, and during that tine she had spent enough time in the conpany of both
el ves to know that Lord Duirsar expected an answer when he asked a question
and that Kiinyon would only hold her reply against her if he thought she was
bei ng | ess than honest. Cautious though the |lord conmander night be in his
strategy, he was faithful in his duty and loyal to his city, and if that neant
bei ng enbarrassed in front of the High Lord, then so be it.

Keya took all the time she dared to consider her answer—t hinking fast was no
easy task with the battle thunder crashing overhead—then she inclined her head
i n deference.

"If Evereska's arny crosses the Meadow Wal|l to neet the phaerimmspell to
spell, it will not return,"” she said. "Mlord Colbathin is correct in this
much. Qur | osses were heavy enough when we had an arny of Shadovar and two
Chosen fighting at our sides. Wthout them our casualties would be total."
Though accust oned enough in matters of state to hide his feelings behind a
mask of indifference, Lord Duirsar was too exhausted and nerve-racked to
conceal his surprise. He

studi ed Keya as he might a crouching wolf, his eyes narrowed and his brow

rai sed.

But it was Kiinyon hinmself who demanded, "And in how rmuch am | m staken
Swor dl ady?"

Keya di pped her head in the |Iord commander's direction and said, "In fighting
not to lose, nmlord. W cannot break the siege by conserving our forces. W
must summon our resolve and fight to win."

Seeing the | ook of apprehension that cane to the lord comrander's eyes, Keya
turned back to Duirsar, whose wy smle suggested that he understood exactly
what she was sayi ng.



"Continue, Lady N hnedu."

Keya felt a secret thrill at being called by her hereditary title. At just
over eighty, she was still a decade too young to assune the title fornmally,
and being addressed by it by Evereska's high lord was a token of his respect.
Daring to rai se her head and speak nore forcefully, she said, "For too | ong we
have been trusting others to do what we nust do for ourselves. No one can
break this siege but us."

"Then we are dooned," Kiinyon said. "Wthout help, we are no nmatch—

"When are you going to understand, Lord Conmander?" Keya interrupted. "There
is no help."

"M nd your tone," Kiinyon ordered. "Lord Duirsar asked for your opinion. He
did not give you | eave—=

"I have heard you calling to Khel ben and the others,’
ever bolder. "Have they cone? Have any of the Chosen?"
Kiinyon frowned at her insolence, but said, "They will."

Keya conti nued, grow ng

"Before the nythal falls?" Duirsar asked. "I have been calling to the Chosen
as well. Only Sylune answers, and just to send word that the others cannot
cone. "

The despair that cane to Kiinyon's face al nost sank Keya into despondency as
wel I .

"Qur situation is not hopeless," she said, as nmuch to herself as to Kiinyon.
"W have resources and have only to use them"

"How?" Lord Duirsar asked. "Until you tell me that, you have told ne nothing
at all. If we dare not cross the Meadow Wall to neet them and we cannot win
by standing behind it, what are we to do?"

"Make them pay," Keya said. "If they want to attack the mythal, we rnust make
thempay to do it."

"Again, | ask how?"

"Wth these," said Kuhl, one of the two humans flanking her in the conpany's
front rank. Burly and bl ack-bearded, he was about as big as a rothé and

wool lier than a thkaerth, with a swarthy round face and hands the size of a
pl ates. He stepped forward hol ding his glassy darksword in hand. "W sneak out
there with the Cold Hand and start cutting them down, one at a tine."

"And we keep doing it until they all |eave or they're all dead," added Burl en,
t he human standing to her other side. "Or until there aren't any nore of us to
go back."

"That's s the way we do it in Vaasa," Kuhl said.

Keya sniled up at her nountainous friends, then nodded to Lord Duirsar and
said, "We teleport out there in small strike teans, hit hard, and cone back."
Duirsar smled. "And we see how determ ned they are, for a change."

"Ri sk the darkswords?" Kiinyon asked, shaking his head. "Every one we | ose out
there is one we won't have in Evereska if they—*

The [ ord commander was interrupted first by the crackling roar of an erupting
fireball, then by a chorus of angui shed screans. Keya and the others spun
toward the sound and were astonished to see a battle mage and his escorts
rolling on the ground in flames, a wagon-sized ring of snoke above them

rapi dly contracting around a breach in the nythal

Before the hole could close, a crinmson sphere cane streaking across the Meadow
Wall in their direction. Lord Duirsar flung up his hand, raising a spell-guard
wi t h enough speed to convince Keya that the runors about hi mbeing one of
Evereska's secret high nmages were true. The fireball flattened against the
nmystic shield and crackl ed i nto nothi ngness, leaving only a faint orange gl ow
to mark where it had struck

Dui rsar watched only |ong enough to be certain that the nythal had seal ed

itself again, then turned to back to Kiinyon and said, "I would say that
decides the matter, wouldn't you?" Wthout waiting for a reply, he turned to
Burl en and Kuhl. "Teans of six? Four warriors and two battle mages?"

Unhappy at being left out of the planning and quite sure she was the only one
who understood why the high | ord was suggesting those particul ar nunbers, Keya
said, "That will be fine, mlord—ene nmage to teleport and one to cast a



decoy. "

"Decoy?" Burlen asked.

"So you have tine to attack," Duirsar said, nodding his approval to Keya.

"Qt herwi se the phaerimmw || be on you before you can recover fromthe
afterdaze. "

"Recover?" Kuhl scoffed. "W aren't going to be there that |ong. Just give us
mages who can get us out as quick as they get us in—and the teanms shoul d have
three warriors, not four."

"Only three?" Duirsar asked. "I don't understand."

"I do," Kiinyon said.

He flashed a snile at Keya—as close to an apol ogy as she woul d ever receive
fromthe great hero, she knew—then he set about organizing the Conpany of the
Cold Hand into trios. Though the company had | ess than twenty dar kswords
borrowed fromthe Vaasans who had fallen when the phaeri nm escaped their
prison, Kiinyon had close to a hundred of Evereska's finest spellblades to
choose from The darkswords had been forged by the

archwi zard Mel egaunt Tant hul over a hundred years earlier and passed down from
parent to child for four generations, and they would freeze the hand of any
wi el der not of the owning famly. To get around the problem for each sword,

t he Conpany of the Cold Hand had five warriors who passed the sword from hand
to hand as their fingers grew too nunb to hold onto it.

For these attacks, there would be only one w elder for each sword, so Kiinyon
was free to chose the nost experienced and powerful spell bl ades avail abl e.
When he came to Keya and the two Vaasans, the only three nenbers of the
conpany who could hold their darkswords as long as they w shed, the |ord
conmmander at first assigned Burlen and Kuhl to separate trios. \Wen Keya

i nsisted on being assigned to a group as well, they insisted on teanming with
her .

"Dex is already mad as a dragon about her taking his darksword," Burlen
expl ai ned.

As Dexon's |over—er nore precisely, the nother of his unborn chil d—-Keya had
become a nmenmber of his family and able to hold his darksword wi thout freezing
her hand. Wth Dexon still struggling to recover fromthe wound he had
received in the last big battle, she had taken his sword and rushed off to
join the fight when the phaeri mm began to attack. Dexon had chased her down
Treetop and hal fway across the Starmeadow screaning for her to bring it back
and stay there were he could defend her. Keya half expected to see him cone
hoppi ng out into the neadow at any nonent, dragging his spell-withered |eg
along and yelling all the tine that they had to protect her. Humans were
strange that way, believing they could hoard what they |oved |like gold and
keep it safely hidden away in their vaults.

Lord Duirsar returned with seven of Evereska's nost powerful battle mages,
nmost of theminstructors in the Acadeny of Magi c—when there had still been
such a thing. Kiinyon explained the plan, then arranged five of the teanms into
atriangle, with the wizard in the nmddle and the three warriors

ringing him facing outward. The sixth teamKeya' s-he arranged in a square,
taking the fourth side hinself.

"You're sure this is going to work?" Kiinyon asked.

"l'i ke grease on ice," Kuhl answered. "Wen we get there, just keep hold of ny
belt with your free hand and swing with your sword hand."

"Very well."
Kiinyon drew his borrowed darksword and signal ed the attack. Keya heard the
battle mage start his spell, then there cane a dark eternity of falling. Her

stomach rose into her chest, and she grew weak and dizzy and cold. A dead
silence filled her ears, and she felt nothing but her own heart hamrering fast
and hard in her chest—and she was sonewhere el se, the ground runbling beneath
her feet and her eyes and nose burning with the brinstone stench of Hell.
"Swing!" shouted a famliar gruff voice.

Rem nded of the sword in her hand, Keya swung even as her mind struggled to
make sense of her smoky, fire-blasted surroundings. She hit nothing, but heard



of f behind her shoul der the wet slap of a sword cleaving flesh and spun
instinctively toward the sound, bringing her darksword around in a vicious
backhand.

This time, Keya hit sonething and felt her blade bite deep. Bl ood, hot and
sour-snel ling, splashed her across the jaw and throat. A squealing whirlw nd
filled the air with dirt and ash, then gol den bolts of nmagic appeared from
nowhere and began to ricochet off her spell-turning bracers. Some of them cane
bounci ng back past her head, deflected by identical bracers worn by all the
warriors in the Conpany of the Cold Hand.

Keya gl inpsed an expanse of thorny scales and finally recall ed where she was
and what she was doing there. She reversed her bl ade and brought it back
across the phaerimis body, this time stopping at the end of the stroke to
plunge the tip in deep.

The creature screanmed again in its w ndy | anguage. Its tai

cane arcing up at her face, the barbed tip already dripping with its

par al yzi ng poi son. Kiinyon reached past her shoul der, catching the attack on
hi s borrowed darksword and flicking the barb away before it could strike. Keya
t hanked hi m by bringi ng her owmn weapon, still plunged deep into their foe,
down the length of its serpentine body.

The phaerimmpulled itself off her blade by floating a few feet backward. Keya
thought it would teleport to safety, until Burlen's darksword canme tunbling
past and split the thing the rest of the way through. It fell to the ground in
a pile of blood and entrails.

Burl en extended his hand toward the sword. It rose out of the gore and tunbl ed
back into his grasp, then Kuhl’'s big hand grabbed Keya by the belt and pulled
her back into position

"Time to go."

Real i zi ng that she had rel eased her own grip, Keya started to reach back for
Burl en's belt—then heard soneone cry out from above.

"Keya?" The voice was so weak and hoarse as to be unrecogni zable, but it was
speaki ng Elvish. "Can that be you?"

Keya | ooked up the vale, and two terraces above, saw a hall-starved wood el f
scout peering through a gap in a wecked wall. Over her shoul ders and head,
she had a makeshift canouflage tarp covered with withered grape vines, but
Keya coul d see enough of the scout's face to tell that her red-rinmed eyes
were as sunken as a banshee's and her |ips cracked and bloody with thirst. A
hundred paces behind her, a m xed conpany of beholders and illithids were
rushing down the vale to investigate.

"It's time!" Burlen urged. "Grab hold."

"Wait!" Keya called as she started toward the el f. "She needs help."

"No time," Kuhl said. Still holding her by the belt, he lifted her back into
the fighting square. "W kill and run."

Keya tried to break free, but the Vaasan's grasp was too powerful

"I can't just |eave her!"

"And you won't help her by getting yourself killed," Kiinyon said. To the
battl e mage, he added, "Get us there and IT1-"

The battle mage cast his spell, her stomach rose into her chest, and there
cane that cold eternity of falling. A dead silence filled her ears and she
began to feel queasy, then she was soneplace not too different, the ground
still shaking beneath her feet and the stench of brinstone still burning her
nostrils.

Keya felt the weight of the darksword in her hand, and recalling the last tine
they had tel eported, she began to sw ng.

Her sword hit nothing, but a famliar elf voice cried out, "Wat are you

doi ng, you bear-stinking oafs? Hold your bl ades!"

The Vaasans had picked up enough Elvish to realize that they were being
addressed, and Keya gl anced over her shoulder to find an exhausted wood el f
glaring up at them Even as haggard as the elf was, Keya recognized the brown
eyes and cupid's bow smile as those of her brother Galaeron’s favorite scout,
Takari Moonsnow. Lying on the ground and covered to the shoulders in dirt and



wi t hered grape vines, it |ooked as though Takari was crawling up out of the
ground, a sight that only added to the confusion of Keya's afterdaze.
"Takari ?" Keya gasped. "What are you doi ng here?"

A runbling cloud of black fume appeared two terraces down and began to rain
tiny spheres of magic. As the balls struck the ground, they exploded into
crackling sprays of fire, lightning, or hissing green fog. Keya felt her knees
weaken as she realized how cl ose the strike had cone—how cl ose she had nade it
cone—+o0 the spell sprays.

"Good thing you nmoved!" Takari said.

The withered grape vines rolled aside and Takari emerged from beneath the
canoufl age tarp. She was protected by little

nore than a ragged suit of |eather perforated in so many places it could no

| onger be called arnmor. Nor was she wearing any nagi c—Aot the boots of secret
passing given to all rangers who served Evereska, nor even a pair of spel
turning bracers or one of the m nd-shielding hel ns Everneet had sent to equip
the el ven arny.

Keya notioned Takari into the group as a rosy glow fell over them She turned
to see the pink cone of a magic-killing ray illumnating themfromthe great
central eye of a beholder on the next terrace. Wth the behol der were anot her
hal f -dozen of its kind and twi ce that nunber of nmind flayers.

"Lolth's fangs!" Kiinyon cursed. "Over the wall!"

Keya had no chance to obey. Kuhl was already lifting her by her belt, wapping
her into an armthe size of a thkaerth and diving over the wall. Keya barely
had time to turn the bl ade of her darksword away before they came down on the
ot her side, Kuhl crashing to the ground |like a nmagic-felled rothé and Keya

| anding atop himas light as a feather. Burlen flashed past overhead and
smashed down beside themin a heap of clattering arnor.

"Stay lowm" Kiinyon yelled from sonewhere beyond Keya's feet. "Ready your
magi ¢ bolts."

"Magi c bolts?" the battle nmage gasped. "W need to leave ... and now "

"Do it!" Kiinyon ordered. "Kuhl, Burlen, watch our backs."

It sounded to Keya like the | ord commander was preparing for a holding action
instead of a fast retreat, but after coming so close to causing a disaster
just nonents earlier, she knew better than to question the order. She slipped
of f Kuhl barely in time to avoid being crushed as he rolled to his stomach and
crawl ed off across the terrace.

The pink radi ance of the nmagic-killing beam vani shed, and the nordant snell of
rock dust began to fill the air as the behol ders swept their disintegration
rays back and forth across the wall. Keya readi ed her magic bolts, then

lay listening to the sizzle of dissolving stone as she awaited Kiinyon's
order. He seemed to take forever, though perhaps it only felt that way because
she knew t he phaeri nm who had assaulted their previous position would know
where they were and woul d be noving up to attack

Finally, in a surprisingly cal mvoice, Kiinyon said, "Beholders only. Three,
two, now. "

Ti m ng her nove so she cane up behind the sweep of the disintegration ray,
Keya peered over the top of the snoking wall and | oosed her spell at the
second behol der in line. Three gol den bolts streaked from her fingertips,
striking the central eye and causing it to erupt in a bloody spray. The
creature screeched in pain and began to spray the beans of its remaining eyes
haphazardly along the I ength of the wall

Ri si ng al ongsi de Keya, Takari fired five bolts into the first beholder in |line
and dropped it on the spot. Kiinyon and the battle nmage destroyed the rest of
the creatures, the wi zard spreading his attacks anong three of the eye tyrants
and | eavi ng not hi ng but starbursts of red gore, Kiinyon's magic splitting both
targets cleanly down the center

"Cover!" the |l ord conmander ordered

Keya and Takari dropped behind the wall side-by-side, then heard the
heart-stopping rip of a fire stormerupt behind them Recalling that Takari
had no magi cal protection, Keya turned to throw herself in front of the wood



el f. She found herself |ooking down the throat of a fiery spray of tiny red
spheres. A handful of the flickering spheres—+t could have been three or
thirteen—eane arcing in her direction, then encountered the magi c of her
spel I -turning bracers and ricocheted off in a snmoking neshwork of flane.

Keya | anded lightly on her side and knew instantly by the stench of burned

| eat her and charred flesh that she had not prevented all of the fiery balls
fromgetting through. She sprang to her feet facing the direction of attack
trying through snmell and guesswork to place herself in front of the wounded
wood el f.

"How are you back there?"

On the terrace bel ow, she saw a pair of phaeri mm nmovi ng behind the hal f-ruined
wal | opposite her, floating away from each other with only their arns and

t oot hy mout hs exposed. There was no sign of Burlen or Kuhl, though Keya knew
better than to worry about that. The Vaasans had an uncanny knack for
remai ni ng unseen, even in the barest ground, until they attacked. Keya thought
it had something to do with the darkswords, but if so, it was a trick Dexon
had not yet taught her.

When Takari did not answer, Keya asked again, "You alive back there?"

"Do | sound dead?" Takari's voice was thin with pain. "How are you doi ng

t hat ?"

"What ?"

A wave of ash and dust began to roll up the terrace toward them Keya knew

t hat, whatever was coming, she could not shield Takari fromit by standing in
front of her.

Keya started, "On ny—

Way ahead of her, Takari |anded on Keya's back and slipped an arm over her
collar to hold on. Keya could feel the other arm hanging |inply agai nst her
back.

"The darksword," Takari said. "How cone it isn't freezing your hand?"

Keya gl anced down at the weapon in her hand but was spared the necessity of
expl ai ni ng her circunstances as the wave arrived with a | ow, barely audible
runbl e.

"Junmp it!" Kiinyon yelled

Keya took three running steps and | eaped.

Though Takari was small for a wood elf and Keya's muscl es were hardened by
half a year of mlitary service, she was still not strong enough to carry them
both over something that was nearly as high as her chest. At the last mnute,
she deci ded her only hope was to dive.

The wave caught Keya just bel ow the hips. Though her bracers protected her
fromthe magic itself, the nmonentum

of the inmpact nunbed her legs and flipped her high into the air. Takari's arm
slipped free, and the Geen elf went tunbling away. The world flashed past in
a whirling kal ei doscope of blue sky and bl ackened ground, gray terrace wall
and flickering orange nythal. Keya felt the darksword fly from her hand, then
she crashed down flat on her back and felt the air |eave her lungs in a single
pai ned how .

A deaf eni ng boom sounded from sonewhere above her. Keya craned her neck around
and saw the wall she had just left erupting into the air. She watched hi dazed
fascination as the dry-laid rocks—each the size of an elf s head-separated
fromeach other and flew off in their own directions.

As the stones finally reached the top of their arcs, it occurred to her that
what went up usually canme down—and that the gray shapes rapidly grow ng | arger
in the air above were going to come down on her. Keya rolled to her side and
wr apped her arns around her head, then counted one, two, three nearby thuds
before the first crashing thunp struck her paul dron

Keya's shoul der expl oded into |inp agony, and only the fingers cl asped behind
her neck prevented it from fl oppi ng away and | eavi ng her head exposed. Her

t hi gh went sore and usel ess as a stone struck it. Another glanced off her back
and sent bolts of throbbing fire shooting into her tenples and down to her
feet. She tried—dnsuccessfully—not to screamand told herself that the pain



was a good thing, that as long as she could feel she could still wal k—er run
gi ven where they were.

Keya took two nore strikes—ene on her runp and another in the ribs—before the
stones finally stopped raining down. Her father had nanaged to drill enough
tactical sense into her that she knew the phaeri mm woul d not have | aunched a
shock attack if they did not intend to followit up with a rapid advance, so
Keya al l owed herself only one attenpt to draw the wi nd back into her chest—t
was as unsuccessful as her effort to |l eap the wave—before she

rolled to her hands and knees and spun toward her attackers.

She found them hal fway across the terrace, their barbed tails dripping poison
and their jagged teeth showing in the smles atop their slug-shaped bodies.
Dexon's darksword was nowhere in sight, but Takari |ay a dozen paces farther
down the terrace, tw sting about in a pai ned daze, one shin canted at a wong
angl e and the bones of her shoul der showi ng through the hole the first
phaerimm attack had burned in her arnor.

To Keya's astoni shment, the battered wood el f somehow managed to draw her
sword and swing herself into a kneeling position. The phaerinm paid Takari no
attention whatsoever, but the sight inspired Keya to extend a hand and call to
t he darksword as Dexon had taught her, by imagining the feel of the hilt in
her hand.

A moment | ater, the darksword cane tunbling into Keya's hand from sonmewhere
behi nd her. Only six paces beyond Takari, the phaerimm stopped and began to
whi stle to each other in their strange | anguage of wi nds.

"Takari, I'mright behind you," Keya called. She did not advance toward the
wood el f for fear of prodding the phaerimminto action. "If you can drag
yoursel f back to ne."

"Yes ... | can do that"

Takari's voi ce had assunmed a strange di stance, and Keya cursed silently,
knowi ng that one of the thornbacks had taken control of the Geen elf's nind
Where were the Vaasans? They were supposed to be protecting the rear . .. and
what were Kiinyon and the battle nage doi ng?

The [ ast question, at |east, was answered by a string of nystic syllables and
the deep knelling that always acconpani ed the sumoning of a | arge anount of
iron. Keya turned and saw what | ooked like a rusty square cloud fluttering
down on the terrace above. She did not even notice the charging illithids
until they saw the shadow and | ooked up and began to screech in panic. The
wal I sl amred down an instant later, so close that Keya felt a rush of

di spl aced

air and heard the crackle of bursting illithid skulls.

A handful of the fastest illithids escaped being crushed and spun on the
battle mage, their tentacles flailing in his direction as they attenpted to
stun himwith their nmental blasts. The attacks were no nore effective against
his helnmet's nmagic nmnd guard than woul d have been a phaerinms attenpt to
make a m nd-slave of him As the battle nage |leveled his hands in their
direction, Keya glanced back at Takari and found her half a dozen paces away,
sword in hand and still dragging herself up the terrace. Behind her, the
phaerimm continued to float, content to let the wood elf do their work for

t hem

Di sturbed by their calm Keya hazarded a glance in Kiinyon's direction and
found hi m surrounded by | emure corpses, no doubt sumoned by the phaerinmto
prevent himfromcasting his escape magic. Another trio of the little devils
appeared as she watched. Wth the darksword now stored securely in its
scabbard, Kiinyon felled two with a kick and a dagger slash, but the third
escaped and circled around to attack from behind.

Keya had little doubt that the renowned spell bl ade woul d be able to drop that
one as quickly as the others, but the phaerimm strategy was worKking.

Transl ocati onal magi c was too conplicated—even for someone of his skill—to
cast while fighting hand-to-hand, and the thornbacks had nore behol ders and
illithids rushing in fromall sides. They had to do sonething, and fast

Keya started forward, stretching a hand out as though to help Takari to her



feet The wood elf's gaze was still blank as she reached out to accept Keya's
hand, but her sword remai ned down by her thigh, ready to strike.

Takari's grasp felt cold and clamy as it closed on Keya's. Sonething |ike
alarmflashed in the depths of her brown eyes, then her hand cl anped down
hard. Wth surprising strength for one so battered, Takari jerked Keya down.
The wood elf s blade canme up in a smooth arc that, had it not met

Dexon's darksword on the way, would have cone down on Keya's neck

As it was, the darksword sliced through Takari's blade as snoothly as it did
phaeri mm scal es. The bl ade tunbl ed away harm essly, flashing like a trout in a
forest stream Keya planted a foot in Takari's chest and pushed her to the
ground, then stepped forward and sent her darksword spinning toward the

near est thornback

A trio of screeching | enmures appeared in front of the phaerimm They were
instantly sliced in half by the tunbling bl ade, but served their purpose by
absor bi ng enough energy to send the darksword spinning to the ground. Both
phaerimmturned to rush for the sword—and Burl en and Kuhl appeared behind
them rising frombehind the far terrace like thieves stepping froman alley.
They hurled their swords as one, taking the astoni shed phaerimm so conpletely
by surprise that Keya doubted the creatures ever knew what had killed them
The t hornbacks sinply sank to the ground half a dozen yards shy of Keya's
sword and lay there with the Vaasans' weapons in their back

"If s about time," Keya said. "Wat took so | ong?"

"An argument,” Burlen answered. "Kuhl doesn't think we ought to be using you
for bait"

He summoned his darksword back to his hand, and Kiinyon finally yelled for
themto come running. Keya turned to see the black rectangl e of a di nensiona
gate flickering in the air beside him She summoned Dexon's darksword to hand,
then cautiously renmoved her foot from Takari's chest and | ooked down to find
the elf studying her with a | ook of utter astonishnent.

"Are you all right?" Keya asked. "Ready to go hone?"

Takari nodded, but seened unable to take her eyes off of Dexon's darksword.
"You've got to tell nme how you can do that!"

___ CHAPTER NI NE

17 Flamerule, the Year of WId Magic

Even for dragons, the flight to Shade was a | ong one. Gal aeron hung in

Mal ygris's grasp through the night and all the next day. At dusk he finally
saw the city, a distant dianmond of unbral murk floating | ow over the purple
mrror of Shadow Lake. As always, it was swaddl ed in wi sps of black fog,
giving it the appearance of a lone stormcloud or a mrage. The swirling
specks of a hundred or so vultures wheel ed beneath it, in constant pursuit of
the garbage that fell like rain fromits refuse chutes. There were al so | arger
specks, shaped like tiny crosses and circling the city in the tight formations
of veserab patrols.

Mal ygri s raised his head, and Gal aeron's skin suddenly began to prickle and
his hair stood on end. A deep crackling erupted a few yards above

hi s back, and the air began to dance with silvery flashes. He craned his neck
around and saw an enornous ball of blue Iightning blazing inside the
dracolich's enmpty cage of ribs. Malygris opened his jaws, and the |ightning
shot up his throat in a blinding white fork of energy that |left Gal aeron
struggling to blink the glow fromhis eyes.

As Mal ygris announced his triunphant return to Shade, a terrible sense of fear
and | oneliness settled over Gal aeron. His plan was a sound one, or the Chosen
woul d never have agreed to the attenpt, but it was al so one that demanded nore
strength than he was sure he possessed and sacrifices that were not his al one
to make. The last time he had glinpsed Aris, the giant had been hanging by his
shoul ders, chin resting on his chest and his captor's talons sunk deep into
his flesh. G ven Anauroch's heat and the dragons' refusal to stop for water,
there was every reason to believe that Aris would be suffering fromsun stroke
in addition to whatever injuries he had endured during his capture.

Not for the first time, Galaeron cursed hinmself for listening to Storm He was



begi nning to question just how much Aris's absence would really have raised

t he Shadovar's suspicions. Having seen how call ously the Chosen spent norta
lives, it was easy to believe they were risking his friend's life for only
nodest benefit If Aris were to die on behalf of the plan, Galaeron's resolve
woul d be so weakened by guilt he would succunb to his shadow sel

In fact, he was starting to think that this was exactly what they wanted, that
they had sone other secret plan to save Faerdn that did not involve saving
Evereska. Wuldn't that be just |ike the Chosen? Maybe they had quietly struck
a bargain with the phaerimmto subvert the city defenses fromthe inside, so

t he t hornbacks could attack fromthe outside and destroy their nutual eneny.

It was just as well, then, that Galaeron had remmined silent about the nmessage
fromMlik. The little man m ght prove useful yet

As they crossed Shadow Lake, Shade swelled froma tiny

di amond of murk into a nore nebul ous formthat m ght have been a solitary

t hunder head on the verge of bursting, or a plune of ash drifting across the
sky from sone nearby vol cano. A patrol of veserab riders came out and took
flanking positions to either side, their jittery nounts hissing and spew ng

bl ack funmes as they felt the fear aura that surrounded all dragons. Paying the
escort no attention at all, Milygris continued onward until the black haze
filled the entire sky ahead, then he dived to the bottom of the cloud and
entered the dark nmurk there.

Once inside the cloud, the enclave itself grew visible, a huge capsized
nmount ai nt op honeyconbed with utility pas-sages and ventil ation shafts.

Mal ygris began to circle the crags of the overturned peak in an ever-grow ng
spiral, his fear aura keeping the ever-grow ng col onies of bats and birds at a
cautious distance. Even the jewel -eyed sentries who stood constant watch from
t heir hi dden cranni es shrank back out of sight as the dragon passed.

Though the city could be departed in any number of the usual mundane
ways—flying, translocational magic, even junping—ircling up fromthe bottom
was the only way to enter. Even then, those seeking entrance had to cone only
at dusk, when the hidden city grew briefly visible. Any other approach woul d

| ead the unfortunate travel er through the plane of shadow to any one of a

t housand planes it touched. It was, Gal aeron knew, a defense the Shadovar

consi dered unbreachabl e by any arny on Faer(n and one that made them fee

i nvul nerabl e enough to treat the rest of the world as no self-respecting |ord
woul d hi s dogs.

At last, they neared the top of the mountain, where the great Cave Gate

al ready hung open, its huge nouth an ebony hol | owness opening into an even
darker wall of black stone. Malygris seenmed to take great delight in extending
his wi ngs and cl acki ng both sides of the portal with the yell owed bone tips. A
properly awed murrmur rustled through the depths of the cavern as he swooped to
a stop at the rear of the vast

Marshal i ng Pl aza and banged down with Gal aeron pinned to the floor beneath his
huge tal ons.

A pair of simlar crashes fromnearer the nouth of the cave confirmed that the
dracolich’s conpani ons had | anded behind them

Hol di ng Gal aeron down so tightly that his face scraped al ong the fl oor

Mal ygri s pushed hi m forward.

"I bring gifts fitting to ny splendor,” Malygris said. H's tone was
surprisingly deferential, at least for a dracolich. "Here are the warnbl oods
you have been seeking."

"So | see." The voice was sibilant and pervasive, like a whisper rolling into
the cavern from sonme di stant passage. "It should not surprise ne that
dragonki nd has succeeded where ny own princes have failed. You are to be
conplimented, Malygris. This is nbst excellent"”

The speaker was Tel anont Tant hul, Mst Hi gh of Shade and father of the
Thirteen Princes. But even had the shadow | ord not spoken, Gal aeron woul d have
sensed his presence in the chill stillness of the air—and in the cold fear
that held the cavern in its grasp. Even Malygris, who as the Blue Sovereign of
Anaur och need not bow to any other, lowered his skull in respect.



Wt hout being audibly pronpted, the dracolich spoke again. "Matters went as |
knew t hey woul d, of course. The two-1egs cowered in ny shadow, and the ones we
sought fled into the forest" The dracolich pricked Galaeron with the tip of
his tal on and added, "Though these manmal s thought to hide their giant with
their pitiful w zardry, they were fools. Their magic is nothing to mne, and
the nere attenpt revealed to us who we were seeking."

Gal aeron's stomach suddenly went cold and queasy, and it had less to do with

t he Chosen being carried inside it than with sinple fear. If Telanont's

wi | | power could nmaster even that of a dracolich, what chance did Gal aeron have
of hiding his betrayal ? Wien the Mst Hi gh's attention turned to him the
truth woul d becone a breath held too | ong, and the

harder he tried to keep it inside, the nore desperate he'd growto release it
H s only chance was to confess all and claimthe plan had been Storm s idea,
that the Chosen had forced himto—

No.

That was hi s shadow speaking. The idea had slipped up on himso snoothly, felt
so natural that he had al nbst accepted it as his own. But if he betrayed the
Chosen, he would also be betraying his loyal friend Aris, and that one thought
served as a lifeline back to his true self.

The Most High remained silent, and nore words spilled out of the dracolich's
nout h.

"My worshi pers have spies in every city of Faerdn," Mlygris continued. "Wen
they informed ny priests that the giant was selling all of his stone
whittling, | knew the ones you desired woul d soon | eave the city."

"As did we," Telanont replied. H's voice was cold and calm "Yet you acted
whil e ny sons planned and fretted. Shade is in your debt."

"Indeed,"” said a silken voice Gal aeron recogni zed as that of Yder Tanthul, the
Sixth Prince of Shade, "but one wonders at how easily this 'secret' was

di scovered. Qur agents were watching as they left Arabel. Starting a beggar's
riot does not seema very secretive way to leave a city."

"You chal | enge nme, shade?"

There was an alarming crackle in Mlygris's voice, and Gal aeron was al nost
crushed as the dracolich shifted his weight forward.

"As a courtesy to your lord," the dracolich continued, "I will suffer your
insult this once. But your stink offends ne. Be gone."

"Be gone?" Yder fumed

Gal aeron wi shed he could reach the little pill Alustriel had given him Even a
dracolich did not speak to a prince of Shade in such a nmanner, and he thought
the com ng clash might provide just the diversion he needed to disgorge the
Chosen and escape into the city.

But Yder said no nore, and after a noment of staring across the floor through
Mal ygris's talons, Galaeron realized that the prince had i ndeed gone.

"Yder means no offense, Mghty One," Telanont said in a tone that was soft,
and al most hypnotically soothing. "He is only a few centuries old and not yet
capabl e of appreciating the full depth of a dragon's cunning. He stands in awe
of your magnificence."

"Then it pleases ne to let himlive," Malygris replied. "Consider it a gift."
"You honor me too nmuch, my friend. Is there a gift you desire in return?"

The air grew as cold and as still as ice. The hem of Tel anbont’s dark robe—al
Gal aeron coul d see of the shadow lord—drifted forward

"There is nothing," Mlygris said. "The honor of your friendship is all |
seek. "

"That you have."

An expectant silence descended between the pair, then Malygris finally said,
"But Techora is maki ng demands on ne."

"And Techora is?"

"The new one sent by the Cult of the Dragon," Malygris explained. "I mention
this only because her petitions often interfere with our friendship."

This is the seventh in as many tendays," the shade replied. It was a statenent
of fact. "One might think you are sinply trying to escape the bargain you



struck with the Cult of the Dragon."

"It is hardly ny fault that the priests they send are all rude and foolish,"
Mal ygris runbled. His talons tightened until Galaeron let out an involuntary
groan. "Should |I tolerate ineptitude anmong ny servants?"

"No nore than |." Telanont's tone was al nost resigned. "Yder will see to her
That shall be his atonenment gift to you. \Wat defenses does this one bear?"
"Only the usual protection anulets,” Malygris said as he raised his claw,
freeing Gal aeron, "and the mammal is not even as powerful as the others. The
cult is beginning to run out of priests.”

"That woul d be good," Tel anpbnt said. "Not that | have ever been displ eased
with the splendor of your gifts, Mlygris."

The dracolich spun around in a great clatter of bones, nearly crushing

Gal aeron with a carel essly placed rear foot and upending a dozen of Telanont's
bodyguards with his long tail

"How coul d you? They cane froma dragon."

Mal ygris sprang into the air and departed the Marshaling Plaza over the heads
of his two assistants. Telanont notioned for Prince O ariburnus to keep watch
over Gal aeron, then exchanged gifts with the other two dragons, promsing to
underm ne the walls of an annoying castle for the one that had captured Aris
and to reroute a caravan trail closer to the lair of the other

As the agreements were nmade, Gal aeron had a chance to see that while Aris had
suffered no wounds worse than the talon punctures in his shoul ders, the heat
and thirst had taken its toll. The giant lay on the floor half conscious, wth
gl assy eyes, a flushed face, and linbs as white as chal k. H s hands were
trenbling and his breath was conming in fast, shallow pants.

"Aris needs water," Galaeron said. He was surprised to find his own throat
swol len and raw fromthirst. "W haven't had any since last night, and the
desert —=

"He can wait," Cariburnus replied. "After the trouble you two caused us,

hope he chokes on his tongue."

"I amsure that would make the Most Hi gh very happy,"” mew ed a famliar voice.
"Especially after he has waited all this tinme for you to recapture them™

The dunpy formof Malik el Sam yn Nasser pushed between the waists of

d ari burnus and Brennus and stepped

into view. Dressed in a gray tunic with a tabard of black shadow over the top
he seemed an unwitting parody of the inposing fornms of the two
princes—especially with his weary, bloodshot eyes and his cuckold' s horns
proudl y di splayed atop his head.

Mal i k turned and call ed back between C ariburnus and Brennus, "Go and fetch a
few barrels of water, and hurry. If the giant is harned, | will see to it that
the Most Hi gh has your heads."

To Gal aeron's amazenent, half the troop turned and scurried to obey. Any doubt
that Malik had nmeant his nessage to lure Galaeron into a trap vani shed at
once.

"I see you've come up in the city,
"No thanks to you."

The little man cane forward, and brushing aside the black pike C ariburnus put
out to keep himfromgetting too close, stood over Gal aeron

"How coul d you | eave Vala to suffer so | ong? Your cruelty nearly got ne
killed!"

Putting aside for the nonent how one m ght be connected to the other, Gal aeron
asked, "Then she's still alive? Your nessage sai d—

C ariburnus used the pike to push Malik away. "It is not this lizard' s place
to discuss the slave of a prince."

Mal i k shrugged, spread his hands, and said, "He is right. Perhaps, if you

pl ease the Most High, he will intervene and let you see for yourself all the
terrible things that Escanor has been visiting upon her at night."

Gal aeron woul d have smiled at Malik’s cleverness, had the answer itself not
filled his head with so many terrible i mages. The bones in his broken hand
began to throb, and he thought of the crinmson stain Dove had placed on it and

Gal aeron sai d.



how he woul d explain that to Tel anont Tant hul

The water arrived, and w thout |eaving any for Galaeron, Malik led the

soldiers carrying it over to his friend Aris. O ariburnus seened to take

delight in watching Gal aeron

lick his lips as he watched the little man trickle it down the giant's throat.

Finally, Telanont Tanthul returned fromhis gift-making, and seeing where

Gal aeron's attention was fixed, notioned himto his feet.

"Come, you rust be thirsty as well—-and curious about your friend s condition

He waited for Galaeron to rise, then placed an icy sleeve across Gal aeron's

shoul ders and started toward the giant.

"I"'msorry for the difficult journey," Telanont continued. "It was ny

intention to bring you here in a nore pleasant fashion, but you know dragons
| fear Malygris and his consorts may have been sonewhat rougher on you

t han necessary. That young blue you killed in the Sai yaddar ?"

Gal aeron nodded, scarcely able to believe that the Mdst H gh was speaking to

hi m as though he had just returned froma short trip outside the enclave.

"It was one of theirs," the Mdst Hi gh explained, just as they reached Malik

and the water barrels and stopped. 'To tell you the truth, you' re lucky you

made it here at all. They kept giving us behol ders and asabi s and demandi ng

that we hel p hunt down the nurderers."

Gal aeron's throat grew even drier. Blue dragons were not particularly famly

oriented, but he had tal ked to enough of themwhile serving along the Desert

Border South to know that it offended their sense of magnificence to have a

warm bl ood kill a wrmof their own |ine.

"Then |'d say we were very lucky," he said.

"We arranged sonething," said the Most Hgh. He lifted an enpty sl eeve and

pul | ed an ebony di pper out of the shadows, then filled it with water and

passed it to Galaeron. "They really can't tell the snell of one noon elf from

another, and it was a sinple matter to sneak the hide into a canp one night"

Gal aeron found the water goi ng down the wong passage and choked, spraying it

out in a cone of silvery droplets.

"You didn't!"

"What choice did you | eave ne?" Tel anont said. H s voice

had assuned that cold levelness it acquired whenever he struggled to contain

his tenmper. "They kept bringing gifts, and | could hardly tell themit was

you. "

Gal aeron | ooked at the enpty di pper and wondered if he dared fill it again.

Havi ng tasted water, he could think of little except his thirst, but he had

seen Tel anont in noods like this and knew how risky it could be to presunme in

hi s presence.

On the other hand, what was the worst the Most Hi gh was going to do? Certainly

not kill him and angering himm ght nake it easier for Galaeron to resist his

will. He refilled the di pper and drank

Tel anont wat ched, platinumeyes burning with fury, but his enpty sleeves

folded calmy in front of him

Wien Cal aeron had finished, he asked, "CGood?"

Gal aeron net the shadow | ord's gaze and smacked his |ips.

"Have another." Tel anont took the dipper and refilled it, then passed it back

and said, "I insist."

Gal aeron found hinsel f gul ping the water down |ike a drunkard breaking a | ong

abstinence. Once the di pper was enpty, Telanont took it and refilled it.

"You left Arabel with a caravan bound for Iriaebor, did you not?"

"That's so, but we were bound for Evereska." Galaeron told the lie quickly,

trying to get it out before Telanont's will began to press down on hi m and

force the truth. 'To join the fight against the phaerimm?"

Tel anont passed the di pper back to Gal aeron, and agai n he found hinself

gul ping the stuff down as though it m ght evaporate before he could finish.

"That is what our agents suggested, and yet Yder's point troubles ne. Wat was

it he said?"

Bef ore Gal aeron could answer, a pair of yellow eyes appeared in the darkness



behi nd Tel anont .

"That starting a beggar's riot does not seema very good way to sneak out of a
city."

Yder's gaunt face took form around his gol den eyes, then he emerged fromthe
shadows and stood at father's side.

"I also thought it strange," Yder added, "that they announced their departure
by selling all of the giant's work."

Yder gl anced over at Aris, who |lay stretched out on his back, unaware of his
surroundi ngs, with Malik kneeling astride his chest dribbling dippers of water
onto his cracked lips.

Tel anont refilled Gal aeron's enpty dipper, and Gal aeron began to gulp it down.
He was no longer thirsty—-he could already feel Al ustriel and Dove sl oshing
around inside, banging off the walls of his stonmach—but he could not stop
hinself fromgulping it down as he had all the others.

"Had they needed the coin for their journey," Yder continued, "I would put
this down to necessity."

"But if they needed the coin, why give it all to the beggars?" d ariburnus
asked. "Sonething here stinks like the sulfur pits of Careen.”

Tel anont refilled the di pper. Though Gal aeron's stomach was al ready so bl oated
it ached, he found hinself reaching for it.

"It does sound odd, does it not?" The Mst Hi gh pulled his hand away and
asked, "Perhaps you care to explain it?"

Again, Galaeron forced the lie out before Telanont's will had a chance to
conpel the truth. "The statues earned nore than we expected."

H s fingers touched the dipper's handl e, but Telanont did not let himtake it.
"I's that so?" Tel anont asked.

He rel eased the dipper, and Gal aeron began to pour nore water into his swollen
stomach. He was already in pain, but his mnd insisted that he was as thirsty
as before. Stopping was out of the question

Tel anont waited until Gal aeron was finished, then refilled the di pper and held
it in front of him Though Gal aeron felt like he might vomt up what he had

al ready swal |l oned at any

monent, and spill Alustriel and Dove on the Mst Hi gh's feet, he wanted that
water. He ached for it in the way he ached to touch the Shadow Weave, in the
way a suffocating man aches for air.

"There was too nuch,"” Gal aeron said. "W couldn't carry it"

Tel anont continued to hold the di pper away, but remamined silent. H's wll
began to press down on Galaeron, and this time Galaeron could think only of
how thirsty he had been crossing the desert and how rmuch he wanted that water,
of how badly his stonmach hurt al ready, of how good it would feel when he drank
that |ast dipper and finally grew so full he had to bring up everything he had
swal | owed.

He heard hinself saying, "Besides, Prince Yder is right. W wanted to be
captured. "

This drew a snmirk from Yder and a flash of interest fromthe Mdst High

Tel anont all owed Gal aeron to take the dipper, then watched with the purple
shadow of a smile as the contents vani shed down the elf's throat. CGal aeron
felt water sloshing in his throat, and his jaws began to ache.

Tel anont took the dipper and refilled it, and Gal aeron found his hand reachi ng
for it yet again. Telanont held the handl e away and renmai ned silent. The

wei ght of his will was crushing, and Gal aeron could think of nothing but his
aching jaws, his bloated stonmach, and his overwhel ning thirst.

"We canme to rescue Vala," he said.

"You see?" Malik was up and sliding off Aris's chest, flinging water in al
directions as he gestured with his dipper. "My excellent plan worked!"

Tel anont remai ned silent and continued to hold the dipper out of reach

Gal aeron felt the shadow lord's will crushing down on him trying to force out
the rest of the truth. He clenched his jaws and thought only of Evereska and
his loyal friend Aris, of how the giant and the Chosen were risking so rmuch to
hel p—and there was his mstake. A dark voice arose inside him rem nding him



of the blood on

t he Chosen's hands, telling himthey could not be trusted, whispering of
necessary trade-offs and secret bargains with the phaerimm

Gal aeron's nmouth began to open, and it seened to himthat it bel onged to
someone el se, to the dark being inside—

And Malik was at the Mdst High's side.

"Anything | want," he said. "That was our bargain."

"I'f you brought me Gal aeron N hnedu," Telanont said. "As | recall, Mlygris
did that."

The wei ght of his will dininished, and Gal aeron's nmouth becane his own again.
"I't was my nmessage that lured himout," Malik said. "If | had not sent word
telling himto cone and save Vala, he would still be hiding fromyour magic in
his Arabellan bolt hole."”

"Be careful who you argue with, little man."

Tel anont grew di stracted enough to let the dipper drift into reach. Still
possessed by his thirst, Gal aeron snatched the handl e and began to drink..
and knew his stomach had reached its limt. Even as he drained the last of its
contents, he began to gag.

"This is not sone back alley flea market," Tel anont continued, paying no
attention to Galaeron's disconfort. "And | amno trader in trinkets."

"Nor am | sone idiot dragon who can be bought off w th your unkept prom ses,"”
Mal i k retorted.

This was too rmuch for the Most High. Telanont's sleeve |ashed out in Malik's
direction, and the little man tunbled away into the shadows. Three heartbeats
later, a loud thud sounded fromthe gloomhigh up in the vaulted ceiling. A

| ong breath echoed down afterward, and a softer thunp froma dark corner

Gal aeron drained the last drops in the dipper and felt the contents of his
stomach starting to rise. Realizing there was no fighting his own body's

refl ex, he flung the di pper aside and covered his nouth with both hands, then
began a frantic

search for sonepl ace he could expel the Chosen where the Mst High and his
princes woul d not see.

The bl ow that Tel anont had struck Malik would have been enough to kill npst
men, nmuch | ess the inpact against the wall that had followed, or the long fai
that had foll owed that Yet even as Gal aeron was pushing past Cariburnus with
bot h hands over his mouth, Malik was |inmping out of the darkness, one

i mpossibly twisted armraised in Galaeron's direction

"Ask him" Mlik said. "Ask himif he did not receive a nmessage from ne that
Vala's life was in grave danger, and if he did not allow hinself to be
captured so he could save her life."

There was an instant of silence then Telanont said, "As you wish ... but I
warn you, mny patience is at an end."

Gal aeron felt a famliar burden settling over him but this time, the Most

H gh woul d need to be patient. By then, Galaeron was |eaning over Aris's |eg,
ejecting a watery torrent down between the giant’'s s knees. He saw a pair of
silvery flashes come spl ashing out and di sappear into the shadows beneath
Aris's huge thighs. He continued to vonit a foul-snelling bile, and the wei ght
of Telanont’s w Il vani shed.

"I think we will |eave the question unanswered for now, Malik." The Mst High
sounded a little queasy hinmself. "The fact of Galaeron's return matters nore
than who is responsi ble. Name your price—but do not presune too much."

"Me? Presunme too nuch?"

Mal i k’ s delight was evident even over sound of Galaeron's continued retching.
The little man thought for a nmonment then said, "I amnot the type to ask for
much, er, nmuch nore than | think | can get All | want is my friend Aris."
"The gi ant?" Tel amont asked. "You wish ne to spare his life?"

"Yes, that is what | wish," Malik said. "And to have himas ny slave, since
amvery sure you do not want hi mrunning

| oose in your city again... and since his statues will bring an even greater
profit if I have no need to share."



"I see." Telamont began to chuckle. "You may have the giant—and with him the
responsibility to see that your slave does Shade no harm™

Gal aeron finally stopped retching. Wping his mouth, he turned to see a very
battered Malik standing a few paces away, exam ning the giant fromhead to

f oot

A cold sl eeve settled on Gal aeron's shoul der, and he turned to find Tel anont
st andi ng beside him

"Come, Gal aeron, let us return to the Palace Mdst High," Telanmont said as he
guided the elf toward the Marshaling Plaza's gloony exit "After such a
difficult journey, | amsure you rmust be starving."

- CHAPTER TEN

1 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

No hamer had ever felt so heavy in Aris's hand, nor any stone as

unyi el di ng—hor any work nore forced. He was standing at the Bl ack Portal
inside his master's new church—Malik's Tenple of the One and All —utting a
three-level relief of Cyric's sun-and-skull sigil above entrance. It was a
perfunctory piece w thout heart, and given the egg-shaped corona surroundi ng
the skull, badly flawed. He told hinmself that this was what cane of slave

| abor, of forcing an artist to execute sonmeone else's vision, but he knew
better. The truth was that he | acked strength. Wth not a single opportunity
since his arrival in Shade to expel Khelben, Laeral, and Storm from his
stomach, he had refused to eat, and the long fast had left himtoo dizzy,
weak, and blurry-eyed to do a good job. Aris's guards—three of a dozen
Shadovar warriors

hired by Malik to keep constant watch over hi m#ade approvi ng noi ses from

bel ow. Like nost of their fellows, this trio acted nore |ike assistants than
keepers, passing himtools and running to fetch water kegs whenever he grew
thirsty. They al so heaped prai se upon everything he did, even on the shape
studi es he made before begi nning a new work. Aris did not know whether this
was sonething they genuinely felt or that Malik had instructed themto do in
t he hope of keeping himhappy and productive. In any case, the adoration had
grown so |udicrous that the shape studies had to started to di sappear when he
was finished with them He had started to shatter the roughs before di scarding
them l|est the guards—er, nore likely, Malik—sell themas Aris originals. Even
sl aves had their standards.

Finally, he stepped back into the narthex to study his work and banged his
skull on the rib of a ceiling vault Hi s head began to reel, and he had to
brace hinsel f against a colum. Hi s hamrer, which he had not even realized he
had dropped, clunked to the floor and sent a flake of marble as large as a
vulture skittering down the arcade

A guard peered out from around the col umm behi nd which he had dived for cover,
hi s sapphire eyes shining like blue stars in his dark face.

"Aris?" The wi spy voice belonged to Amararl or Gelthez—Aris could never tel
one Shadovar from another. "Are you all right?"

Aris nodded but continued to | ean agai nst the col um.

"You' re sure?" This guard was bold enough to step over beside Aris's knee and
ask, "Do you need a keg of water?"

"No, | amwell." He flicked his free hand in the direction of the
sun-and-skull relief and said, "Though it would be hard to tell fromthat."
"What are you tal king about?" asked the first guard. "It's not beautiful
exactly, but conpelling—very conpelling. And those enpty eyes ..." He
shuddered. "1 can al nbst see the dark suns burning in them"

Aris pushed off the colum and | eaned forward, studying the eye sockets.
"You do not think the left eye is pear-shaped?" the giant asked."

The guard craned his neck to study the dark sigil

"Maybe a little."

"Or the other one too |arge?" asked Aris.

"Larger than the other one," said the third guard. "But it only adds to the
effect—and places it firmy in period."

"I'n period?" Aris scow ed down. "What period?"



"Your Slave Period," the first guard said. "Wile your excell ence of detai

has slipped under Malik's output pressures, it's w dely acknow edged t hat
under bondage, your work has raised grimess to a |level of the subline."
"There's quite a debate raging among the princes as to whether this is your
best work or your worst," said the second guard. "The Mst High has yet to
decree.”

"What do you think?" asked the third. "It would be interesting to hear the
artist's opinion."

"My opinion is that your princes know nothing about art," Aris grunbled. He
started to retrieve his hamrer, then suddenly realized there was a reason his
keepers behaved nore |ike assistants than guards. Trying to suppress a snile
he placed his hands on his knees and stooped down so he could speak quietly.
"But | amflattered to know you think so highly of my work"

"Indeed,"” said the first. "Were it not for the chance to watch you, do you

t hi nk anyone would work for what Malik is willing to pay?"

Now Aris did snmile. "Is that why you were taking ny shape studies?"

"Not exactly." The guards cast nervous | ooks at each other, then the second
one continued, "W took a handful for ourselves—t's the only way sonmeone | ess
than a lord can afford your work—but Malik clained nost."

"He was offering themas gifts to anyone who joined his church,” said the
third guard.

"Way am | not surprised?" Aris growed. "After all | taught him he knows
better than to show a rough!"

The Shadovar shared snmiles, then the first one said, "He certainly knew you
woul d not |ike what he was doi ng. You should have seen his face when we told
hi m you had started breaking them"

"I thought his eyes would pop out of his head," the second chuckled. "He
actually lay on the floor beating it."

"Yes, | would have liked to see that."

O all the betrayals Malik had perpetrated on him Aris considered
distributing his shape studies to be the worst But he had nore i medi ate
problems to worry about, namely finding a few nmonents of privacy so he could
swal low Storms pill and free the Chosen—before he starved to death. Kneeling
on the floor so he could speak even nore softly, he fixed his gaze on the
first guard, who seened to be nore or less the | eader of this trio.

"Celthez, it is not fair that Malik profits so nuch fromny work," Aris said,
"whil e he pays you a starving wage."

"Amararl," the guard corrected. He shrugged. "There are many things in this
world that are not fair."

Aris winced inwardly and forced hinself to continue in a casual manner
"That's so, but it's also true that friends nust do what friends can to nake
the world better for each other. | think I'll nake a piece for each of you, if
you would like that."

The nout hs of all three dropped open

"There's nothing | would treasure nore!" gasped Amararl

"It's true what the Arabellans say," the second guard added. "Your heart is as
big as you are.”

The third guard was not so enthusiastic.

"What would Malik say?"

"Malik may own ne, but ny work is mne to give."

"I amcertain he would feel otherw se," said the third guard. "And the Mst

H gh woul d agree. \Whatever a slave nakes, a master owns. That is a law as old
as Shade itself."
"How unfortunate.'
ever honor it."
Aris left the statenent to hang and retrieved his hamer, but continued to
kneel on the floor and pretended to study his work. Just as he taught Malik
t he basics of scul pting, Mlik had taught himthe principles of negotiation.
If his plan was to succeed, he knew that the guards thensel ves would have to
suggest the critical illicit step

Aris sighed heavily. "That is a strange |law. No giant would



It took only a noment before the first guard, Amararl, turned to the third.
"Mali k woul dn't have to know, Karbe."

"OfF course he would have to know," Karbe said, his anber eyes flashing in
anger. "He is the Seraph of ny lord Cyric, the One and All! W could no nore
deceive himthan the Mst—=

The objection came to a strangled end as a dagger tip—it belonged to the
second guard, Celthez—erupted from Karbe's chest. Aris cried out in shock, but
Amararl reacted by clasping his hand over the nouth of the dying Shadovar and
pushi ng hi m back onto his attacker's blade. Gelthez finished the nurder with a
qui ck back and forth flick, then withdrew the weapon and let his victim
col l apse to the ground.

"I was so tired of listening to all that babble about The One,"" Celthez said.
"He was about to drive ne as nad as his god."

Amararl kicked the corpse to be certain it was dead, then nodded and | ooked up
at Aris and said, "I think we can work sonething out."

Aris could not stop staring at the corpse. Though he had seen plenty of death
in battle, this was the first tine he had ever been present at-—o, been

i nvol ved i n—a nurder.

"You killed him™" Aris gasped.

"Don't worry about him Aris." Gelthez knelt over the body and wi ped his
dagger on its cloak. "He converted. It is no | ess than he deserved."
"Converted?" Aris asked. "From what?"

That is not inportant. Now, what is it you want?" Amararl| asked. "W may not
have—~

They were interrupted by the nmuffled voice of sonmeone approachi ng the Bl ack
Portal .

"As you can see, Prince," Mlik was saying, "all of the sculpting is being
done by my slave Aris—when he is not busy on his statues, of course.”

Amarar|l and Gelthez | ooked to each other, their jewel-col ored eyes sparkling
with alarm

"Prince?" Celthez nouthed.

Their gazes dropped to the corpse between them and Amararl nouthed sone curse
Aris did not understand.

"And shoul d you decide to beconme a menber of Mlik's Tenple of the One and
All," Mlik continued, "you will receive a discount of a quarter of the price
on any of Aris's works you purchase."

The sound of Malik's feet scuffing the stairs came through the portal. Aris

gl anced outside, but saw only the nurky facades of the buil dings across the
squar e.

"A discount?" It was the wi spy voice of Prince Yder. "That does not seem much
of a gift for the prestige | would bring by converting."

CGel t hez grabbed Karbe by the arns and started to drag hi maway, but the
spreadi ng pool of blood made vain any hope of concealing the corpse. Aris
pushed the body back to the floor, then notioned the two Shadovar asi de.

"OfF course, the discount is only on purchases nmade after you becone a

wor shi per of the One." Malik's voice grew nore distinct as he neared the top
of the stairs. "Once you have announced your conversion, it will be ny

pl easure to make a gift to you of any work you desire."

"You are too kind." Yder's voice was even colder and nore sibilant than usual
"I shall look forward to touring Aris's studio."

Qut side, the crowmn of the prince's head was just rising into view. Aris stood
and dropped his hamrer on Karbe. It hit

with a resounding thud, obliterating all evidence of the nurder in a spray of
bl ood and bone.

The conversation outside fell silent

Aris dropped to his runp with a crash far |ouder than the sound the hanmrer had
made, then braced his head in his hands. There was no need to pretend he was
dizzy. H's head was already reeling fromrising and com ng back down too fast
Mal i k rushed through the Black Portal. On his heels followed Yder, with a
dozen gol d-arnored escorts close behind him All eyes instantly fell on the



nmess beneath Aris's hanmer.

"What is this | see?" Malik gasped.

CGelthez was quick with the answer, "Aris did it!"

Aris glanced over and saw t he Shadovar, trenbling in fear of Yder, drawing his
swor d.

"Yes, that's what happened." Amararl stepped to Aris's other side. "He grew
di zzy and dropped his hamrer. It happened to | and on Karbe."

"I's that so?"

Mal i k studi ed the nmess beneath the stone hamrer and the pool of blood
spreadi ng across the dark floor. Wen he saw the chip Aris had di sl odged
earlier, he marched across the narthex, his eyes bulging and his finger

waggi ng.

"Look what you have done to ny floor, you clunmsy giant!" He stopped and stood
inthe divot. "If you would eat as | have commmanded, you woul d have the
strength to keep hold of your tools!"

Yder and his escorts followed Malik across the narthex.

"Aris is not eating?" asked the prince.

Mal ik cringed at his slip, then turned to face the prince. "It is nothing to
concern yourself with." He tried to stop speaking there, but his face tw sted
into the bitter mask it nade whenever Mystra's curse forced himto clarify a
lie of omission. "He will certainly perish if he does not eat soon, but that
will only increase the value of the pieces you purchase before he is gone."
Yder stepped past Malik to where Aris was sitting. Tall even for a prince of
Shade, he barely had to tip his head back to neet Aris's gaze.

"Aris, why are you starving yoursel f?"

Afraid the prince would force an answer with the sane nmagi ¢ Tel anont used,
Aris | ooked away and said the first thing that cane to m nd—well, the second,
since the last thing he wanted to do was admit the truth.

"The food is not to ny liking."

"What ?" Malik said. "Have | not offered to prepare anything your heart
desires? Have | not brought whol e boars fromyour own home in the G eypeak
Mount ai ns and roasted them under your nose, only to see the entire beast
vani sh down a rubbi sh chute when you could not be enticed to eat one bite?"
Aris's mouth watered at (he mere nenory of the snell

"I have never been fond of swine." H's stomach growed its protest of the lie,
but he added, "I amnore fond of yaddl eskwee."

"For the thousandth time," Mlik demanded, "how can | serve yaddl eskwee when
you refuse to say what it is?"

This drew a sharp-fanged grin fromyYder. "I see," he said. "I think I know
what this "yaddl eskwee' is."

Aris gul ped, sincerely hoping the prince did not. A favorite of fire giants,
yaddl eskwee was the food he nost hated in the world. Somehow, he had j ust
never devel oped a taste for pickled behol der brains.

"You do?" Malik asked.

Yder nodded. "It is not that difficult to figure out." He raised his gaze back
to Aris and said, "You refuse to eat because you are unhappy with Malik as a
master. "

Aris breathed a sigh of relief, and nodded. "He was once a friend—=

"As | amstill! Had I not asked the Mist Hi gh to make you ny slave, who knows
what woul d have becone of you?"

Mal i k paused there, fighting against his curse, then continued, "Though I
doubt your fate would have been much worse, for Shade val ues your art too
highly to execute you out of hand."

Aris ignored the protest and said, "But now he betrays ne at every
opportunity.” Aris glared down at Malik, and allowi ng the bitterness of his
tone to give voice to his very real anger, said, "And he betrays ny art."
"Betray your art? Ungrateful giant! How many tines nmust | save your life

bef ore you show t hanks?"

Malik met Aris's glare with a fierceness born of his own injured feelings—then
he seemed to recall the prince he was trying to inpress and grimaced, no doubt



nortified at how badly matters were going. He took a breath and conposed

hi msel f, then turned to Yder

"Pay no attention to the prattling of a tenperanental artist, Prince Yder.

will deal with ny slave |later—and | assure you he will eat." Mlik shot Aris a
| ook of pure venom then dared to touch the prince's el bow and gestured toward
t he nave. "For now, however, allow me to show you the rest of the tenple.”

Yder renmai ned where he was and said, "I think not" He glared down at the hand
on his armuntil Mlik renoved it, then | ooked back to Aris. "It pleases nme to
hear you are unhappy in Malik' s service."

Mali k's eyes widened in alarmand he said, "If you think you can steal ny

sl ave—=

"Silence." Yder’'s hand was on Malik's throat, squeezing until it appeared the
little man's eyes would pop fromtheir sockets. "Wen | w sh to hear your
obscene voice again, | will break sonething and |l et you scream”

G ven the shade of purple Malik's face was turning, Aris doubted the seraph
could have protested had he dared try.

Aris asked, "Why should a slave's feelings interest a prince of Shade?"

Yder’'s yell ow eyes glimered in anmusenent

"Because it would have been a great waste to elimnate you," he said, "and now
| know you will not—*-

The sentence ended in a screech as Malik drew the dagger he kept hidden
beneat h his robe and brought the curved blade up into Yder's wi st

The prince's hand opened, and Malik wasted no time gathering his wits or
getting his breath back. He fled through the nave and vani shed into the

dar kness between two col unms.

Yder flung his armforward, and showi ng no apparent concern for the hand
flapping at the end of his bleeding wist, cried, "After him"

Yder's escorts swept past in a dark rush, leaving Aris alone with his two
guards and the prince. It was only a nmonent before the tenple was filled with
shout ed commands and the chi ne of bl ades probi ng beneath bl ack pews. Though
Aris could not decide whether he was glad for Malik's escape or sorry for it,
he was not worried about what happen to the little man once he was caught. The
seraph had an uncanny—Ruha i nsi sted god-given—ability to vanish the instant he
was out of sight

Still trying to figure out why Yder was chasing Malik, Aris asked, "You did
not come here to convert?"

"Hardly."

Finally paying attention to his injury, Yder grabbed his flopping hand and
pressed it back to his wist. The bl eeding ceased i nmedi ately, and bl ack
shadows began to swirl over the wound.

Yder continued, "It was bad enough when the worm stole the ear of the Most

H gh, but this— he rolled his eyes across the tenple's vaulted ceiling—this
could not stand. It is good you were not a part of it."

Aris glanced up at the relief he had been working on and wondered how nuch the
prince really knew about what he had been doi ng.

"You're no Cyricist, | nean," Yder said. "Your disappearance woul d have been
difficult to explain."

Aris asked, "And Malik's won't?"

"No one will notice. You will finish his tenple, but Malik will becone a

recl use, never to be seen by anyone except his personal servants—persona
servants who are loyal to the Hi dden One."

Aris did not have to ask who the Hi dden One was. Though Shar had no tenples in
Shade—at | east none he had ever noticed—the Mstress of the N ght was popul ar
enough in the city that Aris, gifted with the acute ears of nost giants,

sel dom went nore than a few hours w thout overhearing a whispered prayer to
her.

At length, one of Yder's escorts enmerged fromthe nave and dropped to a knee.
"Hi gh One, the bl asphenmer has vani shed."

"Vani shed?"

Yder gl anced over to Aris's guards, who, already trenmbling in fear of their



own fates, could only shrug and shake their heads. H s gol den eyes deepened to
storny brown, and he | ooked back to his escort
"You have used the Hidden One's Gft?"

"W have, and still we could not find him" the warrior said. "He nust have
escaped. "
"Escaped?" Yder's voice was cold and level. "How did you |let that happen?"

The escort's gaze remained fixed on the floor

"It is a nystery— this was a favorite phrase of Shar's worshipers—the exits
remai n bl ocked, and we've searched every vestibul e and chapel . "

Yder cursed under his breath, and it dawned on Aris how much the prince was
risking. Malik had bragged many tines about his relationship with Tel anont and
how his strategy to lure Gal aeron back to Shade had earned the Mst Hi gh's
undying gratitude. If only half of what the seraph claimed was true—and Aris
knew that Mystra's curse prevented himfromtelling a He—then all Mlik need
do to save himself was reach the Pal ace Most Hi gh and report what had
happened.

I f Yder survived Telanmont's wath at all, his political base would be greatly
weakened.

Havi ng | earned the hard way from Mali k's treachery, Arts thought he saw a way
to turn the situation to his advantage. He could not volunteer the information
too readily. Malik had taught himthat the surest way to nmanipul ate sonmeone
was to remind himof his problem then let himthink you knew a way to sol ve
it.

"I may know where he went," Aris said.

Yder spun on him "And you renmain silent?"

"It didn't occur to ne that you would want the opinion of a slave."

"You are a slave by the Most High's decree,” Yder said. "There is nothing

can do about that."

Aris shrugged. "It was also his decree that Malik be nmy—=

In a novement as snmooth as a sliding shadow, Yder |eaped into Aris's lap and
had the tip of a black sword pressed to his throat.

"If I amto be suffer once for defying the Mdst High, | may as well suffer
twce."

"There's a trapdoor under the altar.” Aris began to wonder if he had pl ayed
the gane a little too well, and added, "CGelthez can show you."

Yder turned his yell ow eyes on the guard.

CGelthez's jaw fell. "T-t-trapdoor?" He continued to stanmer for a nonent then
finally seemed to understand what Aris was doing to him "He's lying!"

"Go | ook. You open it by pressing on the left corner of the base stone.”

Aris had no idea whether this was where Malik had fled, but having built the
secret door hinself, he did know that Yder would find the passage.

"If Gelthez refused to open it for you," the giant added, "perhaps it's
because he has converted."

"Converted?" Gelthez gasped. He reached for his sword and spat, "Liar!"
Yder's escort caught the guard's armbefore it could reach his scabbard, then
sl i pped behind himand pressed a dagger to his back

Celthez turned to Yder with a | ook of desperation.

"You cannot listen to him nmy prince. He is a nurderer! He killed Karbe."

Yder stepped off Aris's lap and said, "I thought that was an accident."
"No, it was—

"I wasn't talking to you," Yder said.

When he turned to Amararl, it was all Aris could do to keep fromsmling.

Amarar|l had no choice except to back up Aris or adnmit that he had lied
earlier.

"The hanmer was dropped, ny prince,’
ne."

Thi s was enough for Yder, who nodded to the escort and said, 'Take himand
see. |If he shows you how to open the door, spare his life."

The escort bowed, and still holding his dagger at the man's back, turned to
| eave.

he said. "It did not |look intentional to



"Send a conpany to the tenple treasure vault," Yder said. "I'Il join you there
after | see to the giant."

"The treasure vault, ny prince?" the escort asked.

"Where el se would Malik lay a secret tunnel ?" Yder said.

Aris's heart fell. He had Amararl in his hold just as Malik had taught him
but that would do himno good with a prince of Shade standing there.

Yder glared at Amararl and said, "Wy did you not tell ne about this trapdoor
guard? Are you also a Cyric-worshi per?"

"Never, my prince!" Amararl spat on the floor and said, "That is all | have
for the Mad One."

Yder renmained silent, awaiting his answer.

"I 4+ knew not hing about the door," Amararl said. "I was not guarding the giant
when he built the altar."”

The prince | ooked to Aris, who confirmed the claimw th a nod.

"Celthez was with a different group that day," Aris lied. He was beginning to
t hi nk he had spent too much tine in Malik's tenple; the lies were beginning
cone as easily as his own breath. "That was when Mlik converted them"

"You will give ne these nanes, giant."

Aris shrugged nonconmittally, then finally saw how he was going to get what he
want ed.

"I'f you like, but they will be no good to you if you do not beat Malik to his
treasure vault."

Yder's eyes brightened in alarm

"He has escape magi c there?"

"He doesn't need it," Aris said. "He has a blessing fromhis god that hel ps
hi m hi de. That's how he—

Aris had no need to finish. Yder was already rushing into the nave, calling
back over his shoulder for Amararl to stand watch on the sl ave.

No sooner was the prince out of sight than Amararl braced hinsel f against a
bl ack colum and sank to the floor, his legs trenbling and his brow dri ppi ng
with sweat.

"Well done, giant," he said. "Wat is it you want?"

"Nothing that will get you in trouble,"” the giant replied. Feeling nearly as
relieved as the guard, Aris started for a dark corner. "Only a few ninutes

al one. "

_____CHAPTER ELEVEN

1 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

Mal i k pulled hinself up inside the false coffer in his treasure vault and
kneel ed there in the cranped darkness, his breath com ng heavy and fast, his
t hroat raw and achi ng where Yder had nearly crushed it. An alarm ng rasp and
rattl e was buil ding behind himas his pursuers scurried up the tunnel, and
even with the gifts of stealth and endurance bestowed on himby the One, he
woul d need to hurry if he wished to stay ahead of them It would not be easy,
not when every gasp of air fanned the anguish burning in his crushed gullet,
but he had to reach the pal ace before Yder and informthe Mst H gh of the
prince's treachery. In circunmstances such as these, a ruler's findings were
al ways dictated by the one who arrived first. Voices began to whi sper up the
tunnel, and

Mal i k knew he woul d be doing well to gather even the bags containing his npst
val uabl e gens before they entered the vault behind him

"Accursed giant!" he hissed. Only Aris knew about the secret tunnel, as Malik
had made himconstruct it secretly at night, when everyone assumed he woul d be
sl eeping. "Why am | vexed with friends who never think of anyone but

t hensel ves?"

Vowi ng that the giant would pay for his selfishness, Malik rel eased the

| atches that held the coffer closed. Using his back to lift the Iid, he rose
to a crouch. The vault was dark, quiet, and enornmous. Save for perhaps two
dozen coi n boxes and gem bags, it was also nostly enpty. Building a tenple was
expensi ve—even when weal thy converts donated much of the material in exchange
for Aris's statues—but Malik had no doubt the investnent would prove



wort hwhile. Once the interior frieze work was conpl eted, he planned to start
charging a hefty fee to cone and stand in the narthex. Any who wi shed to see
the subline work in the rest of the tenple would be required to convert—a
process that would require a substantial offering as proof of the novice's
sincerity.

A Shadovar hel met thunked into the low lintel where the tunnel crossed the
treasure vault's foundation. Renmi nded of the urgency of his situation, Malik
slipped out of the coffer and lowered the Ilid as quietly as possible. The

| atches clicked softly as they reengaged, and he began to funble for the magic
| anp he kept on the floor at the corner of the coffer

Instead of the snooth |oop of a lanp handle, his hand found what felt |ike the
scuf f-roughened toe of a veserab-hide boot. Mlik's nouth went instantly as
dry as dust, and he reached for the curved dagger hidden inside his cloak. A
strong hand caught himby a horn and lifted himoff his feet. A second hand,
still shaky because of the tendons Malik had sl ashed but nore than strong
enough to hold himnotionless, clanped hold of his wist.

"Not this tine, my behorned friend," said Yder's hissing voice. "Not even you
surprise ne twce."

The prince bent Malik's hand back until he screanmed and |l et the dagger fal
free.

"The One will not stand for this!" Mlik warned. He thought for a nonent that
Mystra's curse might actually permt the threat to stand, but soon heard nore
words tunbling fromhis nouth. "He will certainly punish ne terribly for
allowing you to interfere with the conpletion of his—=

The prince released Malik's wist and brought his fist up. The bl ow drove
Mali k's jaws together with a tooth-shattering crack, and he had just enough
time before sinking into darkness to wonder what woul d have happened to him
had Yder hit himw th his good hand.

* * * * *

Wet, pale, and tiny, the Chosen | ooked like a trio of newborn whel ps—ike a
trio of stillborn whelps, as notionless and silent as they were. Wrried that
the fall to the vestry floor m ght have been too |ong for such small
creatures—even on his hands and knees, the distance was nore than six
feet—Aris reached down and nudged Khel ben with the nail of his index finger
Not hi ng happened, except that Khel ben fl opped onto his back

Aris placed a fingertip on Khelben's chest and felt nothing. O course, given
their size differences, searching for a heartbeat was akin to a human feeling
for the pulse of a |ocust.

"Wake up," he whispered. "You rmust be tougher than that—you' re Chosen!"

When Khel ben remained notionless, Aris sighed and rolled first Storm then
Laeral onto their backs. Wen neither noved, he placed them side-by-side and
checked for signs of life as he had with Khel ben

"Hey—wat ch those fingers!" warned a tiny femal e voi ce.

Rai sing his brow in surprise, Aris put his hands down and | owered his head to
within a yard of the floor, now squinting in an attenpt to keep the Chosen in
focus at such a cl ose distance.

"My apol ogies," he whispered. "I was only feeling for a—=

"We know what you were feeling for," chuckled a second tiny worman. "And

t hought an artist would be different!"

Aris turned his head fromside to side, trying to get a better view of the
three figures stretched out beneath his head. None of them seened to be
speaki ng or noving, but considering that they were Chosen, that neant very
little.

"Up here, big fella," said the first voice. "Beside you."

Aris turned in the direction of the speaker and found hinself |ooking into a
pair of tiny, ivory-colored blurs. He | eaned away, and the blurs slowy

resol ved thensel ves into the beautiful faces of A ustriel Silverhand and Dove
Fal conhand. Still only half the size of his thumb, the two Chosen were dressed
in flow ng black cloaks that, as they hovered beside him gave themthe
appear ance of some sort of shadow sprites.



"Where did you come fronP" Aris gasped

"We' ve been keeping an eye on you," Dove said, chuckling at his surprise.
"This is no time to play ganes," Aris conplained. He gl anced down t he passage
to make certain that his guard, Amararl, was still out in the nave as he had
prom sed—and to be sure that there were no other Shadovar approaching the
vestry. "Yder is here with a small arny."

"I'd call it nore of a strike team"” Alustriel said. "Wen we realized where
it was going, we thought we'd better tag al ong and see what was happeni ng."
"A good thing we did, too," Dove said. "This is the first tinme we've found you
al one. "

"It's the first time |I've been al one—as you can see."” Aris waved a hand at the
noti onl ess Chosen on the floor. "Was it

too long? | didn't eat anything, but | don't think anyone expected it to take
this long."

Alustriel's voice grew reassuring. "They'll be fine, as soon as | wake them™
She flew down to the floor and kneel ed besi de Khel ben, then began to slap his
face and whi sper his nane into his ear.

"They went into a magical hibernation." Dove expl ained. She hovered near
Aris's head, watching down the passage with him "After the third or fourth
day wi thout food—earlier, if they refused to drink water you'd al ready
drunk—their bodies would have started to draw on the Wave to sustain them
Even a giant could not have w thstood that nuch magic flow ng through himfor
very long, so they used a spell to shut down."

"Li ke bears when the snow cones."

"Something like that. Except there's still been a little magic fl ow ng through
your body. It gave you the strength to work at Malik's tenpo, but it's also
done sone damage—affected your coordination and perception, made it difficult
to do things that should be easy." Dove pointed at a | opsided |ikeness of
Cyric on the wall. "As soon as you burn off the last of that energy, you're
going to fall asleep for a very long tine. Before that happens, you should
eat. Eat as nuch as you can keep down."

"As much as | can keep down?" Aris's nmouth began to water at the prospect.
"When can | start?"

"Soon, " Dove | aughed, "but first, keep watch while | rem nd the Bl ackst aff
where he is."

She gestured at the floor, where Khel ben's eyelids were fluttering and his
chest rising at regular intervals. Alustriel had noved on to Laeral

Khel ben' s eyes opened. He took one | ook at the images of madness decorating
the vestry and scow ed in alarm

"You had better hurry," Aris said. "One |ook at these walls, and he's liable
to think he's gone to the Nine Hells."

Dove was already dropping to his side. She pulled her

hood back and let her silver hair spill free, then took Khel ben’s arm

"Now don't start hurling spells around," she said. "There's nothing to worry
about "

"OfF course there's sonmething to worry about— Khel ben pushed hinself into a
seated position—can't you see what Aris has been carvi ng?"

Qut in the nave, Amararl peered into the vestry passage with a beetled brow
Aris | ooked down at the five Chosen, gestured in the direction of the nave,
and said, "My guard's patience is coming to an end."

"Let's risk a few nonents longer, in case we have need of your know edge,"

Khel ben said. He turned to Dove and Alustriel. "What progress have you nade?
Gven that the city still floats, | take it you have not destroyed the
nmyt hal [ ar. "

"W haven't even found it," Dove confirned. "Asking Galaeron’s help is out of
the question. He's been | ocked inside the Pal ace Mbst Hi gh since we arrived,
and we can't go inside."

"Dare not go inside," Alustriel corrected. "It seens to be a nexus in the
Shadow Weave. The cl oser we approach, the weaker our connection to the Wave.
If we were to enter...."



"No use in getting ourselves killed," Khel ben agreed.

"But we have made this," Dove said as she produced sonething frominside her
cloak. It was so tiny that it took a monent for Aris to recognize it as a
fol ded sheet of parchnment. "This shows nost of the city, save for what's
within the walls of the Palace Mdst High."

Khel ben took the parchnent and began to open it.

"Maybe Aris can help us," he said.
"I fear not. |'ve never been to the nythallar." Aris peeked out into the nave
and found Amararl starting toward the vestry passage. "I should go, before—=

"I said help." Khel ben spread the parchnent on the floor and continued, "Even
if you don't know where it is, you have a better idea of where to search than
we do."

Aris regarded the parchnment dubiously. Though it had opened to the wi dth of
Khel ben's arm it was little larger than a thunbnail to him

"How can | read a map | can barely see?" he asked

"Try," Dove said

Aris glanced back to find Amararl com ng down the side aisle toward the
vestry, then he sighed and stooped down to obey. The instant his eyes fell on
it, the image floated of f the parchment and began to expand, growing so |arge
he could barely take in all he could see.

Amazed, Aris diligently studied the map, systematically running his gaze al ong
each street and down every service passage. It didn't take himlong to realize
that the image was adjusting itself to his scrutiny, sliding past beneath him
to keep centered the object of his attention, growing |larger or smaller
dependi ng how long his eyes renained fixed on a certain area.

Amararl's voi ce came down the passage, "Aris?" He sounded nore worried than
demandi ng. "What are you doing in there? What's that |ight?"

"Qur bargain was for privacy!"

Though the voice that booned this sounded like Aris's, it was fromAlustriel's
tiny nmouth that the words cane.

"Qur bargain was for a few minutes of privacy," Amararl corrected. "It has
been ten—and | heard voices."

"Echoes," Alustriel retorted. "The tenple is filled with Yder's warriors."
Amarar|l considered this a monment, and said, "Warriors who will be returning
soon. If you're not here, 1'll say you ran off."

"And | that you allowed me to," Alustriel said. "Therefore, | suggest you
return to your post. Tell me when you hear soneone com ng."

"I'"'myour guard, not your servant!"

"There is no difference, now," Alustriel shot back. "Unless you wi sh to neet
the sane end as Gelthez or Karbe."

She raised her tiny hand and nicked her fingers in a spell, then said in her
normal voice, "Never mind him Aris. W can still hear if he sounds an al arm
but now he can't hear or see anything in this room"

Aris spent another five mnutes studying the map, then finally | ooked through
the translucent inmage at the Chosen bel ow.

"I just don't know," he said. "If | had to guess, I'd say it was inside the
Pal ace Most Hi gh."

"That was our first thought too," Dove said, "but during the battle Gal aeron
descri bed, the phaerimm were using magic. Unless they've learned to tap into
t he Shadow Weave—

"We've seen no sign of that," said Laeral, who was standing with her sister
Storm at Khel ben's side, "but it still doesn't nean you don't have to go

t hrough the pal ace to reach it."

"Yes, it does," Storm said. The phaerimm got there."

"Wth the aid of a malaugrym " Dove pointed out. "It mght have been able to
sneak themthrough the pal ace.™

"Wwul d you trust your life to a Malaugryn?" Storm countered. Wthout waiting
for a reply, she continued, "If the phaerinmmcan get there, so can we."

"I'f we can find it," Laeral said. "If Galaeron can't help us—=

"We'll have to ask Vala," Khel ben finished.



"Her, | can help you find," said the giant.

Aris shifted his scrutiny to the great plaza of gl oom scul ptures that
surrounded the Pal ace Mbst High, then slowy noved his gaze al ong the edge
until he came to a huge, many-spired mansion with a procession of flying
buttresses and a | ong tunnel of barrel vaults.

"You will find her here, somewhere inside Escanor's pal ace."

The Chosen studied the map from bel ow for a nonent then Khel ben said, "It
woul d be nice if any of us had actually net her. The Shadovar were obviously
trying to lure

Gal aeron back with all those runors about her being Escanor's slave. Wat if
they're just that —runors?"

"A good point," Stormagreed. "Vala and her nen were in service to Ml egaunt,
and | have it on good authority that she slew three phaerimmfor themin Mth
Drannor . "

"Val a and her men served Mel egaunt in order to keep an oath their ancestors
had sworn,"” Aris said. "Their duty was discharged when Shade returned."

"But that does not nmean she is Escanor's slave," Storm pressed. "Ruha said
that it was her choice to remain with the prince."

"So Gal aeron woul d escape before his shadow took him" Aris said. Storms
aspersions were beginning to irritate him and he let it show "She |oves

Gal aeron as a crane loves its mate. If she is with Escanor now, it is not by
her choice."

Stormrai sed her brow at his tone, but shrugged and gave a little nod.

"I'f you say so, Aris."

"I do," he said. "If you wish her help, all you need do is say you are friends
of Gal aeron's."

"Good," Khel ben said. He began to fold the parchment, and the map went dark.
That" s just what we'll do. My thanks for your help, Aris. W'Ill try to fetch
you before the city falls, but that nay be —"

"We are all risking nuch,” Aris interrupted, "but only Galaeron's sacrifice is
certain. If you value that, save Vala first The rest of us are here by

choi ce. "

"I'f that is what you wish, nmy friend." Khel ben net his eye and nodded. "W
will do what can be done."

Mal i k awoke to the sound of snakes hissing into both ears. Judgi ng by how he
felt, they had bitten hima dozen tines, a hundred times. H s head throbbed
and his back ached. There were pins of light piercing his eyes and rivers

of fire coursing through his veins, and he had a bl adder that felt like two
gallons of wine in one gallon of space. The snakes were about to draw himinto
quarters. They had him by each wist and each ankle, and they were all pulling
in opposite directions. H's arms were ready to pop fromhis shoul ders and his
l egs to divide what no man ever wi shed to have divi ded.

As Malik's head began to clear, the hissing grew softer and nore distant, and
he realized it was not snakes hissing into his ears. It was voices, the

whi spering voices that filled the throne room of Tel anont Tant hul

If he was in the presence of the Most High and in so rmuch pain, there could
only be one expl anation

Yder had beat himto the pal ace.

"It is not true!" Malik screaned. "Whatever the prince says, it is all a
terrible liel™

For once, his curse did not conpel himto say nore, and the whispering

qui eted. A strange sl oshing sounded beside him Malik opened his eyes and saw
white fire in his brain. He closed them again, and the fire went away.

"Why do you tornent ne like this?"

He tried to turn toward the sloshing and found his head held notionless by a
strap across his brow.

"I have done not hing wong!"

"Ch, but you have, Seraph," hissed a cold voice—a fam liar cold voice. "You
have stolen fromthe Hi dden One."

"Stolen?" Malik cried. "Wat have | stolen ... aside froma few dozen coins



fromthe pockets of worshipers in ny own tenple?"

"The worshi pers thensel ves," the voice said. "You have stolen the Lady's
faithful ."

Mali k was greatly relieved to recogni ze the voices as Prince Yder*s. |f Yder
was doi ng the speaking, then they would not be in the Pal ace Mbst High, and it
could not be Tel anont Tant hul who had ordered the terrible puni shrment

A pair of cold fingertips pulled Malik’'s eyelids open. The

brilliant fire returned, but this time the white fire was only a silver |ight
as blinding as the sun, and there was a chasmal darkness in the center—with
two bl azing eyes and a heart of cooling enbers.

"The Lady is angry, Malik."

As Yder spoke, Malik's eyes grew accustoned to the pain, and he discerned a
pai r of huge hooked horns crowning the head of the dark figure above him
"In-d-deed," Malik stammered. "I can see that for nyself ... though in truth
must say she does not | ook very ladylike to ne."

Thi s caused a strange nurnur of gasps and chuckles to spread outward behind
Yder. There followed a noment of silence, and Malik had the sense that his
captor had turned away to glare at his foll owers.

"Make a joke of your own god if you wish, little man," Yder said, "but when
you make fun of the Hidden One, it is the Lady who | aughs.™

The prince's fingers pressed down until Mlik thought his eyeballs would burst
"Who was j oking?" Malik cried.

The nmurmur that followed this was even [ouder than the first. Yder*s hand cane
away from Malik's head.

"Silencel"

The conmmand was muffled, as though the prince had turned his back when he
spoke it. Malik blinked the spots fromhis eyes and agai n found hinsel f
staring at the dark figure overhead. It was a ghastly denon as large as Aris
and as black as night itself, with long curving talons at the end of
outstretched arnmns.

Yder returned his attention to Malik and said, "Mck the H dden One again, and
| shall pull your brains out by your own antlers.”

The prince grabbed Malik by one of his horns, and a dark hand appeared on the
hooked horn of the figure overhead.

Mal ik bit his own cheek, lest he cry out in astoni shnent

and give the prince an excuse to do as he threatened. The nobnster above was
certainly his own shadow, but that gave himno hint of relief. Ml egaunt

Tant hul had once summoned the wetched being to serve as a guard, and the
accursed thing had nmade clear it would |like nothing better than throttling
Malik with its own hands.

"You are | earning, Seraph," Yder said. "Perhaps this will not be as difficult
as | feared."
"Not difficult would be good," Mlik agreed. "I ama captive in the tenple of

Shar the N —=2"

Yder struck hima blow that returned his thoughts to their mnmuddl ed state.

"Do not speak the H dden One's nane!"

"I amonly trying to be certain,” Mlik conplained. "How do you expect to
convert me, if you will not tell me who it is | amto worship?"

For the first tine, Yder's face cane into view He was wearing the black
skul I cap and purple nmask of the high priest.

"You woul d convert?" he asked.

Mal i k’ s chest began to grow cold and tight, as it had when Fzoul Chenbryl had
asked a sinmilar question in the hidden tenple of Iyachtu Xvim At the tinme, he
had been weak fromtorture and assured only of a life of inmpoverishnent in
servitude to a mad god, and nothi ng woul d have pleased himnore than to find
protection in the church of some other deity. But that had been before he
under st ood how i npossible it was for himto betray the One, and before he had
est abl i shed what prom sed to be—+n addition to the altar that would give Cyric
control over the Shadow Weave—the wealthiest tenple in all Faerdn

"Convert ?"



The tightness in Malik's breast becane a smashi ng wei ght. The heart

beat i ng—sl ur pi ng—+n his chest was not his own, but a rotting mass of curd
that, in a fit of the deranged genius of the nmad god, the One had pl ucked from
his own body and traded for Malik's nortal +hough far heal thi er—heart. Since
that day, the nere thought of betraying Cyric brought crushing agony. It was
all Malik could do to continue speaki ng.

"Certainly I will convert." H's chest felt as though soneone was standi ng on
it. "I will convert you and all of your followers to the Church of Cyric, the
One and All!"

The wei ght vani shed.

Yder’'s fist came from nowhere, catching Malik in the side of the nmouth. Two
teeth came | oose and got caught in his throat. Mlik began to choke.

"Trifle with me all you wi sh," Yder said. "The goddess relishes your blood on
her altar."

Mali k’s only answer was a cough. He grew dizzy fromlack of breath, and the
world started to close in around him He fought to stay consci ous, summoning
his anger by imagining his wealth in the hands of Prince Yder and his filthy
Shari st s.

"Not hing to say?"

Yder struck himagain, and Malik's nmouth grew so full of blood that it bubbled
over his lips and spilled down his cheeks onto Shar's altar

"That is good, Seraph," Yder said. "You are learning to please the Lady."
Unable to do anything el se, Malik stared at the nonstrous shadow hangi ng above
him A purple crescent appeared where the traitorous thing's nouth should have
been—a snile. It thought he was going to choke to death.

Mal i k continued to cough

"You will convert, Seraph," Yder said. "All you control is howlong it takes."
"The Hi dden One rules all," said someone behind the prince.

A chorus of whispers filled the chanber as Shar's worshipers repeated the
paean. Had he not been so busy coughi ng and choking, Mlik woul d have | aughed.
He mi ght die upon Shar's altar or even rot upon it, but he

woul d never convert. That was the one thing he did not control at all

Mal i k's vision narrowed to a black tunnel, then went conpletely black. Yder's
voice cane to himfromfar away, denmanding that he pay attention and not
insult the H dden One by cl osing his eyes upon her. The prince's cold
fingertips settled on his eyelids and pulled them open, and that was the | ast
thing Malik felt before sinking into a soft bed of unconsci ousness.

The next thing was the heel of a | arge hand sl anmi ng hi m between t he

shoul ders, and the icy fingers of another one dangling hi mupside down by his
ankl e.

"Breathe, you craven little ranag!"

The hand struck Malik again. The teeth upon which he had been choking flew
fromhis lips, along with a nouthful of blood and bitter-tasting bile. He
started to gasp and cough at the sanme time, two conflicting actions that |eft
hi m hel pl essly hi ccuppi ng for breath.

"Did you really think you coul d escape that easily?" Yder demanded. "The

H dden One will not be deprived of her pleasure."

Mal i k opened his eyes and was blinded by the same painful radiance as when he
had returned to consci ousness before.

"And | am nost thankful for that," Malik said, "though | know it is likely to
cost me a nonth of terrible agony!"

Knowi ng Yder would interpret his gratitude as progress toward a conversion
Mal i k woul d have liked to stop there and enjoy the reward any good torturer
woul d bestow on himas incentive for further progress—but Mystra's curse would
not allowit

"Now | can finish what | have started by converting you and your followers to
the Church of Cyric—= Mlik tried to bring his hands up to cover his nouth,
but found his wists nanacl ed together behind his back. The words continued to
spill out—so that | may spare ny soul the danger of having

to present itself at the Shattered Castle after | have failed to seize contro



of the Shadow Wave for the One, as he instructed.”

Yder shook with such a rage that the chains binding Malik's wists began to
jingle. Malik cringed and tried to guess whether he would | ose fewer teeth by
clenching his jaw or leaving it to hang slack, but the bl ow never cane.
Instead, the prince remained silent and continued to hold himupside down,
allowing Malik a few preci ous nmoments to study his surroundi ngs.

They were, as Malik had guessed fromthe altar, in a tenple to Shar—though it
was certainly far fromwhat he had i magi ned such a place would | ook Iike.
While the walls were covered with the expected i mages of nysterious wonmen and
dark disks limed in purple flane, the chanber itself was blindingly bright,
so nmuch so that the shadows dancing on the walls seened nore real than the
wor shi pers standing notionless in long rows of pews. There were easily a

t housand Shadovar there, all submerged to their knees in a glimrering pool of
mrror-bright fluid. As thick and viscous as quicksilver, the liquid was
slowy flowi ng out toward the edges of the chanber, where it gathered at the
wal I s and vani shed down the drainage pits in |azy whirl pools.

Mal i k recogni zed the liquid instantly. It was the sane thing that he and his
friends had found inside the Red Butte in Karsus, spilling out of the

Kar sest one that Cal aeron had used to summon Shade back into the world.

The prince hoisted Malik by the chain between his manacles, forcing his arns
up and back until he thought his shoul ders woul d break

"In ny centuries,” Yder said, "I have learned a few things about pain."
Malik felt sick to his stomach. Though the One had bl essed himw th the
ability to suffer any anount of agony and still have the strength to perform
his duties as Seraph, that did not nmean he was inmune to pain. Quite the
contrary.

It seenmed to himthat he always felt pain nore acutely than those around
hi mand usually a great deal nore of it
As Yder turned back toward the altar, Malik was not all that surprised to find
hi nsel f | ooking at a | um nous white boul der about the size of a horse. There
was a jagged fissure down the center, and fromthis crack poured a steady fl ow
of the silvery liquid that had filled the tenple.
The stream was, Malik knew fromhis earlier adventures in the Red Butte, the
| ast whole magic in the world. Seventeen centuries earlier, a mad Net herese
archwi zard named Karsus had tried to steal the godhead of Mystryl, the goddess
of magic at that tinme. It had been a terrible mstake. The Weave had filled
Karsus to bursting and killed himon the spot, and it had split into the Wave
and the Shadow Weave. The |um nous white boul der was Karsus's heart—all that
remai ned of the mad archw zard—and the silver magic pouring fromit was al
the remai ned of the original, unsplit Wave.
Though Cyric's rancid heart began to slush so hard that Malik could barely
hear hinself think, he forced hinself to remain calm The Karsestone, as they
had dubbed the boul der, was undoubtedly an artifact of untold power, but it
seened to Malik that for Shar's worshipers to tolerate its bright light inside
their hidden tenple, it had to be sonethi ng nore—somethi ng nmuch nore
"The Karsestone!" Malik gasped as though he had just realized what he was
| ooking at, for it was inportant to his plan that Yder did not realize how
much Mal i k understood about what he was seeing. That seens an odd altar for
foll omwers of the Nightsinger."
"Shadow i s born of light," Yder said.
The phrase was repeated by a thousand whi spering voices as Yder hoisted Malik
onto the stone and | aid himfacedown.
"Al'l the same, so nuch bright light nmust be a great insult to your goddess

unl ess the Karsestone is the source of the Shadow Weave, of course."™ Mlik
swore a silent oath, for
it been Mystra's curse that compelled himto add such a clunsy probe, then he
hastened to add, "Or the one you worship here is not really Shar, but sone
ot her Hi dden—
Mal i k's face smashed into stone as his tactic succeeded in angering the prince
and distracting himfromthe gaff.



"I told you never to call the H dden One by nane."
"My apologies,” Malik said. H's voice sounded rather nasal, for his nose had
been shattered and was pouring bl ood down over the Karsestone. "I only mneant
that this is certainly the last place the Most Hi gh would | ook for his stolen
Kar sest one. "
"What makes you think it is stolen?" Yder asked, not quite able to keep the
snmugness from his voice.
Ever wary of the Seraph's ability to escape, the prince pinned Malik’s neck to
the stone with one hand while he renoved the chain fromthe nanacl es and
attached it to a ring hanging froman iron post alongside the altar. Malik
didn't know whether to be glad his plan had worked or ashaned it had taken so
long for himto see the true nature of things.
For the Shar worshipers to tolerate the Karsestone's brilliance in their
tenmpl e—and, nore inportantly, for the goddess not to strike dead the ones who
permtted it to be there—the boulder had to be of inestinable value to the
Ni ght singer. Mlik no | onger doubted that nmuch—t was the source of the Shadow
Weave, as Mystra's curse had caused himto blurt out, or something that she
wi shed to keep hidden fromthe other gods.
More terribly, if Shar considered Shade a safe place to hide such a thing—and
if Telamont Tanthul truly had given the Karsestone to Yder for the Hi dden
One's tenpl e—then she had to feel secure in her control of the city. For Shar
to feel secure in her command of the Shadovar, she had to control the Shadow
Weave itself.
"The spiteful hag!" Malik cried. "She has commanded it all along!"
"Curse her now all you wi sh, Mlik."
Yder spun himaround then flipped himonto his back and fastened another chain
to his second manacl e.
"Before this is done," the prince added, "you will sing her praises."
"And you will lick the offal fromny boots!" Mlik shot back. "The Shadow
Weave is Cyric's by right! AmI| not the one who saved the life of that foo
Gal aeron so he could betray his word to Jhingleshod and steal this stone?"
It was his own anger that compelled himto say this and not Mystra's curse,
but he knew it was a m stake the nmonent the words spilled fromhis nouth.
Yder's yell ow eyes turned as bright as the sun. He bared his cerenonial fangs
and bent so low that Malik feared the prince would bite his nose fromhis
face.
"I's that why you cane here?" he denanded. "To steal the Hi dden One's crown?"
Mal i k said nothing and | ooked away.
"Answer!" Yder commanded. "Answer, or | will feed you to your own shadow. "
The prince pulled his head aside so that Malik could see his shadow s hat ef ul
eyes glaring down at him No |onger did the nonstrous thing seem dependent on
Malik for its form It |ooked as thick and as solid as any gi ant he had ever
seen. Malik | ooked away on the pretext of neeting Yder's angry gaze.
"Do you think | amafraid of my own shadow?" he demanded. "I am favored of the
One. | have seen a thousand things that were a hundred tinmes worse... though
never any who know all the wretched things | have done in ny life."
"Look!" Yder grabbed Malik's aching jaw and forced himto stare up into his
shadow s angry eyes. "You have seen the trouble Galaeron's shadow has brought
on him Wat do you think yours would do, were | to let it inside you?"
"Way should I fear such a thing?" Mlik squeaked. "If a shadowis all the
things | amnot, this one is undoubtedly as
charitable as | amselfish, as trustworthy as | amcorrupt, as brave as | am
craven. My shadow woul d only make ne all the things that wonmen desire and nen
admire."”
"What of Cyric?" It was the shadow that asked this question—and that flashed a
brutal purple smle as it did so. "How would he feel about a Seraph who was
all those things?"
The bl ood went cold in Malik's veins, and he swung his gaze to Yder
"What was your question again?"

__ CHAPTER TWELVE



1 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

In the dimlight of the cell, the link was easier for Vala to feel than to
see, even with skin nunbed by cold and cal |l uses. She worked her foot up the
chain until she felt pit-roughened metal, then pinched the | oop between her
toes and lifted it toward her nouth. Even flexible as she had grown over the
past couple of nonths, she could not bring it all the way to her face. Once
the chain went taut, she used her leg nuscles to pull herself closer. She let
her toes slide down one link then spit a nouthful of saliva onto the pitted
sur f ace.

Val a had her doubts about whether she could actually spit her way to freedom
but with her hands manacl ed behi nd her back and no other tools to work with,

it was the best she could do, and it gave her sonething to focus on when she
was not being

abused by Escanor or his retainers. She could not just sit there in the dark
wai ti ng between sessions. She had to keep trying, to know she was at | east
attenpting to escape.

Besi des, when she had started, there had been no pits in the link at all. Vala
I et the chain go slack, then wapped her toes into it and began to jerk
downwar d agai nst the eye hook that secured it to the wall. A hundred tines,
then find the link and spit. If she just kept working at it, sonething would
gi ve. The hook would I oosen in the wall, or the Iink would grow rusty and
break, or a guard would think she had | ost her m nd and grow carel ess enough
to let her kill him Something would happen. It had to, if she was ever to see
her son agai n.

A voi ce whi spered, "Val a?"

Vala hit the end of the chain and was back on the floor before she realized
she had junped. She spun on her seat, her |egs cocked for thrust kicks, and
found no one there.

Great, she thought. Something has happened. |'ve started to hear things.
"We're not going to hurt you," the voice said.

Val a squinted toward the voice and saw nothing but murk, then a tiny man in

bl ack robes hopped onto her foot. She wasn't just hearing things. The man—the
del usi on, she corrected hersel f—-had an unruly bl ack beard and dark eyes, but
his face and arnms were too |light to be Shadovar

"No need to cower, ny dear," he said. "We're friends of =

Vala flicked the figure off her foot and heard it hit a wall with a

real -soundi ng thud. She was cowering, frightened of her tortured mnd s own
phant asns.

"I won't let this happen," she said to herself. Vala straightened her

shoul ders and rai sed her chin—but she did not |lower her leg. "CGo away!"
"Softly, child!"™ This time the voice was female, and it cane from over near
the door. "M nd the guard."

Anot her voice, on her other side, began what sounded like a spell. The bearded
figure returned, this tinme flanked by

two female figures with flowing silver hair, and Vala realized that, phantasns
or not, they were all around her. There could be hundreds of themout there in
t he dark, swarm ng over the floor. Thousands, maybe, an army of dark little
shadow faeries cone to feast now that her flesh was suitably battered and

brui sed. She screaned. She could not help herself, the sound just erupted as
she |l et out her next breath.

The shadow faeries cringed and | ooked toward the door, and in the next nonent
Vala was silent. Her nouth remai ned open and her throat continued to vibrate,
but there was no nore sound.

The mal e faerie | ooked toward the door and asked, "The guard?"

"Still thinking about it," the female voice whispered. "He's curious, but not
al arned. "

Val a coul d see her, another silver-haired faerie down on the floor, peering
around the corner of the archway.

"Keep an eye on him" the nale said.

Fol  owed by the two silver-haired females, he circled toward Val a's head. They



were joined by a third female, which fluttered over from behind Vala and
settled on the floor next to them Vala tried to spin around to bring her feet
toward them but one of the fermales nade a notion with a sliver-sized wand, and
she found herself unable to nove.

"I"'msorry we frightened you," the male said. "Clearly, your ordeal has taken
nmore of a toll than we imagined."

Had Val a been able to talk, she would have suggested that they change pl aces
and see what kind of toll being a Shadovar slave took on him

"Can you stop screamnm ng?" asked one of the wonen. "We have sone questions.”
Val a grew aware of her aching jaw and realized that her nmouth continued to
gape open, that her throat was raw from screani ng. She cl anped her nouth shut
and gl ared at the black-clad faeries beside her. They certainly | ooked solid
enough.

The wonman nodded, made a di snmissive gesture, and a whinpering, rasping sound
cane to Vala's ears. It took a noment to identify the source as her own

t hr oat .

"Good," the man said. He held his hand out and noved it in a placating notion
that made Vala want to kick him "W're friends of Cal aer—

"Cal aeron?" Vala finished for him

She brought her breath under control. Phantasns or not, she could not have
these faeries telling Gal aeron that she had whi npered when they came for her
"He sent you?" she asked.

The wonen | ooked at each other. They | ooked unconfortabl e.

"What's wrong?" Val a denmanded. "Is he hurt?"

"W woul dn't know, " the man, whose manner was gruff, said.

One of the faerie wonen stepped in front of the male and said, "Galaeron is on
a mssion of the utnost inportance to all of Faerdn."

"As are we," said the second wonan, also stepping in front of the nale.
"Perhaps it would help if we introduced ourselves. | am Storm Silverhand."
"I'm Dove Fal conhand, " said the woman at the door

"I amAlustriel Silverhand," said the woman who had cast the spells. She

noti oned at the last wonman, who was still standi ng besi de the bl ack-bearded
man. "This is our sister Laeral."

"And that woul d make nme Khel ben Arunsun." The faerie man pushed his way

bet ween the two wonen who had stepped in front of him "Now that you're
properly awed, maybe you'd care to answer a question or two and hel p us save
the Heartlands."

Val a scow ed down at the nale, quite certain that she had | ost her m nd

When she didn't say anything, Khelben rolled his eyes and turned to the one
who had introduced herself as Al ustriel

"How can she not know who we are?" he asked. "|Is Vaasa so backwar d?"
"W know of the Chosen even in Vaasa," Vala said. "W al so know the difference
bet ween fl esh and phantasm Wy would the five of you show up in nmy cell, the

size of dolls, unless | were mad?"

"Because we need your help," Alustriel said. She stepped over and placed a
hand on Vala's jaw. Her touch felt real enough, solid and warm "W nust find
the nythallar, and you're the only one who can help."

"Troubl e!" hissed the woman by the door. "The guard's coning."

The faeries vani shed as quickly as they had appeared, |eaving Vala alone in
her cell.

"Wait!" She felt nore isolated than ever—and nore certain that she was | osing
her mind, nore frightened. "Don't!"

The guard appeared in the doorway, a hul king shadow |l ord with ruby eyes and
filed teeth. Vala thought he was Feslath, one of Escanor's favorites.

"Don't what?" Feslath demanded. "Who are you tal king to?"

Though hi s Shadovar eyes could see in the dark as easily as Vala could see in
daylight, he did not even bother glancing around the cell. He knew as well as
she did that there was no one in the room that her nmnd had finally snapped.
"I asked a question, slave."

Vala glared at himand refused to answer. She was not worried about revealing



the presence of her visitors—the del usions were hidden safely inside her

m nd—but she could not obey, not even in this. Once she started to surrender
it would grow easier and easier, until she finally belonged to themin spirit
as well as body.

"You defy me?"

Feslath grinned and took the whip off its hook. He did not even need to | ook
tofindit.

"As you like. Assune the position."

Val a was supposed to turn her back and bow her head so her eyes would be

pr ot ect ed.

I nstead, she glared straight into Feslath's eyes and said, "Go suckle a
veserab. "

The whi p caught Vala across the chest al nost before she had finished the
curse. Refusing to give himthe satisfaction of a scream she clenched her jaw
and took the next strike in silence as well, but the third caught her across
the ribs and forced an involuntary gasp. Feslath, in particular, was a naster
of the technique and delighted in forcing her body to emit the sounds her nind
hel d in check.

The next | ash caught her across the previous one, and Vala began to grow

di zzy. The assault would not end until she fell unconscious. Praying that he
woul d keep landing his strikes on top of each other, she glared into his eyes
and wat ched his arm draw back

A dark-cl oaked figure rose behind Feslath and caught his armby the wist.
Feslath's eyes flared red, and he spun around to find the butt of a |large

bl ack staff crashing into the side of his head. H s knees buckl ed, and he
nelted to the floor like a suit of enpty silks.

Khel ben Arunsun, standing fully six feet tall, kicked the shadow lord in the
ri bs—hard—+to make certain he was unconsci ous, then cane to kneel beside Val a.
"You coul d have answered him" he said.

Val a shook her head, and vaguely aware of her gaping jaw, gasped, "You are
real ."

Khel ben nodded, but made no nove to undo her manacl es.

"Does that nmean you'll help us?" he asked.

Val a shook the chain by which she was attached to the wall.

"Does that mean you'll get me out of here?" she asked in return.

Khel ben's face grew i mpati ent.

"We' || cone back for you, but our nission depends on secrecy and surprise. W
can't take you along now without the risk of drawing attention to ourselves."
Val a considered this a monent then pointed her chin at Feslath's fallen
figure.

"You're already running that risk," she said. "And no offense, but if you're
going after the nmythallar, | don't like your chances of getting back here to
rescue me before this rock hits the ground.”

"The fate of Faer(n itself hangs in the bal ance!" Khel ben's voice was deep and
ri ghteous. "You would bargain for your own |ife?"

"I have a son who needs a nother." Vala didn't flinch at Khel ben's angry

scowl , but added, "I amnot the one who is bargaining."
"She has a point, Khel ben."
Dove and the other three Chosen appeared on the floor between them still no

nore than a hand high

Dove continued, "W prom sed Arts—

"W will keep our promise," Khelben insisted, "w thout risking our mssion."
"You're sure our mind wiping magic will work on a Shadovar?" Al ustriel asked.
"They are not beings of the Wave."

"Even if it does, there will still be the lunp on the guard's head to
explain,” Stormsaid. "Hell wonder how he got it, and that in itself m ght

gi ve us away."

"I know a way it won't matter," Val a said, seeing her chance.

Khel ben | ooked to her and raised his brow

Val a expl ai ned her plan, and when she finished, Khel ben continued to study her



wi th narrowed eyes.

"This will work," Vala said. "It stands a better chance than your
menory-stealing magic."

"Alustriel's menory-stealing magic,'
worries me."

"Then what does?" Laeral asked.
"Vala," he said plainly. "It's not as though she's hel ping us out of the
goodness of her heart. If Galaeron couldn't tel

us where to find the nythallar, how do we know Vala can? She m ght be Ilying so
we hel p her escape."

"CGal aeron returned to the Pal ace Mbst High via Telamont’s nagic,'
"l wal ked hore. "

Khel ben conti nued to | ook doubtful

"What if | were lying?" Vala asked. "Wuld you | eave nme here to fall with the

' Khel ben corrected. "That's not what

Val a sai d.

city?"

"Of course not," Alustriel said. "W promsed Aris we wouldn't."

"Then why should | |ie?"

Finally, Khelben smiled and said, "I suppose you're right at that, aren't
you?"

Khel ben dragged the unconscious guard over to Vala and laid himat her feet.
Whi |l e she used the heel of her foot to make it | ook as though she had knocked
hi m unconsci ous, Khel ben renmoved the keys fromhis belt and undid her
manacl es. Once she was free, Vala wapped the chain around his throat and
began to choke him None of the Chosen watched this part. They clearly wi shed
t here had been anot her way.

Not Vala. She had only to think of the beatings she had suffered at Feslath's
hands for this small vengeance to seem not nearly enough. The thought sent a
chill down her spine, and she found herself wondering if it was only

magi c-users who could let their shadows inside.

Once the guard was dead, Vala took his equipnent and dressed herself in his
cl ot hes, and Khel ben shrank hinself back to the size of the others. She
stuffed all five of the Chosen into her pockets, and aided by spells of
invisibility and silence, crept down the stairs to the base of the confinenment
tower. Here, she had to kill two nore guards, the first when he turned toward
t he openi ng door, the second while he was struggling with the dying body she
had shoved into his arnms. Leaving the bodies inside the stairwell behind the
| ocked iron door, she used the second one's cloak to w pe the blood off the
floor, then tossed it into a garderobe and left the area.

Fromthere, it would have been a sinple matter to descend the back stairs and
vanish into the city. Instead, Vala entered a servant's passage and traversed
t he back of the great pal ace. Though she passed a constant stream of maids,
pages, and butlers, she remained conceal ed fromboth eye and ear, for the
magi ¢ of the Chosen was powerful enough to remain effective even after conbat
had been j oi ned.

A quarter hour later, Vala enmerged fromthe servant's passage into the dusky
| obby outside the prince's private wing. The great anteroom doors were cl osed
and guarded, as they had been since his return fromthe battle on the Hi gh
Ice, and for a noment she despaired of making her plan work. There was no
other way into the wing—at |east that she had ever seen—and even invisible,
she coul d not best a dozen of Escanor's shadow | ords.

But, as Val a had hoped, the prince's duties could not be ignored even when he
lay half-dead in his bed. It was not |ong before a courier approached the
great doors bearing a shadowfilled nessage bottle. Vala fell in on his heels,
follow ng so closely that when a guard ordered himto stop three paces from

t he doors, she had to dodge around his side to keep fromrunning into him The
guard took the nessage bottle and di sm ssed the courier, waiting until he had
vani shed down the corridor before he turned and knocked softly on the door
Val a stood at the guard's side for a seeming eternity, barely daring to exhale
| est her breath tickle the hair on his arms. Finally, a steward opened the
door just far enough to | ean out and take the message bottle. It would



probably have been wise to wait for a serving maid or sone other donmestic
whose duties would require opening the door nore than a shoul der's w dth, but
there was precious little tine to make the decision, and Val a knew that the
deaths in the confinenment tower would not go unnoticed for |ong. She dropped
to her haunches, pivoting around in front of the guard, and duck-wal ked

si deways through the narrow opening, trying

so hard not to step on his heels that the closing door caught her foot.

The guard called sonething to the chanberl ain, who was already a step away,

t hen shoved with his shoulder. Vala's foot seened to fold along the | ength,

but the heavy door bounced back enough for her to pull her foot into the room
after her.

The door clicked shut, and Vala dropped to her seat, at once sighing in relief
and opening her nmouth in an unvoi ced scream of pain. It would have been nice
to set aside one of the weapons in her hand and check for broken bones, but
such indul gences killed nore warriors than they saved. She rolled to her knees
and came up facing the interior of Escanor's |large anteroom where half a
dozen clerks sat attending to the prince's private business.

Val a started across the chamber on her hands and knees, angling for the dark
corridor that |ed deeper into the prince's inner sanctum There, she had to
slip under the crossed gl aives of another set of guards.

Once inside the nmurky passage, she rose and put sone weight on her foot. The
pain was dull and general, nmore |ike a bad bruise than a break. She took a few
steps. Finding the foot would support her, she continued through Escanor's
private study into his dressing room and passing another pair of guards and a
smal | clique of servants at each stage, fromhis dressing roominto his |arge
and opul ent bedchanber

Escanor lay alone in his bed, little nmore than a man-shaped shadow cl eaving to
a cage of black ribs. His beating heart was visible inside, still glow ng
faintly with the light of the Weave flames that had nearly consunmed him He
was attended on one side of the bed by a servant and on the other by a

bl ack-robed priestess wearing the purple mask of Shar. Two of Escanor's battle
| ords were standing at the foot of the bed. Vala's darksword was on display in
a rack above the prince's headboard, |ocked behind a pair of crystal doors.
Val a! Khel ben's voice canme to her inside her head. In the nane of the Wave,
what are you doi ng?

Val a did not answer. She had not told the Chosen about this part of her plan
but it was as necessary to their success as finding the nythallar. She stepped
over to the foot of the bed, and in a single spinning stroke, slashed the

t hroats of both guards.

The nmen had barely fallen before the priestess raised her hands and began a

Wi spy prayer to her hidden goddess. Vala cut this short by |ashing out with
the whip in her other hand. The cord wapped itself tightly around the wonan's
throat, and the prayer ended in a strangl ed gasp as Vala jerked the priestess
of f her feet. The servant started for the door, his jaw working in shock, but
emtting only strangl ed gasps. She spun past the end of the bed, bringing her
sore foot up in a hook kick that caught him square in the nose with the
hardest part of her heel. He flew off his feet so hard that the back of his
head hit first and nade a sickening crack on the stone fl oor

G ving up on her spell, the priestess charged blindly forward, using one hand
to pull against the whip around her throat and the other to slash her dagger
blindly through the air. Vala waited for the next stroke to sweep past then
she stepped forward and snapped the outside of her hand into the hinge of the
woman's jaw. The priestess went instantly linp, her eyes rolling back in her
head and the dagger slipping from her hand.

Val a dropped the whip and turned back to the bed. In Escanor's shadowy eye
sockets were a pair of copper flanes, faint and flickering as he struggl ed
back to consci ousness.

Vala! If you're counting on us to help you kill—

"Quiet."

Though Val a spoke the word al oud, she heard the word only in her mnd. She



started forward toward the display case. The flames in Escanor's eyes

bri ght ened, and she knew the prince was returning to his senses. She hurl ed
her sword, reached for her dagger, and | eaped onto the bed.

A wi sp of shadowy armrose through the covers. Her

tunmbl ing sword ricocheted upward and smashed a crystal door, and sonething hit
her in the chest like one of Aris's hammers. She fell off the bed backward and
| anded facedown on the fl oor

"Quards!" Escanor's voice was barely a croak, but a croak |oud enough to cause
a stir out in the dressing room "Help!"

Val a rai sed her hand and called silently to her darksword. She heard the
tinkling of shattered crystal, and the weapon cane sailing over the foot of
the bed. The hilt slipped into her palmlike the hand of an old friend. The

bl ade was trailing a wi sp of shadow where it had brushed Escanor's body.

You have your sword—time to go! Stormurged. Qut onto the bal cony.

Vala roll ed sideways to her knees and cane up with her arm cocked to throw.
When she saw Escanor swi nging out of the opposite side of the bed, she did
just that. The bl ade caught hi m between the shoul der bl ades, slicing through
two ribs and the faintly pul sing heart.

The prince died without a scream H s ribcage sinply dropped to the floor in
two pieces. The guards fromthe dressing roomrushed into the chanber to find
the cl eaved heart dissolving into a cloud of shadow.

"Now if s time to go."

Agai n, Vala heard her words only in her own mind. As the guards rushed to
their dying prince, she called the dark-sword back to her hand. She woul d have
liked to stay and find the magic ring given to her by Corineus Drannaeken in

t he cataconbs beneath Myth Drannor, but a search of that nagnitude was out of
t he question. She raced toward the double doors and | eaped into the air—then
barreled into two nore guards as they cane rushing in.

Val a pl anted one foot on each of their shoul ders—she was aimng for their
throats, but had not junped hi gh enough—and she nanaged to drive enough of a
seam between the startl ed Shadovar for the rest of her body to pass through
She thunped down on her side with her head barely a

sword's length fromeither one, then she gathered her feet beneath her and
dived forward, rolling across the balcony in a series of somersaults. The
guards shouted the alarmand blindly clinked their swords on the stone only

i nches behi nd her.

At last, Vala cane to the end of the bal cony and found the bal ustrade bl ocki ng
her path. She finished one nore sonersault, gathered her feet beneath her, and
sprang over headl ong.

Vala was within a dozen feet of the street before a magic hand finally reached
out to stop her fall.

Next time, young | ady, we won't catch you, Khel ben warned. That was not hi ng
but a vengeance killing.

"So it was," she said, "and if | hadn't done it, no one would have believed ny
escape was nmy own. Not after the things that devil did to ne."

Val a's feet touched the street, and she started toward Shade's | ower warrens
at a sprint.

* * * * *

The Vaasans sat together on one side of the table, |aughing and dribbling and
whacki ng each other on the back mghtily as they ate and drank and descri bed
the day's conbat to their jeal ous conrade, Dexon. To listen to the nen talk,
battling phaeri mm was no nore dangerous than stal king forest rothé, save that
the phaerimm made it all nuch nore exciting by hunting back. Had Takari not
been al ong and seen for herself the humans' deadly effectiveness that day—and
many ot hers—she woul d have believed the wine was stretching their tongues.

But it had all happened just as they described, and they had i ndeed added
three tails apiece to their belts. Armed with Dexon's darksword, Keya N hnedu
had clainmed two for her own growi ng collection. Takari had taken only one, but
that was with nothing but her own elven steel. Had she been

wi el di ng a darksword of her own, she would have killed nore phaerimm than



anyone.
Takari took the ewer and refilled it fromthe wine cask in the scullery, then
stopped in the doorway and eyed the two healthy Vaasans from behind. Wth

t heir massive shoul ders and brai ded bl ack hair, they | ooked nore |ike

t hkaerths to her than humans, but she had spent enough tine fighting at their
sides to know that neither man was entirely the brute he seened. She had seen
Burlen risk his life several tinmes to protect Keya wi thout ever allow ng her
to notice, while Kuhl had returned fromone patrol with a litter of orphaned
raccoons tucked inside his cloak

After a noment of deliberation, Takari settled on Kuhl and came up behind him
with the ewer. They al ways stopped to wash the bl ood and soot off in

Dawnsgl ory Pond before returning hone to Treetop, so she knew that Kuhl was
both a little |l eaner and less woolly than Burlen. It was still going to be
like westling a bear, but she saw no reason to nake it any nore distasteful
than it had to be.

"More w ne, Kuhl?"

Wthout waiting for an answer, Takari pressed herself to Kuhl's burly back and
reached around his shoulder to refill his goblet.

She was wearing only the thinnest of shifts, so she knew he could feel her as
wel |l as she could feel him but he only nodded and voi ced his thanks w thout
so nmuch as a glance in her direction. Seeing that Dexon's goblet was al npst
enpty, Takari took the opportunity to nmake her point nore clearly by

pl astering herself to Kuhl's shoul der as she stretched forward to refill it

Li ngering there rather |onger than was necessary, she turned and snil ed.

Kuhl | ooked away, a crimnmson flush rising up his cheeks.

Burl en pushed his goblet toward the ewer and said, "I'Il take another swallow
nyself, if you don't mind."

Takari banged the ewer down and peel ed herself off Kuhl's shoul der

"Way should I mind? |I'msure you can pour."

This drew a roaring laugh from Dexon and a hurt expression fromBurlen. Kuhl's
face grew even redder. Takari wondered whether all humans were as dense as the
one she had picked, or if there was sonething about Kuhl she did not

under stand. She had seen himcasting hungry | ooks her way as they bathed.
Takari circled around to Kuhl's other side and found Keya N hmedu studyi ng her
with a thoughtful frown. After |earning how Keya had acquired the ability to
hol d Dexon's darksword—by allowing himto get a child on her—Fakari had nade
the m stake of asking whether the other Vaasans had fam lies at home. Keya
seened to have guessed her plan.

Takari ignored the condemation she sensed in the younger elf's gaze and

pul led a chair close to her quarry.

She ran a finger up Kuhl's forearm and his brow grew shiny with
human-snel | i ng sweat .

"I"'d like it if you showed nme how you did that rollover on the bugbear today,"
she said.

A expectant silence descended over the room and Dexon and Burlen studied Kuhl
with wol fish grins.

"It was a good nove," Keya broke in. She kept her gaze fixed on Takari. "Maybe
you could show us all tonorrow "

"Now woul d be better for ne," Takari said.

She had spent a tenday and a half praying to the Wnged Mdther to nake her
ready, and she could sense by the warnth in her wonb that she was. It had to
be this evening. She rested her fingers on the inside of Kuhl's neaty el bow
and applied a little pressure.

"You can show the others tonmorrow, " she whi spered.

Kuhl seermed to nelt under her touch, but was sonehow still oblivious to what
she was suggesti ng.

"I can show you now. It won't take long," he said, rising and gesturing at the
floor. "Lie down and be nme, and I'Il get on top and be the bugbear."

Dexon cringed and said, "I don't think this is sonething | want to see."

"Nor 1," Keya agreed. 'Takari, this isn't fair—=



"Fair?" Takari interrupted. "Gal aeron nmade his choice when he left me in
Rheitheil |l aethor and ran off with Vala. If | decide to try a human, too,
that’s no business of his—er yours."

Keya's nmouth fell open, and Takari could see by the confusion in the younger
el f's eyes that she had succeeded in nuddling the issue. Whatever Keya had
guessed, she could not know whet her Takari was using the human for pl easure,
revenge, or access to a darksword.

"Uh, Takari?" Kuhl asked. "Wat do you nean, 'try a human?'"

"What do you think | nean?" Takari rolled her eyes and said, "l've seen the
way you stare at ne when we bathe. "

Kuhl | ooked guilty. "You have?"

"It's hard to nmiss," Takari said.

"It's all right?" Kuhl gasped. "I thought it bothered el ves when we peeked."
"It isalittle unsettling, to tell the truth," Takari said. Seeing the | ook
of confusion that cane to Kuhl's eyes, she decided that it would be best to

state the matter as plainly as possible. "I'mgiving you a chance here to do
nmore than stare, Kuhl. Are you interested or not?"

"Interested.”

" Good. "

Takari took himby the wist and started for the contenplation, but they were
qui ckly intercepted by a disapproving Keya N hmedu.

"Kuhl," she said, "you do realize she's using you?"

A grin the size of the crescent noon spread across Kuhl's face and he said, "I
sure hope so."

He pi cked Takari up and slipped past Keya at a near charge, and a nonent |ater
Takari found herself westling the bear. The experience was not as unpl easant
as she had feared, in large part because it was over so quickly.

The second tinme lasted a little longer. She was surprised to find that she was
no | onger disgusted at all, save for near the end when he really did start
groming like a bear.

The third time, she actually started to enjoy it, and that was when Lord
Duirsar's messenger flew in through the open wi ndow. OCblivious to what was
happeni ng, the snowfinch began to flit around their heads, chirping and
tweeting as though the world were coming to an end.

"Manynests," Takari gasped. "Not... now"

The bird | anded on her shoul der and shrieked into her ear. The nmpod vani shed
instantly, and Takari extended a finger.

"Bird, this had better be good."

Manynests broke into a |l ong series of whistles.

"What ?" Takari asked. "Wen?"

She freed herself of Kuhl's enmbrace and swung her feet onto the floor. The
snowfi nch peeped in reply, then chirped a query.

"OfF course!" Takari said, rising. 'Tell himwe'll neet themat the Livery
Gate. "

Kuhl propped hinself on an el bow and asked, "Meet who?"

She snat ched Kuhl's weapon belt off the floor and tossed it to himw thout
touching the darksword's hilt She didn't want Kuhl to know why she had bedded
him not until she knew the seed had been pl ant ed.

"The phaerimm" Takari replied. "They've breached the mythal."

* * * * *

Sonmewhere in the Palace Most High, Gal aeron hung swaddl ed in vel vet nurk,

i mobile, able to breathe and scream but no nore. Shadovar voices hissed in

t he di stant gl oom Shadow seeped into his pores, perneating himw th every
breat h, doubt and suspicion and anger steadily darkening his heart How | ong he
had been there was imnpossible

to say. No one ever cane to feed himor give himwater or attend to his broken
hand, or even to ask if he was ready to cooperate, but he never seenmed to grow
hungry or thirsty, or have need to answer nature's call. He hung there
suspended in the nonent, a throbbing pain-filled noment w thout beginning or
end, without Iimt of any kind.



It seened to Gal aeron that the mythallar should have been destroyed | ong
before, that the Chosen should have found it and sundered it, and brought
Shade crashing down into the desert. Maybe they had. Trapped as he seened in a
si ngl e monent, how would he know? O maybe he had been there only an instant
after all. Maybe all his thoughts since Tel anont hung himthere had rushed
through his mind in a single instant, and Khel ben and the others were stil

awai ting their chance to escape into the city.

O perhaps the Chosen had abandoned him wherever here was, content to believe
t he shadow i nsi de hi mwoul d never escape to darken Faerdn. That woul d be just
like them to sacrifice an individual for the sake of the many—as |ong as that
i ndi vi dual was not one of their nunber. Gal aeron thought back to his capture
and recal |l ed how qui ck they had been to abandon the caravan, how cleverly they
had arranged things so that none of them had been call ed upon to make the
ultimate sacrifice. The cowards would not hesitate to | eave himthere alone to
suffer for all eternity.

And that was exactly what Gal aeron—the real Gal aeron—would want, he remni nded
hi nsel f.

H s shadow had all but taken him Every thought contained a hidden doubt,
every enotion was col ored by suspicion. It would not be | ong before he

yi el ded. He had only to grab a handful of shadowstuff and use its dark magic
to cast a spell, and he would be free to seek his vengeance on all who had
wronged him Telanmont had said as rmuch when he'd inprisoned him had prom sed
that that was how Gal aeron's struggle would end, that all Gal aeron controlled
was when it ended.

Gal aeron believed him If the timng was all he could control, then control it
he woul d.

The hissing of the distant voices faded to silence, and the air grew heavy and
chill. Galaeron's heart clinbed into his throat, and he began to search the
dar kness ahead for the burning disks of Telanont's platinum eyes.

The air only grew col der and nore still.

"You are stronger than | thought, elf," the Mdst Hi gh's w spy voice hissed
into Gal aeron's ear. "You are beginning to anger ne."

Gal aeron snmiled. He tried to turn toward the voice, but his whol e body seened
to pivot with him and Tel anont remai ned just beyond his peripheral vision

Gal aeron had to settle for speaking into the shadow.

"At least there's that," he said.

"Ch, there is nore," Telanont said. "Miuch nore. My son Escanor is dead."

Gal aeron started to say sonething spiteful then realized that to express such
malice to a grieving father—even this grieving father—would be to invite his
shadow i n.

"I"'msorry to hear that."

A deep chuckl e sounded besi de Gal aeron's ear.

"Lies are of the shadow, too, elf."

"I't was conpassion-not a lie."

Gal aeron's thoughts were racing. Had the city fallen and Tel anont cone to take
vengeance? Did he see a way to use his son's death to force Gal aeron
conpletely into shadow? O was he sinply there to take out his anger on

Gal aeron?

"What ever | may have thought of Escanor,"” the elf said, "whatever | would have
liked to do to himnysel f—+'msure you |l oved him™"

Tel anmbnt was quiet for a nonment, not using his will to press for an answer as
usual when he fell silent, but genuinely seenming to contenplate Gal aeron's

wor ds.

"Perhaps | did, at that," the Mst Hi gh said. "Wat a pity Vala was not so
charitable as you."

A cold knot formed in Gal aeron's stomach. Tel anont's cold presence pressed
closer to him

"She escaped her cell," the Shadovar said. "She killed himin his sick bed."
The knot in Gal aeron's stomach grew as heavy as | ead.

"Did his guards . . . ?" He could barely bring hinself to voice the question



"Is she dead?"

"That woul d make you angry, would it not?"

A cl oaked form coal esced in the nmurk before Gal aeron. Wth the Mdst High

al ready whispering into his ear, it took Galaeron a noment to realize that the
figure in front of himalso belonged to Tel anont.

"I could tell you she is, and you would fly into a rage." Telanont's eyes grew
bri ght and angry, but his voice continued to whisper into Galaeron's ear, "And
with rage would come your shadow. It would claimyou for all tinme."

"Then she's not dead." Nor had the nythallar been destroyed, Gal aeron

realized. Had Shade fallen, Telanont would be nore interested in killing him
than claim ng him "You don't know where she is."

"And with hope cones strength," hissed the di senbodi ed voice. "The strength to
defy me. What am| to do?"

He fell silent, and the air grew heavy with expectation

Fearing that one answer would | ead to another and another until he betrayed
their plan, Galaeron tried not to answer. Telanont remained silent, and his
will pressed down on Gal aeron all the nore fiercely. Eventually, he could
resist no nore, and the words tunbled out of their own accord.

Tell me the truth.”

The purple crescent of a snmile appeared in the hood beneath Tel anont’s s eyes.
"The truth? What is "truth,' really?" Telanont's voice whispered into

Gal aeron's other ear. "The truth is that she will be."

The lunp in Gal aeron's stomach began to grow lighter. Vala was still alive.

"I'f you catch her."
"When we catch her,"’
feet to the ground.™

He paused, and Gal aeron feared for a nmonment that Tel anont nmeant to force an
answer that would betray the attack on the nythallar, but Telanont had

somet hing el se in mnd.

"She will be caught. My other sons are tracking her even now "

Gal aeron fought not to snmile. He had said nothing about the Chosen yet, and if
the princes were busy searching for Vala, they would not be watching the
nmyt hal | ar. Perhaps they had even hel ped her escape to create a diversion. That
woul d be just like those cowards, to sacrifice a hel pl ess woman so t hey

woul dn't have to risk their own lives. It occurred to Gal aeron that he m ght
save Vala's life by warning Tel anont about their plan. That was what those
traitors deserved.

Tel anont corrected. "Were can she go? It's a thousand

"You do not care?" Tel anont asked. "I thought you loved this wonman. | thought
she was the reason you betrayed us."

Tel anobnt grew quiet, and again the weight of his will slowy crushed

Gal aeron' s resol ve

At |last, Galaeron admitted, "That's true. | do love her."

"A pity, then," Telanont said. "The things that will happen when we recapture
her...."

He fell silent, |eaving Galaeron to imgine the horrors that would be visited
on her. Gven the punishment Vala had suffered just for aiding in his escape,
he coul d not bear to think of the death she would neet after killing a prince
of Shade. He began to feel Telanont's will pressing down on him conpelling
himto speak what he was thinking. Tine and again, Gal aeron found hinself
ready to blurt out his plan, to reveal how he had tricked Telanont into
bringi ng the Chosen into Shade.

Sonehow, he resisted. Deep down inside, part of himwanted to believe it was
honor that stopped him that something inside himwas strong enough to resist
the will of the Mdst Hi gh of Shade. But the truth was that he had again
fallen into the grasp of his shadow self, and it sinply did not believe

Tel anont coul d be trusted.

Every tine Gal aeron started to say he would trade Shade's life for Vala's, or
that he could deliver five Chosen in exchange for her freedom his shadow
refused. It reminded himthat Tel amont had once offered to teach himhow to
control his shadow-as if that could be done—and of how badly that bargain had



turned out. It rem nded hi mof how powerful the Mdst H gh was. Gal aeron had
only to hint at the attack on the nythallar and Tel anont woul d begin to
pressure himfor answers. The Shadovar woul d know everything wi thin mnutes,
Val a woul d be condemmed to a lingering death anyway, and Gal aeron woul d be
left with nothing for his betrayal

For once, Gal aeron's shadow self was right. Tel anont had done not hi ng but
betray him Tel anont deserved what was going to happen to his city. Al of the
Shadovar did. And Val a? He wanted to save Vala, but he could not do it by
yielding to Tel anont.

Finally, Telanont said, "Love is not as strong as | imagined." The pressure
did not relent, but his voice came fromthe hooded shape before Gal aeron's
eyes. "You do not wish to save Val a?"

"I would do anything to save Vala," Galaeron said, "but I amno fool."

"No?" Telanpbnt's voice sounded |ike cracking ice. "Then you know she w |l not
escape. "

"And you know | can help you."

A dark voice inside Gal aeron screamed for himto hold his tongue, that he was
a fool if he thought he could bargain with Tel anont Tant hul

Gal aeron ignored the voice and continued, "The phaerinm continue to trouble
you. Take me to the world-w ndow. When | see her at hone in Vaasa, I'll help
you with them again."

Tel anont drifted closer, until Gal aeron could see nothing

in front of his face but two plati numeyes. He forced hinself to hold the
gaze, and eventually he saw that the eyes were silver coronas burning around

two di sks of shadow bl acker than darkness. The pressure of his will grew
crushing, and still Galaeron did not | ook away. Finally, the shining coronas
flickered with sonething |ike amusenent, and Tel anont drew back a little.
"Love is not as strong as | inmgined."

The Most High's eyes resolved thensel ves back into disks, and his dark form
began to nelt back into the darkness.

"But hope ..." the shade said. "That is so much stronger."

The crushing burden of his will remained. Gal aeron waited, expecting the
conpul sion to answer sone unspoken question to arise inside himat any nonent.
There was only the intangible weight—and a different pressure, rising from
inside, a feeling that was closer to fear and uncertainty, perhaps grief.
Finally, when the shape of Telanont's body had di ssol ved back into the
darkness and there was only the pale Iight of his fading eyes, it was this
pressure that forced Gal aeron to break his silence.

"Wait!" Gal aeron said. "What about Val a?"

"I accept." The eyes vani shed, but Telanont's voice hissed fromthe darkness
all around, "If you wish to save her, you have only to grasp the shadows and
free yoursel f."

Bef ore Gal aeron coul d obj ect, voices began to hiss again in the distant gl oom
and the crushing weight of Telanont's will was gone. Gal aeron found hi nsel f
torn between pride in having matched wills with the Most H gh and apprehensi on
over his comment about hope. What had he nmeant about hope being so nmuch
stronger? Probably, it was just some ploy to nmake Galaeron yield to the Most
Hgh's will, to surrender hinmself to shadow, but there had been sonet hi ng
about the way it was said that nade himfeel otherwi se, a note of revelation
in Telanont's voice that suggested a flash of insight. His tone in agreeing to
trade Gal aeron's cooperation for Vala's |life had been one of

ridicule, as though he knew the offer woul d never be accepted.

A dark voi ce whispered that Tel anont was playing himfor a fool. There was
only one way to escape, and Gal aeron refused to use it. Half the Shadovar in
the enclave had to be | aughing at himat that very nmoment. Gal aeron resisted
this line of thought by rem nding hinself of what happened the last tinme he
used t he Shadow Weave, of how he had alienated Vala and nearly gotten Aris
killed. If Tel anont had provided an easy escape, it was because it was no
escape at all. Galaeron had sworn an oath never to use shadow magi ¢ again, and
it was an oath he intended to honor



Gal aeron occupi ed hinself for what seemed the nmulti-verse's next eternity,
argui ng back and forth with the dark voice inside his own head, know ng there
was only one escape and knowing as well that a fate worse than death awaited
himif he took it. Had he been confident that he would know when the Chosen
shattered the nythallar and the city fell, perhaps he woul d have had the
fortitude to wait.

As it was, the uncertainty was nore than he could bear: the fear that Shade
woul d crash into the sands of Anauroch and be fifteen centuries buried with
himstill there in that dark noment wondering if his plan would ever succeed,
wondering if Vala would live to see her son again, wondering if Takari had
ever forgiven himfor the selfish fear that had made himturn her away. The

i mge of a bl ack, drop-shaped body appeared his nmind and began to grow | arger
The thing had three bul bous protrusions that, considering the fang-filled
nmout hs at the end, mght have been heads. A trio of arms, each ending in three
hands with a single eye in the palm sprouted fromits body in three unlike

pl aces. The phantasmfor he had no doubt that that was what it was—ren nded
Gal aeron vaguely of the sharn he had freed when they destroyed the first lich
Wil gret h.

| have been | ooking for you, Elf.

Gal aeron's jaw dropped. For once, his shadow sel f seened

too stunned to take advantage of the situation, and he experienced a nonment of
internal silence that he had not enjoyed since making the m stake that had

al l owed his shadow to invade himin the first place.

What, no "hi ho, old friend?" the sharn asked. No, "well net, Xrxvlayblea?"
"What, uh, how ... ?"

"That will do, | suppose.™

The shar n—Xrxvl aybl ea—was floating in the shadows before Gal aeron, all ton and
a half of him or it, or them or however one referred to a blob of
three-headed . . . stuff. It waved the eyes in several of its palns over

Gal aer on.

"Y-you're real ?" Gal aeron stanmered.

One of the heads shot up close to Gal aeron's face and spewing drool fromits
fangs, snapped, "Did | not say | would return to repay the favor you did ne in
Kar sus?"

"You did," Gal aeron gul ped.

"Now i s when you need me nost, is it not?"

Gal aeron managed a nod.

"OfF course it is," another head spat. "Or | wouldn't be here.”

Gal aeron shook his head and wondered if he had begun to hall ucinate.

"There you have it, then," the third head said. "You' re ready now. Favor
repaid."

The sharn turned and started to float away into the shadows. Galaeron tried to
pull an armfree and found that he was as stuck as ever. He debated the w sdom
of talking to a hallucination. A dark voice asked what could it hurt, and he
deci ded not hi ng.

"Vait!"

The sharn stopped, but did not turn

"Ready for what?" Gal aeron asked.

"Ready to do what you were not ready to do then
Gal aeron frowned. "But I'mstill caught”

"Whose fault is that?" asked one of the heads—from behind, it was inpossible
to see which. "You'd better get unstuck."

"You don't understand," Galaeron said. "I can't use the Shadow Weave. | swore
an oath."

"An oat h?"

The sharn swung back around and shoved two palnms in Galaeron's face so it
could stare at himeye-to-eye.

"Why'd you do a witless thing like that?" it asked.

"I'"ve been having a shadow crisis," Galaeron explained. "Wen | use the Shadow
Weave, mny shadow sel f takes over. The next time, it nmay be permanent, so

the sharn replied.



vowed not to cast any nore shadow magic."

"Breaking a vow is bad business." The eyes in the palnms blinked, and it said,
"But don't be angry with the Shadow. That's what he wants—and it's not his
fault, anyway. You made a prom se you can't keep."

The sharn turned and started to float away again.

"That's it?" Galaeron cried. "That's your big favor?"

One of the heads twi sted around to gl ance back over its body.

"Look, I"'mnot here to tell you howto live your life. You can do it now, or
you can do it later, when it doesn't matter. Your choice. Favor repaid."
"One nmore question,"” the second head added, "and you owe ne."

"You don't want that," the third head said. "Really."

"No," CGalaeron said. "I'msure | don't. My thanks, and fare you well."

"No doubt of that," the sharn said, and it vani shed into the whispering gl oom
More than a hundred heartbeats passed before the dark voice inside suggested
t hat maybe they should ignore the sharn, that maybe it had been an illusion
conjured up by Telanont Tanthul to trick himinto using the Shadow Wave.
Maybe, after all, they should hang there in the murk for a

whil e I onger. Gal aeron realized that maybe his shadow sel f was saying the
opposite of what of it truly wanted, that maybe it really wanted himto escape
and was just suggesting the opposite because it knew he would do the opposite
of that...

"Maybe, " Gal aeron said. He closed his eyes, then grasped a handful of shadow
and closed his fist as well. "And naybe not."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

-lo Aris's dismay, elegance had not returned with strength. Wth Mlik gone,
the giant found hinmself secretly in the service of Prince Yder. He stood over
the High Altar in Malik's Tenple of the One and All, cutting a relief of
Shar's Bl ack Moon around the obl ong skull -and-starburst he'd done when the
temple still belonged to Mlik.

He could hardly ask for better working conditions, even were he a free giant.
He had only to ask, and whatever he wanted to eat or drink would be brought
fromany far corner of Faer(n. A conpany of assistants attended to his every
need, and he worked at his pleasure and was free to do whatever he w shed at
other times. He was not even much of a captive, as he was free to wander the
city of Shade at will—so long as he did not

m nd an escort of several armed shadow | ords.

H s tool control had returned to normal after he'd slept off the effects of

hi di ng the Chosen in his body, and the Dark Mbon was cut shallowy enough so
that it did not draw attention to itself. Still, there was sonmething intrinsic
to the goddess's hidden nature that he was not quite conveying. A viewer had
only to look at Cyric's skull-and-starburst to see that it floated inside
Shar's Dark Mon, and that would not do at all. She was nore subtle than that,
nore nysterious.

Aris stepped away to gain some perspective, barely noticed as he sent a dozen
attendants scranbling for cover, and deci ded he woul d have to rethink the
whol e thing. He dropped his hanmer and chisel into the tool bag on his belt
and backed out of the chancel area.

"Go to ny workshop," he said, notioning the attendants toward the door in the
north transept. "Bring a stack of sail canvases and a barrel of sketching
charcoal . "

The attendants rushed to obey, |eaving only four shadow | ord guards who did
their utnmost to remain quiet and out of sight. Yder had apparently ordered
themto avoid reminding Aris that he was a captive, but it made no difference.
He al ways knew they were behind him He could feel themthere, just out of

si ght.

A throaty rasp came up the nave's center aisle as someone pushed open the

Bl ack Portal. Aris waved an absentm nded hand in the direction of the sound
and kept his attention fixed on the object of his frustration. A pair of



guards rushed off to send the visitor away. There foll owed the hiss of

whi spered conversation, then a scuffle, a few syllables of nagic, and the
clatter of arnored bodies hitting the floor

"What's wong with you oafs?" Aris snapped, too absorbed in aesthetics to

regi ster anything but an annoyi ng di sturbance. "Can you not see |I'mtrying to
t hi nk?"

The other two guards were al ready stonping down the aisle to intercept the
intruder. This time, the incantation ended in a sharp crack. The flash of
lightning lit the chancel

and at last Aris saw the solution to his problem The entire H gh Altar would
becorme the Dark Moon, with the upper hem sphere form ng a semcircul ar back
panel at the rear and the | ower hem sphere descendi ng down into the choir. The
trick would be to get the right foreshortening where the | evel changed, and to
find a way to round the staircase toward the bottom G ow ng ever nore
excited, Aris dropped to his knees and began to search his belt bag for a
nubbi n of sketching charcoal

"Difficult to tell who's the slave here and who are the guards."” The voice
regi stered vaguely as a famliar one. "You weren't this difficult back in

Ar abel . "

"Do you have sonething to sketch with?" Aris | owered a hand wi thout | ooking.

"I must get this down while | still have it in mnd."
"Aris!" the voice barked. "Leave it You' re done here."
"Done?"

Scow ing at the interruption, Aris shook his head and found Gal aeron standing
at his side. The elf | ooked nuch as he had when they were separated at the
Cave Gate, save that his face was lined with fatigue and his eyes veiled
behi nd a gl ossy darkness.

"Cal aeron..."

Aris could feel the details of his idea slipping awnay even as he spoke, but he
was so happy to see his old friend alive that he didn't care ... nuch.

"What are you doi ng here?" he asked.

"What do you think?" Galaeron retorted. "l escaped.™

"Escaped? From the Pal ace Most Hi gh?"

Gal aeron nodded. "I had to use the Shadow Weave," he said, |ooking back down

the main aisle of the nave, where Aris's four guards lay in various forns of
death. Tmsorry."

Aris's heart went out to his friend.

"You have not failed anyone.” He laid two fingers on the elf's shoul der and
said, "I am proud you did not yield before this."

"I didn't yield," Galaeron said. "I chose. Telanont is after Vala."

Aris went hollow inside.

"Then he knows?" asked the giant.

" Knows?"

"About the Chosen," Aris said. "They couldn't find the nythallar, so | sent
themto Vala."

A shadow descended over Gal aeron's face.

"The Chosen must have freed her," he said. Galaeron notioned Aris to his feet
and turned toward the Black Portal. "I gave them away. That’'s s what he
meant . "

Aris rose, but made no nove to follow

"What who neant ?"

"The sharn," Gal aeron answered as he continued down the aisle. "He appeared to
me in the Pal ace Mbst High. He said he had cone to repay the favor he owed us,
and told me | had a choice to nake."

" And?"

"And he left, and | nmade ny choice," Galaeron replied. "I couldn't bear the

t hought that Tel anont woul d capture Val a again, but now | see he was talking
about nore—nuch nore."

Seeing that Gal aeron was not going to wait, Aris caught up to himwth a
single step. He plucked Gal aeron off the floor and held him at head height.



"The sharn from Karse came to you in the Pal ace Mdst Hi gh?"

"Isn't that what | just said? Put ne down. W need to go find Vala and the
Chosen. "

Aris continued to hold Gal aeron and said, The sharn left you there to free
yourself? He left you and told you to use the Shadow Wave?"

I f Gal aeron saw the reason for Aris's alarm he showed no sign

"The sharn was warning ne," the elf said. 'Telanont had just been there,
trying to convince nme to use the Shadow

Wave to save Vala. Wen | refused, a strange | ook came over him Tel anont
sai d hope was stronger than he had inagined and left."

"That was what the sharn was warni ng you about ?"

Gal aeron shook his head and replied, "I think Tel anont knew I was defying him
because | expected sonething to happen soon. It nust have dawned on hi mthat
Val a had hel p escapi ng, because he left in a hurry. We have to find the Chosen
and warn them"

"Al'l very plausible,” Aris said. "But the sharn left you there with no way to
escape except to use the Shadow Wave."

Gal aeron shrugged and said, "I had to accept the inevitable, and I'mthe
stronger for it."

He peeled Aris's thunmb back and slipped free, landing on the floor in an easy
crouch.

"Who is stronger?" Aris asked, a little frightened by how easily Gal aeron had
broken his grasp. "How can you be certain it was the sharn you saw and not
sone trick of Tel amont’ s?"

"Because we beat him" Galaeron replied, starting toward the Bl ack Port al
again. "My shadow and | matched wills with Tel anont Tant hul, and we beat him™"
"CGal aeron, listen to yourself," Aris said. He stepped over the elf, then spun
and stooped down to bl ock his way. 'Telanont Tanthul has been trying to trick
you into yielding to your shadow since the day we arrived in Shade. You
finally do it, and suddenly you're stronger than he is?"

"Yes," Gal aeron said sinply. "The Shadovar thrive on deception and subterfuge,
| know that, but the biggest fraud they ever committed on nme was when

Mel egaunt tricked me into fighting ny owmn shadow. He filled me with doubt, and
doubt nmade nme weak."

"And now you are sure," Aris said, filling his voice with nockery and
m strust. "Now you are strong."
"Now | am whol e," Gal aeron snapped back. "That nakes nme strong. | have no tine

to explain it now "

He whi spered a nystic word and waved his hand at Aris's foot, and the foot
started to slide across the floor.

"I amgoing to the nythallar," Gal aeron said, stepping under Aris toward the
Bl ack Portal .

"Wait!" Aris turned, growi ng ever nore suspicious, and said, "Back in Arabel
you told me you didn't know how to find the nmythallar."

"Not on this plane."

Gal aeron pressed a palmto the Black Portal and spoke a few words in ancient
Net herese. The door dissolved into shadow mi st.

The elf turned to Aris and said, "I hope you'll come with nme. One way or the
other, | don't think Shade will be safe for you very nuch |onger."

Aris's mind was whirling with suspicions, forenpst anong themthe fear that
Tel anbnt was using Gal aeron to reveal Vala and the Chosen to the Shadovar. But
for that to be so, Galaeron could not be under the Mst High's sway, for if he
were Tel amont woul d have only to ask to | earn what he wi shed to know.

"I'"ll come," he said, stepping toward the shadowy portal, "but first you mrust
prom se that when this is done, you will never touch the Shadow Wave agai n.
You can still be saved."

"I was inviting you, Aris, not begging," Galaeron said in a voice that held
both scorn and patience. "I don't need to be saved from anyt hi ng."

Gal aeron turned and stepped through the Black Portal, |leaving Aris alone in



the Tenple of the One and All, alone and feeling angry and abandoned. He coul d
not deci de whether it was Gal aeron who had just departed or Gal aeron's
shadow-er soneone Aris did not even know. The elf's parting rebuke had |eft
himfeeling both resentful and hurt, and such rudeness sinply was not |like his
friend. It made Aris want to retreat into his work, but of course that was
foolish. If Galaeron's plan worked, it would all be rubble in a few m nutes
anyway, and if the plan failed, the last thing he

wanted to do for the next few hundred years was devote his talent to hiding
Dark Moons in the sacred scul pture of other deities. Besides, whether or not
he still knew the elf, Galaeron was his friend, and no matter how strange they
became, one did not desert one's friends as they went off to fight Tel anont
Tant hul and the Princes of Shade—at |east stone giants did not.

Aris foll owed Gal aeron through the Black Portal and into the shadow mist. The
air grewfrigid, and the floor turned as soft as snow.

Aris called into the bl ackness, "Gal aeron?"

He took another tentative step, doing his best to continue in a straight |ine.
"Where are you?"

When no answer cane, Aris decided he had waited too | ong. The shadows were no
pl ace to becone lost. He turned around and retraced his steps exactly.

Three steps later, he remained in the dark

Perhaps his first two steps had been | onger than he thought. Hol ding his arm
before him Aris took another step forward.

" Cal aeron! "

A small hand pressed itself to his kneecap and the elf whispered, "Quietly, ny
friend."

Aris's sigh was anything but soft.

"I thought you'd left me behind."

"I have too few friends to | eave them wanderi ng around the Fringe al one,"

Gal aeron replied. He pulled on the leg of Aris's trousers, guiding him
forward. "We nust be careful. | don't know who el se m ght be watching."
"Wat chi ng?" Ari s whispered.

Gal aeron stopped, and the black msts ahead slowy grew translucent. Aris saw
that they had stopped just inside the Shadow Fringe. Ahead lay a |large crater
lined in obsidian, with no apparent seans and a surface as snooth as the
interior of a glass bow . Standing near the bottom spaced at

equal intervals along the inner wall, were Khel ben and the four sisters. They
held their arns outspread, fingertips pointing toward their conrades to either
side, so that they forned a great ring around the interior. Wthin this circle
lay a disk of gray opal escent |ight, which they were slowy wal king toward the
bottom of the basin.

Val a was nowhere in sight. Nor were Tel anont and his princes.

Aris kneeled at Gal aeron's side and stooped down to whisper, "Perhaps they did
not find—

Gal aeron nmade a notion, and the rest of Aris's sentence vanished into silence.
The nmythallar is beneath that dimensional portal, Galaeron's voice said inside
his head. Vala is here somewhere, you may be sure.

Aris was about to ask whether Tel anont was al so there when, about a quarter of
the way around the crater, the dark figures of all ten surviving princes
energed fromthe Shadow Fringe. They did not step fromthe obsidian lining so
much as they peeled thensel ves out of it. They began to slide silently down

the wall. Aris reached for his tool pouch for something to throw and started
to rise, but Galaeron put out a restraining hand.
The Chosen will have foreseen this.

The princes were al nost upon the Chosen when they struck an invisible barrier
and came to an abrupt stop, tiny forks of golden energy crackling outward
around each inpact point. They |leaped to their feet, wailing in pain and
shock, and scrambled a few steps up the wall then stopped there, bleeding dark
mst into the air. Three of them coll apsed again al nost i medi ately and nelted
back into the Fringe. The others hurled gl obes of shadow magic toward the
bottom of the crater. The bails hit the barrier and erupted into huge bl ack



sprays, then rained back down in tiny beads of darkness that skittered across
the invisible surface |like drops of water on a hot frying pan

While the others continued to assail the barrier, the gaunt figure of Prince
Larmorak conjured a shadow di sk. He and his brother Ml ath stepped aboard and
floated out toward the center of the crater, their fingers working madly as
they twi ned strands of shadowsilk into the shape of a small hand axe.

Aris grabbed one of his chisels but before he could pull it fromhis tool bag
to throw, a bolt of golden magic streaked down fromthe opposite crater rimto
bl ast Lanorak's shadow disk into shards. Malath pitched headl ong into the
invisible barrier and fell instantly linp, his body first nelting into a bl ack
puddl e, then com ng apart and skittering across the surface in stean ng bl ack
gl obul es. Lanorak hit on his back, screamed once, and managed to bounce
hinself into the air. He vanished with the sharp crackle of a teleport spell.
Aris | ooked across the crater toward the source of the golden bolt and
glinpsed a swirl of Vala's golden hair as she dropped out of sight behind the
rim Though he had never seen her cast a spell, it was not a wild guess to
think that one of the Chosen m ght have | oaned her a ring or wand capabl e of
hurling the magic bolts. Unfortunately, Aris was not the only one who had
spotted her. Yder and Aglarel scurried after her, their lanky |inbs oddly
spider like as the princes ascended the slick wall.

Aris glanced down and was relieved to find his friend staring after Vala, his
el f brows arched high in concern. Still, Galaeron nade no nove to go after
her. Recalling how, while facing a simlar situation under the influence of
hi s shadow self on the Saiyyadar, the elf had nearly gotten himkilled by
using himto bait a dragon into an ambush, Aris grabbed Gal aeron's shoul der
and urged himafter her

Gal aeron pulled free of Aris's hand.

They woul d have foreseen that. We must wait here in the Fringe for what they
did not foresee.

Aris started to ask angrily what that might be, but Galaeron's spell kept him
silent. He could only wait and watch as

t he Chosen, ignoring the princes' ever nore frantic efforts to penetrate the
nmystic barrier, continued to wal k the di nensional portal toward the bottom of
the basin. Yder and Aglarel reached the rimof the crater and di sappeared over
the top. The basin began to trenble and fall away beneath them

Aris's jaw dropped. The Chosen had done it —Shade was falling. He snatched
Gal aeron up. Determined not to become separated fromthe others whatever the
elf said, he junped into the basin —but |landed in the sanme place he had been
with the basin continuing to fail away bel ow him

Wien we are needed, Gal aeron hissed. Not before.

How | ong he had | ain chained on Shar's altar, Mlik could not say. Al he knew
was he had grown so weak with hunger that his belly had |ost the strength to
runble, that his tongue was so swollen with thirst he could not have drunk if
someone had given himwater, that his ears had beconme so inured by the
constant hissing of the H dden One's worshipers that the sudden silence |eft
himfeeling deafened and dizzy.

He had the sensation of floating —a sensation that only grew stronger when
hi s shadow on the ceiling started to shrink and | oom ever darker, when the
stream of silver nmagic pouring fromthe stone began to swirl around himin
beads as large as his head, and especially when the confused forns of Shar's
wor shi pers began to tunble through the air and bounce al ong the shadow st ai ned
cei ling.

So weakened by thirst and hunger was Malik that for a few nonents, he was too
confused to conprehend what he was seeing. Had he finally died and begun his
journey to the Shattered Castle, or had the harlot Shar suddenly granted al
her worshipers the ability to fly? O perhaps it was an hall uci nati on. Perhaps
all the hardshi ps he had endured on behalf of his god Cyric had finally taken
their toll, Ieaving himas demented and mad as once his god had been

Then Malik hit the end of his chains and felt his withered hands nearly slip
free of one of the manacl es, and he knew what had happened. The One had



answered a prayer. Finally, Cyric had taken nercy on his poor servant and
raised a finger to help in the inpossible mssion he had assigned him and
soon the Sharites would pay for all of the tornment and abuse they had heaped
upon himwhile he lay chained to their goddess's stolen altar

"Your doomis upon you!" Malik yelled through the floating swirl of silver
beads. "Cyric has come for nme at last, and he shall take a terrible vengeance
on you."

"Fool!"—the voice that hissed this came fromhis own shadow, |ying flat upon
the ceiling not a dozen paces above hi m=Nothing could be farther from Cyric's
m nd than your misery."

"You cannot know that!" Malik said, nore for his own confort than because he
bel i eved his shadow needed to know. "You are nothing to him" He meant to stop
there, but felt nmore words welling up as Mystra's curse conpelled himto speak
the full truth. "Except another torment for ne!"

This drew a purple snile fromthe shadow, which said, The one service | am
happy to performfor your |lying god, but that does not change the truth of
what is happening. The city is falling."

"Falling?" Malik shrieked. He noticed that other voices were beginning to join
him "Wth me init?"

"Apity, is it not?" the shadow asked

"More than you know. "

hi this, Malik was telling the truth, for Cyric was fond of telling himthe
fate that awaited himif he ever failed in one of the divine m ssions assigned
to him It took only an instant for the thousand prom sed torments to flash
through his nind, for in his infinite wisdom the One had nmade Malik nenorize
themuntil he knew themall as well as his own nane.

But there was no way to avoid it. The city was going to crash into the desert,
and he was going to die along with

everyone el se, no doubt crushed beneath the Karsestone, since he was stil
chained to it... and that was when Malik saw how he woul d save hinself.

Once before, when Cyric had sent Malik to fetch a sacred book frominside the
Keeper's Tower at Candl ekeep, the One had told himhe had only to call the
nane of the One and Al three tines once he had succeeded in his duty and he
woul d be rescued. Gven that Yder had called the Karsestone the crown of his
goddess Shar, and given that it was also the only remaining source of the
ancient whole magic in all of Faerdn—perhaps even Toril itself—t seened
reasonabl e to suppose that he who controlled the Karsestone mght also contro
t he Shadow \Wave.

The stone might be, Malik realized, just like a crown. If not actually the
source of Shar's power over the Shadow Weave, it was at |least a synmbol of it,
and he had learned in Calinshan that he who controlled the synmbol soon owned

t he power.

When the city's true caliph had lost his crown to a ring of thieves, the
mast er of the thieves had audaci ously set the crown on his own head and
chal l enged the caliph to take it back. Try as he might, the old man never
succeeded, and it was not |ong before the city revered the thief as the new
cal i ph.

And so it would be with the Karsestone, Malik believed. No—he knew. There
could be no other reason the goddess of shadows would permt an artifact of
such blazing light to serve as the High Altar in her holiest of tenples.
Seeing that he had floated to within five feet of the ceiling—and that his
shadow was little larger than he hinself, but as black as obsidi an—Malik
closed his eyes. He had no idea howlong it would take the city to crash into
Anaur och, but they had been falling for a full five or ten breaths, and they
had to hit soon

"I have it, Mghty One! | have the Shadow Wave chai ned right here on ny
back!"

When Mystra's curse did not conpel Malik to add anything nore, or even to
clarify that it was just a synmbol, he decided his plan was going to work and
called, "Cyric, the One, the AIIIl"



Not hi ng happened. He floated so close to the ceiling that he could not see
anyt hi ng except his shadow s smrking face.

"How pitiful you are," it said. "It shanes nme to know | spring from your

i mge. Even if Cyric could hear you, do you think he would answer?"

"I'f he could hear ne?" Mlik screaned. "Wat do you nean if?"

"What do you think | mean?" the shadow retorted. "This is the tenmple—=

The expl anation came to an abrupt end as Malik touched the ceiling and cane
into contact with his shadow. The red eyes wi nked out and its shape grew nore
squat and | ess nonster like. Malik experienced a rush of cold magic as it
reattached itself to his body.

"Thish is justh what you desherve!" Wth his face pressed against the stone
ceiling, it was inpossible to speak clearly. "You will be with ne when | fathe
the One'sh anger!"

The ceiling lifted away fromhis face, and Malik thought for a nonent that his
shadow had been wong, that Cyric had come for himafter all. Then he heard
spl ashing, and screaning, and all around himhe saw Shadovar flailing their
arnms and beads of silver magi c assuming teardrop shapes as they plumeted back
toward the temple floor.

Cosing his eyes, Malik yelled again, "Cyric, the One, the AI!"

Not hi ng happened, except that a steady roar began to build beneath Mlik. No
sooner had he identified the sound as the Karsestone's steady stream of magic
pouring into the pool below than the roar exploded into a thunderous splash,
and the air shot fromhis lungs as his back slamed into the Karsestone. He
bounced once and felt his legs come free as the shackle bolt holding his feet
cane out, then he felt bones

snhapping in one hand as it was pulled through the cl osed nanacl es.

For a nonent, Malik thought it would end there, that everything would go bl ack
and he woul d awaken on the Fugue Pl ain, abandoned to the rough nercy visited
upon all the faithless wetches who displeased their holy masters by the

t hi eving god of the dead, Kel envor.

But that was not to be. Still attached to the Karsestone by his one unbroken
hand, Malik rolled off to the cracked side and caught the spray of magic ful
in the face. Before he could close his mouth and twi st away, he swal | owed

t hree huge gul ps, and of course they went down the wong passage and

i Mmediately filled his |ungs.

Mal i k expected to drown—and qui ckl y—but this was magic. It coursed through his

lungs into the rest of his body, filling himw th renewed vigor. The weakness
brought on by his hunger and thirst vani shed, and the hand he had just broke
began to heal +hough with the fractured bone still unset, it felt like Aris

had driven a chisel through it. Mlik gathered his | egs beneath himand turned
to find the tenple filled with battered Shadovar, sone floating facedown in
the silver magi c and sonme sloshing toward the exit arches as fast as their
dark | egs would carry them

A pair of fanatical Shar worshipers saw hi m standi ng besi de the Karsestone and
started to rush it, yelling that this was the doing of the infidel thief. It
was at that very nmonent that the ceiling vaults gave way beneath the strain of
t he sudden stop and began to shower down into the tenple. The | argest

wor shi per was crushed beneath a section of a stone rib as long as Aris was
tall, and the other vani shed behind a screen of falling debris.

Maki ng good use of his Cyric-given ability to vanish, Mlik ducked beneath the
surface of the silver pool to hide. The surviving fanatic arrived a noment

| ater, hacking into the water with his black sword and swearing that he would
mount Malik’s horned head on his wall. Though it would have been

a sinple mtter to follow the | ast manacle chain down to Malik's hand itself,
the One's magic prevented the worshiper fromseeing this. Malik came up behind
him reaching around to draw t he Shadovar’s dagger fromhis belt He used the
wor shi per's own weapon to open his belly.

A long section of wall collapsed behind Mlik. The whole tenple tilted, and he
found hi msel f bei ng dragged al ong behind the Karsestone as the current carried
everything in the roomtoward a huge whirlpool in the corner. He had just



enough tine to realize that he was about to be dragged down one of (he

drai nage pits he had noticed upon his first awakening in the chamnber.

Malik felt for a monent |like the city had begun to fall again, but then his
manacl e chain went slack, tight, and slack again as the Karsestone hit
somet hi ng, bounced, and began to roll. He found hinmself first flying wildly

t hrough the air, then watching the stone fly past over his head, then being
jerked along behind it before he finally slammed into it face first and cane
to a rest.

Conpared to the crash and roar of the initial fall, the chanber seened eerily
quiet. That did not nean silence. The air was filled with the wailing and
groani ng of the injured, the staccato splashing of debris and people falling
into viscous pools of magic, and the steady gurgle of the magic streamstil
pouring out of the cracked Karsestone. Malik slowy picked hinmself up, and

di scovering he had survived nore or less intact, he turned to see where he had
| anded.

He | ay propped against the wall of one of the workshop caverns where the
Shadovar made their shadow bl ankets. To his right [ay the huge, conblike | oom
they used to weave the shadowsilk into cloth, and to his left lay the
hundred-yard slit they used to provide the Iight they needed to create shadow.
Most interesting to Malik, however, was the shallow tin pan directly in front
of him Tipped at a steep angl e because of the city's tilt, the pan was easily
a hundred paces square, but no nore than a fingernail’s thickness in depth. At
the far

si de—several dozen yards higher than Malik's head—was a |l ong collection trough
still containing sonme of the silver magic that had once distributed evenly
across the trough.

A trenendous runbl e shook the | oomcavern, then it slowy righted itself. The
silvery magic fromthe Karsestone spilled into the tin pan and began to spread
toward the far corners of the room The sun drifted briefly across the nouth
of the light slit, then vani shed behind the top edge and sent a narrow wedge
of shadow shooting across the pan. Were the shadow canme into contact with the
spreadi ng sheet of whole nagic, it bonded instantly into a wafer-thin triangle
of shadow bl anket

They use whole magic!" Mlik gasped, suddenly understandi ng what he was
seeing. "They need the Karsestone to make their bl ankets."

The city continued to tilt, going a little past center and tipping in the
opposite direction. Realizing that whatever he had |learned, it would do himno
good if he did not survive to tell Cyric, Malik |l eaped to his feet. Sonetines
pushi ng, sometinmes pulling, and sonetinmes being swng al ong hinmsel f, he began
to guide the Karsestone toward the sun slit along the right side of the room
G ven his usual luck, Mlik thought he woul d probably manage to push the
Karsestone out into the desert just before the entire Shade Encl ave cane
crashi ng down upon t hem

* * * * *

Dark as Gal aeron's heart had grown, it had nearly torn apart as he and Aris
wat ched Agl arel and Yder vani sh over the basin rimin pursuit of Vala. After

t he abandonnent of the caravan at Eveningstar, he had no illusions about the
Chosen's willingness to risk one for the good of the many. That he was al so
willing to take the sane risk—and with someone he | oved—struck himas neither
good nor evil, only

necessary. That events had proven himright made himfeel neither vindicated
nor cul pable, only sorrowful. He finally understood what Dove and the others
had been trying to tell himthat day—er so he believed, as his hand had
finally healed and returned to its proper color—that the Chosen already
carried their shadows inside, that it was not possible to bear so nuch
responsi bility and power w thout darkening one's own spirit.

"Ready yourself, Aris," he said. Galaeron spoke normally, for there was no

| onger any chance that the Shadovar woul d overhear him "W are needed."

Thr ough the thickening shadow fog rising fromthe battle bel ow, the Mst High



was barely visible, a ghostly figure standing at the edge of the Chosen's
nelted defense barrier. He was staring down into the bottom of the basin,
where the nythallar sat amid the fum ng tatters of the di nensional porta

Khel ben and the others had been | owering over it when he finally reveal ed

hi nsel f by spraying a wave of shadow fire across their overhead protection.
The battle after that had been as fast as it was furious, with the five
remai ni ng princes diving straight through the black flames to attack. In the
few nonents it took for the barrier to burn away enough for Gal aeron to see
what was happeni ng, the di mensional portal was destroyed, the Chosen were
engaged by the princes, and the city stopped falling—at |east temporarily. The
obsidi an nythallar was a truncated sphere no nore than a hundred feet high

but with ghostly shapes gliding about inside and the sanme dark aura as the
first time Galaeron had seen it

The fight raging around the nythallar was both fierce and wild, wth shadow
balls and |ightning bolts crashing agai nst spell shields, silver blades

cl angi ng agai nst black, feet and fists flying too fast for an eye to foll ow
Fearful of creating nore dinensional rifts |like the one that had sucked
Elmnster into the Nine Hells, both sides were avoiding the use of pure magic.
Even so, in half a dozen places there

were alarmng whirls of shadowfilled air, two of which seened to be drawi ng
spells into their spinning hearts and growing |arger as they fed on the magic.
Gal aeron pointed at the broad-shoul dered figure of Prince C ariburnus, who was
bei ng steadily beaten back by a blinding flurry of blade and foot attacks from
Dove Fal conhand.

"See if you can take O ariburnus frombehind," he told Aris, "and tip the

bal ance in our favor."

Aris hefted his giant hamer and replied, "111 distract himat |east, but it
worries ne that we see only the princes and the Mst High." The giant gestured
at Tel anont, who was hol ding his palns out toward the damaged mythallar, no
doubt controlling the flow of the Shadow Wave to steady the city, and asked,
"Where is their arny?"

"Anywhere but here," Gal aeron replied.

It didn't take a wild guess to know that the Shadovar would not want to run
the risk that one of their soldiers would neet a stream of the Chosen's silver
fire with a shadow bolt The resulting tear in the world fabric m ght well suck
the entire enclave into a plane nore hellish than the one they had j ust
escaped.

Aris grunted, and asked, "Do | want to know what you will be doi ng?"

Gal aeron pointed at Tel amont and said, "111 be keeping the Mdst High busy."
Aris's eyes went wide.

"Has your shadow made you insane?" he gasped. "You're no match—=>

"A bloodfly is no match for a rothé, but which one does the biting?" Gal aeron

noti oned Aris forward and said, "You will enmerge behind C ariburnus."
Aris regarded Gal aeron with a skeptical expression
"Be careful, ny friend. | have not yet given up on you."

Gal aeron sniled and said, "Then it nust be true, what the Sy' Tel' Quessir
say—there is nothing nore stubborn than a Stone G ant." He laid a hand behi nd
Aris's knee and pushed.

"Hurry, before those fools open another hell nouth."

Aris lurched forward, stumbling out of the Fringe. Gal aeron renmai ned behi nd

| ong enough to see himenerge fromthe basin's obsidian wall a few paces
behi nd d ari burnus, his great hanmer already arcing down toward his target's
head. The prince sensed the attack at the last instant and tw sted away, but
the distraction was all Dove Fal conhand needed to drive her own attacks hone.
Flinging magic with one hand and sw nging steel with the other, she first

di spel l ed the Shadovar's bl ade guard, then sank her magic sword to the hilt in
hi s abdonen. He stunbl ed back under Aris's legs, letting out a throaty how

t hat was audi bl e even above the battle din. The prince took his vengeance by
sl ashing his black sword behind Aris's |eg.

The giant's knee buckl ed, and that was as | ong as Gal aeron dared watch before



| eapi ng out of the Fringe. He cane out directly behind Tel anont, kicking with
both feet, calling a bolt of black Iightning with one hand and swi nging his
stolen sword with the other.

The Most High did not flinch. He did not even |ook. He nerely stepped out of
the way. As Gal aeron sail ed past, he swung the sword and flung the |ightning.
As soon as his black blade touched Tel anont's robe, it shattered. The
lightning bolt fizzled an inch fromhis hand, then Gal aeron found hinself
hangi ng notionl ess before his target, staring into a pair of flickering

pl ati num eyes.

"EIfl" the Mdst Hi gh barked. In his anger, Telanont al nost balled one of his
wi spy hands, and the city trenbled as his control over the nythallar slipped.
"How did you get free?"

Gal aeron snil ed—+t seenmed the Mdst High did not know all that happened in his
pal ace.

"I'n the nmost unexpected way possible ..
Gal aeron opened hinself to the Shadow Wave and felt its cold nmagic cone
flowing into himfromevery direction.

"I took your advice."

Gal aeron turned his pal moutward and unl eashed a bolt of pure shadow nagic.
The attack seened to take Telanont by surprise, if only because he had not
been prepared to see Gal aeron calling upon the Shadow Weave. Unfortunately, it
al so had next to no effect, casting only a short-lived cl oud over the Mbst

H gh's face before it vanished into the darkness beneath his cowm. The city
seened to fall once nore—for just a heartbeat—then the Most H gh caught it
agai n.

"You have yielded to your shadow, | see," Telanmont said. "It will not be |ong
before you are able to return the information Mel egaunt worked so hard to
collect.”

"I can recall it now, " Gal aeron said, "but you wouldn't be wise to count on ne
for favors—and 'yielded'" is not the word | would have used. | have joined with
nmy shadow, but nmy will remains my own."

Tel anont' s plati num eyes flashed, and Gal aeron's |inbs spread outward. He spun
around until he was hangi ng upsi de down over the battle. Aris lay on the floor
of the basin, bleeding fromthree different wounds and withing in pain. The
Chosen were faring far better. Though both Dove and Storm were pouring bl ood
fromrents in their arnor, only three princes remained in the basin. Prince
Mattick was giving ground under a furious assault of blade and spell.

Al Galaeron had to do was keep Telamont's attention focused on himinstead of
the fight. He tried again to open hinself to the Shadow Wave, but all he felt
this time was a spongy presence through which no nmagi c woul d pass.

"I's somet hing wong, eh?" Tel anont asked. "Perhaps your will is not your own,
after all?"

In the basin below, Prince Mattick had dropped to a knee beneath the furious
onsl aught of magic comng fromAlustriel and Laeral. Dove and Khel ben were
driving his brother Vattick away from himand would soon be in a position to
finish himw th a bl ow from behi nd.

"My will is enough mne to vow you shall never have the

know edge Mel egaunt passed to me," Gal aeron said. "And if you doubt | have the
strength to keep ny oath—=

"Your strength | do not doubt. You resisted your shadow far too |ong."

Tel anont' s voice was wi spy and cold. "A pity, really. Had you surrendered to
it as | urged, | could have saved you as | did Hadrhune. Now, you are usel ess
tonme. | will be forced to wing the know edge from your worthless mnd ..
just as | have your foolish hope for defeating ny princes."

As Tel anont spoke these | ast words, the princes Aglarel and Yder emerged
behind Alustriel and Laeral. Aglarel caught Alustriel frombehind with a

vi ci ous overhand strike that cleaved her a foot and a half through the

shoul der bl ade before she could tel eport away in a wailing spray of crinson

bl ood.

Khel ben glinpsed Yder fromthe corner of his eye and aimng his black staff



over Laeral's shoulder blasted himw th a stormof nmeteors that sent him
tumbl i ng hal fway up the basin wall.

That left Mattick free to counterattack. He rose, w el ding an oversized bl ack
sword in one hand and flinging a spray of w nged bl ack spiders fromthe other
The spiders swarmed Khel ben's head in a droning black cloud, but it was the
sword that proved nost deadly, hacking Dove's leg off at the knee. She fel
cursing and saved herself froma deadly second bl ow by unl eashing a | ong

ri bbon of silver fire.

Mattick escaped a certain death only by flinging hinself off to one side and
bowl i ng Khel ben over by rolling into his legs. In the nmeantime, Dove's silver
fire was burning through the shadow fog above the basin, and Gal aeron
glinmpsed a curving sweep of a sandy | akeshore far below. It took hima noment
to register what he was seeing, and he realized why the nythallar was so
difficult to find except through the shadows. The basin was in what had once
been the top of the nmountain but was now the bottomof the city, resting

upsi de-down and | ooki ng strai ght down upon the desert bel ow.

The hole in the clouds closed as quickly as it had opened, and Dove tel eported
to safety as well. Only Khel ben, Laeral, and Stormremained, with the five
Shadovar princes closing in around themand relentlessly herding the trio
toward a whirling cyclone of shadowfilled air. There was Aris, too, stil
writhing on the floor, slowy sliding toward the niddl e of the basin on a
sheet of his own crinmson bl ood. No one was paying himany attention, and

Gal aeron quickly | ooked back to Tel anont, |est the Most High sense the hope
growing in his heart and do sonmething to stop the clever giant.

Gal aeron found even that strategy fraught with peril. Sliding dowmn the basin
wal I behind Tel anont was Val a, hol ding one hand cl anped into a fist so she
could point a star-shaped ring at the Mst Hi gh's back. In the other she
carried her darksword, her arm cocked and ready to throw at the first sign
that he knew she was there.

Desperate to keep his nmind on sonething el se—and terrified that Tel anont had
al ready sensed his thoughts—Gal aeron | ooked back to the Chosen

"Use the silver firel!" he shouted. "It is the only—=

"Silence, you fool!" Tel anont said. "Wuld you destroy Faer(On rather than | et
us have a pl ace—=

He too fell silent as, to Galaeron's anmazenent, Khel ben raised his hand and

| oosed a stream of the shimrering magic fire at Telanmont. Crying out in rage
and di sbelief, Telanont had no choice but to Iift both hands and raise a spel
shield before him Freed of the Mst Hi gh's grasp, Galaeron plunmeted toward
the bottom of the basin and barely had tine to cry out a spell of soft falling
before the air erupted into whistling white sparks and cracking | ances of

bl ack |ightning. He brought his | egs around beneath himand | anded atop the
mythallar itself—ust in tinme to turn and see Vala cone tunbling into Tel anont
from behi nd.

What happened next was inmpossible to say. He saw Tel anont’s shadowy feet fly,
Vala's sword arc, and a black armwhip into the crackling air. Al of them

di ssol ved i nto shadow.

The bl ow of a trenendous hamer shook the mythallar, and Aris cried out in
triunph. Sonething |like a vol cano expl oded beneath Gal aeron's feet, and he
found hinmsel f tunbling through air as black and as thick as tar

He smashed into an obsidian wall and tunbled to his feet only to have his |egs
fly out frombeneath himas the basin swung up beside him He went
somersaul ti ng down toward the edge then came to a sudden stop, then went
cartwheel i ng back toward the center. Three tinmes he glinpsed the nythallar

chi pped and pouring shadow fune out into the basin, with Aris wedging his | egs

beneat h one side and still hanmering at it with his scul pting hanmer, before
he hit it and stopped.

"Aha, Galaeron!" Aris cried. "It is an unworkable stone, but not too hard to
fl ake!"

"I think—= the basin pitched wildly in the other direction, and Gal aeron
barely kept himself fromtunbling away by grabbing hold of the giant's too



bag—you have done enough!"

Aris stopped hammering | ong enough to ask, "Wat else is there to do?"

Gal aeron saw Val a go tunbling by—and sweep Vattick off his feet to | eave a
severed Shadovar leg in her wake—before she vanished into the black m st and
began to scream a savage Vaasan war cry. Gal aeron plucked a handful of
shadowst uff fromthe bl ackening air and shaped it into a pair of spiders. One
of these he passed to Aris with instructions to swallow, and the other he

gul ped down hinmsel f. Two quick incantations |later, and they were both
scranbli ng across the basin on all fours, their hands and feet sticking to the
slick surface as though coated with paste.

They found Vala and the last three Chosen in desperate straits, unable to keep
their feet and caught inside a ring of Shadovar princes. Aglarel hurled a
shadow ball at Storm who barely nanaged to swing her legs around in tine to
take the attack in the thigh instead of her chest. The orb drilled a
fist-sized hole through muscle and bone that clearly left her unable to fight,
yet she did not teleport away as had the other Chosen when they grew too
wounded to fight. Khel ben leveled his staff at the prince who had wounded her
but the only thing that shot fromthe end was a | aughable drizzle of yell ow
light.

Gal aeron touched a finger to his tenple, then used his shadow magi c to speak
to Aris in his thoughts

They' re hel pl ess! he expl ai ned. The shadowstuff is snothering their nagic.
Aris nodded then pointed to Aglarel and Yder, and hefted his hamrer.

Good, CGal aeron sent. Co.

They sprang forward together, Aris catching the two princes by surprise,
smashing their hel ms and sending them sonersaulting across the basin floor

bef ore they vani shed into the black m sts. Gal aeron caught Mattick from behind
with a shadow bolt that sent himtunbling headlong into the Chosen's midst,
where Laeral and Khel ben quickly proved that they were not entirely hel pl ess
by planting their daggers at |east twice in every unarnmored inch before the
prince beat a hasty retreat by dissolving back into the shadows.

That left Brennus, O ariburnus, and Dethud attacking from behind. A pair of
dark bolts caught Khel ben in the shoulders and sent himsliding across the
basin toward Aris, while a shadow cl aw extended from Dethud's forearmto cl ose
around Laeral's throat and start dragging her back toward the Shadovar's
ranks. Gal aeron | eaped forward to attack, but Vala was already hurling her
darksword into the prince's chest. The weapon sank to the hilt, then dropped
to the floor as Dethud retreated into the shadows.

Val a call ed the weapon back to hand and started to charge Brennus but was
knocked from her feet as that basin nmade another wild swing. Her hip had
barely touched down before she was back on her feet and starting forward.

Gal aeron caught her by the armand said, "It's done."
"Not yet." She turned and pointed up the basin wall into the black m sts and
said, "I got one of his arms, but Telanont’s still up there."

A pair of dark disks cane hissing across the basin and woul d have sl ashed
their heads off, had Aris not knocked them off their feet before it arrived.
Gal aeron rolled to his knees and counterattacked with a flight of shadow

arr ows.

Brennus bl ocked them easily and sent the dark shafts streamng back in their
direction. Aris took two in his arm and Vala one in her shoul der, and three
nore ni cked Gal aeron al ong one side of his neck and arm

"If s done," Gal aeron said. They were the nost difficult words he had ever
been forced to say, and also the surest. He took Vala's arm and shoved her
back toward the three battered Chosen. "W aren't going to win this."

Aris refused to retreat.

"But the nythallar—=

"I's cracked," Gal aeron said. "Perhaps that will be enough to bring the city
down. "

Aris turned and hurled his hamer at the heart of mythallar

d ari burnus waved his hand and sent the tool sonersaulting away, then Brennus



sent a bank of black fog rolling toward them Gal aeron raised a w nd spel

t hat he hoped would send the fog rolling back toward the princes, but Brennus
dispelled it with a gesture. Storm began to choke on the fumes, and it
occurred to Gal aeron that he was | earning sonething el se about power, that
sometines the nost difficult part of welding it was knowi ng when it was not
enough.

"We've done as nuch as we can.”

Gal aeron notioned for the wounded giant to gather up Storm and the ot her
Chosen, then he grabbed hold of Vala and shoved her into the others.

"Well said, elf,"” Khelben replied. He stretched a hand behind Vala's back to
cl asp Gal aeron on the shoulder. "You're | earning."

Anot her shadow bolt cane hissing into the group to catch Storm square in the
back. Laeral's armlashed out to catch her sister under the arm then the
basin tipped precariously in the opposite direction. Only Aris's sticky
appendages and | ong reach kept the group fromtunbling across the basin and
becom ng separat ed agai n.

"Al'l right!" Laeral cried. "Galaeron, will you please get us out of here while
there's still something left to get out of?"

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

Ruha sat wedged in a shady cleft high in the Scimtar Spires East, watching

t he Shade Encl ave slowy sink toward the purple waters of Shadow Lake.
Enornmous as it was and swaddl ed in bl ack shadow stuff, the enclave resenbled a
storm cl oud crashing down fromon high, conplete with sheets of silver
lightning illumnating jagged sweeps of nisty curtain and nysterious,

hal f-heard roars runbling out fromits hidden heart. Veserab riders were
descending fromthe city in nasses of swirling wi ngs, and hordes of shadow
wal kers were beginning to energe fromdark places all across the nearby hills.
This increased the likelihood that she would be forced to flee before she
found her friends—and Mali k—but Ruha was glad to see so many Shadovar escapi ng
alive. As terrible as were the calanities

t hey had unl eashed on Faerin with their shadow bl ankets, she had no thirst for
vengeance. The death of an entire city would do nothing to bring back the
hordes who had al ready peri shed.

The encl ave—er rather, the black cloud surrounding the encl ave—dropped an
abrupt five hundred feet, sending scores of veserabs tunbling through the air
and bringing the city approximately level with Ruha's hiding place. Though it
was difficult to see much through the billow ng murk, every so often she
glinpsed a crag of stone cliff sweeping past, or an expanse of black wall

pl umreti ng down out of the shadows only to suddenly reverse direction and
vani sh back into the gl oom

Shade was wobbling, Ruha realized, as though soneone were struggling to keep
it aloft. She could only guess what that nmeant for her friends, but it could
not be good. Certainly, they were not the ones attenpting to save the city.
"Storn?" Ruha said aloud. "How fare you? | am here."

Knowi ng the Weave would carry no nore than a few words to Stornmls ear, Ruha
stopped there. Several nore tines, a craggy cliff emerged fromthe black msts
and swept past Each time, the stony face seemed a little hazier and

i ndi stinct, as though she were | ooking through a denser fog—er nmore of it
Despite this, she quickly began to recognize the features of the cliff and
realized that the city was no | onger sinking.

Soneone was saving it

"Storn?" Ruha call ed again. "Khel ben? Are you there?"

When no response cane she tried Laeral, then Alustriel, and finally she

recei ved an answer.

The battle went badly, and |I cannot contact themeither. Even coming to Ruha
t hrough the Weave, Alustriel's voice sounded weak and full of pain. / was
wounded and forced to | eave. |s Shade still. .. ?

It stopped sinking. Ruha replied using Alustriel's spell. What that neans,
don't know.



Dove was injured as well, Alustriel reported. / hesitate to ask, but—

Il learn what | can, Ruha offered.

The runbl e of a collapsing buil di ng—er perhaps several of themsounded
somewhere inside the enclave, then a huge cascade of rubble tunbled out of the
cl oud and spl ashed i nto Shadow Lake.

The situation here is unsteady, Ruha sent, you may not hear fromne for sone
tine.

Thank you, Alustriel said. Be careful. Dove and | will return as soon as we
are well enough to help.

Ruha wat ched until the rubble had stopped splashing into the | ake, then she
drizzled a little saliva on her hand. She had not used her magic for fear of
alerting a Shadovar patrol to her presence, but Alustriel's request rendered
that fear irrelevant. The Shining Lady woul d never have asked for help, were
she not worried that Galaeron's plan had gone terribly wong. Ruha nade a

Wi ping notion in the air before her, at the sane tine using the el enental
magi ¢ favored by desert witches to cast a spell of clear seeing.

The shadow mi st grew transparent, so long as she | ooked straight ahead. For
the first time, she saw Shade unmasked. The city of grand pal aces and i nposi ng
edifices that had seenmed so breathtaking was gone. In its place hung a junbled
mount ai n of shabby tenenents and dil api dated nansi ons, coll apsing one after
the other as the enclave lurched about |ike a canel on the deck of a
stormtossed ship. Even the overturned peak upon which it rested was fl aky

di sintegrating shale instead of hard granite.

Pouri ng down the face of the mountain was a stunning thread of silver l|iquid,
not so much falling into the | ake as stretching down through the surface.

Whet her it actually touched bottom or continued through it down into the heart
of the Phaerlin was inpossible to say, but Ruha knew by how the strand

remai ned tight fromtop to bottomthat it was not falling water. She foll owed
its shining line up to the source

and di scovered that it came froma cleft in a red, heart-shaped boul der | odged
in a horizontal fissure about hal fway up the nountain.

Swi ngi ng about beneath the boulder, affixed to it by sone neans not apparent
at that distance, was a pudgy little shape with a pair of tiny nubs rising
fromthe top of his head. Ruha needed no nore magic to recogni ze what she was
seei ng. She knew a pair of cuckold's antlers when she saw t hem

* * * * *

It was Malik's accursed fortune that the Shadovar had to be the worst smiths
on this plane or any other. He was hanging with his feet braced against the
lower lip of the sun slit, trying to pull the Karsestone-which stood a ful
head hi gher than he was tall —+through an opening that rose only to his chin.
One of the links in his manacl e chain had opened. The gap was not |arge, but
given his strength and his pitiful condition even that nuch was a conment on
the sorry state of Shadovar netal worKki ng.

"Cyric!" he called.

He continued to pull, but kept a careful eye on the link

"The One—

The cleft swept upward as the city began another of its wild oscillations. For
per haps the hundredth tinme, Mlik found hinself tunbling down toward the
opposite corner. He could think of nothing but the weak chain, of what would
become of himif the |ink opened and he went tunbling into the |ake bel ow
Drowni ng woul d be the least of it Thirsty as he was, it mght even be

pl easant. Afterward, though, the things that would happen to his spirit if he
failed Cyric and died ... that he could not even bear to contenplate.

The free manacle struck himin the head, and the chain jerked himal ong

upsi de-down. He slammred into the upper lip of the sun slit and flipped down in
front of the tunbling

Karsestone just in time to catch a | ong spray of whole magic straight in the
face. He began to cough violently, then the boulder was rolling onto his chest
Ri bs crackled, his breath left himin a scream and the stone stopped. On top
of him



Mal i k cursed and ki cked and shoved, but the thing would not budge. It was
wedged in place against the ceiling of the slit, which meant he had sonehow-at
| ast—dragged it into the opening.

He craned his neck to the side, and through the cascade of silvery nagic
pouring down over his face, he glinpsed a ragged notch in the upper Up of the
sun slit. Malik began to believe he nmight really succeed in stealing the
stone. That he would no doubt be killed in the process was an unpl easant
consequence, but in his service to Cyric, he had suffered nany things far

wor se.

The pain was beyond belief, and it was inpossible to draw breath, but Mlik
had | ong ago | earned to ignore mnor inconveniences such as those. He hooked
his heels over the Iip of the opening and pulled. The Karsestone slipped a
little—and nore wei ght settled on his chest.

Maybe that neant there would be nore roomat the top. Malik pulled harder with
his |l egs. Something snapped in his chest He pulled harder and shoved with his
arnms. Not hing noved, but he did grow dizzy fromlack of air. Thus rem nded
that the stone was laying on him he saw that if he could only get out from
beneath it, there would be roomfor it to fall conmpletely on its side and
slide out into the enpty air.

Lacki ng any ot her nmeans of extracting hinself, Malik straightened his | egs and
began to swing them back and forth in a widening arc, trying to work first his
hips free, then the rest of his body as well. Behind him the roar and crash
of scream ng Shadovar and tunbling stone rose and faded in tine to the wild
oscillations of the enclave. The Karsestone pressed nore heavily as the slit
swung downward. Malik's vision closed in, and stars began to appear around the
edges

of the darkening tunnel. The rush of oblivion filled his ears, then the slit
reached the apogee of its swing and started back down.

The wei ght all but vanished. Malik flung his |legs down in the direction they
were traveling and felt his hips slip out from beneath the boulder. He rolled
to his side and pushed, hard, and was free.

The Karsestone rocked toward him

"Devil rock!"

Mal i k pushed off and pivoted on his hip, whirling out of its path and back
into the | oom chanber. The Karsestone settled on its side, rocked to the
right, rocked to the left, and slipped over the edge.

The manacl e stretched Malik's armout full, and he thought his hand woul d pop
free of his wist Instead, he flew out the sun slit after it and found hinself
foll owi ng the Karsestone down through a swirling cloud of veserab riders. The
boul der struck glancing blows to two beasts and sent them tunbling and hissing
away, then finally caught one square between the wi ngs. The inpact slowed
their fall just long enough for a little slack to develop in the chain that
connected Malik to the stone. The rider slipped past, bloody and tw sted on
one side and the nmount broken and screeching on the other, then the purple

wat ers of Shadow Lake grew visible no nore than a thousand feet bel ow

Mal ik sm | ed.

"Cyric!" he screamed. "Hear nme now, Cyric, the One—=

Wien he cried the last word, no sound came fromhis nouth. The | ake continued
to come up beneath him though with the ferocious wind filling his eyes with
tears, it was all but inpossible to see. He tried again and remai ned as nute
as a tortoise. He cursed Shar, thinking she was only trying to protect her
prize, then glinpsed a dark shape angling down to intercept him Thinking it
was only an alert Shadovar |lord, Mlik reached for his stol en dagger—-and
instantly found hinself engulfed in a web of sticky magic strands.

In a web of sticky strands of Wave nagic.

Mal i k stopped falling, and wailed nore in frustration than pain as the

Kar sest one stretched his manacl e chai n taut—agai n—and jerked his shoul der out
of its socket He thought the terrible strain would tear off his arm |nstead,
t he boul der stopped falling, and he found hinself staring out a small gap down



his manacle chain to the open Iink. The gap was as w de as a dagger bl ade and
growi ng before the one eye that could see it.

Malik tried to see who had captured him but the magic web held his head too
tightly for it to turn. It hardly mattered. He knew wi t hout | ooking who it
was. She had a gift for arriving when he nost needed her to be sonewhere el se.
They turned and started across the | ake toward the Scimtar Muntains.

"Where are your manners, Mlik?" Ruha called. "WII you not thank ne for
saving your |ife?"

The opening in the link continued to grow, and in his fury it barely

regi stered that Ruha had annulled the magic that had silenced himearlier
“Meddl ing Harper witch!" Malik cried. "Can you not see that | amrobbing the
Shadovar of their greatest power?"

"And giving it to Cyric, | amcertain," Ruha surm sed, relieving himof the
conpul sion to add this hinself. "I think the rest of us will be better served
with the Karsestone in the hands of the Chosen—and you standing before a

Har per court"”

"You may as well nurder me here!" Realizing that he could speak again, Malik
tried again to say, "Cyric, the—=

Again, his words began to spill silently fromhis nmouth. They passed out from
beneath the city's shadow, but Mlik could see that the chain would never hold
until they reached shore. The open |link was straightening before his eyes. He
tried to call out, hoping that if he could warn Ruha she woul d at |east save
the stone until he could steal it later, but the only thing to | eave his nouth
was his silent, angui shed breath.

The link lost its last bit of curve, and the Karsestone

plumreted free. Mlik and Ruha shot skyward, but only | ong enough for Ruha to
regain control and start down after the falling stone.

"You heel -biting cur!"™ Ruha stormed. "Wat have you done?"

Even had he been able to speak, Mlik would not have bothered to defend
hinsel f. He was too busy trying to mark the place the stone would enter the
wat er. Fl appi ng al ong behind the diving witch as he was, that was an

i mpossible thing inits owm right He saw little nore than flashes of dark

wat er and streamnms of fleeing veserabs.

"Kozah's breath!" Ruha cursed.

She pull ed up sharply, and suddenly. As Malik swung beneath her he had a view
of nothing but water. A giant waterspout was rising up to neet the Karsestone,
seven watery fingers stretching out to entwine it. Perhaps the One had heard
after all. O so Malik prayed.

The silvery fingers closed around the boul der and pulled it down into Shadow
Lake, |eaving behind a huge bl ack whirlpool. Mlik prayed that it had been
Cyric's hand that had taken the crown of the Shadow Wave and t hat
consequently he would not be left to I anguish forever in the hell of his god's
di spl easure

But it was not to be. As the stone vanished into the |ake's nurky depths, a
glistening purple eye appeared in the heart of the whirl pool and w nked at
hi m

Mal i k knew better than to hope the eye belonged to Cyric. The One never sent
si gns, except when he was angry.

eC» O- oO©r <§>. o ©»

Head spinning with afterdaze, Galaeron arrived clasping Vala's hand, his other
arm | ooped around Aris's knee, his eyes aching in the brilliant sun. Crackles,
bangs, and half-nuffled roars runbled out of the sky while off in the distance
an erratic din of boom ng splashes rolled across a broad expanse

of water. There was trouble over there, and it slowy cane back to Gal aeron
that he and his compani ons were the cause. Aris groaned, stunbling forward,

and crashed to a knee, spilling an arm oad of bl oodi ed humans as he put a hand
out to catch hinself.
A glinpse of black beard was all it took for Galaeron to recall where he was

and how he had conme to be there. Instead of turning to check on the injured
Chosen, he | ooked back and was di sappointed to see the nurk-swaddled city



still hovering a thousand feet in the air, engulfed in swirling cl ouds of
veserabs and rel easing a steady rain of debris down into the |ake. There were
no obvi ous signs of pursuit, though anyone powerful enough to recapture

Gal aeron and three Chosen woul d cone by shadow, not air.

As Gal aeron studied the enclave, he noticed a thin |line of darkness running
between the | ake and the city. It was near the shore and so faint as to be

al nost invisible but also straight and unwavering. As he watched, the | ower
end noved out toward deeper water, slicing through the purple waves wi thout

| eaving a wake. Shade itself remained where it was. Gal aeron spent a few
nmonents observing, trying to puzzle out what he was seeing. Veserabs circled
around it, and debris bounced off it as though it were a solid rope, yet it
was as transparent as a pal e shadow. Through it he coul d see passing Shadovar,
falling boul ders, and even the nmountains on the |ake's far shore.

Gal aeron finally gave up guessing, and seeing that the enclave was not going
to sink any lower, he turned back to his conpanions. Laeral was handing Aris
his third flask of healing potion, and the wounds Khel ben and Storm had
suffered were already closing. Khelben held a vial out to Gal aeron and

noti oned at the gashes in his neck

"You may as well take care of those before we return.”

"Return?" Aris asked. The flask Laeral had given himslipped fromhis hand and
shattered on the stony ground. He appeared not to notice. 'To Shade?"

"That's where the nythallar is," Stormreplied. She stood and tested her
wounded |l eg. It nearly buckl ed beneath her, but that did not stop her from
noddi ng approvingly. "Ill need a quarter hour, no nore."

In what seened another |ife, Galaeron would have been inpressed by how quickly
t he Chosen heal ed. Havi ng seen what he had seen and knowi ng how qui ckly any
Shadovar warrior—especially the princes—eould heal thenselves, he knew his
conpani ons to be woefully overmatched.

But it was Aris who objected.

"Has that silver fire nmelted your brains? W can't return to Shade w t hout

Gal aeron's magic, and look at him" Hardly seenming to notice the two shadow
arrows still lodged in his shoul der, the giant waved a huge armin Gal aeron's
direction. "He's going to have a terrible tine getting back to normal as it
is. You can't ask himto use nore shadow nagic."

"Aris, there's no 'normal' to get back to. I've told you that," Gal aeron said,
wonderi ng how he woul d ever make the giant understand that shadow and |i ght
were only illusions. Once one accepted the truth of that, everything becane
light. .. and everything becane shadow. "I was not ail good before, and ny
shadow was not all bad."

"You could have fooled ne," Aris said. "Or perhaps you have forgotten what
happened i n the Sai yaddar ?"

"OfF course not, but that happened because of the struggle, not because of ny
shadow. It's the refusal to yield that causes the crisis.”

"It was the crisis that Telanont was trying to exploit," Laeral surm sed. "He
wanted to make you fear your shadow so you woul d keep struggling and remain
unbal anced until he could take control."

"To some extent, yes," Gal aeron agreed, "but the struggle is necessary. You
need to build strength. The shadow is very strong, and | think it would
overwhel myou if you accepted it too soon."

"l understand—better than you can know " Laeral said. She cast a private

gl ance at Khel ben then | ooked back to Gal aeron. "Once you're ready, accepting
your shadow wi Il make you stronger and better.”

"Stronger, yes, but better?" Gal aeron asked. "I don't know. Strength overcones
weakness, so the strengths in ny shadow have overcone sone weaknesses in ny
character, and the strengths in my character have overcome nost of the
weaknesses in ny shadow. So | feel whol e—but that hardly nmakes me a pal adin.
The world is a darker place than | knew before, and |I'mthe darker for seeing
that. It's not sonething |I'd describe as better."

Synpat heti c expressions cane to the faces of all three of the Chosen, and

Khel ben said, "W can't know what you're going through, Galaeron, but |I'msure



we share this nmuch. There are tines when we all wi sh we could go back to,
uh... the way we were before, but the door only opens one way."

"And even were it possible to go back, | would still use any magi c necessary
to return us to the city," Galaeron said. As thankful as he was for the
under st andi ng and conr adeshi p the Chosen were extending to him he was al so
convinced that it was folly to do as they asked. "If we return now, we
acconpl i sh nothing but our own deaths. The princes heal as fast as the Chosen
and there are nore of themthan of us."

"Which is why we nust strike now, and quickly," Storm said. Her eyes were

| ocked on Gal aeron, fixing himin place |ike a snake pinned beneath an eagle's
claw. "This is your plan. WII you see it through or not?"

"Not if it means losing three of Mystra's Chosen," (al aeron said. "I npotent

t hough you may be, you are the only hope Faerin has, and | will not—=

"I npot ent ?" Khel ben grunbl ed. He stepped closer, all trace of his earlier
camar aderi e vani shed. He raised his famous bl ack staff as though he neant to
rap Gal aeron on the browwith it "I will teach you inpotent!™

Gal aeron stood unflinching, ready to take whatever bl ow

the wizard cared to deliver, if that woul d nake himand the ot her Chosen
listen.

Laeral spared himthe necessity, catching Khel ben by the arm and draggi ng him
back a step

"He has a point, ny love. Telanont will not have failed to notice our

hel pl essness once the nythallar was cracked. "

"Al'l the nore reason to strike now " Khelben's glare slid from Gal aeron to
Laeral as he said, "Before he expects our return. If we are as 'inpotent' as
the elf clains, surprise may be our only chance."

"And if we fall, we have no chance,"” Aris countered.

" "We?*" Storm echoed. "I doubt there is any sense in your risking your life
as well, ny friend. Your size is nothing but a hindrance, and your strength
will do us little good."

"Littl e good?" Aris booned. "Did you not notice that | amthe one who cracked
the nmythallar? You are not returning without nme, | prom se you that"

Though it did not escape Gal aeron's notice how snoothly Storm had shifted the
topic to how they would return from whether, he turned a deaf ear to the
argunent and gl anced toward Val a. She had renmai ned on the fringes of the
argunent, silent and withdrawn, watching himthe entire tine in the blunt
Vaasan way. Her green eyes remmined as enigmatic as the eneral ds they
resenbl ed.

Gal aeron woul d have given anything to know what she was thinking. D d she
consi der himweak for yielding to his shadow? O was she under the

nm sconcepti on—as he had been—that it was a sacrifice necessary to save Faerdn?
He considered it a given that she hated him for abandoni ng her to Escanor
After all that had befallen her—and Tel anont had described it to hi mmany
times while he was a prisoner in the Palace Mbdst H gh—he did not understand
how she could stand to | ook upon his face w thout drawi ng her sword, but the
choi ce had been hers. She was the one who had hurt himin order to save him
and if her plan had worked she had only herself to bl ane.

Gal aeron knew what he saw in Vala's eyes: anger. She had given so nuch to
protect him It could only seemto her that he had thrown her sacrifice back
in her face, that he had returned to Shade w thout a thought to what she had
done and beconme the thing she had so desperately tried to prevent

She was right Though he had certainly hoped to free Vala, it was Evereska and
Faer n he had cone to save. The Chosen woul d never have agreed to help him

ot herwi se, and he could see how right they would have been. Vala was a nere
afterthought, one even Gal aeron woul d have forsaken for a slight increase in
their chances of success.

None of that changed his | ove for her—er how he wi shed he had spoken to her
about it when there was still a chance she would listen

Gal aeron grew aware of a heavy silence and realized the others were | ooking at
hi m



Wthout taking his eyes off Vala, he said, "You know the Shadovar better than
anyone here. Wat do you want to do?"

"What | want is to end this and go home." Vala's gaze finally left Galaeron's.
She turned to face Khel ben and said, "Wat | think—=

Val a pull ed her darksword and spun back in Galaeron's direction, her arm
drawi ng back to throw.

Startled by just how badly he had underesti mated her anger, Gal aeron opened
hinsel f to the Shadow Weave. He swirled his hand before his body and hissed a
wi spy Shadovar spell, and a shadowy di sk of protection sprang into existence
bet ween him and Val a

Val a dropped her gaze and scow ed, and it was only then that Gal aeron realized
she had been | ooking past his shoul der. Khel ben took advantage of the
distraction to slip to her side and catch her by the crook of the el bow.

"No need, ny dear," he said. "If s Ruha."

Val a squinted into the sky above Gal aeron and said, "So it is. She really
shoul d wear sone other color."

Gal aeron turned to see Ruha's bl ack-cl oaked figure sweepi ng down fromthe sky,
her aba and veil flapping wildly in the wind and a fam liar figure dangling
froma manacl e chain attached to her wist.

"Aha!" Aris booned, yelling in Malik's direction. "Let us see how you like
life in bondage!"

Ruha circled themonce, losing altitude, then et Malik slamdown and dragged
him hal f a dozen steps across the rocky ground before alighting gently
hersel f.

She bowed in Storm s direction, and pinning Malik’ s neck to the ground with
her foot, touched her fingers to her brow.

"Well met, ny friends. Have you conversed with your sisters?"

Storm cast a quick glance in the direction of the other Chosen then said, "Not
since our defeat in Shade."

Thi nki ng that no one was paying attention to him Malik snaked his free hand
out to reach for a rock. He found three throw ng daggers—&al aeron's, Val a's,
and Ruha' s—pl anted in the ground around his wist and quickly w thdrew the

of fendi ng arm

Ruha continued the conversation without pause.

"I am pl eased to say they both survived. When they could not reach you in the
customary ways, Alustriel grew worried and asked me to investigate."
"How | ong before they're ready to attack the mythallar again?" Khel ben asked.
Turning to Gal aeron, he added, "They'd nmake a big difference, especially if
we're willing to risk the silver fire."

"Fight? In the shadow harlotl s den?" Malik cried. "I will cut ny wist off
before | allow you to drag ne back there!™

"Your wist is safe for now " Gal aeron net Khel ben's gaze and said, "There is
no point in fighting on their ground. Better to attack the shadow bl ankets
directly and draw t hem out as the phaeri nm were doing."

"It hardly matters to you, Malik," Ruha said. She pulled himto his feet,
jerking his hand away from Val a's dagger

just as his fingers brushed the hilt. "If I am not needed here, | ask leave to
return Malik to the justice of Twilight Hall, while | still have himchained
to my wist."

Al'l three Chosen inclined their heads with expressions that suggested they
woul d be just as happy to adjudicate the matter thenselves and be done with it
there.

Storm said, "An excellent plan, and | think enough magic remains here for us
to see you safely sped al ong your way."

"To Twilight Hall?" Malik's fear was evident in the way his voice cracked.
"Il be nurdered!"

"Only after you are found guilty of a few of your crinmes,
"And the word is 'executed ."

"Executed or murdered, it is all the sane!" Mlik cast a plaintive gaze in
Aris's direction and said, "WII you just sit by and let themdo this to

Khel ben answer ed.



someone who has saved your life so many tines?"

"I will be glad to describe how you saved ne," he said, "and al so how you
ensl aved nme so you could use ny shape studies to grow your church!"

For the first tine, a | ook of despair cane over Malik's round face. He seened
to consider his options for a noment then turned to Khelben with a wild-eyed
gaze.

"I can tell you how to destroy Telanont Tanthul in a single strike!" He

remai ned silent only a nonment before his nouth began to twi tch, and nore words
spilled out. "OF course, there is every chance that you will destroy all of
Shade and hal f of Anauroch with him..."

Even a prospect that terrible was not enough to keep Khel ben from cocking his
eyebr ow.

"You know | can never lie," Mlik rem nded him

"We're listening," Laeral said.

Mal i k' s bul gi ng eyes appeared to focus on the tip of Ruha's boot as he pl anned
what he woul d say next. G ven what he had already told them about the
pitfalls, Galaeron could not believe the Chosen were even interested in
hearing the suggestion

Finally, Mlik |ooked back to Khel ben and said, "Wat good will it do ne to
save the world if | amnot here to see it?"

Ruha dropped a knee into the mddle of his back and used a cuckold' s antler to
pull his head up, then wapped the chain connecting their manacl es around his
neck.

"What makes you think | would ever let you tell them sonething that woul d
destroy Anauroch?" Ruha asked. "I would rather see you dead and stand before
the judges of Twilight Hall nyself!™

She tightened the chain until he began to gasp. "Ruha!" Khel ben shouted. He
seened as surprised as Gal aeron was by the witch's behavior. "Let himspeak."
"Never!" she replied, pulling until Mlik's eyes began to bulge. "If you want
to know-

Ruha' s excl amation came to an abrupt end as Storm plucked her off Malik's
back.

"Harper hag!" Malik croaked. "I ought to tell themjust for spite!" Again, his
face contorted into a conflicted nask, and he added, "Except that after what
happened i n Shadowdal e, | know no Chosen woul d ever be foolish enough to fling

a bolt of silver fire into a being of pure shadow essence.”

Gal aeron did not realize Ruha's threat had been a ruse until he saw her
exchange congratul atory gl ances with each of the Chosen

Laeral said, "Not very helpful, Mlik."

"Actually, we've already tried silver fire," Stormsaid. She didn't explain
that the attack had only been a ruse designed to buy time for Vala. "Tel anont
bl ocked it with a shielding spell."

"Though that hardly matters," Khel ben added. "I no | onger have nuch influence
with the Harpers anyway."
"Harpers?" Malik screeched. "I amtal king about Ruha."

"In exchange for revealing that Telanont Tanthul is pure shadowst uff?"
Gal aeron scoffed. He was begi nning to understand the gane the Chosen were

playing. "You'll have to do better than that if you want me to set you free."
"There is no use listening to him Mlik," Ruha warned. "That wll never
happen. "

The anger in Ruha's eyes was convincing, and it occurred to Gal aeron that the
others mght not realize he had joined their gane.
"Perhaps not while you live," Galaeron said, keeping his tone even. He dropped

his hand to the hilt of his sword. "It nmakes no difference to ne."

Malik’s eyes lit like a pair of torches.

"Kill her?" asked Malik. He considered the situation for a nmonent, then grew
doubtful. "You are too nuch of a coward. You would never do such a thing."

"To save Evereska?" Gal aeron responded. "What do you think I wouldn't do?"
It did not escape Gal aeron's notice that Khel ben, Vala, and all the rest were
inching in his direction—or did it escape Mlik's. He considered the proposa



only a nonent.

"You have already won!" Malik blurted. "There is no need to destroy the
nmythal lar or even to slay Telamont" He woul d have stopped there, but for
Mystra's curse. "They cannot make their shadow bl ankets without the magic of
t he Karse-stone, and the Karsestone is gone!"

"What ?" This from Vala, who was finally beginning to seeminterested in the
di scussi on. "Gone how?"

"Into the | ake," Ruha explained. "It was attached to his other wist and fel
free. A waterspout reached up to take it."

"It was Shar's hand,” Malik explained in a dismal voice. "She has had contro
of the Shadow Weave all al ong."

This was enough to nmake Gal aeron draw his sword and press the blade to Ruha's
throat. Stormand Vala drew their own bl ades and stepped over to defend the
witch, and it was not clear to Gal aeron whether they were warning himoff or
just supporting his act. In fact, he was no |longer sure that he was acting.
Doi ng his best to seem as though he m ght be worried about the possibility of
fighting two of the best

swor dsworren i n Faer(On, Gal aeron kept his bl ade pressed to Ruha's throat
"Before | set you free," he said to Malik, "tell me how you know all this."
Mal i k eagerly recounted how, while chained to the Karse-stone in Shar's hidden
tenmple, he came to the realization that it was the synbol of her control over
t he Shadow Weave. Then he told of how, when the city began to fall, the stone
had pulled himdown into one of the | oom ng chanbers, and of how hard he had
struggled to steal the stone for Cyric so that he would one day rule the
Shadow Weave—and perhaps the Wave itself, since if there was any god capabl e
of putting the two back together, it was the One and All.

By the time Malik finished, Galaeron was not only sure that the seraph was
telling the truth, but also that he had correctly interpreted everything he'd
seen. Even Khel ben seened convi nced.

"I"'mwilling to grant that Shar caught the Karsestone," Khel ben said, "and
even that the stone is the synmbol of her control over the Shadow Wave, but if
t he Shadovar need it to create nore shadow bl ankets, | don't see what's to

stop her fromreturning it"

"Not hi ng, " CGal aeron answered. "Except that Shar is the goddess of unreveal ed
secrets. After Prince Yder allowed the seraph of an arch rival to not only

di scover the Karsestone's role and |ocation, but to come so close to stealing

it, | amsure she will find a safer place to hide it."

"And | et the Shadovar suffer for their sins," Laeral said. "I agree."

This drew a broad snmile fromMalik, who | ooked up at Gal aeron and said, "I am
wai ting."

"I would do many things to save Evereska," Galaeron said, "and one of themis

lie."

"Lie?" Malik screeched. "The One will punish you for this—though | wll surely
be the one who suffers in your

pl ace! After the many tines | have saved your life, how can you do this to
ne?"

"Because it is necessary."

Though Mali k had never done anything to hurt Galaeron and it pained the elf to
betray an old friend, he lowered his sword. He stepped back, and with the
little man still hurling invectives at his back, he turned to Storm

"It seens our plan worked for nost of Faerdn, if not Evereska," he said. "I

t hank you for trying."

"As we thank you," Khel ben said, slapping a hand on Gal aeron's shoul der, "but
we are not done yet. Did | not overhear you telling Tel anont that you now have
a conpl ete understanding of the phaeri m®"

Gal aeron nodded, not daring to believe Khel ben woul d say what he hoped Khel ben
was going to say.

"You did."

Khel ben gl anced over his shoul der toward Shadow Lake, where the erratic
torrent of debris falling fromthe gl oomcl oaked encl ave had finally dw ndl ed



to a sporadic rain. Instead of fleeing the city, npbst veserabs seened to be
trying to find a safe route back, and even the crash of collapsing buil dings
was growi ng nore intermttent and mnuted.

"Laeral, Storm what say you?" he asked. "Have we done enough damage here?"
"Not enough,"” Stormsaid, "but all we can.”

"Yes," Laeral said. "I think it is high time we returned to Evereska."

She held out her arns, inviting Galaeron and the others to join hands with her
for an instantaneous return to the Shaeradim Aris kneel ed down and extended a
pi nky for her to hold, but Vala nade no nove to join the circle. Gal aeron was
surprised—and perhaps just a little relieved—+to discover he had a sinking
feeling in his chest If his heart was breaking, then sorrow could not be a
weakness hi s shadow had overcone. He went to stand close to Val a.

"I knowit's a lot to ask," Galaeron began, "especially after

what | put you through, so | won't If you want to come to Evereska wi th us,
you and your sword are nore than wel cone.”

Val a grunted what mi ght have been acceptance, refusal, or sinply an

acknow edgnent of the question, then said, "One thing. Wre you watchi ng when
Yder and Agl arel chased ne out of the mythallar?"

Gal aer on nodded.

"And you didn't cone after nme?"

Gal aeron shook hi s head.

"Why not ?"

"Because | wanted to destroy the nythallar, and | knew our chances woul d be
better if Aris and | remained in hiding until Telanont showed all of his
tricks." Gal aeron swall owed, then added, "And because | knew you coul d take
care of yourself."

"Knew, Gal aeron?" she asked.

"Hoped, anyway."

Val a pushed her upper lip into a hal f-hearted sneer, then shrugged and smil ed.
"At | east you're honest." She grasped his hand, stepped over to Laeral's
teleport circle, and said, "OF course I'"'mconing. Do you think |I'd dare go
back to Vaasa w thout my men and our darkswords?"

______ CHAPTER FI FTEEN

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

After Ruha departed for Twilight Hall with Malik chained to her wist, Khelben
used his sending nmagic to advise Lord Duirsar of their inmnent arrival. The
spell failed. Nor did he receive any reply when he tried to contact Kiinyon
Col bat hin, and when Gal aeron tried to contact Keya, the only response he
experienced was a fleeting inpression of terror. The six of themwasted a few
nore m nutes hazardi ng uni nformed guesses as to how the phaeri nm m ght be
interfering with comruni cati on magi ¢ based on the Shadow Wave as well as the
Weave. Able to imagine only dire scenarios, they finally concluded that they
simply could not know what was happeni ng and di vi ded thensel ves into two
travel i ng groups.

A few nonents later, Galaeron was |ying between

Val a and Khel ben on a sooty terrace high in the Vine Vale, staring down a
staircase wastel and into the crater-pocked pasture inside the Meadow WAl l. The
once-lush grass was gone, burned off or blasted away by battle nagic or

wi t hering beneath the rotting corpse of one of the thousands of elf warriors
scattered across the field. In the center of the nmeadow, the marble cliffs of
the Three Sisters were speckled around the base with stars of soot and sprays
of crusted blood. Atop the hills thenselves, curtains of black fume were
rising out of the great bluetop forest, coalescing into a single dark cloud
that left visible only the | owest reaches of Evereska's majestic towers.

As Gal aeron watched, a leaden light erupted in the woods beneath the G oaning
Cave, and a deafening crack reverberated across the entire vale and echoed off
the loomng cliffs of the H gh Shaeradim As Gal aeron blinked the flash from
his eyes, he noticed a ring of falling trees expanding outward, their crowns
all pointing away fromthe center of the explosion. By the tine the bl ast

pl ayed itself out, the circle of destruction was nmore than a mle across.



"It is safe for Laeral and Stormto conme ahead with Aris," Gal aeron said. He
spoke wi thout turning to | ook at Khel ben. "You can be sure there are no
phaerimmwi thin a mle of us."

"That's awfully quick to be so certain of their positions,
"We haven't been here a minute.”

"Amnute is all | need,"” Calaeron said. He rose to his knees and waved a hand
in the direction of the burning city. "The phaerimm are down there, |ooting
Evereska of its magic."

"And their servants?" Khel ben asked. "All it takes to sound the alarmis a
behol der or even a gnoll."

The phaeri mm think they have won," Gal aeron explained. "They will have their
servants with them carrying their plunder and hel ping to clai mand defend
their new lairs."

"They have no fear of a counterattack?" Khel ben asked.

"At the monent, they fear us less than they fear each other." Though the words
were Gal aeron's, the know edge came to himin the formof a strange

hal f -t hought, closer to a prenonition or a feeling than sonething he actually
renenbered. "They will know how preoccupi ed Faerdn has been with the probl ens
caused by Shade, and how i npossible it would be for anyone to send an arny
agai nst them"

"True as that may be," Khel ben said, "it does not always require an army to
def eat one."

"They are certainly worried about the Chosen," Gal aeron said, picking up on
Khel ben' s meani ng, "but | doubt they have a choice in the matter. It is not in
the nature of the phaerimmto work together. Now that the prize is in hand,
everyone nust claimhis share or watch another steal it from beneath him"

As Gal aeron explained this, the tiny shape of a stick figure elf tunbled out
of the smoke cloud, hit the edge of the cliff summit, and pin wheeled all the
way down into the meadow. Had the nythal been functioning properly, it was not
somet hing that woul d have happened. A protective spell would have caught the
victimand | owered hi mer her—gently to the ground.

The death made Gal aeron wonder what had becone of his sister, Keya. The | ast
he had heard, she was doing well with her pregnancy and al so as a warrior
joining Vala's nen on hunting forays and claining half a dozen tails for her
own belt, but that had been before the nythal fell. Could she be one of the
bodi es I ying down in the nmeadow or perhaps the one he had just watched

pl umreti ng out of the snoke? He longed to try another thought sending, but
knew t hat woul d be foolish. Assumi ng she remained alive, there was a good
chance that she was fighting at the nonment, and the distraction of an
unexpect ed t hought popping into her head might well prove fatal. Gal aeron
could only hope that the moment of fleeting terror he had experienced the

Khel ben observed.

first time nmeant she was still alive—and that his intrusion had not changed
t hat
"How I ong will the phaerimmremrmain at each other's throats?" Khel ben asked.

"A tenday, at least,"” he answered, "but not nuch longer. Their interna
squabbl es are swift and deadly."

"A tenday." Khel ben's discouragenment was hard to mss. "Wat then?"

"By then, they will have settled matters and prepared their individua
defenses.” Galaeron did not like the drift Khel ben's questions were taking.
They will be inmpossible to root out™

The Shadovar did it at Myth Drannor," Khel ben countered.
"At the cost of their other ambitions in Faerdn," Vala pointed out. "And there

were only a few dozen at Myth Drannor. Here, there will be hundreds."
Khel ben si ghed and said, "W have |ost Evereska." His fist thudded into the
ground, raising a small cloud of ash and dust. "It will be all we can do to

contain themin the vale."

Though Gal aeron did not share Khel ben's despair, he remained silent, ordering
hi s thoughts and summoning to mind all he knew about the situation in
Evereska. He had an inkling that matters were not as hopel ess as Khel ben

t hought, but whether that feeling was due to Mel egaunt’s wi sdom or his own



need to undo the terrible mstakes that had led to the fall of the LastHoneg,
he coul d not say.

Vala laid a warm hand on his forearmand said, "lI'msorry, Galaeron. You did
everyt hing you could."

Gal aeron started to say that he had not yet done everything, but he was cut
of f by the soft crackle of a teleport spell. He glanced over his shoulder to
make certain the new arrivals were who they expected and saw a gray cl oud
rising two terraces above. Laeral and the others lay on the ground, spitting
soot and blinking confusion fromtheir eyes.

"Hol d your spells, mladies," Khelben called to his fell ow Chosen. "W're safe
enough for now. "

The sound of Khel ben's voice seemed to draw Laeral out of her afterdaze. She
gl anced into the bottomof the valley, and her face fell

"CGoddess help us!" she gasped. "W're too late."

"I think not," Galaeron said, finally convinced that the inspiration he felt
was nmore than his own desperation

He rose and notioned for Laeral to bring the others down, then took a | ength
of shadowsilk from his pocket and began to wap it around his little finger
fashioning it into a small cone.

"W have come just in tine."

Khel ben rose to his knees and pul |l ed Gal aeron back down.

"Have patience, elf. W'll save as many Tel' Quessir as we can, but first we
must plan.”
"The best way to save ny people is to kill the phaerimmin their city."

Gal aeron went back to fashioning his cone.

Laeral and Khel ben exchanged knowi ng gl ances, and Khel ben said, "This isn't
your fault, Galaeron. It was Mel egaunt who freed the phaerimm not you."
That's right," Storm said. Having recovered fromher afterdaze, she was
junpi ng down onto the terrace with Gal aeron and the others. "W know how t he
Shadovar think, now They planned ail along to nake the phaerimm everyone

el se's problem 1'd bet nmy hair that Mel egaunt breached the Sharn Wall where
he did on purpose. What better way to lure the phaeri nmout of Anauroch than
to offer them Evereska's nythal ?"

"If it was indeed an accident, it worked to the Shadovar's advant age, "

Gal aeron agreed. He finished his cone and carefully renmoved it fromhis
finger, then set it aside on a stone. "But | amno innocent in this. | was
war ned many tinmes about Mel egaunt, and still | brought Shade into the world."
"You can't blame yourself," Aris said. He was sitting on the back wall of the
terrace, leaning over to cup a hand beneath one of the thousand springs that
had once watered the terraces of the Vine Vale. "They woul d have found anot her

way. "

Gal aeron raised a hand to forestall nore forgiving words, and said, "I'm not
seeki ng absolution ... nor am| speaking out of guilt"

"Then out of vengeance." Laeral phrased this as a fact, not a question. She

gl anced at Storm then added, "I know how | would feel, were ny sister down
there and | unable to contact her."

"I'f I was seeking vengeance, | would not want your help." Gal aeron could see
they were still afraid his shadow m ght be influencing him and he had no
doubt it was. That did not nmean he was wong. "I amtalking about victory, not

retribution. Hear ne out. If you don't like what | say, IT! not hold it

agai nst anyone who chooses to remain behind."

Khel ben scowl ed, clearly unhappy w th havi ng someone el se assune the

| eadership. Still, he listened patiently. Wen Gal aeron finished, his frown
turned thoughtful, and he | ooked to the other Chosen

"What do you think?"
"Sinmple plans are the best,

Stormsaid. "This one is sinple, IT! give it

t hat "
"Perhaps too sinple," Laeral said. "What's s to stop the phaerinm from seei ng
t hrough it?"

"The arrogance of the phaerinmthensel ves," Gal aeron answered. "They won't



bel i eve anyone capable of defeating their spells of clear-seeing."

Leaving the others to consider the nerits of his plan on their own, Gal aeron
started to fashion another cone out of shadowsilk. After a noment, Aris
renoved a stone fromthe terrace wall and shaped it into a small bowl with two
qui ck strikes of his hanmer, then filled it with soot froma charred | og and
used the spring to moisten it Wien he began to snear the resulting paste up
his legs in thick black stripes, Vala cocked a doubtful eyebrow

"You're a little large for campbufl age," she said. "Don't you trust Galaeron's
magi c?"

"I trust Galaeron," Aris replied. He glanced at Gal aeron

and gave a grimnod. "But given who we are going to attack, | think it wise
for one of us to use no magi c. Besides, stone giant camouflage is better than
you know. The nunber of times you have wal ked past one of us and not known it
woul d surprise you."

"Not hi ng surprises nme anynore," Vala said. She di pped her hand in the bow and
| eaped up on the terrace behind Aris. "Bend down, and IT! do your neck before
we go."

"Then you' ve decided to go as well?" Laeral asked.

"Have to. My men and our darkswords are down there." She peered around Aris,

| ooked down at Gal aeron, and added, "And | really need to see how this turns
out."

Her words made Gal aeron ruin the shadow cone he was pulling off his finger
She was probably alluding to the prom se she had made to slay himif he ever
fell completely under the sway of his shadow, but there was a warnth in her
tone that made hi m hope that she m ght forgive him that there might still be
roomin her heart to |love him

Continuing to hold Vala's gaze, Gal aeron began to wrap the shadowsil k around
his little finger again. At the sane tinme, he whispered the incantation for a
spel | of thought sending and began to speak to her in his nind

Val a.

Her jaw dropped, and her sooty hand cane off the back of Aris's bald skull
Before we go, | want to apol ogize for |eaving you behind, Galaeron said. 1'd
understand if you never forgive ne, but | hope you can

Val a' s eyes softened.

There's nothing to forgive. The choice was mine, and | knew what coul d happen
She returned to canouflaging the back of Aris's head, adding, But | amtorn
up, CGal aeron. Inside.

Gal aeron's heart sank. / see. | didn't nean to intrude. Please forgive—
There's that word again, Vala interrupted. | don't blane you—that's not what |
nmean. But since Khel ben and the others

hel ped nme escape, |'ve been filled with this . . . | haven't felt anything
good. | just want to go hone and drink nead in front of the fire. Al one.

What about Shel don? You nust want to see him

Gal aeron felt ashanmed of hinself. He had allowed Vala's usual stoic bearing to
lull himinto thinking she had sonmehow energed whol e from her ensl avenent He
had been thinking only of how her ordeal affected him not of what it m ght
have done to her.

Not like this, she replied. Not all broken inside.

You won't always be broken, Galaeron said. |I'Il stand by you for however | ong
it takes. | wish 1'd told you this before, Vala. | do | ove you.

Val a gave hima w stful smle.

Now you tell me. Now that your shadow nade you.

Gal aeron didn't realize they had beconme an object of attention until Vala's
eyes grew sel f-consci ous and her gaze darted away. Khel ben cleared his throat,
and either ignoring the | ooks that had been passing between the two or
pretendi ng he had not noticed, he stepped in front of Gal aeron

"You are quite certain the phaerimmw ||l not be able to detect or dispel your
magi c?" he asked.

"They woul d have to use the Shadow Weave," Gal aeron said, "but we nust be wary
of behol ders. They could undo us with their antimgic rays."



"Behol ders we can handle," Storm said.

Khel ben si ghed, then said, "Very well. If you are determ ned to pursue this
foolish plan of yours, it seenms we have no choice except to cone along to
protect you. How soon can you be ready?"

In answer, Gal aeron slipped the |ast cone of shadowsilk off his finger and
pressed it to Khel ben's chest

"Hol d that there."

Khel ben did as instructed, and Gal aeron drew on the Shadow Weave to cast a
spell. The bl ack cone expanded to a full ten feet in length, engulfing the
Chosen in a stocking of

dar kness. Cal aeron fashioned a barbed tail at the narrow end and four crooked
arns at the wide end, added sone teeth and other details to create the
head- di sk, and he found hinsel f | ooking at what appeared to be a

shadow swat hed phaeri nm

"An excellent likeness," Aris complinented. "Though the el bows are too far
down the arns, and the tail barb should curve a little nore."

Gal aeron made the necessary corrections and a few nore when Vala, Laeral, and
St orm added their opinions. Wen everyone agreed the |ikeness was true, he

st epped back and spoke a final word to set the shape.

"In Evereska, we should try to stay in the wooded areas where shadows won't
seem out of place," Galaeron said. "I assume you can use your own magic to fly
and speak the phaeri mm wi nd | anguage. "

Khel ben replied with a whistling gust of wind and floated into the air.
"Good," Calaeron said. "Avoid using your silver fire. If the phaerimmsee it

they will know you are here."
"What about wands and rings?" Laeral asked.
"The shadow mask will conceal their use, as it will your voices and gestures,"

Gal aeron said, "but you nmust careful not to fling any spell conponents outside
your disgui se. The phaerimm do not need conponents, so if they see you using
them_ "

"Understood,"” Stormsaid, stepping forward. "Me next | always like fighting
with four armns.”

Gal aeron pressed a shadow cone to her chest and repeated the spell he had used
to disgui se Khel ben, then did the sane for hinself and Laeral. Finally, he
turned to Val a.

"Since you're not a spellcaster, it would be best to disguise you as a

m nd- sl ave. "

Vala rolled her eyes and tried to make |ight of the suggestion, but the hurt
was plain in her eyes.

"Don't enjoy it too much."

"Not at all," he assured her. "If you think you could hold a blank | ook—=

"CGal aeron, just do it"

Gal aeron flattened a small di sk of shadowstuff in his hand and carefully

nol ded it over her face. Wien he cast his spell, Vala's conplexion darkened by
hal f a dozen shades. Her eyes grew glassy and vacant, and her expression fel
dead and still. It pained Galaeron to see her even in this counterfeit

bondage. It rem nded hi mof how selfish and del uded he had been during his
shadow crisis and of all she had sacrificed to save him How he woul d ever
repay her, he could not begin to imagine.

"Are we all set then?" Khel ben asked. "I've opened a door to the woods at the
base of C oudcrown Hill. Unless you' ve a better idea, | thought Lord Duirsar's
pal ace the ideal place to open our camnpaign."

"There is no better idea," Galaeron said. He turned to find a magi c door

shi mering at the downhill edge of the terrace. "The phaerimmare sure to be
fighting over the plunder there."

"I thought as much." Khel ben waved a sl ender phaerimm armtoward the door
"Storm and Laeral have departed.”

Not bot hering to ask why Khel ben had asked for an opinion if he had al ready
sent the two sisters through, Galaeron started toward the shimrering door. He
made it only one step before Vala caught himby his collar—she probably



t hought she was hol ding onto one of his disguise's four arnms—and pul |l ed hi m
back.

"Vt

She spun himaround and stood there staring at himw th her vacant eyes.
Finally, she asked, "Were do | kiss?"

Gal aeron | eaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. It felt alittle like
ki ssing a zonbie, at least until he closed his eyes, and even then it renai ned
tentative and reserved—at |east by Vaasan standards.

When they finally finished and Gal aeron caught his breath again, he asked,
"For | uck?"

"Just in case," Vala corrected, draw ng her darksword. "I wouldn't want a
Shadovar's fist to be the last thing that ever touched ny lips."

She stepped past Galaeron into the magi ¢ door and vani shed with a crackle.

Gal aeron followed Vala into the portal. He had grown so accustoned to tel eport
magi ¢ that he was no | onger bothered by the breath-taking cold or the eterna
instant of falling, but that did not prevent himfrom being dazed when he
finally felt the ground beneath his feet again. The air was filled with

sl uggi sh runbles and long, unintelligible howls. A crinson ball of fire was
rolling toward himin slow notion, with orange tendrils curling out fromits
flanks in listless swirls.

Gal aeron dived out of the way and found hinself floating anpbng the enornous
trunks of a majestic bluetop forest, four spindly arns waving in front of his
face. The sight rem nded himthat he was supposed to be inpersonating a
phaeri mm though exactly why still remained a nmystery to him Wile the open
woods around himfelt famliar, there was sonmething that did not seemquite
right, as though he turned a corner and found hinself in an unexpected room
The fireball was still comng, slowy. Behind it, a fork of |ightning
flickered into existence and slithered through the trees |like a crooked white
snake, then expl oded through a bugbear's chest and twi sted off in pursuit of a
mnd flayer. The attack was answered by ten golden bolts, flying along in a
tight wedge formation that angled toward their noon elf target at about the
speed of a flock of migrating geese.

Gal aeron floated out of the fireball's path. Crouching behind a freshly split
boul der about fifty paces distant, he saw a nuch-battered bl adesi nger stil
hol di ng up the snoking hand that had hurled the spell. Mre offended by the
attack than concerned about it, he pulled a few strands of shadow silk from
hi s pocket and hurled themin the bl adesinger's direction, hissing an

i ncantation. The elf was instantly wapped in a cocoon of sticky black shadow.
Gal aeron! the fanmiliar voice of Laeral Silverhand sounded inside his mind
There's no need to defend yourself. You can fly faster than that spell's

com ng.

A pair of shadow swat hed phaeri mm energed fromthe trees behind him Vala
close on their barbed toils. As soon as Gal aeron saw t he enptiness in her
eyes, he recalled their plan and saw that sonething had gone terribly wong.
This isn't Coudcrown Hill, he objected.

No—we're at the G oaning Cave, Vala replied. | recognize it fromwhen we cane
during ny first visit.

Gal aeron | ooked over his shoul der and saw the cave | ess than a hundred paces

up the hill. A small conpany of elf warriors was gathered on the entrance
veranda, crouching behind the stone bal ustrades and using the high terrain to
fire arrows and spells down on the bugbears and illithids in the forest bel ow

Li ke everything else in this strange battle, their attacks seened to be in
slow notion, the arrows floating rather than flying to their targets and the
spells | ess flashing across the sky than sinmply advanci ng.

Gal aeron drifted out of the path of two arrows coming toward him then heard a
soft crackle as Aris arrived in the wood. The fireball had al ready passed by
and was in the process of exploding into the hillside behind them Gal aeron
grabbed the giant by his armand pulled himforward so the back blast woul dn't
burn him

Khel ben appeared an instant later, in the nmddle of a slowy wagging tail of



flame. He floated there in the fire for a nonent, afterdazed and no doubt
finding it even nore difficult than had Gal aeron to adjust to his new
surroundi ngs. Gal aeron shoved Aris's armtoward Vala, then he fl oated over and
pul | ed the Chosen out of the fire.

"Where are we?" hi his confusion, Khel ben neglected to use thought speech
"This isn't—= He caught hinself and sw tched. C oudcrown Hill

W canme out on the other side of the city, Laeral informed him near the

G oani ng Cave.

Wrse than that, Galaeron said. W canme out in the past.

How can that be? Storm demanded. She reached behind Gal aeron and batted an
arrow aside. It can't happen

It did, Galaeron replied. Alittle after we arrived in the Vine Vale, this
whol e wood was | evel ed by an expl osi on. And now—

It's still standing, Vala finished. / saw the blast, too. Sonehow, we got here
before the trees fell.

A fork of lightning snaked down fromthe cave nouth and caught Storm square in
the center of her phaerimm di sguise. The bl ast drove her to the ground but
seened to cause her no injury. Khel ben and Laeral lifted their head-disks
toward the source of the attack, and that al one was enough to send severa
dozen el ves scranmbling away in slow notion

These di sgui ses have one drawback, Vala sent as she rushed to take cover
behind a fallen bluetop. They work!

She vani shed over the trunk. Gal aeron and the Chosen followed, and a nonent
|ater they were taking shelter in the crook of a massive linb. Aris came and
stood behind them his canouflage working so well that had Gal aeron not been
directly under the giant, he would never have seen him

/ shoul d have realized sonething like this would happen. Khel ben's tone was
apol ogetic. W' ve already seen what conmes of nixing Wave and Shadow Wave.

W have, agreed Storm but not this tine. If this had something to do with
shadow magi ¢, how could Aris be here? He has no shadow nagi c.

That's true, Laeral said. Watever went wong, it happened when Khel ben opened
hi s magi ¢ door.

"The mythal!" Galaeron was so excited that he forgot hinself and said this
aloud. It had a defense against tel eporting!

Not "had," Khel ben replied. Evereska's mythal still has a bite.

So it sent us into the past? Val a asked.

Arrows began to sink into the trunk of the fallen bluetop at sporadic

i nterval s.

And it relocated our exit portal, Laeral said. We're lucky the

nmyt hal was weakened, or the displacenment mght not have been so ninor

If this is mnor, Vala said, / don't want to see nmjor.

The conmment brought to mnd the strange bl ast that had | evel ed t he woods
around the Groaning Cave shortly after Galaeron and the first group arrived in
the valley. He turned to | ook at Khel ben

Khel ben? Do you renmenber that big blast we saw after we arrived?

The gray light? he replied. O course

Wl |, Gal aeron said, that happened here.

It was inpossible to say what happened beneath Khel ben's di squise, but al

four of phaerinm arns stopped noving, and his tail dropped to the ground.

Ti me! he gasped. We're moving through it faster than everyone around us—

And when we catch up . .. Laeral let the sentence trail off.
What ? Aris asked. He had vani shed so conpletely into the forest that Gal aeron
had forgotten he was there. | don't understand.

Trouble, Stormsaid. Really big trouble.

It seened to Galaeron that the arrows were starting to thunk into their tree

trunk nore rapidly. He peered up toward the G oaning Cave and saw the archers
moving a little less torpidly now, sending their shafts down the hill with a
speed that could al nost be described as flying rather than drifting. A battle
mage caught sight of himand stretched out a finger to send a |ightning bolt

in his direction



Gal aeron used his shadow magi c to send a thought nmessage to the nan.

Hol d your attack! | am Gal aeron N hnedu, an elf and a friend.

The mage grabbed his head and stunbl ed back. Qoouuu-uuuut of fffffff nyyyyyyy
heeeeeeeeceeceeceeceececaaaaaaaaaaaaaa- aaaaaaddd,
NDNNNNNNNNNNSSSSSSSSSSSSSterrrrrrrrrrrrrrre

The mage followed his order by stumbling back to the

bal ustrade and conpleting his spell. The lightning bolt shot down the slope
far faster than previous ones, alnpst too fast for the eye to foll ow Gal aeron
barely had tine to roll aside and cry a warning before the bolt was there.
Stormrose into its path and took the bolt full in the body.

Storm Gal aeron cri ed.

The bolt sank into Storm s body and vani shed with no stench of charred flesh
and not even nuch of a crack. She settled back behind the tree trunk and | et
out a satisfied belch.

Don't concern yourself, Galaeron, Laeral said. Stormcan eat |ightning al

day.

Alittle gift fromny sisters when | went to fight Iyachtu Xvim Storm
expl ai ned. Now, don't you think we ought to get away from here? Far away from
her e?

What could it hurt? Khel ben repli ed.

For one of the Chosen, you don't sound all that confident, Vala observed.

It's not a matter of confidence, Laeral said. It all depends on whether the
tenmporal di spl acenent wave is centered on us or our point of arrival

Huh? Val a asked.

She means run! Cal aeron sai d.

He lifted Vala to her feet and shoved her into the woods in the direction
opposite the elves who were attacking them Khel ben and the other Chosen rose
into the air and floated al ong beside her, using their magic and their bodies
to deflect the barrage of attacks that rained down fromthe veranda of the
Groani ng Cave. Before follow ng, Galaeron took a noment to di spel the shadow
web he had cast on the bl adesi nger

Leave . . . this . . . place . . . now he urged, spacing his words so the elf
woul d be nore likely to conprehend. Bi g danger

The bl adesi nger pulled out of the dissolving shadow web | ooki ng nore confused
than al arned but quickly took the

advi ce when a behol der and his escort of bugbears cane charging after himfrom
t he phaerimm side of the battle. Galaeron sent a simlar warning to the el ves
on the veranda outside the Groaning Cave. Their only answer was a shi mrering
sphere of force that closed to within a dozen paces before Gal aeron noticed it
and fled his hiding place. A dull runble sounded behind hima nonment |ater
and he | ooked back to see the bluetop erupting into a spray of splinters. The
bal | expanded al nost swi ftly enough to catch him Time was definitely moving
faster.

Gal aeron caught up to the others and foll owed cl ose behind, dodgi ng silver
snakes of lightning and using his magic to turn arrows with wind spells or
shadow shields. Aris ran al ongside at a distance of twenty paces, slipping

t hrough the woods as stealthily as any ranger. As |long as the conpani ons kept
nmoving, they had little to fear fromtheir elf attackers, who clearly found it
i mpossible to hit targets that nmust have seened nere blurs. Though there were
bugbears, illithids, and behol ders aplenty in the wood, they were too busy
fighting to pay any attention to a shadowy band of "phaerinm™"

The conpanions had little trouble |leaving the area of the cave, only to

di scover that the battle in the rest of the forest was just as fierce and

twi ce as confused. There seened to be no clearly drawn ranks or objectives,
just random clusters of elves and m nd-slaves and the occasi onal phaerimm
attacki ng each other with spell and steel, sonetinmes froma hundred paces

di stant, sometines standing toe-to-toe. Al too often, the battles were

bet ween el ves and elf mind-slaves, the former reluctant to strike killing
blows and the latter all too eager. \Woever the conbatants were, they seened
to be noving faster, their lightning bolts flashing through the wood faster



than Gal aeron's eye could follow, their arrows whizzing past too swiftly to
def | ect

Whenever possible, Galaeron urged the warriors to flee and used his magic to
free the elf mind-slaves. It was this |ast

good deed that conplicated their flight, when six phaerimm appeared behind a
rank of advanci ng bugbears and began to whistle at themin W nds.

"Yoooou!" The phaerinmm s chall enge was slow and trilling, but not so slowit
was difficult for Galaeron's speech magi c to understand. "Explain yourselves."
Real i zi ng no one el se woul d understand the inportance of responding with an
accusation, Galaeron floated forward to confront the phaerimm

"You stole ... ny slave." Though Gal aeron had not intended it, the w nd spel
he was using to nodul ate his speech ripped through the forest |ike a cyclone,
tearing |l eaves fromthe trees and assailing their challengers with sticks.
"I... demand a gift!"

"Agift?" The six phaerimmdrifted a few paces back, clearly buying the space
to begin a spell battle. "Wio are you? Wiy do you whistle so fast?"

"Who dares ask—

That was as far as Gal aeron got before three tongues of silver fire shot out
to engulf the three cl osest phaerinm

"No tinme!" Khel ben yelled in Conmon, already flinging a handful of rainbow
dust on the ground beneath the phaerimm "W've got to keep going!"

Gal aeron was already hurling a shadow ball at the nearest surviving phaerinm
whil e Val a had drawn her sword and was cocking her armto throw Though the
forest tine had nearly caught up to their tine, enough of a difference

remai ned for Khel ben and Gal aeron to unl eash their spells before their foes
reacted. The shadow ball caught its target at an oblique angle and drilled a
head- si zed oval through half the length of its body. The phaerimm coll apsed in
alinp heap, its life spilling out onto the forest floor in a steam ng heap
Khel ben's prismatic wall was not so effective. It sprang up beneath the
phaeri mm as he had obviously intended, but the thing floated through its
defenses in a spray of gemcol ored

flashes and counterattacked with a black disintegration bolt. Khel ben took the
bolt square in the chest and smled, then stretched two of his arnms in the
creature's direction

hi the neantine, the |ast phaerinmhad | oosed a flight of magic bolts at Val a.
To Gal aeron's horror, she stood her ground and hurl ed her darksword at her
attacker.

"Val a! "

Gal aeron stretched out a hand to raise a shadow shield in front of her, but
even with time on his side, he was not that fast The bolts struck hone.

"No!

Val a staggered fromthe inpact and dropped a foot back to brace herself. She
rai sed her fist, pointing her ring in the phaerinms direction and shooting
the sane flight of golden bolts back at her attacker

The darksword arrived first, opening the thing fromlip to tail. It trilled
wi I dly and vanished in a silver dazzle of teleport magic. The golden bolts
sizzled off into the forest to draw an angui shed cry fromsone elf warrior

Gal aeron had not even seen. Val a opened the sanme hand and call ed her sword
back wi thout |owering her arm

Khel ben's phaerimmrefused to retreat so easily. A wall of flanes sprang to
life between it and its attackers and set the forest instantly ablaze. Unable
to see, Khelben elected to save his spell, and the whirling disk of shadow

t hat Gal aeron sent spinning through the barricade cut nothing down except a

| ong swat h of bl uetops—and perhaps the half a dozen el ves whose voices he
heard screanmi ng in panic and rage.

Balls of flame as |large as a behol der began to sizzle off the fire wall in the
direction of Galaeron and the Chosen. Gal aeron barely managed to pluck his
shadow of f the ground and throw it up in front of him and even then the heat
was enough to singe his hair as the crackling orbs struck his sil houette and
vani shed into the shadow pl ane.



Unabl e to react quickly enough, Khel ben caught one of

the spheres full in the chest and erupted into flame. He floated calmy to the
ground, where he renained until Laeral, who caught two spheres in the chest

wi thout emtting so much as a wi sp of snoke, covered his body with hers and
snot hered the fire.

As this happened, Stormwas streaking headlong into the flanes. She took three
of the fireballs square in the head-di sk and | aughed, then plunged headl ong

t hrough the burning wall ... and was too |ate.

Aris had already enmerged fromthe woods on the other side of the burning wall.
He stooped down and w apped his big hands around t he phaeri nm—+t was at the
near end of the fire barrier, not where Gal aeron had expected at all—-and
squeezed until it popped. Stormwas left with nothing to do but dispel the
phaerimm s magi ¢ and extingui sh the flames.

Gal aeron rushed to Khel ben's side and asked, "How bad—=2"

"It isn't," Khelben growl ed. H s disguise remained that of a shadow swat hed
phaerimm so it was inpossible to see how badly he was hurt. "W don't have
time. Those phaerimmwere | ost. The tine streams nust be converging."

"Right," Laeral said. "Let's go."

Aris and the three Chosen turned to start through the woods again, and

Gal aeron was about ready to start after them when he realized that Vala was
nei t her ahead of them nor behi nd.

"Vt

St orm st opped and tw sted her head-di sk around to | ook at him

"Wait? We don't have tinme to—=

Gal aeron flew over to where he had | ast seen her and noticed a set of boot
prints—a set of big boot prints—en the ground.

"They took her!"

"They?" The three Chosen gathered round and began to curse as one. "OF all the
bl ack fortune!"

"That's human," Gal aeron said. "Male and large. Very large."

"Vaasan," Khel ben growl ed. He | ooked into the woods, and in Common yel l ed,
"Kuhl'! Burlen!"

Their answer came in riotous notion as a dozen elf warriors sprang out from
behi nd tree trunks, under |ogs, beneath piles of dead | eaves, and rushed to
attack. Only the slimadvantage of their faster-nmoving time stream spared

Gal aeron and his fell ow Chosen from bei ng chopped into a dozen pi eces each by
t he darkswords that had once belonged to Vala's slain conpany of warriors.
"Up!" CGal aeron cried in Conmon. "Watch yoursel ves!”

As he yelled the warning, he was already rising above the reach of his
attackers. Khel ben and the other Chosen followed, but poor Aris found hinself
surrounded by half a dozen elves tossing their glassy black swords from hand

t o hand.

The el ves bel ow Gal aeron and the Chosen drew their armnms back to throw

"Hol d!'" Gal aeron cried, speaking Elvish. "I am Gal aeron N hmedu, a citizen of
Evereska, once a Tonb Guard princep patrolling the Desert Border South, who
resides in Treetop in Starneadow, son to Aubric N hnedu and brother to Keya

Ni hnmedu of the Long Watch, friend to—
"Strange how you do not | ook much Iike an elf,’
har dened—femal e voi ce.

A young noon elf of little nore than eighty appeared from behind the trunk of
a bluetop, her turquoise hair tucked up beneath an ostentatious battle hel m
that could only have been made by the Gold el ves of Evermeet Her gol d-fl ecked
eyes were shot through with red lines, and her cupid s bow smile had gone
straight and grimw th worry, but Gal aeron woul d have known his sister had she
| ooked a hundred tinmes nmore drained. H's heart drumed in joy.

"Keya! You're alivel™

Keya narrowed her eyes in suspicion and said, "So it seens, for now "

There was a slight drawl as she spoke, just enough to suggest the sl ower
passage of forest time. She reached behind a tree and pulled Vala into view,
and Gal aeron was astoni shed to see that soneone had actually taken Vala's

said a fanm|liar—though much



dar ksword and bound her hands in el ven rope.

"Where did you cone by this mnd-slave?" Keya asked. "Tell me that, and we
will let you live—so long as you swear to | eave Evereska and never return."
"You are not a very good liar, Keya." He dispelled the nmasking nagic that nade
himlook like a phaerimm then drifted down toward the ground, adding, "But
neither you nor Evereska has anything to fear fromus."

"Hold there, you devil!" Keya ordered. "Any lower, and IT! give you the death
you deserve for inpersonating ny brother."

This drew a snicker from Vala, which drew an angry gl ower from Keya.

"Keya!" Khel ben snapped in Elvish. "He is your brother. Release Vala and flee
this area—ow'

"Do you think | take orders from worns?"

To denonstrate that she did not, Keya hurled her dark-sword. Even with the
faster speed of his tine stream Khelben barely had time to pivot out of the
way and | et the weapon tunmble past Two dozen archers suddenly appeared from
their hiding places, arrows nocked and arns drawi ng their bows back to fire.
Storm and Laeral were already casting spells of paralyzation. Keya's entire
conpany froze where they were, bows half flexed and swords hal f raised.

Khel ben retri eved Keya's darksword fromthe tree where it had | odged itself,
then flew down to her. Burlen stepped into view from behind the tree where
Val a had been held, his own armrising to throw his darksword.

Gal aeron stopped himw th a shadow web.

Khel ben nodded his thanks, then flipped the weapon around and shook the hilt
in Keya's face.

"You are trying my patience, young |lady. W have reasons

for our appearance, and no time to explain themto you now. "

A loud crackl e sounded fromthe direction of the G oaning Cave. Gal aeron

gl anced back and saw a tiny brilliance flickering down through the bl uetop
boughs.

Khel ben continued to |l ecture Keya, "Wen we rel ease you and your conpany, you
are going to take it on faith that | amtelling you the truth and flee this
area—

"Uh, Khel ben?" As Gal aeron spoke, he was watching the tiny sphere of
brilliance expand above the trees. "There isn't going to be—=

"Starmeadow " Laeral yelled, already laying a portal on the ground in the
center of the elven conpany. 'Teleport!"

Storm was al ready shoving paral yzed elves into the circle. Khel ben took one

| ook at the expanding circle of light and cursed, then wapped his arns around
Keya, Burlen, and two nore elves, and vani shed. Gal aeron sprang to Vala's

si de, grabbing her bound hands, and started back toward Laeral's tel eportation
circle.

Val a jerked himback, nearly pulling himoff his feet.

"Not without ny sword!"

Back near the G oaning Cave, crooked forks of |ight began to dance down
through the trees, and the war runble there fell into a sudden sil ence.

Gal aeron stepped around Val a and found her sword | eani ng against the tree. He
snatched it up and cut her bindi ngs—ho ot her bl ade woul d have severed the

el ven rope—then handed the weapon back to her

"Now can we go?"

Gal aeron grabbed her wist and turned toward the teleportation circle and ran
headl ong into a snmall wood elf with doe-brown eyes, an inpish smle, and a
bared | ong sword.

"Well met, Galaeron,” she said. "Still rescuing Vala, | see."

Gal aeron's jaw fell. "T-Takari ?"

Takari smiled and said, "So you do remenber."

Gal aeron surprised her with a heartfelt enbrace, and she surprised hi mby
returning it just as warmy.

"I was afraid |I'd never see you again," he said.

A long, deafening crackle sounded fromthe direction of the G oaning Cave, and
a colum of |eaden light appeared in the forest in front of the veranda.



Val a appear ed besi de them

"Break it up, you two!" She slid an arm between them and used a deft el bow to
force Takari back, then said, "No offense, but we've got to go."

Takari gl anced at the offending el bow as though she nmight renpve it, then
smled sweetly and said, "No offense taken."

She gl anced back in the direction of the brightening colum of light, then
turned and waved at what appeared to be a pile of |eaves.

"Come along, Kuhl! We'll let Galaeron teleport us out of here.™

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

Gal aeron arrived in a tangle of arns both human and elf, Vala clasping his
shoul ders on one side, Takari tucked against his ribs on the other, Kuhl

st andi ng opposite, enconpassing themall in a great bear hug and gl aring down
as though he wasn't quite convinced that Galaeron's transformation from
phaerimmto elf was a return to true form

The air reeked of brinmstone and charred flesh, and it resounded w th boons and
cracks and wails. Still struggling with teleport afterdaze, Gal aeron recalled
he had been somewhere else trying to flee some inpending cataclysm The air
had snelled the sane there, and the battle din had been just as |oud. He began
to fear they had not escaped after all, that they were about to suffer the
consequences of whatever terrible event they had been fl eeing.

Gal aeron gl anced up at the canopy of a bluetop forest and cringed at the
famliarity of it.

"I think the nythal rebuffed—=

He was about to say "ny teleport spell"” when a |l eaden brilliance filtered

t hrough the wood. He was jolted by a tremendous concussi on—a concussi on t hat
erupted in the pit of his stomach and bl asted outward. H s pal ns and sol es
went nunb, his eardrunms thunped, and pain filled his head.

He found hinself on his hands and knees with Vala, Takari, and Kuhl, thinking
they were all going to die and wondering why the nythal had interfered with
his magic when it normally defl ected transl ocational spells only when they
crossed its perimeter. O course, Galaeron had used shadow magi c. Mnths
before a healthy nythal had prevented Mel egaunt from touching the Shadow
Weave, but in its weakened state, it had not obstructed any of the shadow
spel I s Gal aeron cast outside the G oaning Cave.

This was as far as Gal aeron's thoughts went before it occurred to himthat he
had al ready survived the shock wave. The roaring in his ears was actually a
deafening silence, he realized, and the ground beneath hi mhad not shuddered
once with the inpact of a falling bluetop. He rose to his knees, gl ancing
around, and saw that while the wood was famliar, it was not the one beneath

t he G oaning Cave. The undergrowth had been allowed to offer shelter to the
birds and aninmals, and the terrain was not as steep

Per haps they had reached Starmeadow after all. Galaeron started to rise... and
was pull ed back down by Kuhl's meaty paw. The Vaasan used fingertalk to cal
for silence, then slipped back into the underbrush as stealthily as any el f.
When Val a and Takari did the same, Galaeron dropped to his belly and foll owed,
then turned and peered through a bush

Starneadow lay directly ahead, its small expanse layered in acrid fume and its
| ush grasses bl ackened frombattle. At the far end, Dawnsgl ory Pond had turned
pink with spilled blood and was still boiling fromsone bl ast of

magi cal heat. Bodies both elf and otherwi se lay strewn along the far side,
where the Chosen and the Conpany of the Cold Hand had been attacked while
still dazed. Like Galaeron and his conpani ons, those out on the battlefield
were already starting to recover and rise. Both sides seenmed to have been
unprepared for the fighting, with the elves and their allies caught out in the
open and the phaerimm and their mnd-slaves strewn haphazardly al ong the
nmeadow edge adj acent to Gal aeron and his conpani ons.

An elf in tattered arnor picked up a darksword and used it to lop off the
tentacl ed head of a nmind flayer. A phaerinmfloated up and countered with a
black ray that left a nmelon-sized hole in the warrior's chest. Another elf



sprang up, catching the sword before it hit the ground, and charged the
killer. The battle burst into full rage, silver bolts and white flashes
tracing brilliant streaks through the air, flames bursting up fromthe

bl ackened ground, heads and chests and bodies rupturing fromno visible cause.
Even the mythal exerted itself to join in, pelting Evereska's enemes with a
hail of slushy pellets that dissolved on their shoul ders and had no effect
except to nmake the elves fight harder

Gal aeron thought of Keya and wanted to charge out onto the field to find her
but the cal mer part of hi mthe darker, nore cunning part—held back. Foolish
heroi cs woul d acconplish nothing except a foolish death, and Keya needed him
alive. The entire Conpany of the Cold Hand needed him as did Khel ben and the
ot her Chosen, as did all of Evereska. He was the only one who understood the
phaeri mm who knew how to defeat them He had to work toward his purpose and
trust his sister to keep herself alive. To do anything | ess was to betray the
warrior spirit in her... and that of Evereska herself.

Gal aeron found the Chosen near Dawnsglory Pond, still in their phaerinm

di sgui ses and hurling spells back into the main body of the Conpany of the
Cold Hand. At first, he

t hought they were just trying to protect their identities and escape unti

they could execute his plan. It took a monent of careful observation before he
realized that their spells were all flash and thunder, and that they were
carefully positioning themselves to catch the phaerimmin a flanking attack
Seeing they could do even better, he backed deeper into the underbrush, then
notioned for the others to armthensel ves and foll ow

Kuhl noved nore |like a forest cat than the cave bear he so resenbled, and the
four compani ons slipped around the phaerinm flank guard. Gal aeron sprang out
of a bush behind an illithid, and the thing's heart stopped beating before it
realized someone had driven a sword through it. As Gal aeron was droppi ng back
out of sight, Takari's death arrow droned past his head and killed the
illithid s behol der partner, then Vala and Kuhl charged out of the underbrush
to attack four astonished bugbears. The closest pair raised their battle-axes
to bl ock. The Vaasans' darkswords sl ashed through the thick oak shafts Iike
bread, then opened the throats of both creatures. The second pair of bugbears,
al arned as well as stunned, thought better of fighting and turned to roar the
al arm

It was a bad m stake. Galaeron hurled a dark bolt, Takari fired two nore death
arrows, and the Vaasans threw their darkswords. Only Val a targeted the nearest
one, but her black blade sank to the hilt between the nonster's shoul der

bl ades. He took three nore steps, then crashed to the ground in a lifel ess
heap. The ot her bugbear fell where he was, head |ost to Gal aeron's nagic,

heart burst by Kuhl's darksword, |egs shriveling around Takari's bl ack arrows.
The first sign of a counterattack cane when a huge blue-top trunk burst into
flam ng splinters. Aterrific cracking echoed down through the boughs, and

Gal aeron | ooked up to find what seenmed an entire sky of |eaves and trunk
crashing down toward him He flicked a wad of shadowstuff up at it and shouted
a word in ancient Netherese. A web of dark strands

appear ed overhead, anchoring itself to surrounding trees to catch the falling
bl uet op.

The swirling crackle of nmeteor stones reverberated through woods from
somewher e ahead. Gal aeron di ved behind the nearest bluetop and glinpsed a
snoke trail bending toward him as the pebbl es adjusted course. They struck the
tree with a series of staccato bangs. He scranbled forward and peered around
the other side of the trunk and al nmost | ost his head to a black ray. He rolled
back in the other direction and was fl ash-blinded by a fork of onconing

['i ght ni ng.

Gal aeron dropped flat and bit dirt as the bolt cracked past overhead. Wth
time passing at the sane rate for everyone, he was no match for a phaerimm He
pul | ed back, readied a shadow shield, and barely had time to raise it before
the undergrowth parted a dozen paces away and a thornback head rose into view
Val a energed behind it, ran her darksword down the length of its back, and



di sappeared back into the brush just before a beam of green radi ance
disintegrated the foliage where she had been standing. Takari's bow sang, and
the ray vani shed. Val a | eaped up, waving a severed phaerimnmtail in Gal aeron's
direction, and started through the forest again.

Before foll owi ng, Gal aeron said, "Khelben, they're trapped between us. We're
conm ng fromthe opposite end."

By the time he rolled out frombehind the tree, Kuhl had already killed a
second phaerimmrushing to aid the one that Vala had slain. Galaeron returned
to his place in the battle line, and they sneaked through the undergrow h,

sl ayi ng several nore bugbears and two nore illithids before Takari threw her
voice into the trees overhead and gave a warning bird whistle.

A conflagration of fireballs and Iightning bolts streaked up toward the sound,
setting two bluetops abl aze and showering the forest floor with burning boughs
and broken linbs. Gal aeron followed one of the spells to its source and spied
what appeared to be a cone-shaped | og standing suspiciously upright in the
heart of big honey branmbl e about twenty paces ahead. He sent a flight of
shadow arrows streaking toward the |log, then dived for cover and started
rolling. He was hel ped al ong the way by several concussion waves and a wall of
magi cal heat.

By the time Gal aeron stopped, the forest ahead was disintegrating into
splinters and flane. He came to his knees and found an illithid stunbling in
his direction, its tentacled head | ooki ng wi de-eyed back over its shoul der

Gal aeron barely had time to draw his sword before the thing ran onto the point
and inmpaled itself. He finished the job with a few blade flicks, then shoved
the illithid away.

The situation was much the same along the rest of the battle Iine, and

Gal aeron had no doubt that it was because the Chosen were behind the eneny,
attacki ng. The phaeri mm i nd-sl aves were blindly fleeing the inferno, running
headl ong into Vala and Kuhl. The Vaasans were taking a terrible toll, spinning
and whirling, cutting in two any nonster that came within reach of their

dar kswords and using their pommels to knock unconsci ous the occasional elf

m nd- sl ave.

But there were only two of them and easily a hundred m nd-sl aves. Dozens

sl i pped past and crashed off through the brush. Takari did her best to stop
the nonsters, enptying her quiver into their backs and sl owy working her way
forward so she could conserve arrows by plucking once-fired shafts out of dead
bodi es. Gal aeron used shadow bolts to cut down a pair of bugbears and a

behol der angling toward her back, then Takari felled a fleeing illithid, and
there were no nore enenies.

The patter of falling rain sounded behind Galaeron. He turned to find a snall
torrent deluging the battle line, dousing the fire and filling the wood with
bill owi ng steam The storm would do nothing to save the trees already burning,
but it would at | east prevent the flanes from spreadi ng.

When a trio of phaerimm energed fromthe steam cloud, Galaeron found hinself
preparing a shadow bolt. He knew by how the forest nurk seened to cling to
their bodies that they were the Chosen, but that didn't prevent himfrom
cringing. The disguise was nore convincing than he had realized, and he
suddenly understood why it had been so hard to convince Keya of his identity
back at the G oaning Cave.

"A sad thing to |l ose so many bl uetops,” Khelben said, tw sting his head-di sk
around to | ook back toward the battle line. "Myst are older than | am"
"Evereska has been invaded," Gal aeron said. "The trees nust pay along with the
rest of us."

Takari's jaw dropped in outrage. She started to rebuke himfor saying such a
thing, then reconsidered and sinply cast an accusing |look in Vala's direction
Val a shrugged and said, "Don't look at me. I'mnot the one who told himto
enbrace his shadow. "

"I"'mnot saying we should let the forest burn," Galaeron retorted. "Only that
we shoul d remenber what will becone of Evereska's forests if we let the
phaeri mm t ake Evereska."



"Sometines the | esser of two evils is the only good possible,"” Laeral agreed.
She started toward the edge of the nmeadow. "Let's see if Keya needs hel p,
shal | we?"

* * * * *

But the Conpany of the Cold Hand had the situation well in hand. Wthout their
phaeri mm masters to guide and intimdate them nost of the m nd-slaves had
already lost interest in fighting and started to withdraw. It required only a
coupl e of thunderbolts fromthe flank to turn the retreat into a rout, and
Evereska's forces were alone in the field only a few minutes |ater

Keya gave orders to gather the wounded and retrieve the darkswords, then waved
Aris out of his hiding place on the opposite side of the neadow and cane over
to join Gal aeron

and the others. Wth a battle-jaded face and worry lines in her brow as deep
as field furrows, she | ooked i measurably ol der and grinmer than when Gal aeron
had | ast seen her, but stronger as well. Wth Burlen at her back, she stopped
and gave Val a a war m+hough weary—enbrace, then stepped back and studied her
br ot her.

There was a hardness in her eyes that nmade Gal aeron worry she bl aned himfor
what had happened in Evereska, and he began to fear their reunion would be

| ess than a joyful one. He was nore than willing to accept responsibility for
his blunders, but the thought that his mstakes night drive a wedge between
himand his sister was nore than he could bear. It was bad enough that the war
he started had taken their father fromthem that it should al so destroy the
little that remained of his famly would be a puni shment worthy of Loviatar
Finally, Keya dropped a hand to her protruding belly and said, "You heard, |
suppose?"

Wonderi ng what her pregnancy had to do with his m stakes, Galaeron replied,
"Stormtold ne."

"Well, what are you waiting for?" Keya noved her hand back to the hilt of the
dar ksword hanging in her scabbard and said, "You might as well say it and be
done with it."

Gal aeron frowned, puzzl ed.

"What is there to say?"

Keya cringed, but tightened her lips and visibly began to gather herself.

"I know this isn't sonething you expected, but I'mover eighty years old. |
can nmake ny own decisions—and it's not |like there was anyone here to ask."
"Ask," Gal aeron repeated. "About what?"

Val a nudged hi mthe back with her el bow "The baby."

"You rothé!" Takari hissed. "Have you gone conpl etely human?"

Finally, Galaeron realized that Keya did not blane himfor what had happened
in Evereska, that she was not even thinking

about the war. She was frightened, not angry, and she only wanted the sane
thing fromhimthat he wanted fromher. He started to |augh, which only nmade
Keya set her jaw.

"I's that all you're worried about? What / think?" Gal aeron asked. He took her
by the shoulders. "I can't tell you how happy that nakes ne!"

Now it was Keya who | ooked puzzl ed.

"Way woul dn't | care what you think?"

Bef ore Gal aeron coul d answer, Takari interposed herself between the two.

"CGal aeron is very happy for you," she said, "and he thinks Dex will nake a
wonderful father ... for a human. Ri ght, Gal aeron?"
"OfF course," Galaeron said. "I only thought—=

"And Keya is happy to have you back," Takari said. "No matter what the Col ds
say, she knows this isn't your fault. Isn't that true, Keya?"

"Even the Gol ds know t he Shadovar tricked you," Keya said. "They've been

pl anning this for centuries."

Takari nodded to Burlen and said, "Let's s get out of here before the phaeri nm
cone back to finish the job."

"Come back?" Gal aeron repeated. "That’'s s the one thing we don't have to worry
about. No phaerimm survivor is ever going to admt he was defeated."



Keya and Takari exchanged | ooks, then Keya said, "Gal aeron, they always cone
back. "

"They're determined to wi pe out the Conpany of the Cold Hand," Takari added,
"but we're making them pay."

"Det erm ned?" Galaeron did not |ike the sound of that "You mean they're stil
fighting an organi zed battl e?"

Burl en scowl ed down at Gal aeron and grunbl ed, ' Course they're organi zed. You
want to kill a wolf pack, you'd better be nore organized than they are."

"So they're all working together?" Galaeron asked. This felt wong to him
contrary to all Melegaunt had | earned about the phaeri mm during his century of
spying. "None are

fighting over Evereska's nmagic? None are trying to claimthe best lair?"

Keya said, "They're too busy hunting us." She turned to Burlen and said, "Have
the war mages | ay sone death wards. Well rendezvous at the Floating Gardens to
pl an our next strike."

Burlen had barely turned to pass the order al ong before the Conpany of the
Col d Hand began to nelt into the woods. Keya took Gal aeron by the hand and,
nmotioning for the others to follow, started through the forest toward the back
si de of Dawnsgl ory Pond.

"d ad homeagai n, brother—such as honme is these days." Keya threw a di sgusted
scow in the direction of the Chosen, then quietly asked, "Wy the phaerimm
costumes? W al nost killed you."

"My idea," Galaeron said. "l expected the phaerimmto be at each others
throats by now. W were going to fan the flanes, nake it |l ook like they were
killing one another and stealing each other's plunder. W'd hoped to start an

all-out battle between them"

They reached the near bank of Dawnsgl ory Pond. Keya paused to send Takari to
scout ahead with Kuhl and Burlen, and Vala decided to go along. As they had
vani shed into the undergrowh, Keya | ooked back to Gal aeron

"What made you think they'd fall for sonething |ike that?"

"I was wondering the sane thing," Khel ben said, speaking over their shoul ders.
He and the Silverhand sisters remai ned di sgui sed as phaerimm "Cearly,

Gal aeron's source was nistaken. "

"No. The information was correct That's why Tel anont wanted nme back."

"It would not be the first time the Shadovar have fool ed you—er me," Laera
said, laying a pair of spindly phaeri mm hands on his shoul ders. They are never
pl aying the game we think. That’s s what nmakes them so hard to defeat”

"Or maybe sonet hing's changed,"” Storm added. "What ever

But these disguises have served their purpose. If the phaerimmare

coordinating their efforts, | doubt we're going to fool them agai n—and, to
tell the truth, I'mtired of dressing |like an overgrown slug."

"As am|l," Laeral agreed. "The next time |I'mattacked, I'd rather it not be by
el ves. "

Gal aeron dispell ed the di sguise magi ¢ but renmai ned convinced that the

i nformati on Mel egaunt had worked so hard to gather would not sinply grow

out dated. There was somet hi ng about the situation he did not yet understand.
They started through the forest after Takari and the other scouts, and

Gal aeron said, "Keya, hunting the Conpany of the Cold Hand can't be the only
thing the phaerimm are doing in Evereska. What el se are they doi ng?"

"That we know about ?" Keya replied. "For one, they're keeping Lord Duirsar and
Kiinyon Col bathin trapped in the palace on d oudcrown."

" Al one?"

Keya shook her head. "Lord Duirsar has a circle of high mages from Everneet,
and Zharilee is there with what remains of the Long Watch."

"How do you know all this?" Khel ben asked, wal ki ng al ong on Keya's far side.
"I"ve tried to reach both Lord Duirsar and Kiinyon with magi ¢ and heard
not hi ng back. "

"The phaeri mm have besi eged the palace with an antimagic shell,’
reported, "but Manynests conmes and goes as he pl eases.™
"They're hol ding Lord Duirsar prisoner?" CGal aeron asked.

Keya



"Isolating him" Keya corrected. "They couldn't breach the pal ace wards, so
they prevented himfrom | eaving."

"More likely the Hi gh Mages," Laeral observed. "If the Conpany of the Cold
Hand is giving themtroubl e

"That*s it!" Gal aeron burst. "The hi gh mages!"

"What about thenP" Khel ben asked.

I nstead of answering, Gal aeron stopped and took his sister by the shoul ders.
"You said 'for one thing,' the phaerimm were keeping Lord Duirsar trapped," he
said. "What are the other things?"

"Aside fromthe fighting you' d expect in any battle, there's really only one
other thing," Keya said. "About ten of them have gathered at Hanali Celanil's
statue. W haven't tried to penetrate their security perineter, but Manynests
says they're using a lot of magic."

"I"ll bet they are," Khel ben said.

Keya appeared perplexed by this remark, but Gal aeron had a feeling he knew
exactly what Khel ben nmeant

"That's where the nythal was cast?" Gal aeron gasped. This was a secret so

cl osely guarded that, aside fromLord Duirsar and the city's high nmages, only
Evereska's nost |oyal friend anong the Chosen would be privy toit. "At the
statue of Hanali Celanil?"

"l doubt there was a statue there when it was cast," Khel ben said. "And
wasn't there, you understand."

"But that's what you've been given to understand," Gal aeron concl uded.

Convi ction and excitenment began to well up inside himas half-formed thoughts
raced through this nmnd, fitting all the pieces of the puzzle into place.
"That woul d explain why they haven't fallen into quarreling yet"

"It does?" This from Aris, who had been creeping al ong behind them "They're
feeding of f the nythal ?"

"Not feeding," Galaeron said. "Feeding would cause fights."

"Di smantling, then," Khelben said, following the line of Galaeron's reasoning.
"They're taking it apart spell by spell."

"So the magic will return to the Wave?" Keya asked. "Why woul d they do that?"

"Because the magic won't return to the Weave," Stormsaid. "It's not raw
anynore. It can't"
"The magic will stay here, inside the boundaries of the old nythal," Laera

explained. "It'll infuse the whole area.”

They came to the path that |ed from Dawnsgl ory Pond up to Starmeadow Tower.
Hearing Takari's all-clear warble, they

crossed to Goldnorn Knoll and traversed the slope, the woods nore open and

t heref ore nore dangerous.

Once the entire group was safely across, Khel ben | ooked down over Keya's head
and said to Galaeron, "It seens the phaerinm have | earned to share. That
hardly sounds like the creatures you clainmed you could have warring with

t hensel ves inside a day."

"It doesn't," CGalaeron agreed, "but if they have |learned to share, it's only
because a | eader has enmerged who is strong enough to dictate terns."

"If a strong | eader has energed anong the phaerimm" Laeral said, "we dare not
| et them have Evereska."

St orm nodded and made a fist, which she touched lightly to Galaeron's

shoul der.

"Not if we value the rest of Faerdn, we don't"

eCreCr<8>e <8>e «(»

The snowfinch was up in the tree again, peering down through the bl uetop
boughs at the ring of phaeri mm hovering around the statue of the elf goddess.
It did not peep either in alarmor conplaint and in fact seemed to be spying
on their progress, but Arr did not dare blast the feathered nuisance. The
Spel | Gat her had finally found a thread of |oose magi c and was about to pul
the first spell fromthe nythal, and the last thing she wi shed to do was

di srupt their concentration

Even with Zay and Yao, and eight nore of the finest spell artists of her



race—er any ot her—aorki ng nonstop since they entered the city, her plan had
yet to yield a breath of magic. Already, two young softthorns had viol ated the
War - Gat her' s edi ct agai nst plunder-taking, and she had been forced to prom se
Tuuh a service gift to hunt them down and pin their skins to the GatherStone
as a warning to others. And now there was tal k of four |ongbarbs at the
Cave-that-Taunts attacking their own kind shortly before the kill bl ast

The nmenbers of the WarGat her were begi nning to doubt her plan, especially her
ability to prevent |oot-taking. She could sense that much in their frequent
inquiries about the Spell Gather's progress and in the gusts with which they
war ned one anot her away fromthe great arnmory at the Acadeny of Mgic. Her
plan had to start freeing the mythal's magi c soon, or the WarGather woul d

di ssol ve around her. Arr had no illusions about what would befall her then
She had promised too many gifts, and forgi veness was not a virtue of the
phaeri nm

Ryry energed fromthe forest behind Arr and floated to her side.
"How goes it?" Ryry asked.

"You shall have your spell crown," Arr gusted. "Wat news fromthe
Cave-t hat - Taunt s?"

"After the killblast, nowit is calling us flatworns,
clains the spell was its doing."

Arr found herself curling her tail. She forced it straight again, then decided
that had to be a lie. Wo had ever heard of a cave that could cast spells?
Then | amcertain," Arr began, "that you asked why it killed so many el ves
along with our dozen and a half."

"Of course.”

Several of the Spell Gat her phaeri mm began to work their four arns over each
other as though pulling a long rope. Arr put a hand out to silence Ryry and
went still as stone, praying that they finally had a thread, even a small one,
to denonstrate the progress she had prom sed the War Gat her

The finch peeped.

The arns of the spell artists fell notionless one after the other, and they
returned to pluck at the strand they had found. Arr gnashed her pointed teeth
and checked again to see if there was any nmagic on the bird, but it seened as
null as a rock. Another peep |like that, she vowed, and it would be a rock, and
she didn't care how many days of concentration the spellcasting shattered.

Cal ming herself, Arr turned her attention back to Ryry and asked, "Wat was
the cave's reply?"

"I't had none," Ryry answered smoothly. "Its claimwas a lie, | amsure."

"No doubt," Arr answered. It was alnost certainly Ryry who was |ying—to cover
for her oversight—but Arr would only alienate a fell ow nenber of the WarGat her
by meki ng the accusation. "It is an insult that a hole in the ground speaks
our | anguage."

"l ndeed. "

"What of the four betrayers?" Arr asked.

"They are not betrayers.”

Ryry's thorns bristled with pride. Arr waited in stillness, for she had

| earned the value of allowing allies their noment

"They are inpostors,” Ryry said at last "Inpostors who escaped the kill bl ast
and fought with the bl ackswords at the Starnmeadow. "

There was a fight at the Starneadow?"

Ryry reported. "It

"Only just completed,” Ryry said. "I have sent a killtroop, but you know how
qui ckly the bl ackswords vani sh after they attack."

Arr was still thinking about the betrayers.

"I mpostors?" she asked, openly skeptical. "And no one saw t hrough their

magi c?"

Ryry grew |l ess proud of herself. "They may be shadow pullers,"” she said. "One
of the softhorns who survived saw dark bolts."

"Dark bolts?" Arr repeated. "Did our spies not say Shade had fallen?"

"Nearly fallen," Ryry corrected. "The Chosen have sone-how anchored the city
over the north end of the [ ake, but Shade is now stable. It isn't going to



fall, not until we bring it down ourselves."

Arr was so shocked she nearly let herself sink to the ground. Tricking the
Chosen into destroying Shade for them had been a cornerstone of her plan, but
sonehow t he

Shadovar had prevailed. Could it be true? Could the Shadow Weave be stronger
than the Weave?

“Arr?"

Arr did not realize she had |let herself sink again until she found herself

| ooking up at Ryry. She used her tall to push herself back into the air.

"Way was | not told of this earlier?"

Ryry angl ed her thorns back in anger and replied, "If Xayn fails to abide by
his promise, | amnot to blane."

"Xayn?" Arr repeated, finally getting hold of herself. The bl ackswords killed
Xayn this morning. It is nothing to concern oursel ves about"

Ryry's stillness was an accusation

Arr gestured at the statue of the elf goddess.

"The Spel | Gat her has | oosened a strand," she said. "It would take all the
princes of Shade to stop us now, and they sent only four."

Ryry brought her four hands together over her dished head and quoted Arr*s
oft-repeated refrain, "Together, all things are possible." She steepled her
sixteen fingers into a single pyramd, causing the finch overhead to take w ng
and flee. "lIs there a way | can be of service?"

"Yes." Though it would nean the prom se of another service gift, Arr pointed
after the bird and said, "Kill that finch."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

You're sure this plan will work?" Takari asked. "I don't think anyone was al
that inpressed with the | ast one."

"There are no sure things," Galaeron said, "but it has a chance."

"A good chance?" Val a asked.

They were hiding anmong the musty-smelling roots dangling beneath the Floating
Gardens of Aerdrie Faenya, waiting in the nucky water of a knee-deep

nouri shnment pond. Aris and the Chosen had already left for Coudcrown H Il to
rescue—fetch was nore accurate—tord Duirsar and the hi gh mages. Gal aeron had
once again assuned the |ikeness of a phaerimm and the entire Conmpany of the
Col d Hand had vowed they were ready to | ose fingers—er even entire hands—to
the cold of then-borrowed darkswords.

Gal aeron turned his head-disk toward Val a and held her gaze.

"A better chance than you had in Myth Drannor. That turned out well enough."
Vala rolled her eyes. "I only had to kill six phaerinm" she said. "W're

tal king ten here—all at once."

Manynests, just returned fromhis spying mssion and perched on Keya's

shoul der, chirped an urgent correction

"Twel ve," Keya translated for those who did not understand peeptal k, then
frowned at Galaeron. "I don't see how you can do it"

"I don't have to," CGalaeron explained. "I only have to kill the |leader. After
that, the WarGather will fall apart™

"That we understand," Vala said, taking Galaeron's four-fingered hand. "It's

the part where you don't live |'mhaving trouble with."

That we're having trouble with," Takari added.

She came around to Gal aeron's other side and slipped her hand through the
crook of one of his spindly arms. The Vaasans scow ed—al a at Takari, and Kuhl
at Gal aeron—and Kuhl rested a hand on the pomel of his sword. Their jeal ousy
meant nothing to Gal aeron. He | oved Takari as much as he did Vala, and if that
angered soneone, it was no concern of his. He covered Takari's hand with his
own.

"Il be all right," Galaeron said. "You'll be right behind ne."

"W have to fight through a ring of beholders and illithids," Vala reni nded
hi m

"That's going to take tinme," Keya added. "Wy don't you shadow wal k a dozen of



us in there—=

"Because we'd be lucky to last a breath,” Burlen said, cutting her off. "W
won't ook |ike a phaerimm renmenber?"

Though Gal aeron knew Burl en was nore concerned with protecting the nother of
Dexon's child than assuring their success, he nouthed a silent thanks to the
Vaasan. Hi s plan depended on tim ng. The Conpany of the Cold Hand had to

cl ear the defenses around the Spell Gather before Aris arrived with the Chosen
and the high mages. It would take tine to do what Gal aeron intended, and Keya
and the others would need to set a defensive ring of their own before the
phaerimm pul | ed t hensel ves together to counterattack

Khel ben' s voi ce sounded inside Galaeron's head, W're in position, with a
clear view of the statue hill.

Good-—we' Il | eave now, Gal aeron replied.

He | ooked up at Manynests and sent the little snowfinch ahead with a tweet,
then used his two free arns to wave the others forward.

They foll owmed Manynests to the shore and | eft the dangling roots behind,
steppi ng out from beneath the overhead gardens into a thick hedge of

duskbl ossom The snowfinch took his | eave with a merry chirp and clinbed above
t he hedge toward C oudcrown Hill —+then wheel ed around and cane diving back
squealing in alarm

Thi nking an oW or a hawk was after their courier, Galaeron flung a strand of
shadowsil k into the air behind Manynests and spoke a two-syll able incantation
He realized his m stake when a silver lightning bolt cracked through the hedge
crest and snaked its way out across the nourishnent pond, leaving a mle-Iong
tunnel of scorched root ends in its wake.

In the next instant, the phaerimmthat had cast the spell came streaking over
t he hedge into the shadow net The strands could not be broken, but Gal aeron
was not prepared for the shock—and was probably not strong enough to hold it
even had he been—and the net slipped free.

The astoni shed thornback tried to swing around to see what had caught it, but
lost control of its flight and rolled sideways into the nass of roots beneath
the floating gardens. It tangled quickly and hung there in the air, howing
gusts of frustration and stirring the water belowinto a froth. The three
Vaasans reacted first, Vala and Burlen charging through the hedge to neet the
oncom ng attack, and Kuhl splashing into the pond to finish off the trapped
phaeri nm

Keya sprang into action al nost as quickly, ordering half her company sout hward
in a flanking action and sending the other half through the hedge to support
Val a and Burlen. As surprised as he was inpressed by the commander his little
sister had become, Gal aeron prepared a dark bolt and turned to hurl it before
the phaerimmtel eported out of its predi canent

But this one had no intention of leaving. It thrust two hands through the
shadow net, and a shimering mrror of magic appeared before it and sent the
bl ack dart sailing back at Gal aeron. He pivoted out of the way and heard a
nmuf fl ed crackle as the mssile slamed into the ground behind him A third
hand waved in Kuhl's direction, and the Vaasan went tumnbling across the pond.
He sl ammed headl ong into Takari, who had been trying to sneak around for a
clean flank shot, and they both splashed into the water and did not rise

agai n.

Gal aeron was already flicking an obsidian sliver into the air. He yelled a
word of command, and the sliver grew as long as his arm and began to spin,
blurring into a large black disk. It shattered the phaerimms nmirror and
severed one of the arns that had been holding the shield. Slicing a tunne

t hrough the root tangle, it vanished.

When the injury did not cause the phaerimmto teleport away, a cold lunp
formed in Galaeron's stomach. He began to fear that the WarGather had sonehow
| earned of their plans and was al ready nmounting an assault to stop them but
if so, why send only one assail ant over the hedge?

Gal aeron rolled a thread of shadowsilk into a wad. Before he coul d speak the
nmystic word that would expand the tiny orb into a shadow ball, the phaerimm



was pelting himw th golden darts of Wave nagic. Wen the bolts dissipated
harm essly agai nst the spell-guard Laeral had placed on him the thornback
switched instantly to dispelling nmagic. The spell-guard began to flicker and
flash.

Gal aeron hurl ed his shadow sphere, only to see the phaerimmstick an arm

t hrough the net and open an extradi nensional portal in its palm The black orb
grew

el ongated, then curved toward the hand and vani shed |i ke a hawk down the
gullet of a hungry dragon

A new flight of magic bolts shot back at Gal aeron. The first three dissipated
against the flickering spell-guard, but the fourth burned through and sent him
tunmbl i ng back through the air The fifth and sixth | anded, pinning hi magainst
t he duskbl ossom hedge and burning thunb-sized holes in his body. Though his
phaeri mm di sgui se prevented even him from seeing where they | anded, a searing
pai n shot through his thigh, and his shoul der went nunb.

Keya screamed her rage and sent her darksword tunbling past Gal aeron's head.
The phaerimmrai sed a hand and defl ected the attack with a blast of force.
Takari rose out of the pond beneath it and plunged Kuhl’'s darksword up into
the thickest part of its body. The thorn-back filled the root thicket with
roaring gales of pain and finally tel eported away.

O, rather, tried to teleport away.

An instant after it vanished, it reappeared outside Gal aeron’s shadow net,
scattering across the pond in precisely diced squares. Takari caught much of
the spray square on and energed with a cube of phaerimm flesh hanging fromthe
end of a thorn lodged in her shoul der. Not seeming to notice, she charged over

to the hedge still holding Kuhl’'s darksword and slipped through to the other
si de.

Keya rushed to Gal aeron's side.

"How bad?"

"Not bad," he said. "IT! survive."

"You' d better." Keya extended her hand, and Dexon's darksword flew back into
her grip. "The baby's going to need an uncle."

She smled and slipped through the hedge to join the others. It was not unti
she was gone that Gal aeron realized what he had seen

Takari had been hol ding Kuhl's sword. Her hand did not |ook cold.

No wonder Kuhl had been unhappy to see him

Gal aeron | ooked back into the pond and saw the Vaasan floating on his back, a
pi nk cl oud hal oi ng his head where a | ong gash was pouring blood into the

wat er. Kuhl's head had been propped on a log. H's chest was rising and falling
at regular intervals, and his eyes were already beginning to flicker open
Leavi ng the Vaasan to awaken on his own, Gal aeron flew over the hedge. He
nearly lost his leg when a warrior of the Cold Hand rose fromthe other side,
and m staking himfor the eneny, reached for his borrowed darksword.

"Spare your fingers," Galaeron said in Elvish. "I'mour thornback."

The elf flushed with enbarrassnent. He I et his weapon slip back into its
scabbar d.

"Sorry for the m stake, Lord N hnedu."

Though hardly the first time Gal aeron had been addressed by his formal title
since returning to Evereska, it made himfeel nore renorseful than respected.
Lord N hnedu was his father. That he carried the tide now only reni nded him
that his mstake had cost his famly as dearly as his city.

Gal aeron acknow edged the warrior's politeness with a dip of his head-di sk,
then continued across the garden's formal access path into the open woods
beyond. The fighting there was over as well, with Vala and the others poking
around the bushes in search of stragglers. Fromthe | ooks of things, the fight
had not been a difficult one. There were no nore than a dozen m nd-sl aves
scattered anong the trees, nost of them bugbears. Gal aeron saw only two

behol ders and a single illithid.

What ever the attack was, it was not the preventive strike he had feared.

Gal aeron extended a finger and whistled. Manynests dropped out of the



bl uet ops, whistling nonstop about how cl ose he had cone to being blasted into
feathers and how fast he had flown to avoid it.
Gal aeron let the bird peep hinself out, then said, "Now

you must fly to O oudcrown H Il. Khel ben is expecting you, and hell worry if
you don't show "

Manynests peeped a question

"I know |I' m bl eedi ng," Gal aeron said, "but there's no need to worry hi m about
that The attack continues as pl anned. "

Manynests peeped anot her question

"Yes, | did see how fast you flew, " Gal aeron said, "but no, | don't think al
t he thornbacks are after you now. They have other quarry to hunt Now, off wth
you. "

Gal aeron rai sed his hand and | aunched the finch, which vanished into the
forest canopy.

"Takari!" an angry bellow erupted fromthe hedge behi nd Gal aeron

Gal aeron twisted around to see Kuhl's burly form pushing through the

duskbl ossons. A steady cascade of bl ood was pouring out of his head wound,
conceal i ng his sunken eyes behind a red curtain and filling his bushy beard
with thick, steam ng crinson. Sonehow, he saw through the torrent clearly
enough to locate Takari, who was using his darksword to poke through the

snarl ed stems of a giant bell-branble.

"Thief!" Kuhl staggered forward, his hand rising to call his darksword. "M
sword! "

Takari's knuckl es whitened as she fought to hold the weapon.

"Let me use it a while. You can barely walk."

"Elven trollop!" Kuhl continued forward, not seeming to realize that in the
case of a wood elf, at least, that was a little like calling a snake a
reptile. "It was never me you wanted. | see that"

That’s s not true." Takari wapped her second hand around the hilt "I wanted
you, too, sonetinmes."

She began to back away. Though it | ooked like she was retreating, Galaeron was
ast oni shed to see Takari holding the darksword tip down, grasping the hilt in
a doubl e- hand stack and keeping a hal f-open stance. She was trying to | ook
hel pl ess and unprepared, inviting Kuhl to charge.

And charge Kuhl did, leaping forward with all the power and speed of a wounded
rothé. Even flying, Galaeron knew he would never intercept the man in tinme to
save his life. Instead, he flicked a strand of shadowsilk in Kuhl's direction
and spoke a quick incantation, catching himin the same shadow net he had used
to tangl e the phaerimm

The net appeared around Kuhl a mere three steps from Takari, and his nmonmentum
carried himforward another two before he crashed to the ground. Wrried that
Takari woul d go ahead with her plan anyway, Gal aeron used the trailing line to
pul I the kicking Vaasan safely out of harm s way.

Kuhl rolled around so he could face Gal aeron

"And you are her panderer!" the Vaasan shouted. "This was your—

Gal aeron pinched his fingers together and uttered a spell, and the Vaasan fel
silent He handed the trailing line to the warrior who had addressed hi m as
Lord N hnedu with instructions to keep Kuhl safe but bound, then turned to
deal with Takari.

Val a was already handling the matter. She had crept up behind Takari—no easy
feat —and pl ucked the wood el f off the ground. Vala wapped a burly arm cl ear
around her body and grasped her sword arm just above the el bow. Wth her feet
of f the ground, Takari had no way left to defend herself except drop the

dar ksword and cast a cantrip, and she was not dropping the sword.

Val a wapped her thick fingers around Takari's wist and slowy twi sted it
back toward the thunmb, and the darksword dropped free. She passed her captive
to Burlen with instructions to choke her unconscious at the first sign of
troubl e, then she picked up Kuhl's sword and used it to slash open the shadow
net hol di ng Kuhl .



"Here's your sword," she said, returning the weapon. "Put it away and get that
cut attended to, and don't even look in her direction."”

"But she—=

"Kuhl! 1"l take care of it" Vala shoved himtoward the hedge, then turned
granite-hard eyes in Galaeron's direction and said, "W need to talk."

None to happy to see Kuhl free and Takari restrained, Galaeron dipped his
head- di sk i n agreemnent

Vala led the way to a small hol |l ow where they coul d speak privately.

"I shoul d have known this would happen." Her tone was angry, but not

accusatory. "You'll have to take one of themw th you."

"Why?" Gal aeron asked. He was still unhappy with—and a little suspicious

of -her decision to free Kuhl and restrain Takari. "Because you're jeal ous of
her ?"

"You think this is about you?" Vala rolled her eyes. "Get over yourself.
Takari is carrying Kuhl's baby."

"I realize that," Galaeron said, "but I amnot enough of a human to be

j eal ous—

Val a brought a hand up and managed to find Gal aeron's head through his

di sgui se and cuff hi mnore or |ess gently—above his ear

"Are you listening?" she demanded. "W can sort that out later, if we live

| ong enough. W've got a problemw th Takari and Kuhl."

"That much was apparent,"” Gal aeron said, finally overcom ng his initial
reaction to how she had handl ed Takari. "Perhaps you should explain the rest"
Thank you," Val a said.

Bef ore she coul d begin the explanati on, Keya appeared at the edge of the
hol | ow and cane down to join them

"I sent Burlen to watch Kuhl and put an elf in charge of Takari."

Keya was inforning, not asking perm ssion, and Gal aeron was agai n i npressed
wi th the conmander she had beconme. Her arrangenent was both nmore secure and
likely to raise less resentnent in the rest of the conpany.

"I think they're really ready to kill each other," Keya

continued. She turned to Galaeron. "And you're not helping matters. | know you
and Takari have a past, but do you have to rub Kuhl's nose in it?"

"That's not the real trouble," Vala said. Even she did not question Keya's

| eadershi p; she sinply turned to include the young elf in the conversation
"Kuhl's darksword has a history."

"A history?" Gal aeron asked. "They all have histories."

"Not like this," Vala said. "Mst of our darkswords have passed through the
hands of five or six warriors, eight at npst. Twenty-two have carried Kuhl's
sword. "

"Twenty-two?" Keya gasped. "That's one every five years."

The bearers are lucky to carry it that long," Vala said. "The first was
Yondal | a, who took the weapon up to defend her child froma flight of
saurians. After, her husband began to grow jeal ous of the power she wi el ded.
One norning, we found her floating in the marsh, and G onb had the sword. Wen
it was determned that he had killed her in her sleep, he tried to escape
Bodvar's justice and used the darksword to slay two nore warriors. The weapon
was given to their eldest son, but he died a year later when a rock fell on
his head while he was playing with his brothers."

"And Bodvar let the famly keep such a sword?" Keya gasped.

"It was not his to take, and it would have come back the instant sone relative
of Yondalla's stretched a hand out and called to it."

Nor woul d they have dared destroy the weapon, Gal aeron realized. Even he could
not say what woul d happen if one of the bl ades was broken—or how Mel egaunt
woul d have reacted. He nodded to Val a.

"You're right, we can't have themtogether—especially not during the battle."
"I'l'l dismss Takari fromthe Cold Hand," Keya said. "She can go back to the
H dden Caves to hel p Dexon guard the children.”

"I'f you dismiss her fromthe Cold Hand, you can't tell her to do anything,"
Gal aeron said. "Do you really think she'd stay away fromthe battle?"



"Not likely," Vala said. "One of them must go with you."

"That's al nbst a death sentence,"” Keya objected. "Galaeron will be lucky to
survive with his shadow magic."

"W will all be lucky to survive, no matter where we are," Vala replied,
one of themis sure to die if we do anything else.”

Keya consi dered that, then nodded.

"Cal aeron shoul d choose." She turned to himand conti nued, "Whoever it is wll
be fighting at your side. You should choose the one who will help the nost”

Gal aeron knew t hat Keya's suggesti on—ho, her order—nade sense, but it felt

li ke she was asking himto choose between Takari and Vala. He had al ready done
that once, during the battle with the second Wil greth, when he had been forced
to chose between saving Vala's life and protecting Takari. He had saved Val a,
and Takari had been terribly injured, and he did not ever want to nake a
decision like that again.

If he took Takari, he stood a good chance of |osing her forever. If he took
Kuhl, Val a woul d know he was saving Takari's life at the expense of one of her
followers. While Vala had al ready made cl ear she would consent to the
deci si on, he doubted she would ever forgive himfor it

Gal aeron | ooked back to Keya and asked, "Who's doing was this situation? Did
Takari pursue Kuhl, or Kuhl—=

"That has nothing to do with your decision,’
be the nost use to you."

"Kuhl's wound is not serious," Vala said, "and he will have his darksword."
"But Takari has fought at your side for twenty years," Keya said. "She will
know what you are going to do before you do it"

Keya's argunent made cl ear which choice she believed

he shoul d nmake—and Gal aeron knew she was right Even w thout Kuhl's darksword,
Takari woul d be better at watching his back, and he would be better at

wat chi ng hers.

"Keya, you've grown too wise for one so young.'
said, "Takari."

Keya laid a hand on his arm "She's the best choice, Gal aeron.”

and

Keya said. "Choose the one who'l

Gal aeron closed his eyes, then

"Well start the shadow wal k fromhere," he said. "It will give us time to
prepare.”
"As you wish. Ill send her along."

Bef ore | eaving, Keya stretched up to kiss his cheek, but nissed because of the
phaeri mm di sgui se and got his chin instead.

"Soft songs, ny brother."

"And light laughter, ny sister,’
proud. "

"Of both of us."

Her eyes grew glassy and wet. She turned away and wi ped them then di sappeared
over the rimof the holl ow

Val a grabbed hold of Galaeron's ears, no doubt nisled by his magic disguise

i nto thinking she had taken hi mby his hands.

"No need to worry about your sister, Galaeron. Dexon has Burlen and Kuhl

| ooking after her. 111 be there, too."
Then she'll be fine, | have no doubt,"”
wor ks. "

"It will—+ have no doubt"

Vala leaned in, finding Galaeron's lips the first tine, and ki ssed himlong
and hard—Vaasan hard. He wapped his real arms around her wai st and held her
there until he began to grow dizzy fromlack of breath.

When he finally let go, she stepped back and studied Galaeron with a raised
br ow.

"Never thought I'd do that."

Gal aeron frowned in confusion, then realized she could not see his expression
and had to ask, "What?"

Val a made a sour face and said, "Kiss a phaerimm"

She started after Keya, but stopped atop the hollow to | ook back over her

Gal aeron said. "Father would have been

Gal aeron said. "As long as ny plan



shoul der.

"But I'mglad | did—and |I'd have done it anyway, even if you had chosen Kuhl."
"Wul d you have?"

The question slipped out before Gal aeron realized he was truly asking it, but
he did not try to attenuate the doubt it inplied. Wen it came to offending
others, even those he |oved, his shadow had made hi m fearl ess.

Val a's tone grew serious, though not angry. "l understand about Takari—+ truly
do."

Gal aeron felt as though a knot in his chest had cone undone.

"I"'mglad," he said. "Thank you."

"No reason to thank ne. |1'd never want you to do some-thing that cold for ne.

| know | wouldn't for you."

Val a drew her sword and turned toward the Conpany of the Cold Hand.

* * * * *

Soot -starred and snoke-shrouded though it was, C oud-crown Pal ace was the
finest exanple of Evereska's naturist architecture that Aris had yet seen
From the sl ope bel ow, where he was hiding in the trees at the edge of what
remai ned of the forest that had once covered all of Coud-crown Hill, the

pal ace resenbl ed a stand of bluetops packed so closely together that the huge
bol es had grown into each other. The scaling on the bark was so expertly done
that even his practiced scul ptor's eye would not have known it was stone, save
for the handful of places where an eneny spell had actually penetrated the
defensive magi ¢ and cratered one of the ancient towers.

The antimagi ¢ shell the phaerinm had erected around the pal ace was functiona
but artless, a bell-shaped donme of

shi mreri ng translucence that soared up from beneath the ground and vani shed
fromsight a thousand feet or nore overhead. Aris knew it had to continue far
hi gher and curve inward to cover the tower pinnacles, but even his eyes were
not keen enough to see a variation so subtle at such a great distance.

The t hornbacks thensel ves were standi ng watch on the sl ope above, hiding anong
the tangl es of blast-toppled trees that covered the hillside. So far, Aris

| ocated only three on this side of C oudcrown, spaced at even intervals in a
semcircle just out of arrow range. Their m nd-slaves—and nore than a few of
their fell ow phaeri mtay scattered over the killing zones beneath the

pal ace' s hidden arrow | oops, a deconposing testanent to the ferocity of the
battle that had ended in stal enate.

The undul ating speck of a tiny finch rounded the pal ace wall at what woul d
have been treetop height, had there been any trees still standing, then

di sappeared in the direction of the statue of Hanali Celanil. Though Aris had
not yet visited that particular work, he had been assured by everyone who had
that it was anong the city's finest. Runor had it that it was also as old as
Evereska itsel f, which would make it one of the few surviving exanpl es of high
elven religious art fromthe Pre-Netheril period.

Sonet hi ng sharp pricked his knee, and he | ooked down to see Storm Sil ver hand
slipping her dagger into its scabbard. She did it w thout |ooking, for she was
scowing up at himwith a worried expression

Red eye? Her fingertalk was as fast as Galaeron's, which made it difficult to
follow. That's the sigil.

Sigil? Wth his long fingers, Aris suspected his reply seened to Stormlike he
was draw ing or stuttering. There's a sigil?

Fur the tackl e!

Storm pointed at the palace, and Aris finally realized what she was trying to
rem nd himof. Manynests' departure was the signal

Sorry, he signed. I'ma little nervous.

What's to be nervous about? Stormreplied. This plan has to be better than the
| ast one.

That should make nme feel better?

Aris renmoved the two | argest hammers fromhis tool belt, and fixed his eye on
a nose-shaped burl about twenty feet off the ground. The hardest part of his
job woul d be keeping that knot in sight. If he went to the wong one,



Gal aeron's plan would fall.

An i mmense roar erupted on the opposite side of the hill, and fans of gold and
crinmson bl ast magi c spread across the sky behind the pal ace. The three
phaerimmrose fromtheir hiding places and stirred the air into a 'tenpest as
they hurl ed questions back and forth, but none of them showed any sign of
departing their posts. Heart rising into his throat, Aris raised his hamers
and prepared to make a run he knew he coul d not survive.

Stormlaid a restrai ning hand on his knee.

Aris | ooked down to find her shaking her head. She raised a single finger,

t hen | ooked back up the sl ope.

The battle continued to rage on the other side of the palace. The hil
shuddered beneath their feet and sheets of flanme |icked around the walls of

t he pal ace, and still the phaeri mmremnai ned on post Aris cocked his brow They
had only a mnute or two before the thornbacks realized that all of the noise
was being made by just two Chosen. After that, it would be only seconds before
they realized the attack was a diversion and returned to his side of the

pal ace.
As the largest target on the hill, Aris knew what woul d become of himif he
was still on the battlefield then. He woul dn't even m nd-Aot nuch—except that

woul d nean that Galaeron's plan had failed. Evereska's art would be | ost
forever.

Storm took her hand fromAris's knee. Aris nodded, she nodded back—and two of
the phaerimmflew off toward the other side of the hill.

Stormis jaw fell. She closed it, then flashed the quick fingertal k sentence:
Tol d you so

She pointed at the |last phaerimm her finger darkening to black as she

whi spered an incantation so softly even Aris couldn't hear it

The [ ast phaerimmleft his hiding place and raced after his fell ows.

For a nonent, Aris was too shocked to react. There was nobody between hi mand
the burl. Al he had to do was run up there, reach through the antimagic

shel I, and knock a hole in the wall. Then Lord Duirsar and Kiinyon Col bathin
and the H gh Mages and the Long Watch would start pouring out on their ropes,
| eapi ng across the antimagic shell into the battle-torn neadow, where Storm

woul d by then have laid a teleport circle that would take them straight to the
statue of Hanali Celanil that Aris wanted so desperately to see.

"What are you waiting for?" She pulled a packet of anber dust frominside her
cl oak, raised her arns so Aris could pick her up and carry her up to the

pal ace, and said, "Plans don't work any better than this."

CHAPTER El GHTEEN

2El easias, the Year of WIld Magic

Gal aeron and Takari arrived at the statue of Hanali Celanil to find a small
circle of phaerimmusing all four hands to pull golden strands of magic off
the hem of the goddess's gown. They were feeding the threads out behind them
filling the air with a shimering snarl of |oops and whorls so dense and
bright that it was difficult to see the thornbacks thensel ves. Were the
tangl e touched the ground, it passed through the paving stones as sunlight
passes through water, |eaving the inpression that the great statue stood upon
the surface of a dark, still pond rather than a courtyard of granite

cobbl e-stones. Gal aeron counted twelve phaerimmpulling thread, with a
thirteenth watching from beneath a tree at the edge of the plaza.

That's the one Manynests told us about"” He did

not bother with fingertal k. Though the phaeri nm coul d undoubt edl y eavesdrop
into the Shadow Fri nge where he and Takari were hiding, they could not do it
wi t hout using Weave magi c—and in the Shadow Fringe, Wave magi ¢ woul d shi ne
like a beacon light for Galaeron. Tmfairly sure that*s their leader. It's the
only one we absolutely have to kill, so if sonething goes wong—

"Not hi ng's going to go wong, now that you've come to your senses and deci ded
to bring ne along." Takari let a hand drop the hilt of her borrowed darksword.
"I only wi sh Keya woul d've given ne Kuhl's sword. That one | can hang on to."
"Kuhl's sword is not Keya's to give," Galaeron said. "And Kuhl has need of it



hi msel f."
It was the fifth or sixth time he had rem nded her of that, and his patience
was giving way to alarm There was a dark famliarity in the way that sinple
fact kept eluding her, in how every conversation seened to return to Kuhl's
dar k- swor d

"Qur need is greater.’

She pointed at the phaerimm| eader and said, "You said

yourself we absolutely have to kill that one.™
"That is what we absolutely have to do. Kuhl and the others have to destroy
t he defensive perinmeter—absolutely. If they fall, our success means nothing."

As he spoke, Gal aeron | ooked Takari full in the eyes. Though hardly veiled hi
darkness, the irises were shot through with tiny streaks of shadow. She had to
be told; it was her only chance of controlling her hunger for the sword.
"Takari, | didn't cone to ny senses. W thought it best to keep you away from
Kuhl and his darksword."

"What ?" she asked. "Why woul d you keep ne away from something that is mne by
ri ght?"

"Because it isn't yours by any right. You only think it is because you' ve been
shadow t ouched. "

"Shadow t ouched! " Takari objected. "I earned that sword!"

"If s an heirloom How could you earn . " Gal aeron let the question trai
off as he realized what Takari was saying. He | ooked at her stonach, which had
not yet begun to bul ge, and asked, "You did that on purpose?"

Takari raised her chin and said, "O course it was on purpose. Do you think I
woul d lay with that rothé by accident?"

"OfF course not, but neither did | think you had done it to steal his

dar ksword. "

"'*Steal' is such a human word," Takari said, rolling her eyes. "I just wanted
to use it and maybe keep it after he died.”

"After you killed him" Galaeron corrected. He turned to keep an eye on the
tree branch. Manynests woul d be arriving soon. "You always nmeant to keep it"
"How do you know what | neant—=

"l know a shadow when | see it, Takari," Gal aeron said.

The phaeri mm | eader sent an angry gust whirling across the cobbl estones, and
the Spell Gat her began to pull threads twice as fast That would be word of the
attack on Cloud-crown Hill. Galaeron did not have much tine to convince Takari
of her peril. The way she was thinking, once the battle started she would run
down to take the darksword from Kuhl

"There's a shadow i n your eyes," Galaeron continued. "You wanted a dar ksword
for yourself, and Keya showed you how to get what you sought."

"That doesn't mean | was going to kill him" Takari retorted. "Humans have
short |ives—especially around here—and |I'm patient”

"Maybe that was what you intended, before you touched the sword, but you were
going to kill himat the Floating Gardens."

"He was charging ne!"

"You coul d have scranbl ed up any of a dozen trees. | saw how you were
standi ng, Takari-—-and the way you held the sword. It was a doubl e-hand stack."
"You don't know how qui ck Kuhl can be," Takari said. "I had to defend nyself."

Gal aeron risked turning his attention fromthe phaeri nmlong enough to | ock
gazes with Takari .

"When he grabbed for the sword, you were going to fall and let the blade sw ng
up in his groin." There was no accusation in his voice, only insistence and
certainty. "It would have | ooked |ike an accident."

Takari met his gaze for only a nonent before her eyes flicked away, her
defenses finally starting to crunble. She retreated to the edge of the Shadow
Fringe and peered out through snarl of magic threads.

"Hanali’s gown is starting to |l ook ragged," she said. "If we don't attack the
Spel | Gat her soon—=

"You can't ignore this, Takari," Galaeron interrupted. "Think back to when you
borrowed Kuhl's sword at the Floating Gardens. You took the time to turn him
face up."



"I didn't want himto drown." She sounded as though she were renenbering, not
expl aining. "He's not so bad, for a human.”

"But after you borrowed the sword...."

"I didn't borrowit You can't borrow what's s already..." Takari let the
sentence trail off, then raised a hand to her nouth and turned to | ook at

Gal aeron again. "And now | want hi m dead!"

"If s the sword. That one carries a curse." Gal aeron took her by the arm and
gently pulled her away fromthe Fringe edge. "It opens you to your shadow. "
"My shadow?" Takari gasped. It was the first tine Galaeron could recall seeing
true terror in her eyes. "WII | turn into one of then®"

"That will depend on how you react, | think," Galaeron said. "I'mnot sure,

but I do know you nustn't take Kuhl's sword fromhimagain. If you fall in
that, you'll have to kill him and if you kill him you will be lost."
"Great." Takari's eyes slid away fromhis, focusing some-where beyond his
shoul der. "Manynests...."

Gal aeron turned around to find the little bird flying into the tree above the
phaeri mm | eader's head. In his beak, he carried sonething pointed and tw ce as
| ong as he was.

"What's that he has?" Takari asked.

Gal aeron twisted a few strands of shadowsil k together at the top, then uttered
a spell and began to whisk hinself with the brush end.

"I don't know," he said. "It's not part of the plan."

Manynests | anded on the | owest branch over the phaerimis head-disk. He
stretched his neck forward, letting out a sharp chirp, and rel eased what he
was carrying. The pointed end dropped first, spinning slightly so that the

I ong spine rising al ong one side of the shaft grew visible.

"It's a tail barb!" Takari gasped.

The barb hit the phaerimmon the rimof the nouth and bounced off its missile
guard. The creature puffed in surprise and tipped forward to retrieve the
barb. It held the thing over its open nmouth for a noment, then raised its
head- di sk toward the branch where Manynests sat scolding it in peeptalk.

"It hinkthat' soursignal" Galaeron's words canme out in a rush, for the spell of
speed he had cast upon hinself had al ready taken effect "Remenbertheplan.”
Wthout awaiting a response, Galaeron floated to the edge of the Fringe and
sent two dark bolts hissing into the phaerimm | eader. The first burned a
fist-sized hole through the mddle of its chest and sent it wobbling back into
the tree trunk. The second clipped it along the rimof its mouth, gouging a
long furrow along the side of its head-disk and | opping an armoff at the
shoul der.

Takari's booted feet |anded squarely in Gal aeron's back as, executing her part
of the plan, she caught himwith a flying drop kick that sent himtunbling
tall-over-arnms out into the courtyard. He did not pass through the strands of
Weave nmagi ¢ so much as they passed through him burning like nettles and

engul fing himin a crackling halo of green

sparks. That was not part of the plan. He glinpsed the | eader of the phaerimm
wr apped around the base of the tree. Its three remaining arns rested linply on
t he ground and bl ack gore oozed fromthe hole in its body. Gal aeron brought
hinself to a halt and spun to face Hanali's statue.

The nmenbers of the Spell Gather had stopped pulling magi c and were al ready
starting to drift away fromthe circle. Galaeron pointed two arns back toward
t he shadow from whi ch he had energed. Takari was already retreating into the
shadows, her legs and the tip of her borrowed darksword just disappearing into
the Fringe as planned. Gal aeron gestured wildly in her direction, his arns

t hrowi ng of f huge sheets of green sparks as they sliced through the air.

"After her!" He used his magic to how in Wnds, "She's getting away!"

Whet her it was his accent or the sweeping |lines of green sparks, the phaerimm
were not falling for it. They raised their arms in his direction, and even
with his speed magic, Galaeron barely had tinme to raise a shadow shield before
a hundred gol den bolts cane streaking in his direction. He huddl ed down behind
the circle and tried not to scream The hiss of the approaching bolts rose to



a sizzle, and the sizzle to a roar, and the roar to a deafening crash as the

m ssiles reached his shield and vani shed down into the shadow pl ane. The crash
di sappeared into a ringing silence that left the ground shaking and Gal aeron's
eardrums throbbing, his nostrils tingling with the rainwater snell of spent
nmagi c.

Gal aeron did not wait He nipped the shield around and dived through it into

t he shadows, and even then he was very nearly caught by the stormof fire
magi ¢ and disintegration rays that converged on the place he had been
kneeling. He remained a nonent to see if any of his attackers would be foolish
enough to pursue himinto the dark circle, then he closed it behind himand
streaked through the shadows back to Takari's side.
"That plan worked about as well as a pixie |adder,
thi nk they were fooled by your disguise."

She was peering out into the courtyard, watching two trios of phaerimm work

Takari said. "I don't

their way toward the shadow where she and Gal aeron stood watching. “It doesn't
look like it," Galaeron replied, "but my plan did work."

Gal aeron dispelled the illusion magic that made him |l ook |ike a phaerimm then
took an arrow from Takari's quiver and began to rub it w th shadowsil k.
"Real | y?" Takari sounded nmore than doubtful, she sounded distrustful. "I don't
see that"

"They stopped attacking the nythal, didn't they?"

Gal aeron plucked a death arrow from her quiver and rubbed the head with
shadowsi | k. He uttered a piercing spell and passed the missile back to her
Takari nocked the arrow and rai sed her bow, but turned to Gal aeron before
firing and tipped her head back, lips slightly parted.

"In case this one doesn't work either—

"It will work."

Gal aeron took another arrow from her quiver, and Takari rolled her eyes.
"Same ol d Gal aeron." There was genui ne disgust in her voice. "Wn't ever give
a wood elf a chance."

She set the tip of her arrow on the cl osest phaerimm which was no nore than
twenty paces away, and pulled the bowstring back

Gal aeron laid his free hand over her draw arm

Takari turned, her expression one of irritation

"I do love you," Cal aeron said.

Takari's jaw dropped. Had Gal aeron not tightened his grasp, she would have |et
slip the arrow

"You're only saying that because we're about to die."

Gal aeron shook his head, then | ooked back to the approachi ng phaeri mm They
had closed to fifteen paces. He cast another piercing spell on the arrow in
hi s hand.

Takari ignored the thornbacks and continued to study Gal aeron

"You always did have a | ousy sense of timng," she said, "but I'll take what |
can get"

She | oosed her arrow, and the shaft took its target square in the body.

Gal aeron's shadow magic allowed it to penetrate the phaerinmms missile guard
and sink to the fletching. The thornback squalled in pain and tel eported away,
t hough not so quickly that Galaeron failed to notice the black disintegration
crater form ng around Takari's arrow.

The five survivors attacked with a veritable spell-stormof flanmes, neteor
stones, lightning, and half a dozen other kinds of magic death. As the spells
entered the shadow where Gal aeron and Takari were hiding, they were tunnel ed
t hrough a shadow door that opened on the opposite side of the courtyard, and
t he phaeri mm were bl asted from behind by their own spells.

Two died instantly, and two nore teleported away to safety. Gal aeron handed
the death arrow to Takari. She nocked and | oosed it into the renaining

t hornback even as it flicked its fingers at their hiding place. Galaeron's

di mensi onal door shimrered once, then crackled out of existence. By then, the
phaeri mm who had dispelled it |lay notionless on the ground, a black hole
expandi ng around the arrow buried in its head-di sk



Gal aeron grabbed Takari's hand and guided it to his belt

"Hold tight," he said.

"You can be sure.”

He turned and raced into the deep shadows. Though his power was great enough
to keep at bay npost of the |esser creatures they were likely to stunble across
on such a short journey through the Deep, Gal aeron was careful to keep noving
and noving fast. Shadowtouched though she was, Takari was still enough a
creature of the Weave that Gal aeron could feel her radiating heat against his
back ... warmand distinct... and if he could feel it, so could the shapel ess
nmout hs that preyed on the hapless visitors who wandered too far fromthe

Fri nge.

They had travel ed about a dozen heartbeats when a terrible gurgling grow
erupted in the distance behind them Takari stopped, her hand pulling on

Gal aeron's belt as she turned to | ook over her shoul der

"Keep nmoving!" he warned. "Or it'll be us next"

"What is it?" Takari asked.

"I'ts guarding our back trail," Gal aeron answered. That's s all that matters.”
A lightning bolt crackled in the distance and fell silent There was no flicker
of light, not even a faint one, and Gal aeron knew t hat had they been | ooki ng
straight into the bolt, they would have seen nothing. So deep in shadow, |ight
vani shed alnpst at its source. The shadow nonster grow ed again, then died

wi th an agoni zed wal | .

"That can't be good," Takari said.

"We can do our own dirty work," Galaeron said. "The attack will slow them
down. The sound will draw things that even phaerimmdon't want to run into."
"What about us?" Takari asked.

"We don't want to run into those things either.” Galaeron pulled her toward
the Fringe and added, "That’'s s why we went first."

Once they were out of the Shadow Deep, Gal aeron cane up behind the tree where
Manynests had alighted. He stopped in the Fringe. Though they could not see
into the courtyard fromthe their vantage point, any phaerimmstill lurking in
the area were less likely to come poking around in the shadows. He cast his

pi ercing magi c on another death arrow and returned it to Takari

"Use that only if a phaerinmcones for us," he said. "Let ne borrow the

dar ksword. "

Takari unhooked her scabbard, but did not hand it over

"\Where are you goi ng?" she asked

"To surprise our pursuers,” he said, drawi ng the darksword

fromthe scabbard. "This shouldn't be difficult, but you know what to do if |
don't cone back."

Though the hilt began to chill his hand, the cold no | onger caused hi many

di sconfort Like Melegaunt, Telanont, and Hadrhune, he was part of the shadow.
"Yeah," Takari said. "Die."

"I nmeant check the | eader," Galaeron said. "Be certain if s dead."

Takari shook her head in nock despair and said, "I know what you neant,

Gal aeron.” She started to turn away, then changed her mnd and grabbed

Gal aeron behind the neck. "First, you prove you weren't lying. First you prove
you | ove ne."

She pull ed his head close to hers and kissed himlong and hard, a kiss born of
two decades of |onging, a kiss that would no | onger be denied. Though he knew
their pursuers would be coming up fast, Galaeron let hinself nmelt into it, let
his spirit and his Iips and his tongue touch Takari's as he never had before.
They joined as only elves can join, and Gal aeron felt what she had al ways
known, that they were spirit nmates, that they bel onged together no matter what
t he heartache and | oneliness and sorrow brought down on them by their destiny.
Not hi ng rerai ned to keep them apart—not hi ng except their human | overs.

Takari sensed this as soon as Gal aeron did, of course, and she was the first
to pull away.

Gal aeron woul d not make her ask.

"I still love her," he said.



He was not admitting anything Takari did not already know, but he had to say
it aloud. He owed her that nmuch—and hinsel f, too.

"I'd have to be blind to miss that," Takari said. She smiled—a little

sadl y—and gl anced down at her belly. "I have a few entangl emrents of ny own."
Gal aeron ki ssed her agai n—briefly—-and slipped back into the shadows. Once he
was al one, he had no fear whatsoever

of the unseen creatures who haunted the Deep. He was as much a part of the
dar kness as they were, and anything powerful enough to find and stal k him
woul d al so be intelligent enough to sense the power he bore. This w sdom was
al so born of the gift Melegaunt had passed to him as was his know edge of the
phaerimm and the ways of the Shadow Deep, and the | ore of shadow spells, and
who knew how many ot her dark Shadovar secrets. As far as Gal aeron could tell
the only part of Ml egaunt's experience that the old archwi zard had failed to
pass al ong was what to do with so nuch power and how to wield it w sely.

Mel egaunt likely had never known or—f he had—ared.

Twenty steps later, the Fringe lay well out of sight. Galaeron stopped to
wait. There was no need to hide, nor anyplace to do so had he wi shed. In the
Deep, there was only shadow, and in the hands of those who knew the art,
shadow coul d be shaped into whatever was needed or desired.

Soon, CGal aeron sensed a fiery presence approaching al ong the path he and
Takari had taken. Though it was inpossible for an el f—er any creature encl osed
within a skin—+o perceive shape, he felt by the intensity of the thing' s heat
and its apparent size that it was a phaerinm He waited | ong enough to be
certain only one creature remained, then he raised a wall of shadow in front
of hinmself and waited.

While far fromlost, the phaeri nmwas obviously frightened. In the vain hope
of keepi ng shadow nonsters at bay, it was talking softly to itself, using its
powers to stir the shadows into a constant whirl. The thornback al so had hal f
a dozen spells prepped and ready to cast—Gal aeron could feel the scorching
nodul es of Weave magi c hanging fromits body. He allowed it to pass, then

di sm ssed his shadow wal |l and stepped out behind it

The nervous phaerimm reacted quickly, encasing itself in a cocoon of fire and
[ aunching a volley of magic darts. The bl ow caught Gal aeron in the shoul der
and sent himtunbling back head over heel s—hot a safe way to travel in the
Shadow

Deep, even for him A pair of jaws opened beneath himand tore into his calf,
trying to drag himdown into sone hidden lair. He brought his darksword down
alongside his leg. It felt like cutting air, but the nouth opened and he
pul l ed free.

The phaeri mm was faring worse than he. Galaeron could feel it a dozen paces
ahead and off to one side, stirring the silent shadows into a froth as a pack
of shadow creatures—sone flying and sone slithering—anifested all around and
pulled in six directions at once. The thornback was defending itself as well
as it was able, but its teleport spells would not work and its other spells
were ineffective. No matter how many creatures it destroyed, nore formed to
take their places. No matter what kind of arnor it covered itself in, their
shadow fangs and dark claws tore through. An armcane off, then the tail, and
finally a long strip of thorny hide.

Gal aeron woul d have left the creature to its fate, save that Ml egaunt's

wi sdom had taught him better than to count a phaerimmdead until it Iay

di senbowel ed and burning on the ground. Mving back toward the tree where he
had | eft Takari to avoid attracting a pack of his own attackers, he prepared a
vol l ey of shadow arrows and sent them hurling into his entrapped foe.

The i nmpact caught both victimand tormentors by surprise. The phaeri nm
literally came apart, pieces flying in the dozen different directions that it
was being pulled. The angry shadow creatures—those that had not been pinned in
pl ace by a dark arrowrelted back into the darkness and canme undul ating in
Gal aeron's direction

Gal aeron opened a shadow door and stepped through, emerging into the
relatively safe world of the Fringe. For a nonent, he was lost to the



afterdaze and did not know where he was. Then, as the flash and flicker of war
magi ¢ began to filter up through the trees fromthe slope below, he recalled
that he was in the mddle of a battle and that it was his job and Takari's to
make certain the statue of Hanali Celanil was free of phaeri mm when Khel ben
and the Chosen arrived

with the H gh Mages, and that Takari should have been waiting for himright
there in the Fringe.

"Takari ?"

Gal aeron gl anced around the Fringe, finding nothing, and |linped out onto the
hillside. He was dizzy and sore, his armso weak he could barely lift it.

" Takari!"

The only answer came in the formof a series of excited peeps fromthe tree
above his head. Galaeron raised his chin and found the fam liar white face of
Manynests peering down at him

"She did what?" Gal aeron gasped. Takari was not the type to | eave her post,
not even when she was shadow touched. "That can't be right"

Manynests answered with a sharp chirp, then pointed his beak down the hill.
"What about the | eader?”

Manynests chirped a question

"The phaerimm | eader," Gal aeron said. "The one you dropped the barb on."

The finch peeped angrily.

"Al'l right, the one you attacked" Gal aeron said. "Wat did she do about that
phaeri nm®"

The bird's answer caused Gal aeron to linp around the tree as fast as he could
nmove. There were no phaerimmin the courtyard surrounding the statue—at | east
at first glance—and there was nothing where the | eader should have been, save
for a puddl e of steam ng bl ack bl ood.

"She let it go!" Galaeron cried. "Takari left her post!"

Manynests dropped out of the tree. He | anded on one of the darts stil
protrudi ng from Gal aeron's shoulder. He twilled a | ong question, then cocked
hi s head and | ooked down the hill toward the battle.

"No," CGalaeron growed. "I really don't think Kuhl needed her help."

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

Whet her the caustic taste in her nouth was ash or fear, Keya N hmedu coul d not
say. She knew only that her tongue had gone as dry as a flame, that it had
become i npossible to tell the shuddering of the ground from her own trenbling,
and that the child in her belly would be lucky to see the world with its own
eyes. Burning bluetops were crashing all around her, horse-sized boul ders were
tumbl ing down the slope in a ceasel ess cascade, and the air was hot enough to
bake acorns. The Cold Hand's objective had sounded sinple enough when Gal aeron
expl ained it back under the Floating Gardens, but she was hopi ng he had a
backup pl an.

Craw i ng on her belly, Keya crept along beneath the upper slope of the trai
cut to where Vala was taking shelter with Kuhl and Burlen. Unlike her

el ves, who were either lying flat on their bellies keeping a watch up the
slope for tunbling boulders or blindly arcing arrows up in the genera
direction of the eneny, the Vaasans were sitting with their backs to the
battle. They were sharing sticks of jerked thkaerth meat and | aughi ng and
shovi ng each other in the shoul der, though they had nade concessi on enough to
the fighting to renmove their swords fromtheir scabbards and | eave them |ying
at their sides within easy reach

As Keya approached, Vala renoved a stick of dried neat fromtheir rations bag
and offered it to her.

"No, thank you," Keya shouted to make herself heard over the battle roar. "I
don't have much stomach for thkaerth lately."

Though she hoped the Vaasans would think this was because of her pregnancy,
the truth was she sinply could no | onger stand the sight of cooked neat; it
rem nded her too nmuch of the burned bodies that |ay scattered and unburied

t hroughout all of Evereska. Trying to |ook as unconcerned as the Vaasans, she



drew herself up beside Vala and renoved her sword fromits scabbard.

"What do you think?" Keya asked. "Concentrate our spell-casters and try to
nmount a breakt hr ough?"

Val a replied, That would only nake them easy pickings for the phaerinm™
"What phaeri m®?" Takari asked. "Manynests didn't say anything about phaerinnm™"
"Manynests is a bird. What he can't see doesn't exist for him But they have
one." Vala jerked her thumb over her shoulder and said, "Up there."

Burlen leaned in front of Vala, |ooking Keya over with a concerned expression,
and held out a piece of jerked thkaerth.

"You sure you don't want one?" he said. "You need to keep your strength up."
Keya waved hi moff and continued to address Vala. "How do you know where the
phaeri nmis?"

Val a cast a pointed gaze in the direction of a Iine of charred bodies and
said, "The best thing we can do right nowis wait"

A sonorous runbl e sounded from above and qui ckly began to grow | ouder. Keya
started to roll to her stomach so she could crawl up the bank to see what was
com ng. Val a extended an arm and stopped her, pushing her flat against the

sl ope before lying back herself. The runble built to rhythm c crashing, then
suddenly went silent A rothé-sized boul der tunbled off the rimof the slope
and sailed over their heads, bouncing off the far side of the trail and

vani shing into the woods bel ow.

"M nd-sl aves aren't very bright," Vala said. "Sooner or |ater, the bugbears
will run out of boulders, and the beholders will knock down the |ast bluetop
Then we attack."

"W don't have that |ong," Keya objected. "According to Gal aeron's plan, we
shoul d be taking out the perineter defense now, before Khel ben and the others
arrive with the high mages. Gt herw se, the mnd-slaves will turn and
counterattack—

Then that's when we'll take them" Vala interjected. "Or naybe when Aris gets
here. If he can hurl a few boul ders back up the hill, we mght be able to
break their line."

"What we can't do is attack into the teeth of their defense,” Burlen said.
"We' || just get the Cold Hand w ped out, and who will there be to stop the
counterattack?"

Keya gl anced past Vala and Burlen to Kuhl, and asked him "Wat do you think?"
Kuhl's expression nerely darkened, and he | ooked away.

"He agrees with us," Burlen said. "Pay no mind to his manners. He's letting
his sword do his thinking."

Burl en reached out and sl apped his conpanion in the back of the helnet. Kuhl's
scowl deepened, but he | ooked away and continued to remain silent

"Plans are good," Vala said, drawing Keya's attention back to the matter at
hand. "Once the spell-flinging starts, they

aren't worth the breath it took to speak them W have to wait for our
opportunity—

She was interrupted by a gusty how they all recognized as the screech of a
wounded phaeri mm

"There's your thornback!" Keya called. She rolled to her stomach and began to
shimy up the bank. "Wile we sit here tal king, soneone is killing it."

She stuck her head above the rimjust far enough to | ook up the shattered
hillside. Fallen bluetops crisscrossed the slope, blast craters pocked the
ground, and curtains of fire poured gray funme into the air. Fifty yards above,
a long rank of m nd-slaves peered down from behind a neanderi ng breastwork,
hurling boul ders and nagic, anything they could down upon the conpany of the
Col d Hand. There were dozens of bugbears and maybe ten behol ders, reinforced
by a trio of illithids and a handful of vacant-eyed el ves, but the wounded
phaeri mm was nowhere to be seen. The instant it suffered a serious wound, it
had no doubt teleported to safety.

The dark dash of an elven death arrow fl ashed out of a bluetop behind the
eneny breastwork and di sappeared into the trenches. A beholder rose briefly
into view, its sharp-toothed nouth twisted into a grinace of pain. Keya had



just enough time to identify the Tonb Guard's distinctive bl ack-feather
fletching on the butt of the arrow before the Cold Hand's battle nmages bl azed
the creature into a red spray.

A thick human hand grabbed her by the ankle and pull ed her back down the

sl ope.

"Cet down!" Vala snarled. "Dexon will have ny head if | |et some behol der burn
t hat pointy-eared head off your shoul ders!"”

Keya was about to protest when a purple ray droned past above, cutting a deep
furrowin the rimof the slope, coming within a finger's w dth of

di sintegrating her skull. Her heart hammered in her chest so hard that she

t hought it would break a rib, but she managed to retai n enough control of her
wits to point her darksword up the sl ope.

"T-T-Takari!"

"Takari?" It was Kuhl who grow ed, "Where?"

"In a tree," Keya gasped. "Behind the eneny. | saw her arrow*
"Wich tree?"

Kuhl crawlied to the rimand peered through the furrow that had nearly cost
Keya her life.

"l don't see her," he said.

"Kuhl, she isn't after your darksword," Keya told him The | ast thing they
needed was to renew the fight over his ancestral weapon. "Takari's trying to
hel p us break through.”

"She's coming for ny sword!" Kuhl insisted. He glanced away fromthe furrow
| ong enough to scow in Keya's direction. "And you—you're a thieving vixen
just like her. The phaeri mm took Dexon's leg, but you' re the one who's stolen
hi s sword—and hi s manhood. "

There was a tine when the raw rage in Kuhl's voice woul d have sent Keya
fleeing, but nowit only filled her with cold anger

"Kuhl, I will overlook the affront to nme because it is easy to see how your
sword m ght be nmore powerful than your nind," she said, "but insult ny
husband' s manhood again, and you will die choking on yours."

Keya glared at the Vaasan until she saw enough of the anger fade from his eyes
that she felt certain there would be no need to nmake good on her threat She

gl anced over at Vala, who only shrugged and spread her hands. Keya frowned and
nodded toward Kuhl. Val a | ooked away, thinking, then a veil of sadness seened
to fall over her face. She nodded and crawl ed up the slope next to Kuhl

Wth the burly Vaasan safely under control, Keya turned her thoughts back to
the battle. She hazarded a gl ance over the rimand saw t hat what ever Takari
was doing up there, her attacks were having an effect A patrol of a dozen
bugbears that had been dispatched up the hill to hunt her down lay scattered
across the slope, sone lying notionless with snoking holes through their
torsos, others flailing about

trying to pull long elven arrows fromtheir backs. Several behol ders were
sweeping the forest canopy with their disintegration rays, reducing the nunber
of attacks com ng down the hill above Keya as well as raining boughs and |inbs

on the sl ope.

Keya slid to the bottom of the enbanknment and used fingertalk to order the
Conpany of the Cold Hand to assenbl e behind her, |eaving only the archers and
every third battle nmage to hold their current lines. Wthin nmonments, a |ong
stream of warriors began to crawl along the base of the enbanknent Keya issued
her orders to the first arrivals, along with instructions to pass them al ong,
then she crawl ed back up to join Vala and the Vaasans.

Val a had her arm across Kuhl's shoul ders and was whi spering sonething into his
ear that Keya could not hear

"Anot her arrow " Kuhl grow ed, pointing. "There she is."

Kuhl started to rise and charge up the hill, but Vala caught him by the belt.
"Not yet, Kuhl," she said, pulling himback down. "That's what she wants,

isn't it?"

Kuhl considered a nonent then nodded.

"Val a!" Keya gasped. "Wat are you doi ng?"



Vala whirled on her with an expression that could only be described as
denoni c.

"You want to use this or not?" she demanded. "Because Kuhl's the only chance
we have to get there anytime soon."

As Val a spoke, Burlen continued to speak to Kuhl fromthe other side.

"She wants you to charge out there alone, doesn't she?" Burlen asked. "She
wants you to get yourself killed."

"I won't," Kuhl replied. "She doesn't know. She'll never get ny sword."

There was a darkness in his eyes that Keya had never seen there before,

somet hing cold, nonstrous, and terrifying risen to mask the | augh-lined face
she had cone to consider that of one of her human brothers.

"What doesn't she know?" Keya asked.

"You'll see," Vala said. "If s Kuhl or Takari now. There's nothing we can do
about that, except decide whether we're ready to use it Are you?"

Keya gl anced al ong the enbankment in both directions and saw a |long |ine of
warriors in position to charge up the hill. To an elf, their faces were pale
and their knuckles white fromsqueezing their sword hilts, but their jaws were
set and their eyes fixed on Keya, awaiting the conmmand to charge.

"Ready when you are," Keya said. "May the gods forgive us."

"If s not the gods we should ask,"” Vala replied.

She pl aced a hand on Kuhl's shoul der then rai sed her head and pointed into one
of the bluetops still standing behind the m nd-slaves' breastwork.

"There she is, Kuhl," said Val a.

"None of this is your doing," Burlen added. "The pointy-eared vixen seduced
you. "

"That's right," Vala added. "She let you get a child on her on purpose." As
she spoke, Kuhl started to darken—not only his expression, but his face and
hands, his eyes, and even the huge ranger's cloak Lord Duirsar had presented
him "Al Takari wanted was your sword."

"Ch, she wanted the child, too," Keya said, catching on to what the Vaasans
were doing. "The Sy’ Tel’ Quessir sell their hal f-human children to pay for

w ne. "

Val a and Burlen dropped their jaws, and Keya thought for a noment she m ght
have taken the fib too far

Kuhl turned soot-black, blurring around the edges like a shadow or a ghost,
and he let out an angry wail. He rose and did not bound over the enbanknent so
much as soar over it, and the slope instantly above exploded into a roaring
tenmpest of death as the defenders hurled all manner of missiles and magi c down
upon him

Thinking it had been the Vaasans' purpose to goad Kuhl into drawing the first
wave of eneny attacks, Keya raised her

hand to call the charge. Vala caught her armand pulled it down.

Wait. Vala spoke in elven fingertalk —the only speech that would not be
drowned out by the crash and roar of battle. Let himget a little ahead of us.
Ahead of us? Keya retorted. There can't be anything left of him

But when she peered over the rimof the enbanknent, she saw that there was.
Through a wall of snoke and flame twenty paces thick, Keya saw Kuhl's bl ack
sil houette still weaving and twi sting up the hill. Lightning blasts passed

t hrough his shadowy form wi t hout slowi ng himdown. Magic bolts glanced off
him trailing long wisps of black nurk. Disintegration rays struck his dark
aura and di ssol ved. Boul ders he al ways nanaged to duck or dodge, spears he
defl ected and slipped, arrows stuck only in the strongest parts of his arnor.
It was as though he had beconme hal f phantom and half rothé, a creature of the
shadows that could be seen but never stopped. Keya watched in awe until he
vani shed into the thickening snoke, then turned to Vala and raised her own
dar ksword —or rather her husband's.

Can this sword do that? she asked.

No!

And never try! It was Burlen who added the explanation, He's given hinself to
his sword. It can't be undone.



The roar began to abate as Kuhl continued his charge, and Val a | ooked up the
hill and spoke a single syllable. She didn't shout or use fingertal k, but Keya
didn't need words to understand her neani ng. She brought her armforward then
rose and charged over the rimof the enbanknent.

From Takari's perch high anmong the rustling bluetops, the charge of the Cold
Hand | ooked t he stuff of songs.

Through the snoke and fl ane cane a gol den-helned tide of elf spell bl ades,
words of mystic power pouring out of their nouths, forks of silver and gold
flashing fromtheir fingertips, swords glinting in their hands and arnor

gl eami ng on their breasts. The m nd-slaves net the onslaught with a tenpest of
ray and rock, hurling boulders, flinging death bolts, spraying fire. Still the
el ves came, boundi ng over blast craters, scranbling across fallen bl uetops,

| eapi ng through fire curtains and falling by the dozens but never waveri ng,
never dropping for cover, never slow ng.

Leadi ng the charge was a shadow- cl oaked bear of a man, out ahead by twenty

paces or nore, twisting and turning, taking magic blasts full in the chest,
eyes shining |ike bronze enbers, darksword in hand, burly legs carrying himup
the wrecked hill at a speed no elf message runner could match

Kuhl

Swaddl ed in nurk though he was, Takari would have known the slope of those
huge shoul ders from a thousand paces di stant, woul d have recogni zed anbng an
arnmy of men the grace with which her paranmour carried his nmighty frane. As
humans went —as mal es of any sort went-he was a magnificent exanple, ferocious
when there was need and ki nd when there was not, always brave and never
boastful, a lover who knew how to give and take.

Takari could not be sorry for how she had used hi mer she woul d never have
known himas the gentle giant he was—but she was sorry for what had cone
between them for the curse that had turned her sinple plan into a deadly
rivalry.

But the fault lay with Kuhl, not Takari. He should have warned her about the
curse before he lay with her—and never mind that she had told himnot to worry
about children. She had not said there wouldn't be any, only not to worry
about them Even after the mistake had been nade, all the stupid roth6é had to
do was share. Had he only been strong enough to |l end her the sword, everything
woul d have been fine and there would have been no need to—

Takari did not grasp what she was about to do until she found herself staring
down the length of an arrow at Kuhl's chest The shaft was nmarked with bl ack
fletching, of course, for she had only two death arrows remmining. The rest of
her qui ver she had exhausted trying to soften up the m nd-sl ave defenses for
Keya. But even had there been another choice, she knew better than to think
she woul d have found anything el se on her bowstring. It had been the curse
that nocked the arrow, and the curse wanted Kuhl dead.

Takari rel eased the tension on her bow slowy, but deliberately did not nove
her ai maway from Kuhl. There had to be anot her phaeri mm down there sonmewhere
or the m nd-slaves would not be fighting so hard, and Kuhl was in the nost
danger. Having seen how slyly the curse worked, she would be stronger than it
was and protect Kuhl from afar. She was not sone base human whose will could
be dom nated by a sword

The shower of death ebbed as nore mnd-slaves fell to the onslaught of elven
spell's, and as they exhausted their supply of boul ders and magi c. The charge
gat hered speed, with an ever-grow ng nunber of Cold Hand warriors pouring up
the hill from behind, pressing those in front onward and taking their places
when they were struck down. Twice, Kuhl was attacked by spells powerful enough
to have come from a phaerimm but each tine Takari traced the flash trail back
to m nd-sl ave nmages. Through a break in the snoke, she glinpsed Keya danci ng
up the slope with Vala and Burl en poundi ng al ong at her heels, then a pair of
behol ders found her hiding place and began to attack the base of the tree with
their disintegration rays. She slipped around the trunk out of their view,
then raced along a linb and junped into another tree.

By the time Takari found a new hiding place, Kuhl had crashed into the eneny



lines and was whirling his way down the entrenchnent, his darksword opening
bugbear bellies left and right, his feet sweeping |l egs fromunder elf

m nd- sl aves,

his boot heels crushing the skulls of fallen illithids. Sonmehow, his free hand
had tangled itself in a snarl of behol der eye-stal ks, and he was sw ngi ng the
eye tyrant around like a shield, catching bugbear axes and el ven swords on its
| eat hery body.

Takari was alarmed—and a little repul sed—+to find herself feeling a secret
thrill of delight Though Kuhl showed no sign of slow ng down, he had to be
hurting. Even through the finest Evereskan arnor, the bugbear bl ows al one
woul d be powerful enough to snap bones and crush skulls. Kuhl would soon fall,
and she woul d have only to stretch out her hand—

No.

Takari did not dare speak the word al oud—ot with two behol ders hunting

her —but she did think it. She was stronger than the curse. She was a wood el f,
who knew what was inportant in life (dancing, honey wine, and jolly

conpany) —and what was not (power, wealth, and authority). She would help

Kuhl —+f only she could find a way—and they woul d share the sword

Kuhl's helmet cane flying out of the nelee, its chinstrap broken and its gaudy
gol d brim buckled by the inpact of a bugbear axe. Takari thought that it was
done then, that Kuhl would fall beneath the feet of his attackers and vani sh.
But the Vaasan bear fought on, reaching the back of the trench and scranbling
out onto the hillside. He spun on a knee and | opped the heads off a trio of
pur sui ng bugbears. He smashed a foot into the face of an elf m nd-slave and
sent himtunbling back into the breastwork. He was free, with no living

enem es within a dozen paces of him

Instead of turning along the back of the trench to attack the eneny's flank
Kuhl started up the hill into the forest. Takari thought he intended to slay
her two hunters, but he ignored the behol ders—who did not seemto realize she
had escaped their attack and were busy searching for her body in the tree they
had t oppl ed—and he angl ed toward her new

hi di ng pl ace. Though it seened inpossible he could have seen her nove when the
behol ders had not, his angry bronze eyes went straight to the bough on which
she was perched. It had to be the darksword. The weapon could feel her desire
for it, and it was leading himto her. Takari m ght be stronger than the
sword's curse, but Kuhl was not He'd kill her, if she didn't kill himfirst
That was nonsense. Kuhl was too heavy to nove through the forest canopy like a
wood el f. Al Takari need do was stay high in the bluetops, out on the bough
ends where Kuhl could not follow Wat was it that CGalaeron had told her? That
she had opened herself to her shadow, and that if she killed Kuhl, she would
be lost to it. Takari believed him It was already working hard to claimher
to trick her into murdering the father of her child.

Wuld it be nmurder if he died in battle?

The question came to her in her own voice, but so wispy and cold that it sent
a chill down her spine.

No one woul d ever know.

So startled was Takari that at first she didn't see the illithid clinbing out
of the entrenchnent behind Kuhl. She was preoccupied with the voice, wondering
whet her someone was eavesdroppi ng on her thoughts or her shadow had al ready
grown strong enough to speak O course, this distraction was exactly what the
voi ce had intended. By the time she saw what was happening, the illithid had
run a dozen steps toward Kuhl, and its mouth tentacles were extending in his
direction. Angered by this manipul ation, Takari did not think, hesitate, or
even consciously aim She sinply drew her bowstring and let fly.

The angle was not a particularly difficult one, at least not for a Green elf
ranger who had spent her whole |ife maki ng exacting shots. The arrow zi pped
down in Kuhl's direction, passing a dozen feet over his head but still close
enough to make himduck, and it planted itself in the center of the illithid s
nouth tentacles. The creature flew off its feet

backward and crashed to the ground as still as a statue and inmedi ately began



to shrivel inward

How Kuhl reacted, Takari never saw. The deafeni ng boom of a magic bl ast
runbled up fromthe forest floor behind her, and she knew without | ooking that
somet hi ng powerful had found her hiding place. She junped for a clunmp of

| eaves | ow on the adjacent tree, her stomach rising into her chest and |inbs
spread to sl ow her descent, one hand still clutching her bow.

As Takari crashed into the boughs, she was sl apped in the back by the giant
hand of a bl ast concussion. It pushed her deep into the tangle of tw gs and

| eaves face first, but she caught a fistful of a branch with her free hand and
hooked her |egs around another linmb as thick as a Vaasan arm

Takari thought her descent would stop there, but she felt the |inmb shudder and
suddenly found herself falling, staring up at the splintered end of a branch
She had just enough time to wonder why she hadn't heard it break, then she

sl ammed down on the forest floor and was instantly buried beneath a snarl of

| eafy boughs.

It took only an instant for Takari to realize why she had not heard the linb
shatter and that listening for the eneny would do her no good. Her ears were
ringing like a halfling dinner bell. She pushed out from beneath a | og and
found her last arrow still in her quiver. Takari cautiously clinbed for the
top of the tangle.

Her shoul ders ached, and her legs felt hall nunb, but everything noved when
she told it to. It was only a noment before she poked her head up to find Kuhl
| ess than a dozen paces away, striding purposefully in her direction. Behind
himwere the two behol ders that had been hunting her, making good use of his
preoccupation to float up close for a sure kill.

Takari pushed herself up onto a somewhat steady branch and nocked her | ast
death arrow. Kuhl narrowed his bronze eyes and broke into a sprint, cocking
his sword armto throw

and inadvertently bl ocking her shot at the behol ders. She found her aim
drifting to his chest—then she jerked it up and away.

"No." More loudly, she yelled, "Kuhl, go left!"

Reacti ng perhaps by instinct or perhaps because he realized that the arrow
woul d already be on its way if it was neant for him he stepped | eft—and threw
t he sword anyway.

Takari cursed his human weakness, set the point of her arrow on the big
central eye of the nearest beholder, and let fly. She watched only |ong enough
to see her shaft pass beneath Kuhl's sword, then she dropped back into the
tangl e of boughs ... and heard a sickly thunp behi nd her

A howing wind tore at the trees, and Takari knew before she turned to | ook
that Kuhl had not thrown at her, but that he had found the phaeri nm she had
been hunti ng.

Ears still ringing, Takari scranbled out the back of the bough tangle and
found the phaerimm|ying notionless on the ground, opened down the center
where Kuhl’s tunbling darksword had split it open. The sword itself lay a few
paces beyond the dead thornback, so coated in gore it was barely recognizable.
Takari stretched her hand out, preparing to call the dark-sword to her grasp.
She thought of Kuhl, and waited. He would need the sword to neet the second
behol der behind him and if he had to fight her for it... but the sword did
not fly to his hand. It did not even rise, or wobble.

Go ahead—t's yours now, the dark voice inside whispered. The beholder is

com ng.

"Be quiet!" Takari hissed.

She turned her palmup and called the darksword to her hand.

Wth the behol der com ng, what choice did she have?

CHAPTER TVEENTY

2 El easias, the Year of WIld Mgic

The grim expressions on the high nages' anber faces as they exan ned the
tattered hemof Hanali Celanil's stone cloak told Galaeron all he needed to
know. The phaeri nm had undone too many of the mythal's ancient spells for his
plan to work. Before they could proceed, the circle would have to repair the



damage—provi ded they were willing to make the sacrifice for a city that was
not even their own.

Not waiting for the high nmages to announce the concl usion thensel ves, Gal aeron
turned to Lord Duirsar and the others waiting with himin the shadow of the
great statue, and said, "Mlord, the phaeri mm have done too nuch damage." To
make hi nsel f heard over the battle roar com ng fromthe sl opes bel ow, Gal aeron
nearly had to shout "The

hi gh nages need tine to do a high casting, and that means we nust be prepared
to defend them"

"If timeis all we need, we have this battle won already," said Kiinyon

Col bat hin. Like Lord Duirsar and every other Evereskan in the courtyard,
Kiinyon was dressed in a full suit of nuch-dented battle arnor that-by the
snel |l of him—he had not shed in the better part of a tenday. "Young Lord

Ni hnedu' s plan has proven an excellent one. W have only to send the Long

Wat ch down the slope, and we'll have the eneny trapped.”
"For how | ong?" asked Storm She was standing behind Lord Duirsar, towering
over his shoulders with Khel ben and Laeral. "Any victory here will be

short-lived until we repair the nythal. The phaeri mm have tens of thousands of
their m nd-slaves scattered across Evereska, and 1'd bet ny hair that nost of
themare on their way here right now "

"Al'l the nore reason to nmove swiftly," Kiinyon replied.

He turned toward the back of the courtyard, where the Long Watch was form ng
into battle ranks as they enmerged from Laeral's teleport circle. He sumoned

t he conpany conmmander forward, then turned back to Storm and said, "Once we
sei ze the breastworks, it will not matter how many m nd-sl aves the phaeri mm
send agai nst us. Galaeron's plan is an excellent one, and |I'm confident we can
hold | ong enough to see it through.”

"Yes," Lord Duirsar said, nmaking a point of casting an approving nod in

Gal aeron's direction, "you may well have saved us."
"Not so easily as Master Col bathin suggests, | fear,
m nd- sl aves bel ow are not the danger."

"They are," Kiinyon declared. The commander of the Long Watch—a young Gold el f
femal e naned Zharil ee—arrived at his side, and he turned and spoke to her.
"When the Cold Hand drives the m nd-slaves out of their entrenchnment, they

Gal aeron said. "The

wi Il have no place to retreat but here. The Long Watch will prevent that,
descendi ng through the forest to fal

on them from behi nd. The eneny will be trapped between two of our conpanies,
and it will be a sinple matter to seize the entrenchnment for our own use."

He nodded and waved Zharilee away to execute his order. Galaeron bit his
tongue to keep fromcalling Kiinyon—a forner comrmander who had spent two
decades making Gal aeron's life as a Tonb Guard as ni serabl e as possi bl e—a
f ool .

I nstead, Gal aeron said, "If s the phaerimmI|'m concerned about. They can
teleport into the courtyard as easily as we can.”

"Didn't you say that they wouldn't do that?" asked Storm " "Wthout their
| eader, they'll be too disorganized and busy thinking of thenselves to
counterattack.' |I'msure you said that"

"I did." Galaeron felt the heat conme to his face but continued in a sure

voi ce, "And without their |eader, that would be so."

Khel ben wi nced, closed his eyes, and said, "Don't tell nme—=

"The | eader survived."

Gal aeron did not explain what had happened, in |arge part because he didn't
know. Takari mi ght have ignored his order and gone straight after Kuhl's
sword, or she m ght have gone around the tree to finish the | eader off and

di scovered that he was al ready gone.

"But it was injured?" Laeral asked.

"Yes," Gal aeron said. "Very badly. It was unconscious for a tinme."

"Then it won't return,” Kiinyon said. He glanced over his shoul der and nodded
approvingly as the Long Watch filed down the hill. These phaeri nm are cowards
at heart. Hurt them once, and they run for cover."



"Normal Iy, yes."

As he spoke, Galaeron's mind was racing. Wth Kiinyon having commtted the
Long Watch to battle, any attenpt to

recall themwould be noticed by the eneny, and it wouldn't take the phaerimm
long to puzzle out why. If Galaeron wanted to foil the counterattack, he would
have to find a nore subtle way.

"This one was the | eader,"” he continued. "It will have too nuch at stake to
give up. It'lIl be back with all the help it can nuster."

Ki i nyon shook his head and started to chide Galaeron for contradicting him
but Lord Duirsar raised a silencing hand.

"How can you know t hi s?" he asked Gal aeron. "You speak as though you' ve lived
anmong the phaerinm"

"Not exactly," Gal aeron said.

Though he knew the dimview his fell ow Evereskans were likely to take
regardi ng the source of his information, he explained w thout hesitation how
Mel egaunt had passed on his know edge before dyi ng—and how he had been forced
to yield to his shadow before he could retrieve it The tale evoked an
expressi on somewhere between revul sion and pity fromLord Duirsar and plain
revul sion from Kiinyon Col bat hi n.

"So you're telling us your information comes fromthe Shadovar?" Kiinyon
asked. The last of the Long Watch was di sappearing into the forest, and the
sound of their first attacks could already be heard rolling up fromthe far
side of the courtyard. "Mlord, Galaeron's intentions have al ways been good,
but his naiveté has made hi ma pawn of the Shadovar fromthe start”

Khel ben started to defend Gal aeron, but Lord Duirsar cut himoff by speaking
directly to Kiinyon.

"Master Col bathin, did you not say just a nonent ago that Lord N hnedu's plan
was an excel |l ent one?"

Kiinyon scow ed but nodded.

"Then | suggest we listen to him™"

"Thank you, mlord," Galaeron said. Though the relief he experienced was for
Evereska, he did not try to hide the triunph he felt. "I'm sure Master

Col bathin will find he was correct in his first assessment of ny plan."

"I wouldn't be too inpressed with nyself,"” Kiinyon said. Hi s eyes | ooked as
dangerous as those of any beholder. "Ill recall the Long Watch."

Gal aeron caught himby the elbow "It's too late for that"

Kiinyon glared down at the hand on his armas though he would bite it off.

Gal aeron continued to hold it.

"This is what we nust do now. .."

He expl ai ned his idea, enphasizing how inportant it was that the Chosen save
their silver fire until the nythal had been repaired, then he asked, "Any
guesti ons?"

"Only one," Khelben said. "Wat if we're not quick enough?”

"Then the high nages die and we continue the fight for Evereska wi thout
them.. or the mythal,"” Lord Duirsar said, drawing his ancient sword. "So
suggest we be qui ck enough.™”

Lord Duirsar asked the high mages to begin their repair of the mythal at once,
and Gal aeron spent the next few m nutes positioning his '"troops' in the
shadows around the statue. He would have liked to have Aris there with them
but they had al ready decided the giant would be nost useful supporting Keya
and assigned himto join the Cold Hand after departing the pal ace. Gal aeron

t hought he could hear Aris's boulders crashing into the eneny entrenchment

al ready, but with the battle roar below, it was inmpossible to be certain.
Once the others were arrayed in their hiding places along the edge of the
courtyard, Cal aeron stepped into the shadow of the statue itself. He took one
| ast gl ance around. Seeing that Lord Duirsar, Kiinyon, and the Chosen were al
safely concealed within the Fringe, he descended into the shadows hinself. The
phaeri mm were surely wary of such hiding places, but there would be a nonent
after they arrived when their caution would not matter. It was then that
Evereska woul d be won or lost, Galaeron finally redeemed or forever vilified.



The high nages had already encircled Hanali’s statue and begun their work. The
two assistants stood to either side of the goddess, their palnms turned down,
drawi ng fromthe ground the gol den strands of Wave magi ¢ the phaeri mm had
rel eased earlier. Their dulcet voices were raised in intonation, each singing
a separate spell of support, yet weaving their words together in nusic |ike
har nony.

The | eader stood behind the goddess, casting a protection spell so ancient the
words barely seened Elvish. As he sang, he was taking the Weave strands from
his two assistants and plaiting themback into the hem of Hanali’s cl oak
slowy restoring it to its original flaw ess condition. Wth every fiber he
restored, the mage grew a little wi spier and nore translucent, as though
weavi ng hinmself into the nythal. Though Gal aeron was hardly privy to the
secrets of elven high magic, he had heard whispers of spirit-binding during
his time at the Acadeny of Magic, and he knew what he was seeing. The | eader
woul d becorme a part of the nythal, watching over Evereska for all tine.

The hi gh nages continued their work for what seemed an eternity, slowy
weavi ng the magi c back into the nythal and restoring the statue to its
original state. Galaeron concentrated on watching for phaeri mm but found his
attention drifting to their work nore often as tine passed. They wove in the
nmost powerful magic first—the spells of inprisonnent and foresight and neteor
stornms—and saved the sinpler magic for last By the time they had worked their
way down to relatively mnor magic |ike detection spells and di nmensi ona

| ocks, the | eader was so translucent it was possible to ook through himto
the far side of the courtyard.

Only a few ragged edges remained to repair on Hanali’s cloak, and the battle
in the entrenchnment was ragi ng ever |ouder, suggesting that m nd-slave

rei nforcements were already starting to pour in fromthe rest of Evereska.

Gal aeron knew Kiinyon and the others would be wondering if he had been w ong
about the phaerimm counterattack after all,

but the long wait only convinced himthat the | eader had nore influence than
he had believed. Even for the phaerimm it took tine to gather resources—and
the I onger they took, the nmore they were gathering.

The high nages were down to their |ast magi c—sinple spells of soft falling and
true striking—when half a dozen phaerimm crackl ed i nto exi stence around the
statue. Tel eport-dazed though they were, they arrived attacking, spraying the
courtyard with gol den bolts of nmagic and |ong tongues of flame. Mst of the
attacks were blind and found no target at all, but one flurry did strike a
supporting mage. Her spell shield flashed silver and di ssipated, drained by

t he power of the attack, and one nmissile penetrated to burn a thunb-sized hole
in her shoul der.

The mage continued her incantation wthout mssing a syllable.

Gal aeron and the other two elves were already |eaping fromtheir hiding

pl aces, each rushing to attack the nearest phaerimm and hurling his nost
powerful death spell at the next closest Galaeron sent a dark bolt hissing
through the torso of his first thornback and glinpsed Lord Duirsar's falling
to a black death ray that could have taken a giant Then he was on his second
target, slashing his darksword down the length of its thorny body. The
creature vanished in a twi nkle of teleport magic, |eaving behind a pool of

bl ack bl ood.

More crackl es sounded around the courtyard as a second wave of phaerimm
arrived flinging magic and fire. Galaeron raised a shadow shield to cover his
back, then hurled a flight of dark bolts at the first thornback he saw and
charged the second. A scything bl ade appeared out of nowhere and cane sw ngi ng
at himfromthe side. He blocked with the edge of his darksword, cleaving it
down the center, and turned back to find Storm Sil verhand stepping out of the
shadows behind his attacker. Dispelling its blade guard with one hand and

swi ngi ng her sword with

the other, she | opped the phaerimis tall off about a third of the way up its
body—then canme staggering in Galaeron's direction as an errant firebal

ri cocheted off her shoul der and went raging into the forest



Eyes flashing, Stormwhirled on her attacker and charged. The battle becane a
mad nel ee of spell, blade, and claw. A ferale voice shrieked in pain. Gal aeron
spun around to see the high nage who had been wounded earlier falling to the
ground. Were once there had been a | eg she had only a smoki ng wound, but she
was still singing her alarmspell and feeding gol den strands of Wave to the
| eader.

Gal aeron rushed to help, but Kiinyon was closer. Hurling a flight of nagic
bolts at her attacker, the | egendary spellblade sprang to her side and caught
her under the arm H's bolts dissipated harm essly agai nst the phaerinms
spell shield, but by then Gal aeron was flinging a shadow net over it from
behi nd. The startled thornback tried to teleport away and expl oded into a

t housand fl eshy cubes.

Kiinyon pulled the nage to her feet, holding her up so she could finish the
spell and shielding her with his own body. Atrio of lightning flashes
streaked in fromall sides, and Gal aeron knew t he phaeri mm were recovered
enough fromtheir teleport afterdaze to mount a concerted attack

The first bolt overl oaded Kiinyon's spell shield and drew a startl ed curse.
The second caught him square in the chest, nelting through his arnor and
setting himon fire at head, hands, and feet. The third bolt caught the high
mage square in the back and sl ammed her headlong into the side of Hanali's
leg. Her body didn't even go linp; it burst into flames and fl ew apart

The spell songs of the other two high nages fell out of harnmony, and the

| eader' s hands began to funble as he struggled to continue weaving. Though
they were al so under attack, it was not as heavy as on Gal aeron's side of the
statue, and Laeral and Khel ben were doing a good job of keeping it that way.
Racing the last five steps to Hanali's feet, Galaeron flung a shadow sphere
into the head-di sk of one of the mage's attackers and hurled his darksword

t hrough the torso of the second, then he stepped over Kiinyon's body and
turned his palns toward the ground. He was no high mage, but the al arm spel
was not difficult, and he had seen enough of how the circle harnonized to
stand in.

Gal aeron began to sing.

The surviving high mages faltered. The | eader turned his translucent head
toward Gal aeron and studied himfor a noment, then | ooked back to his weaving.
Gal aeron feared the two mages woul d not accept himinto their circle but they
adjusted their pitch to blend with his nore sonorous voice and continued their
spel | s.

Gal aeron felt a slight inmpact as a flurry of spells struck himin the back and
di sappeared into his shadow shield. H's heart raced with the know edge that he
was standing there notionless while a bevy of phaerimm hurled magic at him

but he forced the fear fromhis mnd and gave hinself over to the song he was
creating with the high nages. He began to twi st his fingers through the
gestures of the alarmspell, drawing the magi c up out of the ground as he had
seen the dead nmage do.

The strands came up dark and col d.

Gal aeron's voi ce quavered, but when he hesitated to pass the shadow magic
over, the | eader reached over with a translucent hand and took the first black
thread. As the mage plaited the strand into the hem of Hanali’s cloak, his
eyes darkened, becoming a pair of nmurky orbs floating in a transparent face.
He reached over and took the next strand from Gal aeron's hand.

A three-armed phaerimmflew up beside the statue where its attacks wouldn't be
bl ocked by the shadow shield protecting Gal aeron's back. It plunged its tal
barb into his belly. So absorbed in the spell song was Gal aeron that it barely
regi stered that this was the | eader or that it was punping its

poison into him He felt his feet | eave the cobbl estones, but that troubled
himno nore than did the distant pain burning in his belly.

Lord Duirsar was there, beating the phaerimm back with spell and bl ade.

Gal aeron continued to sing. He was one with the high nages, concerned only
with the casting. The | eader reached up and took the next strand from Gal aeron



with an invisible hand. This time, when he plaited the thread into Hanali's
cloak, he followed it in.

Gal aeron canme to the end of his song, and his belly erupted in pain. He did
not realize that the casting was finished and he had been rel eased fromthe
spell until he saw Lord Duirsar below him fighting the phaerimm | eader
toe-to-tall, driving it back with flashing steel and pelting it with bolt
after bolt froma magic ring. Stormwas rushing to the elf lord' s side, one
hand rai sed to hurl her own spells, the other still carrying her sword.

Gal aeron reached for his shadowsil k but knew even as tried he woul d not
succeed. The phaerimi s poison had | eft him paralyzed and floating hel pl essly
above the ground. As he watched, two nore phaeri mm appeared at Storm s back
spraying fire and lightning blindly and lashing out with their tolls. He
shifted his eyes in the opposite direction and saw that the situati on was much
the sane in the rest of the courtyard, with Khel ben and Laeral standing
back-to-back and wary phaerimm pelting them from a di stance.

Newl y repaired though it was, the nythal renmai ned exhausted and starved from
the abuse it had suffered since the start of the phaerimminvasion. It
nmustered itself enough to send a single golden neteor streaking down into the
courtyard. The orb blasted only one of the phaerimmthat had just tel eported
in behind Storm |eaving the other to tunble off snoking and tel eport away.
The boom was | oud enough to draw the attention of everyone in the courtyard.
Lord Duirsar narrowWy blocked a tail barb when he spun around to see what had
caused the

sound. Storm who had been much closer to the explosion, was |eft picking
hersel f up off the cobbl estones.

"Storm ™" Galaeron had to hiss the words between clenched teeth, but he knew
that as one of the Chosen, she would hear. "The nythal is whole! Use the
silver—

The phaerimm | eader gestured in Galaeron's direction, and even his nmuttering
grew silent Lord Duirsar took advantage of the opening to pour a flurry of
magi ¢ bolts into the thornback's torso and send it tunbling away, then Storm
turned and | oosed a streamof silver fire into the base of Hanali's statue.
Khel ben and Laeral followed her lead an instant |ater, and the statue began to
glowwith a bright silver light.

The gl ow faded as quickly as it had appeared. The phaerimm | eader hurled a

bl ack death ray at Lord Duirsar that the elf lord sent ricocheting off with a
spell mrror. Taking a cue fromtheir |eader, the other phaerimmrenewed their
attacks, and Gal aeron began to think that he had fail ed Evereska again, that
his idea had been disastrously m sgui ded and even the unadul terated magi c of
the Chosen's silver fire could not provide the burst of energy the nytha
needed to defend Evereska. Fighting through his di sappoi ntnent and pain, he
opened hinself to the Shadow Weave and prepared to | oose a shadow bl ast. He
had no control over his own novenent, but if a phaeri mm happened to pass—

A rain of golden neteors cane streaking down fromthe sky, crackling,
sizzling, and leaving a long trail of black snoke in their wake. The first one
struck the phaerinm | eader, blasting the creature into a spray of sparkling
not hi ngness and | aying Lord Duirsar out on the ground next to it. The next
three landed in a senmicircle around Khel ben and Laeral, |eaving the two Chosen
sl unped back-to-back, their eyes as round as coins and their jaws hangi ng

sl ack. Two nmore crashed down behind Storm who flinched a little and | ooked
around to see if there was anything left to kill.

It took only four nore strikes in half as many seconds

before there wasn't anything left to kill. The rest of the phaeri mmthe few
who had survived—tel eported away, and the neteor shower began to spread
outward fromthe statue, seeking targets in other parts of the city. Gal aeron
saw per haps anot her dozen strikes before the rain grew erratic and dw ndl ed
away, |eaving the sky streaked with the snmoky trails of their descent

No, not smoke. Snoke trails grew crooked and feathery as they dissipated in
the breeze. The streaks remmined straight, narrow, and dark

"Are those what | think they are?" Storm asked.



Gal aeron | ooked down to see Storm bel ow him She had a coil of elven rope she
had taken fromKiinyon's belt and was busy tying a slip knot. He would have
asked her what she thought the stripes were, except that he remnai ned both
paral yzed fromthe phaerimm | eader's poison and silenced by its magic. It was
probably just as well-he really didn't want to be the one to say they were
shadows.

Storm finished her knot, then deftly tossed the | oop up over Gal aeron's feet.
"Well, Galaeron," she said as she began to pull himdown, "when you save a
city, you certainly | eave your mark."

e oCr oCreCroeE>e

For the third tine in as many hours, the Chosen poured their silver fire into
the base of Hanali Celanil’s statue. A silver blush rolled up the goddess's

i mposing figure, then slowy faded as the ravenous nythal drew the raw magic
into itself. Monents later, a swarm of golden nmeteors crackled down fromthe
sky, each streaking toward a distant part of the city where sone eneny of
Evereska's lay hiding fromthe mythal’s justice.

Gal aeron supposed that nost of those enem es were still phaerimm but the | ast
tinme the neteors had fallen, he had seen them strike beholders and illithids,
even a bew | dered

bugbear who | ooked nore interested in fleeing the city than conquering it.
Once the nythal mght have shown mercy on a hapl ess mnd-slave as nuch a
victimof the phaerimmas Evereska's own citizens, but no |longer. The renewed
nmyt hal concerned itself only with who was an eneny to the city and who was a
friend, and it destroyed enem es and protected friends.

Consi dering the stripes of shadow that remai ned behind every tine a nmeteor
descended, Cal aeron half expected the next golden ball to land on him but the
nmyt hal had finished with the courtyard surroundi ng Hanali’s statue, and even
with the hill below No attacks had fallen anywhere near the hill since the
second wave, when its deadly barrage had broken the counterattack on the
captured entrenchment and sent the phaerimm m nd-slaves fleeing for the far
corners of the city. Wth reinforcements pouring up the hill by the dozens,
victory was only a matter of waiting and consolidating, of carefully expandi ng
the areas of elf control each time the nythal struck

Gal aeron shoul d probably have felt proud, but in truth he was sinmply restless.
After the nythal's initial strike, Laeral Silverhand had attended to his
stomach wound, and findi ng no phaeri nmegg planted inside, pronounced him
likely to survive but in need of rest. Stormhad trickled a healing potion
down his throat, then tied himdown to a tree root to wait for the phaerimis
paral ysis poison to wear off, and there he had been stuck, wondering what had
become of Vala and Aris, of Keya and her Vaasan friends, and nost of all, what
had happened between Takari and Kuhl and their sword.

It was anot her quarter hour before Gal aeron could nove his fingers, and a
quarter hour after that before he had control enough to untie Storm s
torturous knots. By the time he succeeded, Lord Duirsar was hol ding a neeting
with the Chosen, the commanders of the city's surviving conpanies, Aris, and
anyone else likely to play an inportant part in the events to cone.

Gal aeron coiled the rope and hung it on his belt, then straightened his arnor
and started across the courtyard to join the others. Storm s healing potion
had proven remarkably effective. Though he had felt the phaerimms tall barb
sink deep, the wound caused himlittle disconfort as he wal ked, and when he

| ooked down, he was surprised to find the puncture already cl osed.

As Gal aeron approached, his sister Keya was the first to notice. Wthout
excusi ng herself fromthe circle kneeling in front of Lord Duirsar, and
apparently not caring that she was bringing the neeting to a dead stop, she

| eaped to her feet and rushed across to himwi th her arnms spread w de.
"Brother!"

Keya threw herself into Gal aeron so hard that he stunmbl ed back and woul d have
fallen, had she not closed her arns around his shoul ders and caught him
"You're well?" she asked.

"Well enough," Gal aeron | aughed. He pried hinself |oose and held her at arnms



l ength. "And you?"

"Not a scratch.”

Keya did a twirl to denonstrate, though she was so crusted in dirt and bl ood
that it was barely possible to tell she was female.

"Il take your word for it. And what of the others?"

"We | ost Kuhl," said Vala, comng to join them She smiled grimy. "Everyone
else made it."

"I"'msorry for Kuhl's loss.'
glad to see you still here.”

"Then how about showi ng it?"

Val a ki ssed him deep and hard, drawing a hearty and somewhat astoni shed | augh
fromthe others in the crowmd. She held the kiss just |ong enough to be

scandal ous, then rel eased hi mand nodded over her shoul der at Takari

"And showing it not just to me," Vala said.

Not quite sure what to nmake of Vala's remark or Takari's unaccustoned
neekness, Gal aeron went to Takari. He was

hardly surprised to find Kuhl's darksword in her scabbard, but when he | ooked
into her eyes, the shadow was gone. There was sorrow and guilt, perhaps, but
no darkness.

"Gal aeron, |I'msorry," Takari said, hardly able to | ook himin the eye. "I
didn't nean to | eave nmy post, but it was al ready gone when | went around the
tree, so when | heard the Cold Hand trying to attack..."

"It's all right"

"I thought | should go help," she continued. "It was probably just the
curse...."

"What ever it was, Takari, you did the right thing," Gal aeron said, taking her
hands. He didn't know what had happened with Kuhl's sword and wasn't sure he
ever wanted to, but he could see by the clearness in her eyes that she had not
been taken by her shadow. "I1'mjust happy you're still here.™

Takari smiled that carefree cupid s bow snmle that he remenbered from al

t hose years on the Desert Border South.

Gal aeron coul d not resist. He kissed her as hard as Val a had kissed him
though this tine the crowd' s astoni shnment took the formof a shocked murmur
rather than a hearty laugh. It didn't matter to Gal aeron. He | oved Takari and
Val a both, and he had nade so nany m stakes so much worse on the way to savi ng
Evereska that he really didn't care what they thought. He would not curb his
feelings to pl ease anyone—-he had | earned that rmuch at |east.

"Ahem " said Lord Duirsar's famliar voice. "If | mght intrude."

Gal aeron and Takari parted—eluctantly—and he bowed to the elf |ord.

"Thank you. Now that you seemto be feeling better— Duirsar drew a nervous
chuckl e fromthe assenbly by turning to them and arching one of his gray
eyebrows—it occurs to ne that with the death of Kiinyon Col bathin, Evereska
has need of a new Master of the Defenses."

"Cal aeron woul d make a fine commander,"” said Laeral Silverhand. "He has

al ready saved the city once."

"Hear, hear!" cried Dexon, linping up behind Keya on his still-w thered |eg.

"I can tell you, your young cubs are already recounting the tales of how he
lured the phaerinmto their deaths.”

As the Vaasan spoke, Keya, Zharilee, and the ot her commanders of the elven
conpani es were kneeling on the cobbl estones. They drew their swords and turned
the tips toward Gal aeron, then touched themto the ground in a gesture of

| oyalty. Even the high mage from Everneet, the one whom Gal aeron had joined in
repairing the last strands of the nythal, dropped to a knee and inclined his
head.

It did not escape Gal aeron's notice, however, that it was only the humans who
were actually voicing their approval. Wth the exception of Takari and his
sister Keya, the elves were reluctant to neet his eyes, and nany of them
seened unabl e to keep their gazes fromstraying toward the shadow striped sky.
"What say you, Gal aeron?" Lord Duirsar laid a hand on Gal aeron's shoul der

"WIl you lead the defenders of Evereska—what few of us renmain?"

Gal aeron took her hands, then said quietly, "And



"Mlord, I don't know what to say."

I nstead of kneeling to accept the appointnent, Galaeron turned and | ooked into

the eyes of the high mage. There he did not find even the uncertainty and

apprehension that filled the eyes of the others—enly revul sion, fear, and

mstrust. OF all the elves there in the courtyard, the high mage had felt the

touch of Gal aeron's shadow nost clearly, and it was in his eyes that Gal aeron

could read his future in Evereska. He inclined his head to the mage not in

bitterness or anger, but acknow edgenment and acceptance, then turned back to

Lord Duirsar.

"Lord Duirsar, | will, of course, serve Evereska until we have seen the | ast

of the phaerimm and their nind-slaves driven fromthe Shaeradim™

He glanced in Takari's direction and allowed his glance to linger there unti

he saw realization dawn in her eyes, then he turned to face Val a.

"But | have given ny word to Vala that | would see the darkswords we have

borrowed returned safely to their famlies in Vaasa."

Duirsar's jaw dropped, and a murnur of disbelief rustled through the assenbly.

No el f dared refuse Lord Duirsar—at |east no elf who was a citizen of

Ever eska.

"Cal aeron!" Vala hissed. "There's no need—

"I aman elf," Galaeron cut her off. H's eyes darted toward the high mage. "I

keep ny prom ses."

Even Vala could not miss the gratitude and relief in the high nmage's

expr essi on.

"I hope you understand, milord," Vala said. "It is a matter of some inportance

to ny people that the weapons be returned by the one who borrowed them™

Taken aback though he was by Gal aeron's refusal, Lord Duirsar was nevert hel ess

wi se enough to recogni ze a graceful out when it was offered. He nodded

courteously and smil ed.

"I't was rude of me not to think of that. I'mquite certain we'll be able to

find someone el se." He paused for a nonent then turned to Keya and said, "And

what of you, young Lady N hnedu? WI|l we be needing to find a new comrander

for your conpany as well?"

Dexon |inped forward, as conpletely oblivious to the proper etiquette as only

a Vaasan could be, and growl ed, "Wth your perm ssion, Mlord, we'll be making

our home here—as long as you can stomach nme, that is.”

Lord Duirsar turned to Vala and asked, "Wuld that be agreeable to the Ganite

Tower ?"

"He's free to do as he pleases,"” Vala said. She reached out and pi nched

Dexon's swarthy cheek. "As long as he gives the baby a Vaasan nane."

"At least the first one," Keya prom sed.

"Very well, then,"” Duirsar said, turning to Dexon. Then it would be our honor

to 'stomach you* for the rest of your life, ny friend."

Dexon grinned and engul fed Lord Duirsar in a bear hug.

Wiile the elf lord endeavored to extract hinself, Vala turned to Takari and

said, "And you're free to do as you pl ease, too."

Takari frowned. "Free?" she asked. "Of course I'mfree. |I'm Sy’ Tel’ Quess."

"Let me put this another way," Vala said. "As the bearer of Kuhl's child and

hi s darksword, you have a honme with us in Vaasa."

"Wth you?" Takari said, She smiled broadly and cane over to stand with Val a

and Gal aeron. "We're all going to Vaasa to live in the Ganite Tower. ..

t oget her ?"

"I'f you like, yes."

Val a gl anced at Gal aeron as though | ooking for rescue, but of course he only

sm |l ed and used fingertal k to thank her. She went pale, but quickly collected

hersel f and took Takari by the arm

"W have sonme very interesting custons in Vaasa,'

eyes at Galaeron. "Qur nen sleep in the snow "
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No sooner had Shade Encl ave stopped wobbling than the sumobns canme to

Val a sai d, narrow ng her




Mal ygri s, the Blue Suzerain of Anauroch. Though it took a mighty act of will
to resist the call of the Mdst High, the dracolich lingered atop his perch
watching to see if the thread of shadow that ran between the enclave and the
dark | ake beneath woul d dissolve, or if the capsized nountain would rise to
its former place high in the sky. Wen neither happened, Malygris deigned to
answer. Lifting his bonel ess magnificence off the peak where he'd been
resting, he flewinto the city.

Before entering the cave where the Most Hi gh always met him Malygris took a
turn over the enclave and found that the nagnificent metropolis had
degenerated overnight into a drab city of

hovel s and tenenents. The Pal ace Myst Hi gh, whose grandeur had awed even him
was in the light of Anauroch's sun little nore than a barren field, with a
freestanding arch to mark the entrance and a handful of stairwells |eading
down into the ground.

When Malygris finally entered the Cave Gate, he found Tel anmont Tant hul waiting
with a pile of freshly decapitated heads | arge enough to hold a dragon. The
stench was awful, but that would change with a decade of curing. Though he
tried not to show it, Malygris was inpressed. The next tine the accursed Cult
of the Dragon priests came to his lair with some errand, he woul d enjoy

wat ching their faces when they | ooked upon his new nest

Mal ygris was so grateful that instead of forcing the Most High to conme to him
as usual, the dracolich landed in front of the shade. The pl ati num gl ow of
Telanont’s s eyes seened | ess bright, but there was another sign of his

weari ness.

"You were occupi ed, Mghty One?" Tel anont asked.

"That is none of your concern." Malygris raised his horny snout bone toward
the pile of heads and asked, "You have gifts?"

The Most Hi gh nodded and waved an enpty sleeve toward the heap. If he realized
hi s confidence was being tested, he showed no sign

The Cult of the Dragon," said he shade.

Mal ygris's jaw dropped.

"The whole cult?"

"Only the fools who knew of your bondage," Tel anont clarified.

"Al'l? You're sure?" Malygris asked. He could hardly believe what he was
hearing. "I amfree?"

Tel anont inclined his head.

"Did you not tell ne it was inpossible to free me of the Cult?"

"It was then," Telanont answered. "W acted when we could be certain.”

"And when your need was greatest,"” Malygris said, turning toward the cave
nmout h. "You ray deliver the heads to ny lair."

He spread his wings, but found hinself unable to | aunch. The wei ght of
Telanont's will pressed down on himso hard he thought it might crush one of
his mnor wi ng bones, and he found hinself speaking thoughts he had intended
to keep private.

"I have seen the true face of Shade, and | amno | onger awed."

Mal ygris tried to stop there, but Telanont’s s will forced himto continue,
"The Chosen mamual s are peeling your blankets fromthe H gh Ice, and the
strength of the other warnblood realnms will soon return. It will not be |ong,

| think, before your city crashes into the |ake or flees back into the
shadow. '

"You are mstaken, ny friend, but I will not hold it against you."

Tel anont pointed at the floor by his feet, and Mal ygris found hinself
clattering over to lay his magnificent chin on the cold stone. He thought
instantly of the anulet the cult priests used to control him but it was not
hangi ng fromthe Mst H gh's neck. Tel amont Tant hul had his own nagic.
"Shade is here to stay."

"Shade is here to stay," Mlygris found hinself repeating.

"W have many enemes, but we are accustomed to enemes.”

"W have many enem es— Malygris tried to resist saying "we," but the will of
the Most Hi gh was as heavy as all of his coin piles together—but we are



accustoned to enemes.”

"Shade will prevail as it always prevails, by hiding in the darkness and
striking fromthe shadows."

Mal ygri s's resistance crunbl ed, and he found hinself repeating the words of
his own will.

"Shade will prevail as it always prevails, by hiding in the darkness and
striking fromthe shadows."

"Good," Telanont said. He raised his sleeve and wapped five tendrils of cold
shadow around Mal ygris's nose horn. 'Together, we will triunmph.”

When he spoke this time, Mlygris believed what he was sayi ng.



