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cha nmhisd' a thig dhuit am boi dag

Away, Shadows, away! | grow tired of slaying thee

and presently | shall grow angry. Then you'll be sorry!

The Sinbul, Queen of Agl arond

Said in spell-battle before all her court

Year of Shadows

PRol ogue

Three living heroes and a ghost dared to take an enchanted bl ade out of the
worl d, hunting shapeshifters in their ancient Castle of Shadows.

For centuries, the Ml augrym had been dark figures of |egend, fey sorcerers
who coul d take any shape they chose. They came to Faerun to inpersonate Kkings
and reavers and archnages, to entertain thenselves with the havoc they could
wr eak—and to seize nortal women as breeding slaves, carrying them off across
the planes to the place they call ed Shadowhone.

When the fanous archnmage El m nster of Shadow dal e caught Ml augrym in Faerun
they paid with their lives. Twice he journeyed to the Castle of Shadows to
hunbl e the House of Malaug . . . but no nere nortal had ever nade such a foray
and returned to Faerun to tell of it.

Until Lady Sharantyr, Knight of Myth Drannor; Bel-kramand Itharr of the

Har pers; and the ghostly remant of Sylune, Wtch of Shadowdal e, went up

agai nst the shapeshifters arned with the Sword of Mystra. And with that sword
Sharantyr cut her way back fromthe brink of death and out of the Castle of
Shadows, slaying many of the evil shapeshifters as she went.

Unfortunately, nost of themstill lived, and vowed revenge on four new foes.
More entered Faerun with the returning heroes and escaped to wander the
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Realnms at will.

Even worse, Faerun was much as they'd left it: in the throes of the magica
chaos, bl oodshed, and | awl essness of the Time of Troubles, when the gods

t hensel ves wal ked the Real ms, no nmagic could be trusted, and fire and fury



raged across the | ands.

It was a tine for heroes, and the four who' d escaped the Castle of Shadows

found Elmnster, the A d Mage, waiting for them with orders to undertake

still nore perilous tasks in the desperate work of saving civilized Faerun

And the Mal augrymwere waiting for them too..

If Begins with a Flane

Faerun, Daggerdal e, Kythorn 20, Year of Shadows

The wi nd rose and whi stled through the stones of a roofless, ruined nanor

house on a grassy hillside in Daggerdale. The tranpled slope was strewn with

tenta-cled, jellylike, eye-studded nightmare bodies.

Three weary, w | d-eyed rangers and a ghostly |lady hastened up the hill from

the nonsters they'd slain, running like starving nen to a banquet table. They

hurried toward a man who sat in the ruins.

The gaunt, white-bearded old man sat on what was |left of a crumbling wall and

serenely snoked a pipe. He | ooked at themall, smiled, and spat out this snoke

bel cher. It rose snoothly upward to float by his ear, spouting w sps of snoke

that curled away to be lost in the quickening breeze. *Te deserve

congratul ations for one thing, at |east," he announced.

After the silence had begun to stretch, Itharr sighed and asked in tones that

were just respectful, "And what, Lord El mnster, would that be?"

"Keepi ng thyselves alive," Elnmnster told himdryly.

"I heard an 'at least' in there," Sylune put in. Her silvery tresses hung

still around her eerily translucent face despite the gusting wi nd. Beside her

t he bl ood-spattered | ady ranger Shar shot her an anmused | ook
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t hrough her own w nd-whi pped hair.

El m nster glared severely at the ghostly Wtch of Shadowdal e. "There is a

little matter of bringing a trio or nore of Malaugryminto Faenin, and

all owi ng'themto wander off untraced and untramel ed, to work their wanton

wills across the land."

" *Work their wanton wills" ... | like that; "twould fit nicely into a purple

Harper ballad," Sylune replied serenely. "My choice, Od Mage, was between the

lives of these three heroes—ay, no w ncing, now, they've nore than earned the

title—and those of a few shapeshifters. / think nmy decision was the right one
and if you disagree so strongly, why did you not take action yourself?

You nust have been here watching us."

"Been here, aye. Watching, no," the O d Mage replied, eyes on the hillside

bel ow t hemwhere, at his magical bidding, the horribly distorted bodies of the

Mal augrymwere rising into the air and catching fire. "I was tossing meteor

swarns over the turrets of Telflanm half a world away."

"By the gods, the bardic phrases keep flow ng, |ike

paused mneani ngful ly.

"Ni ghtsoil froma hurled bucket?" Bel kram offered hel pfully.

The ghost sorceress

Sylune rolled her eyes and continued, "And your reason for this . . . ah,
fiery behavi or?"

El grinned. "I was feeding a wild magic area to nake it growinto a shield
against Red Wzards ... so | could turn nmy attention closer to hone."

Bel kram caught the first whiff of burning flesh and spun around, raising the
gory daggers he held ready in both hands. Seeing the source of the snell, he

rel axed. A certain grimsatisfaction grew on his face as he watched the bodies
of their foes burn. Sharantyr gave the midair cremation a single quick glance
and turned her gaze back to the A d Mage.

"I know you well enough, Elmnster," she said |levelly,
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"to know that such words always | ead us to another of your 'little tasks'

and |'d appreciate knowi ng what this one is without a |lot of clever
tongue-fenci ng. Several Mal augrym-ene in particul ar—have about used up ny
pati ence for today." As she stared challengingly at the A d Mage, Shar flexed
her aching jaw Her mouth, scorched by a Mal augrymtentacl e whose foul taste



she could still remenber, was throbbing painfully, and her tongue was a thick
nunb t hi ng.

As her compani ons | ooked at the usually nerry Shar in surprise, El mnster
inclined his head and said, "Plain speaking is wise in any case, Lady Knight.
Know, then: thy swords and spells—and all of ye, with themare urgently needed
in the com ng defense of Shadowdale. |I'mhere to send ye where ye're nost
needed in that fight."

"The Zhentarin?" Sylune asked shortly. It was nore statenment than question

As if her words had been sone sort of cue, the world around them was suddenly
a cold place of endlessly stream ng white flanmes, and her conpani ons st ood
frozen amid the conflagration. The last thing the Wtch of Shadowdal e heard
was Elmnster's disgusted cry: "Ah, no! Not again!" And then his tattered
words were whirled away fromher, and all that was |left was the ceasel ess
roaring. .

After what nust have been a very long tine, Sylune knew herself again. She was
all that was left of the woman wi dely known as the Wtch of Shadowdal e.

She was Sylune. Still a ghost. . . and still in Faerun. Hanging in the heart
of the roaring.

Al'l around her, flanes that did not burn streaned endl essly past her
nmoti onl ess friends and the crunmbling stones of the manor. But she could nove

and think . . . though the cold white flanmes nade her

ED GREENWDOOD

trenbl e uncontroll ably as they roared through her

Syl une found she could nove, if she bent her will hard to the doing. Let us be
doi ng, then.

Wth slow determ nation, she drifted nearer the A d Mage, sitting notionless
on his bit of wall. Hs hands were uplifted and his |ips open, wearing the

di sgusted frown of his realization that whatever it was had caught hi m again.
So they were in sone sort of trap. A magical trap, though its flames—ahich
didn't seemto harm anyt hi ng—had wi thstood the wi |l dness of magic stal king
Faerun for sone time; it seemed. Sone of the wildflowers growing amd the
stones had bl oomed and wi thered since the magi c had begun. The conpani ons had
been here for days, then. Sylune w shed she could sigh. I've not been a ghost
[ ong enough to learn patience for waits that my well take years.

She | ooked at the A d Mage's pipe, still floating beside his head where he'd
left it, and saw that the flanes bent around it.

They seermed to be avoiding it! Sylune stared at the spell-flames narrowy for
atine; they boiled up out of nowhere on one side of the ruins, arced over her
frozen conpanions, and then returned in an endl ess rush to nowhere on the far
side of the broken walls. It was sone sort of stasis field that avoided
Elmnster's small, curved, ever-snoking pipe.

So, the pipe yet radiated its own magi c—and floated on its own, not frozen by
the flames. She frowned. He'd once been able to teleport with it, hadn't he?
She drifted nearer, noticing faint w sps of smoke curling up out of the pipe
bow ever so slowy and rising to mingle with the onrushing fl anes.

She eyed it. This was probably going to hurt.

Mystra, if any part of you is still around to hear, she thought firmy, aid ne
now. And with the resolve still strong in her, she surged forward, thinning a
part of her essence into the pipe.
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Magics swirled and tore at her, defenses against tanpering that bore

El mnster's trademark spell-upon-spell interlacing. Gods, the pain!

VWhirling around in a silent scream Sylune found that the pipe could tel eport
vapor in and away, in an endl ess cycle—giving her an escape whenever she

wi shed—and coul d al so transport anyone who touched it and willed it, thus,
from place to place.

El m nster sat frozen, but perhaps she could guide the pipe to him. . . yes!
That very novenent was a direction he'd given the pipe several tines recently,
so howto do it was displayed right in front of her

Sylune swirled around the pipe and noved it down toward the O d Mage's nout h.



The flames bent away from her, and grimsatisfaction rose within her as she

made the slow, drifting journey. This was going to work!

At last the pipe touched the A d Mage's lips, but he sat open-nout hed,

unnovi ng, and she could feel no quickening of will within him only the

endl ess roaring. The magic was binding his wits, then. O course it nust be,

or he'd have used spellfire to drink it down to nothingness | ong ago. Syl une

wanted to sigh again.

Per haps she could force a tel eport by—eh, gods, this mght well be the |ast

thing she ever did, the |last nonent she knew

Farewel |, Faerun, Sylune thought, and flowed back into the pipe. She nust will

it to take the O d Mage away from here, to the meadow. The neadow where

Sharantyr had danced about with a glowing sword in the depths of the night—a

lifetime ago, it seemed—n the meadow just over there.

And then white flames roared up between her ears and up her throat and the

wor | d expl oded, whirling her away..
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Castl e of Shadows, Shadowhone, Flamerule 15 -

"I have seen enough shadow weavi ng and cl earing away of dead kin and rubble to

| ast ne many an eon," the gigantic horned worm declared in a voice that echoed

in the far corners of the cavernous room "and Shadowhome is rebuilt

sufficiently to set ny gorge at ease—for now. "

Wth a rattle of huge chitin plates, he glided into the dim shadowed chanber,

and there dwindled into a bald, |ong-tailed, gray-scaled humanoid. O hortyn of

t he Mal augrym eyed his mnions, a pair of tentacled | esser kin who peered into

the flickering, floating Iight of a scrying portal at the center of the

chanmber. Qthortyn shifted his tail and asked irritably, "So how ve you two

been wasting your tinme?"

"Wat chi ng what befalls in the world of the humans," Inder said boldly, "as you

conmanded. " Hi s qui et compani on, Hastrim nodded but said not hing.

"And what have you found?" Othortyn asked, settling hinmself on a crunbling

stone throne that was al nost as old as he.

"The anbitious humans who dwell in Zhentil Keep, bolstered by their god—er one

who clains to be Bane—have gone to war," Inder said in a voice swift and

shrill with excitement. "They've sent four armies into adjacent |ands, the

| argest by road into Shadowdale . . . where the G eat Foe dwells."

"And what befell this force sent against Elmnster?" OQhortyn asked quietly.

"Some | ocal human nmage call ed down |ightnings and cooked many in their arnor
and then the Foe turned a few thousand into boul ders while they were

canped at a place called Voonlar. No doubt he planned to transformthem all

but =

O hortyn bl anched. "Mass transformati on? You dare to tell ne that the Geat

Foe can turn whole armies into toads? |I've not heard that sort of nonsense

si nce |
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was a youngling and pranksone elders tried to scare me with wild tales of

human w zards!"

Inder met his master's gaze steadily. "Didn't you believe those tales?" he

asked quietly.

O hortyn glowered. "So, just how many spells, oh wi se apprentice, do these

wi zards hurl around that | don't know about?" he asked, voice heavy wth

sarcasm As he eyed the younger Mal augrym his tail curled out to open a door

that had been secret for long years. He took out a dusty bottle fromthe dark

ni che beyond.

I nder shrugged. "Several thousand, perhaps."

"So, with all this magic to hurl about, reshaping worlds,” Qhortyn snarl ed,

the end of his tail rearing back and |l engthening into a hollow stinger, "why

did oh-so-nmighty Elminster stop making his rocks before the whol e host was

done?"

I nder frowned as his master pierced the cork of the bottle and drank deeply.

The apprentice said, "H s spell—-as would any mi ghty nagic, we believe—reated



an area of wild magic . . . which is still spreading. A w zard would see such
a thing as the greatest danger of all, and would do nothing to aid its
spread—nor dare to risk hinmself inits vicinity."

"So the Great Foe did not confront his own foes directly," Hastrim added,
"fearing for his skin."

"He turned instead to the other arnies, where only | esser nages stood agai nst
him" I|nder continued, "and—

"Speak no nore of the Foe," the old Shadownaster said sharply. "Wat has
becone of our kin who reached Faerun?"

"Atari, Yinthrim and Revered El der Ahorga survived the battle with the three
accursed humans who cane here," Inder said in nore sober tones, "and seemto
be roam ng Faerun in nany shapes, learning its ways and uses."

"Qt hers of our house have found their own, separate ways into Faerun," Hastrim
added. "We have scryed
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Bral atar and Lorgyn, and seen one other, whom we believe to be Lunquar, get of
Byatr a. " H's voice trailed away, and there was a little silence.

"I's that all?" Ghortyn grow ed. "I thought Jaster had gathered a dozen or
nore eager younglings around him"

"He did," Inder said quickly, "but when Starner cane to you with word that the
Great Foe was caught in the loop trap you cast at their gate, you told himto
gather all kin with spells to spare and nake haste to—

"Blast all who defy ne!"™ Qhortyn roared, and lightning | eapt fromhis eyes
like two darting white flanes, roaring across the chanber to swallow up I nder
and the scrying portal with him

Hastri m st aggered back with a startled sob as his conpani on and their spel
vani shed into wi sps of curling snoke.

"I did tell you, Inder, not to nention the Great Foe again," Qhortyn said
chidingly. Then he turned his head fromthe drifting snmoke and said politely
to Hastrim "Please continue with the exposition of events that |nder so
abruptly abandoned . "

Hastrim stared at himin stunned silence, face pale. Miscles rippled around
his mouth as he fought for calm

"Feel free to be as clever as you feel necessary,
soot hi ngly.

Hastrim | ooked at thortyn, and then his gaze fell again to regard the greasy
curls of snoke that had been Inder. He swal |l owed.

t he ol d Shadowraster said

"Well," he said unhappily, "perhaps it would be best to begin when it was
first noticed that three humans—bearing a magi ¢ sword-had somehow st epped
from Faerun into the heart of Shadowhonme . . . undetected."”

"Good, good," the old, bald Shadownaster said encouragi ngly, opening anot her
bottle. "Wuld you Iike something to drink?"

"Er— Hastrim began, and then added w th sudden
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firmess, "Yes," and a long, snakelike tentacle put a dusty bottle in his
hand.

*kkk*

Faerun, Dagger-dale, Flamerule 15

"Easy, lass," a fanmiliar voice runbled as Syl une" of Shadowdal e slowy blinked
her way back into awareness. " Twas well done, to be sure. Ye shattered a
spell |oop, a very nasty Ml augrym magi c—and there were a dozen of them
waiting with all the spells they could think of, for us to break out. It's
probably best that Shar and the | ads were stunned when ye hurled nme el sewhere.
It saved them from about forty mind-rending attacks, and left ne free to use
the sort of Art that was really necessary.”

El m nster gestured down the hillside, and Sylune saw rai nbow swirlings there,
above torn earth and bl asted stunmps. The trees around the stream and the

| eani ng bridge were no nmore . . . and no doubt the gate to the Shadownasters
hone pl ane was gone too.



"Awld magic area?" she whispered

"I fear so," Elmnster replied grinmy, "but the gate is gone forever, and a
score or so nore Malaugrymwth it."

Syl une shuddered and drifted up out of his hands. Except for the few stones
where the A d Mage was sitting—well west of where he had been—the rui ned nanor
was now a crater of nud and gravel

She swirled back to face him "How long has it been since we cane back from
the Castle of Shadows?"

"Nigh on a nonth," Elnmnster said quietly.

Syl une" nodded grimy. "I thought so. Has Shadowdale fallen?"

El m nster gave her a twisted grin. "Not yet." He got up and trudged west, into
the trees. "Cone to the neadow. "

11
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Sylune drifted al ong beside him suddenly reluctant to be al one. The old

wi zard had taken only a few paces before they enmerged into a field of trodden
grass where Bel kram Itharr, and Sharantyr sat, |ooking up with wel coning
smil es.

"Thankee, and all that," Itharr said, his broad shoul ders shifting as he
smi | ed.

"Al'l part of my orders,"” Sylune told himbriskly, giving Elmnster a
meani ngf ul | ook, "as enunciated by the tyrant mage here."

"Ah, yes," Belkramsaid. "I believe | know just how you feel."

"Yes," Sharantyr agreed crisply. "I think it's about tine, AOd Mage, that you
told us what befell Faerun while we were all caught in this nagic."

"You m ght have revived us sooner," Itharr added darkly.

El m nster | ooked at the burly ranger. "It took nme days to repair and rebuild
thy bodies, all three of ye. | had to use necromantic spells | haven't | ooked
at in ages . . . and | do nean ages." He lifted an eyebrow. "Perhaps | didn't

get thy head screwed on quite right."

"I = Itharr began, but Belkraminterrupted him

"If that's so, sir-why do | feel weary, and in pain?"
"Aye!" Itharr agreed.

"The only way | could save ye at all,"” Elmnster nuttered, "was to restore ye
to exactly as ye were before the trap took us. As it was, | nearly lost ye
nore than once—ye in particular, Belkram five tinmes! The gods know |'ve grown
used to never receiving the slightest thanks when I help folk, but betinmes I
think certain beneficiaries of my arts close enough to me—and perceptive
enough, to—ah, ne'er nmind ..." He glared at the handsome Har per

Bel kram returned his | ook of anger.

"Al'l right," Sharantyr said, |ooking fromone to the other. "Enough. Tell us
about the Realns, El."

El mnster's face grew cal mas he nodded and said
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briskly, "Zhentilar arm es march on Shadowdal e fromall sides—and the avatar
of the god Bane rides with them |eading the main body hinself."
"Faerun's flying dung," Sylune said crisply. The unaccustoned oath drew
startled gazes her way. "Even if the dale can withstand such an assault,’

she

said bitterly, "it'll be torn into snoking ruins in the doing." She turned to
| ook south. "And after all these years, I'll see it destroyed after all."

"Be not so quick to surrender our hone to the Black Gauntlet," El mnster said
firmy. "/ shall be there, fighting to the last. . . and |I've sent Zhentilar

troops runni ng bootl ess away from Shadowdal e nore tines than | care to
recal | ."

"I'f three swords can make a difference in this, sir," Bel kram said heavily,
"things must be bad. Tell us in truth what's befallen thus far ... where are
the Zhents now?"

El m nster nodded. "Four arm es are on the march,"” he said, all trace of
testiness gone. "The one com ng down through Voonlar is the largest, though ny
friend Perendra took care of a goodly nunber of the fools by calling up a



lightning storm Fancy marching through a downpour in full arnmor; some of
these warriors must have cold iron between their ears, not just over them
Meanwhile, | dealt with a few thousand nore."

"Ch? How do you 'deal with' a few thousand Zhent troops?" Bel kram asked,
shifting into a nore confortable slouch in the grass. The nore he dealt with
arch-mages, the nore it was becom ng obvious that their shared concept of
"haste' allowed tine for thorough di scussions of everything.

"Carefully, lad," Elm nster told himpredictably. "Carefully."

The two Harpers sighed together . . . and had nany ot her opportunities to sigh
as the wi zard ranbled on. At one point Bel kram nuttered despairingly, "Get on
with it!" under his breath.
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He' d spoken a trifle too loudly. The AOd Mage's eyebrows rose, and Bel kram
gul ped,

"Patience certainly seens to be the provision ye used up nost in the shadows, "
El observed mildly as his pipe glided in to find its way to his lips. He blew
a slow, spreading snoke ring and then bani shed his pipe again. Tel eportation
is one thing that still seens reliable anobng all this chaos of Art, so | spent
the better part of the highsun hours yesterday transporting a dozen
nonst er s—hydras, firedrakes, wyverns, behirs, death kisses, and the like—nto
the canp of the second, central force, north of the Flani ng Tower."

Bel kram chuckl ed, but Shar | ooked troubled. "What's to stop their using spells
to drive those beasts before them south into the heart of Shadowdal e?"

"Me," the Od Mage told her inmpishly. "I took care of their nages first." He
wat ched anot her smoke ring drift away on the wi nd and added, "Sone of the
beasts | sent into their mdst were rather hungry, too."

"Can't Bane teleport just as easily as you can?" Itharr asked quietly.

El m nster nodded his approval at such tactical thought. "OF course. Hell have
to cone to the aid of his Central Blade or lose the ot of them. . . but the
doing will keep himoccupied for a time, too busy to work other mischief." He
ran fingers through his beard. "The same consi deration governed ny treatnent
of the smallest force. Fzoul's |eading four hundred or so nounted nen-at-arns
past us right now, through Daggerdale."

"Four hundred Zhentil ar?" Bel kram asked, hol ding up his daggers. "You want us
to take down four hundred warriors? Shouldn't we get horses to ride on, just
to make it a little fairer?"

Shar and Itharr snorted together. Sylune reclined gracefully on thin air, as
if sprawl ed on a couch, and awaited El m nster's answer.

The A d Mage shook his head and asked softly, "Bold
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today, aren't we, friend Harper?"

Lesser nmen m ght have quail ed before that tone, but Bel kram nmerely shrugged,
sm |l ed, and waved at El minster to continue.

Inclining his head in a nock bow of thanks, Elninster said, "That task is not
yours." He lifted his lips in a mrthless grin. "l suspect a few ores can do
it better.”

"A few ores?" Sharantyr roared, her voice rising fromdeep and ragged tones,
for all the world as if she were a burly nale and not a lithe | ady.
"Elmnster!" That |ast squeaked word of reproach sounded nore like a lady's

pi que, and goaded Sylune into peals of tinkling |aughter

"Yestereve," Elnmnster told themin tones of injured innocence, "I approached
several ore bands foraging in Daggerdal e, and undertook to alert themthat a
wel | - provi si oned Zhent force was entering the territory. That should make
things a little warmer for Fzoul than he anticipated, and rob himof npst
opportunities to reach Shadowdal e ahead of the other Zhent forces, hole up in
t he woods around Gi nstead, and anuse hinmsel f by using his spells to harass

t he good folk of the dale."

"Al'l right, El. You' ve been both clever and busy,"

Syl un6 reassured him her



voi ce soot hing. Her next words, however, cane out as sharp as the crack of a
whi p: "But so have we. My friends here grow stiff and tired and hungry. Armes
march on Shadowdal e fromall sides, you said, and have told us of three, so
what attack is comng fromthe south—and what is our duty in dealing with it?"
El m nster bowed his head again to hide a grin, cleared his throat in apparent
enbarrassnent, and said, "I need ye four to deal with the fourth Zhent attack
the Sword of the South. It's a band of Senbi an nercenaries and the covert
Zhentari m agents who hired them They' ve been assenbling in Battledale for a
nonth and nore, drawn fromall over Senmbia and the eastern dales."

"They're going to try to march through the Elven
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Court woods?" Shar asked, one shapely eyebrow raised. That's not a wise tactic
for any arnmed band."

The O d Mage shook his head. "Their orders are to take and subdue M stl edal e,
and wi t hout pause press on up the Mstle Trail, to drive into Shadowdal e from
the south.” He smiled gently. "You will stop them"

"I thought we were going to defend Shadowdal e," Bel -kram sai d. "You may be
able to dance around the Realms with a thought and a wi ggle of your hips, but

we have to walk . . . and | don't feel like running back and forth between two
dal es, sword in hand, through gods know how many Zhent bl ackhel ns!"

El mnster held up a quelling hand. "I said I'd cone to send ye where ye are
nost needed. Ri ght now Shadowdale is crowded with frightened troops bustling
about. | don't want themto relax because the heroes have cone to town, and
don't want themin thy way, or ye in theirs. Mstledale is thy battlefield.
The defense of Mstledale will be the southern defense of Shadowdal e. ™

"How strong is this fourth host?" Bel kram asked suspi ci ously.

El m nster shrugged. "About seven thousand, when last | counted."

"Seven thousand!" Itharr burst out as jaws dropped all round.

Shar shook her head. "You |ove us, don't you?" she nurmnured.

El chuckl ed. "Oh, yell have help. Al of Shar's battle conpani ons, the Knights
of Myth Drannor, are in Mstledale already, nustering the Riders."

"There are only thirty Riders, perhaps six nore if the graybeards who can
still walk and breathe at the same tinme conme out of retirenment, and anot her
dozen if their sword apprentices ride with them too," Sylune said softly,
"and barely a dozen Knights, even if all who' ve retired or strayed off cone
running to Mstledale."

El frowned. "And ye, of course . . . isn't that battle m ght enough?"

"Ah, Od Mge," Sylune said gently, "you may not have noticed, being old and
terribly inmportant and even busier than usual . . . but I'mnot . . . er, the
woman | used to be."

El chuckled. "1've been spreading stories of the Giost Wtch of Shadowdal e
these last fewmonths ... | think ye'll find, on a battlefield, that ye're

rather nore than ye used to be."

Sylune glared at him her eyes two white flanes dancing in the air. "And just
what does that nean?"

"I"ve had half Twilight Hall nodifying their best battle spells since the
seasons turned,"” the old wi zard told her. "If it all works, they can cast them
si mul t aneously through ye, so a dozen or nore battl e magi cs—which ye can

ai mash out fromye at once.”

"And the catch?"

"The power involved will burn ye out fromw thin, |eaving thy body only ashes
killing ye."

"El, I don't have—eh. | see. As |'mdead already, | should survive the

destructi on of whatever body you're going to give ne."

El nodded. "It's waiting for ye in Mstledale,"” he said quietly. "Not the |ast

one 111 give ye if—gods willing—+ survive this Time of Troubles."

Tears welled up in her phantom eyes, and he added quickly, "Ye'd best get down
there speedily. Torm s been dressing the body—ye—n all sorts of black

| eather, red evening | ace, and fishnet gauze apparel, npbst evenings, and



seating ye in the porch wi ndow of the Six Shields to entertain the locals."
"Ch he has, has he?" Ghostly eyes flashed. "I think 111 just slip into this
body of nine at an opportune noment and give himthe fright of his life!"
Shar grinned broadly. "May | watch?"

"No, that's 'may we watch?'" Bel kram corrected her

"OfF course," Sylune told themgrandly. "This Six Shields place is unfamliar
to me, though ..."

"A cheap room ng house east of Lhuin's tannery," E
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told her in the manner of a ponpous guide, "opened recently to house field
wor kers, drovers, and others too cheap to stay at the Hart or the Arns."

Shar and the Wtch of Shadowdal e sniffed in unison. "It sounds |ike the sort
of place where Tormwoul d stay, tight-pockets that he is,"

"Much as I'd like to watch ye roast Tormon a spit, just to see himwiggle
for once, there is sone haste," the O d Mage added. "By sundown, the scouts of
the Sword of the South may well reach Galath's Roost."

"How can we possibly reach Mstledale in time, then?" Itharr asked—dnw sely,
as it turned out.

Sharantyr gave hima weary | ook. "He's going to mass teleport us," she said
grimy. "It always nmakes nme feel sick for hours afterward." She sighed and put
one arm across her bosom and the other over her stomach, bracing herself. "Get
on with it, then."

"Wait," Bel kram said, brow winkling. "W haven't even—

The last, fading thing the Harper saw as he struggled to finish his sentence
was Elminster's cheery grin. Around himthe world flashed and changed—nto
blue, swirling msty enptiness. Next cane a sense of falling, for just one

wr enchi ng moment, and then they were standing on a bare board floor in a |oft
it by two barrel-sized | anps that hung down on dusty chains fromthe roof
beam Frowning nen in arnor stood staring down at |arge naps whose corners
were held down by daggers and gauntl ets—er |ooking up at the newconers in
startled consternation, hands going to hilts.

Bel kram and Itharr stood a little behind Sharantyr. Right in front of her was
a tall, broad-shoul dered and hard-faced man whose steely eyes raked both
Harpers for a nonent before he took a catlike step forward and crushed her
into an enbrace.

"Shar, by the grace of all the gods!"

The [ ady ranger's shoul ders shook for a nonment as she clung to him her drawn
sword forgotten, and she

knew tears woul d be bright on her face when she turned to introduce them

Fl orin Fal conhand did not give her the chance.

"I'"ve mssed you, little one," he growl ed, and as Shar reached up to tousle
his unruly hair, he added, "but you've found conpanions on the trail, | see.
Who are these two gentl emen you' ve brought ?"

Eyei ng the drawn bl ades crowding in around them Bel kram deened t he nonent
right. He bent his knee, parted the leathers at his throat to show his silver
harp pin, and said, "Belkramand Itharr of the Harpers to fight al ongside you,
Lord Florin. Elmnster sent us."

A good-natured grin split the fanous ranger's face, and he reached one | ong
arm around Sharantyr to clasp their forearns. "Be wel cone! W have need of
swords, good nmen to wield them. . . and adventurers brave enough to stand up
to Elmnster, too!"

"Pardon, Lord," Itharr said smoothly, "but shouldn't that be 'foolish
enough*?"

There were chuckles fromall around the room and other nen thrust forward
their hands in wel cone. They were accepted.

Shar tossed her silver blade under the table and put her freed hand on
Florin's cheek to guide himdown into a kiss. As their |lips touched, she was
overheard to be murmuring, "Well, here we go again.. "



Bodi es, Frzesh and O heRtoi se

M sttedal e, Fianmerule 15

It was horribly dark and sonehow dusty, followed by a whirling nonment of
wrenchi ng pain that becane a red agony in her chest, rising up to choke her
Threads of pain rolled down linbs stiff fromdisuse to an aching _ forest of
fingertips . . . and then light and sound suddenly burst and swam all around
her. The Wtch of Shadowdal e found herself blinking back tears.

She had a body agai n!

Fighting an urge to shriek in triunmph, Sylune clung to that thought: she had a
body again! A body Torm had obviously just finished dressing in a black I ace
cutaway gown that left her bare there and there and there. . . . He stood with
his back to her, humming a contented ditty as he held up a red silk garter
before the I anp and surveyed it critically.

It did | ook rather splendid, but Sylune bent all her attention to making the
still unfamliar body nove—pushi ng against the bed with utnost care to sit up
silently, and then | eaning forward into a quick barefoot step, slipping her
arms around him Her lips went straight to his ear, and before she kissed its
hairy | obe, she nmurnured
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intoit, "Torm... 1've come for you! Torm.."

Wth a gratifying shriek, Tormleapt into the air, red silk flying. Sylune
clung to his trenbling |inmbs and made the leap with him but the Knight
twisted in the air to fling her free and grabbed at his belt dagger. The Wtch
of Shadowdal e put one | eg behind her, bounced on it, and lifted her other knee
smartly between his, ere she bounded backward onto the bed.

Lord Torm of Shadowdal e, Knight of Myth Drannor and thief of some skill, rose
into the air once nore, sobbing. H's darkening eyes met hers for just a

monent —with a 1 ook of mingled pain, terror, and disbelief—-before he crashed
face first to the floor

Sonme mnutes later, the figure spraw ed on the furs beside the bed stopped
moani ng and withing, and asked hesitantly, "Sylune? Is it you, truly?"

She stood up and wal ked sl ow y around the room kicking experinmentally to
linber up stiff legs and toes. "It is, Torm. . . which is why you still live,
| suppose.”

Weakly, the thief on the floor began to chuckle. "Bits of me do. Qthers |I'm
not so sure about. |I'msorry, Lady."

" Apol ogy accepted, |echerous scum"

He | aughed openly this time, his whooping breaking off with a catch as the
shaki ng brought him fresh pain. "Chhh, gods," he said at last, rolling over.
"I"ve not felt this nuch pain since . .. well, never nind."

"I hope she was worth it," Sylune said teasingly, and then asked curiously,
"Why weren't you wearing one of your usual flanmboyant codpi eces?"

Torm | ooked hurt. "I wasn't dressed yet! Can you see me going downstairs in
this?" He held his arnms wide to fully display the patched and stained cotton
undersuit that went under his fighting |l eathers. "Ladies first," he added,
gesturing at her.

Syl une put her hands on her hips and gave hima |l evel stare as she gestured,

up and down, at herself. "This is your idea of 'dressed,' | take it?"
Torm gave her a sly look fromthe floor, and rolled up
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to a sitting position, w ncing once. "Wll, you hadn't conpl ai ned before
toni ght," he said, feigning innocence.

"Yet—as you may just have noticed—+' m doing so now," Sylune told himcalmy.
Then she snapped, "Take this frippery off nme—at once!™

Torm bounded to his feet with an alacrity that belied the severity of his
injury. "My pleasure, Lady Sylune!"

"Il bet," she said dryly. Try to keep your hands on the buckl es and thongs,
now, and when you're done, 111 need a neck rub. Hmm-nay cal ves, too. This body
is as stiff as old wood!" She struck a pose, pirouetted experinentally,
admred herself in the burnished metal |ooking glass, and rubbed her nose.



"You' ve taken some care with my hair," she said in tones of pleased surprise.

"Diligent brushing, at the least. My thanks, Torm"

"Lady," Torm said seriously, reaching out a finger to stroke the silvery fal

of her hair, "in all my life I'd never dared touch your hair, or Storm s, but

| always wanted to. It's . .. truly beautiful. . . like spun silver."

Syl unS | aughed lightly and laid a hand on his cheek. "Wy, thank you,

Torm—this, fromthe maid-chaser of Shadowdal e?"

"Lady, | nmeant it," the thief replied, and bowed. Twas an honor caring for

your body." Atwinkle crept into his eye. "In fact, if you weren't so nany

years ny senior. "

Sylune glared at him and gestured again at herself. "You were hard at work

renoving all this saucy stuff, renenber?"

Torm s j*aze dropped—and he discovered the fallen garter. Plucking it up from

the floor, he offered it to her mutely. Sylune gave hima withering | ook, so

he shrugged and tossed it over his shoul der. Then he undid her sash, put his

hands on her shoul ders and spun her around lightly. He stripped her with a

speed and expertise that told her he'd done this a time or two before.

"This bit's nuch easier when you're standing up and—er, with us," he

commented. "Ch, by the way .
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the stone that lets you occupy this body is inplanted here." He touched the

i nside of her left arm just above the el bow Sylune probed cautiously, and

t hought she felt the magic stone deep within, alongside the bone.

"Mystra bl ess you and keep you, O d Mge," she breathed, "wherever she is."

"What about prayers for me?" Torm asked teasingly, fingers busy undoing the

bl ack sil k choker he'd put around her throat earlier

"You'll be needing nore than | feel capable of giving," she replied with a

chuckl e. Then the Wtch of Shadow dal e reached out, caught hold of his chin,

and kissed himfirmy, darting her tongue into his nouth.

When she released him Tormwas smling a little dazedly. "Wat was that for?"

he asked in pl eased tones.

She put her arms around him snelly undersuit and all. "Torm you rogue," she

said feelingly, "do you know how long it's been since |'ve held soneone?

Ki ssed anyone? Tasted anything? Even your nouth is preferable to nothing at

allt

"Hey!" Tormsaid in aggrieved tones. "Wiat's wong with the taste of ny

nmout h?"

"Not hi ng," she said tartly, spinning away fromhim "except that it's the only

taste you've got." She sat down on a chair. "Now, about that neck rub."

"If ny taste is so bad," Tormsaid, delving hurriedly into a wardrobe, "how is

it that you're in ny bedchanber, out of a dozen nore in this place? Hey?"

"That can be renedied," she said, rising.

Torm caught her wist and sat her back down. "You're not going out into the

hall Iike that!"

"Why not ?" She gave him a deadly | ook. "After what |'ve heard about what

you' ve been doing to this body before | got here, it could hardly damage ny

reputati on —or yours —any further! Has Uistyl heard about this?"

Torm | ooked pained. "How did you —? On. Elminster."

She nodded in silent satisfaction. The thief |ooked at
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 her, found his eyes drawn to neet her own, sighed, rem nded hinself again

that this magnificent creature was a woman ol d enough to be his great granddam

many tinmes over, smled ruefully, and turned her around to face away from him

again. "You wanted a rub," he said, "and you shall have it. Then you can go

down those stairs and fight off the entire Zhent arny doe-naked if you want.
but you nmight catch cold before they get here.”

"Not if all the men of Mstledale give ne the sort of hot glances you've been

throwi ng ny way," she returned. Torm chuckl ed and ti pped some scented oil out

of the bottle he'd taken fromthe wardrobe, rubbed his pal ns together, and

then laid gentle fingers on her shoul ders.



Sylune stiffened. "Wat're y—eh. Chhh." A few pleasant mnutes |ater, she
asked al nost sleepily, "How did you know | |ove the scent of cloves? D d

El mnster tell you?"

"No," Tormreplied, sounding irritated. "How, then?"

"Lady Sylune," Tormsaid carefully, "I ama thief." He had to hold her up to
keep her fromfalling off the

chair as she bent over and shook with sudden, hel pless

| aught er.

Daggerdal e, Flanerule 15

Val aster's Stand had thrust | ancelike into the eastern Daggerdal e sky for an
age and nore, and bid fair to do so for a long time to come. Long before

Val aster had chosen to die there, the stand had been an arrowhead-shaped ridge
that rose sharply upward as it ran northwest, to end in a jagged, overhanging
poi nt of rock under which nmany a travel er had canped. Wser folk kept to the
thi ck stand of shadowtop trees that
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mar ched up its back, and so stayed hidden fromthe eyes of predators.

The trees on the edge of the rocky point were dead or dying. Their bare
branches thrust up into the sky like the gnarled fingers of a dead man, a
popul ar roost for birds of prey. Two | arge and dusty buzzards sat side by side
there now. Many another raptor circled, squalling at the buzzards' refusal to
| eave, and then flew off in search of other perches.

The two dusty birds paid them no heed, for they were deep in conversation

"W can't get back without a mage," one said in tones that threatened to
becone a wail.

"I'f we find one powerful enough,” the |arger buzzard added, "there remains the
probl em of conpelling himto create a way between the planes—and yet keep
oursel ves safe against his treachery.”

"To say nothing of the wath of the elders of the blood if they hold us

responsi ble for opening a way i nto Shadowhone any nortal can use . . . can you
i magi ne armes of nen in the halls of the castle?"
"I could tell themit's all your fault, Atari," said the |arger buzzard,

soundi ng anused.

"I don't find this a matter for jesting," the other raptor said coldly, "even
fromyou."

"We'd best begin lurking about cities and towers and the like, |ooking for

wi zards and trying to find out just who is mghty, and what interests drive
them" the larger buzzard said. This may take a long tine."

"Aren't they nost likely to be found in cities?" Atari responded al npost
despairingly. "Yinthrim | don't know how to | ook and act in a human city! W
won't be able to learn anything if we're always running afoul of local |aws
and custons, and getting attacked!"

"How t o begin, then? We—wareF

A large, dark bird was gliding down out of the high blue sky toward t hem
headed silently but purposefully for their tree. The buzzards watched it
nervously, shifting
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on their perches. "An eagle?" Atari guessed. "Do they eat buzzards?"

"Not hi ng eats buzzards, if | recall old O hortyn's teachings, except other
buzzards," Yinthrimsaid tightly, "but if he was wong . . .
The eagle circled the tree, regarding themboth with dark and know ng eyes.
"I's this all you've managed to do?" it asked coldly. "Take bird-shape and sit
around on dead trees feeling sorry for yoursel ves?"

" Ahorga?" Atari gasped.

"Son of Yerga," the eagle responded calmy as it came to rest, w ngs flapping,
bet ween them

"W were just discussing—

"I know, it's how |l knew you. |Is this all you' ve done—flee into the

wi | derl ands and then sit and tal k?"



"Well, no— Atari protested, but Yinthriminterrupted.

"That's a fair summation of our doings, yes," he said. "lI'd rather tarry now
and plan wisely than charge into one blundering battle after another and
awaken the attention of the Red Wzards, these Zhentarim and El minster's
friends."

The eagl e nodded. "Fair enough. Have you cone to any conclusions as to what to
do—as opposed to what not to do?"

"One question," Atari said hurriedly. "How many nore of us came through wth
the sword and ... survived?"

"None | know of, but others of the blood seemto have found their own,
separate ways into Faerun."

"WIl any of themjoin with us," Atari asked eagerly, "in hunting down the
three violators of the castle? O the Geat Foe?"

Ahorga turned a cold and glittering eye on the younger Shadowraster. "Hot for
revenge, are you? None of them—aor will [I."

"What ?"

Ahorga turned to see if the silent Yinthrimwas as shocked as Atari, but the

| arger buzzard merely

shrugged and said calmy, "Say on."

Ahorga nodded. "Rushing into battle here is a very good way to get slain.
They' d no doubt rather see what Faerun has to offer before getting thensel ves
destroyed ... and so should you."

He | ooked back at Atari. "CGo after the three rangers if you nmust—you're likely
to find themand the Great Foe in and around Shadowdal e, southeast of here—but
you' d better gather sone rings and wands and suchlike that w zards here use to

store battle magic... you'll need such power to take even those three. You'd
best get some experience in inpersonating nortals of Faerun first... unless
you | i ke being burned, |ashed, and transforned agai nst your will by frightened
wi zards!"

"You make it sound as if every nage of this world can dispose of us with a
wave of his hand," Atari said bitterly.

"I'f you sneer at themand rush into battle with them heedl ess of what mi ght
befall,"” Ahorga told him taking flight with a sudden, powerful w ngbeat that
al nrost tunbled themfromthe tree, "that's exactly what may happen."” He
circled around them "CGo softly, and make surprise your best weapon."

"WIl we see you again?" Yinthrim asked.

"If you stay alive, alnost certainly," the senior Shadowraster said.
"Remenber, an anbush is your best tactic, and against Elmnster, it's your
only tactic."

"Wel |l practice anbushes, then,"” Yinthrimprom sed grimy. "The Real ns around
here, | think, are suddenly going to become rmuch nore dangerous."”

"Now t hat sounds |ike a son of Ml aug speaking,"” Ahorga said approvingly.
Wthout a farewell, he flew off southwest.

Atari watched himgo, and then said in a small voice, "Are nortal nages really
t hat danger ous?"

"No," Yinthrimassured him "He was just telling us that overconfidence is."
"Wrds to live by? Hmph," Atari said, and turned one wing into a tentacle

| ong enough to nmake a rude

27*

ED GREENWDOOD

gesture into the southwest. Yinthrimchuckled and flew fromthe branch
"Where are you goi ng?" Atari asked in sudden al arm
"I"mgoing to practice anmbushi ng somet hi ng—anyt hi ng, '

replied. "I'm hungry,"
* * * *

his fell ow Mal augrym

Verdant farns stretched away on both sides of the road, which ran like a sword
bl ade down the length of Mstledale. Along the backs of those prosperous

st eadi ngs stood the unbroken green wall of the encircling El ven Court woods.
On this bright norning Mstledal e was a beautiful place to ride, with a good
mount moving strongly beneath the saddl e—even if the rider rode in the mdst



of a solid ring of ebon-arnored warriors, who took care to keep their arnored
forms between her and any possible attack.

For the third tine, Jhessail Silvertree |ost sight of everything but noving
bl ack-arnored bul ks and a forest of |ances. She studied the small circle of

bl ue sky visible above her—all she could see of the world around—si ghed, and
deci ded she'd had about enough. Fromthe nmutter-ings behind her, she could
tell that her apprentice, Illistyl, whose tongue was apt to be sharper than

t hat of al nost anyone el se, was clinging to her temper with grimtalons.
Jhessail smiled tightly, thanked Tormfor his work in outfitting her with
riding breeches—+hough her | ack of arnor was why the Riders were treating her
this way—and swung her |egs suddenly up underneath her

She heard a startled, wordless exclamation froma Ri der on her right as she
spread her hands for bal ance and stood up on her saddle. She had time for a
good | ook around before the Riders on either side of her were extending their
| ances around her |ike the bars of an upturned portcullis and crying out:
"Lady, get down!"

ALL SHADOWNS FLED

"Catch hold of ny |ance!"

"Careful, Lady!"

She fol ded her arnms across her breast and waited for themto fall silent—and
soon enough, uncertainly, they did. "Thank you for your kind concern
Gentlesirs," she said as the horses slowed to a rather jarring trot, "but both
I[Ilistyl and | find it rather hard to do any scouting or beconme famliar with
the I and around us—and you gall ants al ready know well, but which we've seen
only once or twice in passing—through a solid wall of plate arnor."

"That's just it," the leader of the patrol runbled, his deep voice sounding
al nost scandalized. "You wear no arnor! VWat if a Zhent arrow cane fromthe
trees? How could we shield you better than we have been?"

"Kut he," Jhessail said soothingly, " "tis not your diligence or skills I
reproach, but my lack of any good way to see around or through all of you. I'm
saving my one 'long eyes' spell for any spying we need do in the forest.

know the risks of riding to war; |1've done it before, renenber."

"But to expose yourself needlessly,"” Kuthe grow ed, "is foolish, Lady."

"To a vigilant guard of his honeland, yes," Jhessail said, still standing on
her saddle, "but | aman adventuress. One who plays with spells. An explorer
of baatezu-haunted Myth Drannor. \Wdded to an elf, renmenber? |'ve done far

nmore crazed things in nmy life than riding out wthout arnor, | assure you."
"But the little |lass—=* Kuthe said, gesturing hel plessly.
"Call me that again, ironhead,” Illistyl advised himsharply, "and you'll be

chasing your teeth around the inside of that great hel mof yours."

There were guffaws fromthe Riders, but one of them cut through the chorus of
mrth. "Lone rider behind!"

Heads snapped around, and Jhessail turned, smled, and announced, "It's Lord
Merith. The reinforcenments El mnster prom sed us nust have arrived."

"Rei nf orcenent s?" Kut he runbl ed, |ooking up at her
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"W've heard nothing of this . . . How many, Lady?"
"Four," she told himsweetly, and there were nore guffaws. Illistyl was sure

she heard an angry snort as Kuthe's hel m swung away fromthem but a nonment

| ater Jhessail snapped, "Ahead-at Treesedge! Lookr

The eastern end of Mstledale, where the flanking arns of the forest nmet to
forma narrow green tunnel around the road to the Standing Stone, had al ways
been call ed Treesedge. The spot was marked by a covered well and the crunbling
ranpart of a tiny keep—well known to Riders on patrol who' d sheltered from
downpours under its remants. It was a beautiful spot to spend a night, but a
bit lonely to be a grave site.

It seened likely, however, that nen were going to be buried there now
Crossbow quarrel s were humri ng down the road fromthe east, raking the rear of
a hard-riding band of merchants on |athered, stunbling horses fleeing west
into Mstledal e.



The strength of the nmerchant band was dwi ndling steadily. The bolts found easy
targets. As Jhessail watched, a fat nerchant threw up his hands with a
strangl ed wail and pitched fromhis saddl e, choking on the quarrel that stood
out of his throat. On the other side of the road, a horse's head fl opped and
swung—and a breath |l ater both horse and rider crashed and rolled in the dust,
collapsing into the long silence of death.

Jhessail dropped into her saddl e again a scant nonent before the Riders
spurred ahead into a grim silent gallop, knowing they'd not be in time. Far
behi nd them Merith stood up on his own saddle, saw that strife |ay ahead, and
reached for his bow

Lances leveled, the Riders of Mstledale swept east. "Get out of the road!"

Kut he snarled at nmerchants who could not hear. "C ear the way!"

"Kuthe! Halt your nen!" Jhessail shouted. "Now

The great hel mturned her way, the face within dark with anger. "You have sone
sort of plan?"

"Yes," Jhessail cried, leaning close to himas their
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mount s t hundered al ong side by side. "Just stop them"

Kut he gave her a long, slow | ook—and then reached for the horn at his belt.
After the horn rang out around them the patrol became a confused mass of

dust, rearing horses, and cursing nen. Lances rang and rattled off arnored
shoul ders, and Jhessail had to duck hastily to avoid being inadvertently

unhor sed.

"Well, nage?" Kuthe demanded when he could be heard. His eyes were on the | ast
mer chants, dying up ahead . . . and at sonething noving on the tree-lined road
beyond them Their slayers.

The | eader of the Rider patrol shot her a |ook. "Well?"

Jhessai Fs mouth was a thin, white-lipped line as she told himshortly, "Back
away . . . Gve us roomside by side."

Kut he waved one great gauntlet in heavy silence; Illistyl was already guiding
her mount forward. Jhessail whispered to her, and they raised their arns
together, spread as if in supplication to the sky overhead—and wait ed.

In tense silence as the Riders eyed them they watched the road to the east.
"Wel | ?" Kut he demanded. "Have you seen enough?"

"Wait until they conme out," Jhessail said, her eyes on the road. "It'd be our
death to ride down that firing tunnel, the gods know. Let them cone out. If
I"mright, they' |l be the Zhents we're expecting . . . with orders to ride

right on and take M stledale. They probably killed those merchants just to
stop them from warni ng us."

Kut he nodded as the killers of the merchants rode into view a band of nounted
crossbowren, clad in arnor as dark as that of the Riders, stream ng out of the
road nouth and fanning across the fields of Treesedge. Around the two
sorceresses, men swore at the sight of that arnor.

"Zhent bl ackhelns, all right," Kuthe said, "and riding hard to encircle us ..
sixty of them or nore. \Wat
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now, Lady?"

"Keep silence for a breath or two," Jhessai) told himsoftly, "while we do
what we have to. Let no man here ride forward until | give the word. \Wen our
first spell goes off, your horses may nove by thensel ves; be ready to hold

t hem back!"

"Whose place is it to give orders?" a R der demanded gruffly.

Jhessail turned on himeyes that were dark and cold, and said, "It will mean
death to ride forward. Di sobey ny suggestion freely, but |eave word for your
wi dow first."

More than one dry chuckl e answered her fromthe nmen around, and Kuthe grow ed,
"Right. W wait. Wrk your magic. Shields up!”

Crossbow quarrel s were already hissing their way, though the range was

i mpossibly long. Ignoring them Jhessail spread her arms again and began the



i ncantation, Illistyl chanting in unison

Abruptly the air in front of the Riders was full of shadowy, mnoving
forms—mages that suddenly grew dark and solid; the gl eam ng bl ack arnored
backs of Ri ders on horseback, charging away with |ances | owered. Mre than one
mount under the real Riders surged forward to join them and had to be reined
in, hard. The ground shook under the thunder of phantom hooves, and dust rose
in acloud as thirty dark horsenen raced away east.

"CGods," the Rider who'd chall enged Jhessail whispered, watching the illusory
Ri ders charge away into battle. "They certainly | ook real."

"Aye, but how can ghost Riders kill any Zhents?" Kuthe demanded as Merith
Strongbow cane up beside him an arrow ready, and nodded in silent greeting.
"That's the next spell,” the elf told himw th quiet confidence. "I've seen
this trick before."” He thrust both bow and arrow into the startled R der's
hands. "Here—hold this."
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As Kuthe gaped at him he raised his own hands and joined in the gestures of
the next spell, murnuring sonething the Rider couldn't quite hear

Then he plucked bow and arrow back fromthe officer's hands and stared east,
wat chi ng as the dust cloud behind the fal se Riders became a thick, swirling
mass of yell ow and green—and the two forces crashed together

Wth startled speed, the Zhents plunged through the phantom Ri ders—nto the
thick of the yellowgreen cloud. And nmen who rode into that cloud did not cone
out again.

"I hate doing that to horses,
kni f e.

Merith's eyes, however, were on those who'd ridden wi de. "Jhess!" he snapped
urgently. As his wife peered past Kuthe, Merith drew his bowstring back to his
chin, angled the ready arrow up into the sky, and | oosed.

Kut he had never been so close to a spell being cast before. He stiffened and
swal | owed as one slimand shapely arm brushed his breastplate in an arcane
gesture, and a clear, nusical voice spoke two distinct words.

She turned her head and wi nked at him Kuthe blinked at her—and when he | ooked
again at the sky, the arrow had already split into a dozen shafts, plummeting
down on the hard-riding Zhents in a deadly rain.

Al but two of the invaders fell in that volley. Kuthe glared at the surviving
Zhents and snapped, "Orold—take theml" Six of the Riders spurred away w thout
a word, waving their lances as they followed Oold into battle.

"It feels . . . unfair, killing men like that," Jhessail said quietly.

Kut he stared at her, and then at the fading yellow cloud where only a few
horses still choked and roll ed.

"Lass, lass,"” one of the older Riders replied through his snow white nustache,
"there're still near seven

II'listyl said, her voice as thin and cold as a
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t housand of them if our scouts be right. Wien we face alt of'em sweeping
down on our homes, d'you think they'll turn their nounts back if we yel
"unfair' then? Aye?"

Anot her Ri der spoke then. "I can even things just a trifle nore."

Jhessail turned her head to see who'd spoken; the voice had sounded
surprisingly old. The Rider guiding his nmount toward her wore worn arnor that
had been recently burnished at the joints to quell creeping rust. The arnor
was of an ol der, bul ki er desi gn than what Kuthe wore, though nost of it

mat ched t he ebon gl oss of the other R ders' harnesses. The Rider doffed his
hel mand Jhessail stared into the lined face of a very old nan.

"Lead us if you will, Baergil," Kuthe said quietly.

"Nay, lad," the old Rider told him "M/ conmandi ng days are done. | know daily
just how good | was—+ order ny cabbages about in the garden, and they heed ne
not a whit."

"Ho, Baergil," Merith said with a snmile, and the old man matched it as his

cl oudy blue eyes nmet the elf's steady gaze. "I renmenber you."

"And | you, Sir ElIf," Baergil replied. "Though it's been thirty years gone



since then."

"Baergil led the Riders that many sumers ago," Kuthe told Jhessail, "when

was but a lad. Then he turned to the worship of Tenpus, Lord of Battles, and

[ eft our ranks."

"They're all dead," Illistyl told them bl eakly; she had never stopped watching
the Zhents die. "I guess we'll not need your spells, priest of the war god."
Baergil smled. "Nay, lass; their deaths're what | was waiting for. There's a
spell that raises the fallen. "

"To do—what ?" Jhessail asked quietly.

"I'n the hours before dawn," Baergil said, "if they ride as hard as 111 bid

them sixty skeletal reavers will ride into Essenbra, striking at anyone with
drawn weapons
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—or who hurls spells at them Those who offer them peace they'll |eave be,

but Zhents being zZhents . . ."

There was a roar of hard laughter. "Do it!" Illistyl told himdelightedly, and

the warrior priest nodded, watching Orold and his nen return.

Then he turned back to them "That should buy us the tine we need," Baergi

said with a certain satisfaction, "to make Galath's Roost ready to properly

wel cone Zhent butchers." The Riders around hi m|aughed again —a chorus of

| ow, quiet sounds that held no hunor.

Jhessail shivered despite herself, and caught Illistyl's eye. The two of them

shared a conforting | ook as the priest turned away.

As Merith nmoved up beside his wife and stretched out a long armto enbrace

her, Jhessail felt a pat on her knee —and | ooked up to see Kut he wheeling

away from her.

"Well done, Knight," he said gruffly. "See you at the Roost!" He urged his

mount into a canter, and all around Riders spurred their horses after him

heading for the distant trail into the trees that would take themto the Roost
to turn the ruined keep into a deathtrap for Zhentilar bl ackhel ns.

Merith and Jhessail's arnms were around each other, and their kiss went on

until Il1listyl looked up at the sky and remarked brightly, "Beautiful weather

we're having, isn't it?"

The sky seened to know this already, though the two Knights beside her didn't

seemto notice —or care. Illistyl sighed and rode away. In the distance, she

saw dead nen and horses rising in a stiff ring around the bl ack-arnored

priest. She shivered, shook her head, and rode after the R ders.

See the Realns and taste true adventure, they'd said. Wll, here we go chasing

it again —and flashing swords to that!

The Dead and the Liaing Both Ride

Essenbra, Battledale, early hours of Flanmerule 16

Costar yawned and backed into another circular wal k, keeping his eyes and

attention always on the night to the north. As if his shifting had been a

signal, his conpanions did the sane. Those who fell asleep on guard duty or

were judged carel ess often swall owed sword bl ades on the spot, but the Iong,

cold hours nmade feet ache and linbs stiffen. It was best to keep nmoving in the

| ast stretch before dawn, when the nists clouded bright armor and pl ayed

tricks on eye and ear.

Now, for instance. A |low runble—Gostar could feel it in his jaw nore than he

could hear it—was rising fromthe ever-shifting m sts ahead. A hel ned head

down the line inclined to listen; the others had heard it, too.

The noi se was growi ng | ouder, becom ng a continuous soft thunder, swirling

over and around themw th the scudding mists . . . and seening famliar. He'd

heard this sound before. In his saddle, on the rolling plains near Thentia

Then he knew what it was, and ice clawed at his heart and throat.
CGostar shook hinsel f, swall owed, and shout ed,
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"Rorst! Run back to rouse the canp!"



"And why'd | risk a flogging to do that, now?" Rorst asked in his usual

carel ess, |'ve-seen-it-all tone.

"Can't you hear it?" CGostar waved one gauntleted hand at the nists before
them where the sound had becone a continuous choppy thunder. "Those're
horses, man—half a hundred or nore, at full gallop!"

Hel ned heads were |l ooking at himall along the line, now-and in the eyes,
their whites flashing in the gloom Gostar saw the grimrealization that he
was right. Swords gl eaned and sang as they were drawn. Rorst took a few lazily
shanbling steps away fromthe line just to show that he didn't take orders
froma fell ow ranker, and feared nothi ng besides. Then he broke into a trot.
A line of fast-plunging horses |leapt out of the north nmists, like arrows
seeking targets. Atop themrode bl ack-arnmored warriors, drawn swords in hand.
Costar yelled in fear and defiance and raised his own sword, whirling it
around his head to get the speed he'd need to cleave arnor and unhorse a foe.
He sprang deftly aside as a charger galloped right at him then leaned in to
strike his blow It wasn't until he |ooked up into eyes that were dead and
dark that Gostar knew somethi ng was wong, horribly wong.

The face above his was Estard's . . . and Estard was up in Mstledale this
night, with sixty fellow Zhentil ar bl ades, carving out a claimthere for the
Sword of the South. Wo, then, was this . . . ?

Bright pain burst through Gostar as Estard's sweeping bl ade cut through the

light mail under Costar's left armand into the ribs and chest beyond—and the
wounded man hung for a long, burning monment on that cruel edge of steel. The
worl d grew dark around himas he flew free, the ground so hard and cl ose and

nore hooves struck himas he fell, crushing himinto the turf, but Gostar
felt themnot. Nor anything el se, ever again.
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A raw screamsplit the night. Swordlord Angl ar cane awake, its echo ringing
pai nfully between his ears. He'd been dream ng of gentler, softer, and nore
wel com ng sounds, by far

"What befalls, by the gods?" he grow ed at the darkness, feeling for his sword
hilt. Horses were thundering through the canp, and the clash and ring of arns
rose around him mingled with shouts—voi ces he knew.

They were under attack by a | arge nounted forcel

Amgl ar cursed, snatched up sword and shield, and stanmped feet into his boots,
but wasted no tinme on clothes. His sword squire was snoring like a contented
whal e at the far end of the tent, with all their arnor racked beyond him It
m ght as well be a real maway.

Boots secure, Anglar spat a heartfelt curse and ran for the back of the tent,

where the din was | ess. The attack was fromthe north . . . Hillsfar? Wo el se
could rmuster enough nounted swords to get through the road guard? El ves never
fought fromthe saddle .. . and even if every farner in Mstledale could find

a horse, scarce nore than a handful'd be able to stay on it while swinging a
bl ade!

Then he was out into the night, and war was all around hi m=Zhent bl ackhel m
fighting Zhent bl ack-helm Anglar stared around for a noment at running,

hal f - naked men, horses plunging and trotting stiffly among them stiff

bl ack-arnored riders—stiff? The swordl ord's eyes narrowed.

He ducked back out of the way of a cursing knot of nen being dragged behi nd
pi kes buried deep in a rider who did not slow or fall fromhis saddle. The
rider clung to the upswept forecantle with one hand while he swng a futile
bl ade back and forth with the other. The horse struggl ed on under the weight
of themall.

Undead. The attackers mnust be their own nmen, raised and sent back from

M stl edal e. Anglar stared around at Essenbra, cursed with |oud feeling, and
started a perilous run toward the red-lantern house the
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mages had taken as their own. He hoped he'd make it there alive . . . and in
tine.



He was still running hard, dodgi ng bl ackhel ns who shoul d be dead and frantic
quarrels fromhis own terrified men, when Ondel er appeared at the

cl ose-curtai ned bal cony of the Bold Banners and stared at the battle bel ow.
There was no hint yet of dawn, but the torches in their tripods still blazed,
and in the dancing radi ance they cast, the Zhentarimw zard could see the
street was choked with struggling nen.

"Bane's hand!" Ondel er cursed, amazed and fearful. Wio could be attacking them
here, in the heart of Essenbra? Behind him a |ass appeared on the bal cony and
gasped. He turned and snapped at her, "M robe! Be quick!"

Scared eyes net his for a nonent, and she was gone. Ondel er turned back to the
street, crouching | ow behind the balcony rail, and watched the carnage bel ow.
Swordl ord Angl ar, still a distance off, ran toward the red-lantern house, and
t hen Ondel er heard anxi ous breathing at his shoul der

"Lord?" the | ass whispered.

He reached out w thout |ooking, felt the fam liar fabric of his robes, grasped
it firmy, and said, "Go now and awaken Myarvuk—the mage with the curling

bl ack beard, who came in with me. Bid himcone here; Ondel er comrands. If he

seens unwilling, tell himthe seven talons await. Haste, now"

"Lord, I will," she hissed, and was gone.

Ondeler smled wyly as he felt for what he'd need. Wiy was it that |adies of
t he eveni ng obeyed faster and nore willingly than any of the Zhents under hin?
Per haps he should take all the women of this house with him to be his

swor dcapt ai ns and envoys—f he still had any conmand at all, after this
attack.

He gave up groping for the secret pockets and rose into a cautious crouch to
put the robe on. Once it was around him his fingers knew the places where
this and

ED GREENWDOOD

that were stored, and canme up with them

He rose up to his full height, nmade the pass that touched the two crunbling
subst ances toget her, and chanted:

"By dung of bat and sul phur's reek And nystic words | now do speak—Ashtyn
ort kruu angcoug | aen—Let enpty air burst into—flane. *"

As the components dwi ndled and |l eft his hands enpty, one end of the street
bel ow obediently erupted in ravening flane, in an explosion that hurled

bl azi ng bodi es against walls in a gruesone chorus of thuds.

In the flickering aftermath of the fire, Ondeler could see sonme arnored nen

fighting on despite the flames rising fromtheir bodies. He felt a chill of
fear; how=

Undead. Ah, of course. Mdst were ashes, but a few were horses and nen,
bar e- boned or burning, still moving, fighting.

Thr ough them stunbled a man with a drawn sword, who wore only boots and a
furious expression. Sword-1ord Anglar had finally reached the red-lantern
house. He was heading for the door beneath Ondeler and glaring up at the

bal cony as he cane.

"Crinmson curtains, wzard! Are you trying to burn all Essenbra down, and us
withit?"

"It does seemto work, Swordlord,” Ondeler replied with a serenity he did not
feel. "Nice uniform by the way..."

Angl ar made a certain rude gesture with his sword, but the wi zard sneered and
rai sed his hands as if to cast a spell. The Zhentilar snarled and hastened out
of view, in under the railing, heading for the door

"I am here, Ondeler," Marvuk said fromthe chanber behind the bal cony where
the wi zard stood.

"Good," said his Zhentarimmaster. "Did you bring ny envoy with you?"

"Envoy?"
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"The wonman who canme for you .. . Belurastra."

"The—=2" Wsely, Marvuk swall owed his astoni shment and replied | evelly, "She



stands beside ne, master.”

"CGet her sone riding breeches, boots, a dagger—you know, " Ondel er said, eyes
still on the street below. "She'll be riding with us."

"Lord?" Belurastra asked in a |low, cautious voice, as the apprentice nage
hurri ed away

"Aye, envoy?"

"I-1 amunused to war. Are you sure you want to do this?"

"I am" Ondeler said flatly, watching a dozen nen-at-arns hacki ng undead |inb
fromlinb across the street. An attacker rode toward them and the w zard
swept a stone from anot her hidden pocket, whispered a word over it, and held
it out to make an intricate gesture.

An instant later, a boulder the size of a snall cottage appeared above the
undead nmount and rider and crashed to the cobbles, crushing themboth into a
tangl ed, bl oody mass. Ondel er nodded in satisfaction. "Another fireball may
not be necessary," he announced.

That's good news, w zard," the sour voice of Sword-lord Anglar grunted from

t he room behind. "Your last fire spell sent at |east seven of our swords to
their graves . . . and a few nore bid fair to join thembefore the day is
full .

"Their surviving swordbrothers mght just be able to deal with a few zonbies,"
Ondel er said sarcastically. "Wight of nunbers and all that."

Amgl ar ignored this, refusing to rise to the challenge. It was not the first
time this arrogant Zhentarim had |ikened | oyal troops of Zhentil Keep to
pitiful inferiors not able to match wits or swords with the wal ki ng dead. He
wondered idly if Ondel er woul d have dared to act thus if he'd known that
Amgl ar was under orders to report regularly to Draethe, steward of the Inner
Circle, on the wi zard' s performance. Wll, no matter; one such
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report was soon going to be the last, featuring the sorrowful news that

Ondel er' s own i nconpetence had brought about his death in battle. Anglar had
been considering el egant ways of wording that missive for some tinme now

But enough; it was time to play the stone-skulled soldier again. "l've ordered
all the troops awakened, fed, and nade ready to march," he said heavily. "As
soon as the last undead ones are hewn down and burned, we go north. They're
probably laughing in Mstledal e now, thinking they' ve the whole day to dig in
and await us ... I'd like to take npst of that preparation tine away from
them™

"Al'l the troops?" Ondeler turned, raising an eyebrow. "Even"-he gestured
expressively at the boudoir around them taking in the entire red-lantern
house in his neani ng—the rest of the magelings?"

Amgl ar set his jaw. "The whole host," he said flatly, and held up his sword
hilt, the black hand of Bane gl eam ng in obsidian on the pomel, in silent
rem nder that he held overall conmand of the Sword of the South, supreme even
in dealings with Ondel er

The wi zard shrugged. "I amready, as always." As Myarvuk returned with a
bundl e of clothing, his master said coldly, "Rouse the 'prentices in as nuch
haste as is seemy. Qur swordlord is inmpatient to find other battlefields than
this town."

Myarvuk nodded in silence and withdrew, |eaving Lady Belurastra curiously
eyeing the belt, boots, breeches, and tunic.

"Put themon," Ondeler ordered her as Belurastra stood stroking one of the
snoot h-carved balls that surnpbunted her wooden bedposts. She wore a slightly
bewi | dered expression, and made no nmove to take up the small sheat hed dagger
that lay atop the heap.

"I'f you ride nude," Ondeler told her coldly, "you'll be raw before the sun is
bright, and of no use to ne."

Bel urastra raised |large, dark eyes to neet his and
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asked, "Lord, you are determined to do this?"

"OfF course—and if | nust tell you again, young Lan-dras of my 'prentices wll



have the use of your backside to practice his firewhip spell tonight."

-The | ady escort sighed—+t was al nost a shiver—and said, "Very well,” in a
smal | voice as she undid the lace and let her shift fall to the floor. Ondeler
watched it forma puddle of cloth around her feet and turned his head away in
satisfaction to glare at the swordl ord once nore. Anglar had raised his own
blade as if to stare at its edge critically, but the wi zard saw his gaze dart
to the woman, and smiled. Brains in their codpieces, all of these

swordswi ngers. Twas a pity that they were needed at all, to hold what the

wi zards of the keep won....

The swordlord was a veteran soldier. After that first glance to see what she

was doi ng, he kept his gaze resolutely away from Belurastra until it was too
| at e.

Snmoot hly, the nost beautiful wonman in Battledale, senior escort of the Bold
Banners house, twi sted and pulled on the wooden bedpost ball. It cane away,

and she reached into the hollow interior beneath it and snatched forth a slim
poni ard. Tossing the ball on the runpled bed, she used her freed hand to strip
away a wax-seal ed sheath fromthe weapon as she raised it

In the lamplight, a dark green liquid gl eanmed on the needl e-slim steel
Sonet hi ng—perhaps a nonmentary flash of reflection-alerted the wi zard, and he
whirl ed about to face Belurastra.

"I regret," she said firmy as she plunged the poi soned blade into his right
eye, "that | cannot accept the position of envoy to any Zhentarimw zard!"

As she jerked the blade free, the swordlord |leapt at her. Ignoring Ondeler's
crunpl i ng body, he caught her wist in steely fingers before she could turn
the bl ade on herself.

The deadly poniard hung bloodily just above her bare breast for a perilous
nmonent as they strained agai nst each other—and then the Zhentilar tw sted and
+ 4S-*
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yanked. Bel urastra sobbed in hel pl ess pain, and the bl ade spun to the fl oor

It struck the fl oorboards and stood quivering there.

"Poi soned, Lady?" Anglar asked in |ow tones. "Bravely done—but to throw your
life after his would be a waste ... a foolish waste." He rel eased her wist,
and the nude wonman took a snooth step back

"Youl | not slay me?" she asked, rubbing her wist.

The Zhentilar officer shook his head. "Nay, Lady, if you agree not to bury
that little fang in me—though you'll forgive me if | neglect to nmention your
nane or heroic deed in ny reports. Best hide that blade after we're gone,
somewhere that doesn't tie it to you. And neither of us speaks of this, or
renenbers it, for the rest of our days."

The | ady escort's eyes w dened in sudden hope.

Amgl ar regarded her gravely. "Wll? Have we agreenent ?"

"We do," Belurastra said, eyes bright with unshed, grateful tears.

He smiled. The heels of his boots clicked together. "As to your query: slay
you? Nay; | salute you. You' ve done sonething none of us dared to ... and
freed us of his idiocies just when we could no | onger afford them™

A snmile flickered across her face. Anglar realized it was because of his

el aborate dignity—the boots he'd clicked together were all he wore. He grinned
back at her, and said, "If you're so adverse to wearing breeches an' all, I'll
see if they'Il fit me."

Myarvuk came bustling in a few breaths |later and | ooked sharply down at the
body spraw ed facedown on the floor, blood pooled about its head.

Amgl ar, resplendent in too short breeches, said briefly, "Spell went wong.
You' re spellmaster of this sword now "

Myarvuk brightened. Then his eyes narrowed and he took a quick pace back, out
of the swordlord's reach. "How can | be sure your next report to the steward
44
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won't contain a note of how | treacherously slew ny master? | think | nust
know where we both stand . . . or if |I nmust ensure that |I'mvery soon the only



one still standing." He raised one hand threateningly, wiggling his fingers
in a pantom me of spellcasting.

Amgl ar shrugged. "Save your spells for the foe, boy. Even if | did report that
you killed Ondeler, twould not paint you ill in their eyes. You know that.
Rest assured ny reports won't say you had any part of it, unless you want mne
to wite thus. Now stop prancing about trying to inpress ne, an' see what you
can sal vage of this carrion's"—he nudged the dead wi zard with his foot—
"magi c, for your own use."

Myarvuk bent to his task eagerly, but stiffened a few breaths |ater when
Amgl ar grow ed, "Just one other matter, Spellmaster. You don't need an envoy,
an' Bat-tledale doesn't need its best |ady escort slain. If we are to have a
deal, she stays here, unhurt—your witness, if you ever need one, that you
weren't anywhere near when Ondel er so unfortunately left us."

Myar vuk nodded and shrugged. "No argument here, Lord." He bent gingerly to the

body. "I don't suppose you—=2"

"Nay, boy. Loot your own bodies . . . an' don't be all day about it. The Sword
of the South rides out of Essenbra as soon as it's light enough to see ful
quarrel range ahead. There'll be no scouting and creeping about, either. W

ride |ooking for battle. Someone in M stledale seens to want death, and | nean
to bring it to him™"

Axshabenford, M stledale, Flanmerule 16

"Clever battle strategies?" Florin asked, winkling his brow. "What clever
battle strategies, Torm do you think a force of seventy—twenty of whom are
untrained farners—an essay on the field? Agai nst
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seven thousand?"

The thief shrugged. "The nmighty battle mastery of gallant Florin Fal conhand is
a legend fromthe Dragon Reach to the Storm Horns, and shiny-eyed nai dens
awai t, breathless, for whatever Florin nay have up his—=

"Don't push it, Torm™" Florin said dryly, and snapped his visor down. H s next
wor ds boomed hollowy frominside his fearsome great helm "Arnmed with ny

reputation, |I'msure we can take the field with sixty-nine rather than
seventy."
As the Knights around them chuckl ed, the ranger stood tall in his stirrups and

waved his bl ade. "Ride out!"

The cry was echoed by the captain of the Riders, and all the horses surged
forward eagerly. They were so few that the road took them easily.

More than one watching villager shook his head in disbelief at the cal m manner
of Mstledale' s defenders. One of the riders—+he woman with silver hair, who'd
sat asleep and nearly naked in the wi ndow of the Six Shields several nights
runni ng—even | aughed nerrily at sonmething the thief said to her. The three
rangers riding easily behind her exchanged gl ances and smles, and spurred
their horses to pass her by, giving the watching fol k of Ashabenford cheerfu
waves.

The villagers were not heartened.

One spat into the dust of the road and runbl ed, "A handful agai nst thousands!
W' d best be packing the night through and try for Cornyr, | guess.. "
"There's no safe place to ride to," the wonman standi ng beside him said

quietly. "I'll be staying on. They'll cut ne down in ny own fields, to be
sure, but at least I'lIl die at hone, on ny own |and, an' 111 not have run from
anyone. "

"Don't be daft! You want to die screanming, with half a dozen Zhent bl ackhel s
| aughi ng over you?"
"Nay, but the gods don't seemto care what | want—
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an' | don't even know the road to Cormyr. This is as good a place to die as
any."

"A thousand warriors, and a thousand nore, and nany nore besides, that
nmer chant said," another villager said softly. "The Riders'11 all be slain,



sure. Yet hear them|augh!"

"Fools," the first villager grunted. "I'moff to pack. Wo's with ne?"

"I'"ll ride to Cornyr with you," said another. "Even if the gods thensel ves
took the field with our Riders an' these Knights of Myth Drannor, there's no
hope they'll wi n against so many."

There were many silent nods at these words, and the villagers sighed and
turned away fromthe road. In the distance, the riders were little nore than
tiny nmoving dots now.

The war band | eft Ashabenford behind in a few breaths, riding easily east down
the dale. The norning was chilly but clear, and as Florin | ooked around at his
battl e conpanions and the tranquil, sun-splashed farnms on either side, he was
happy. Miuch bl ood | ay ahead—perhaps the ending of all their bright days—and
yet he was doi ng what needed to be done, and folk needed himto do it. What
nore can anyone ask than to be needed and wanted and free to answer the call?
The captain was guiding her nount closer to his; Florin sidestepped his
charger to nmeet her. "Aye, Lady?"

Captain Nelyssa's gray-green eyes net his, and her thin lips relaxed into a

rueful smile. "I fret still, Florin. I know what we rust do, and yet, to ride
away and | eave Ashabenford with not a sword to defend it ... Wat if a dozen
of them-nay, three of them w th ready bl ades—sneak past us through the woods?
Wio will defend the old nmen and naids then?"

"Harpers, Lady of Chauntea," Florin told her gravely. "Al nost twenty of them
cone to us fromTwilight Hall in Berdusk with all the magic Lady Cylyria can
spare. They will fight to hold Ashabenford even if we fall—-and
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they carry the nmeans to farspeak Twilight Hall and call on swift spell aid."
"Aye." The | ady pal adin | ooked troubled. "And spells thensel ves have becone
chancy things of late."

"Not all spells,” Sylune put in as she rode on Florin's other side, "else I'd
not be here now "

"And you are very nuch here,” Tormpurred fromthe saddl e beside her

"Stow it, clever tongue," growed the fat priest Rathan, who rode on the
thief's other side, saddle creaking under his weight. "Ye're worse than a boar
in heat!"

Torm favored his best friend with a conplicated gesture that had nothing to do
wi th casting spells.

"Tynora forgive ye," the priest said heavily, crossing his arns di sapprovingly
across his anple girth, "but I do not. Seven nights of abstinence shall be thy

penance, | vow "
"You'll have to chain me somewhere to manage that—-and, of course, catch ne
first,” Tormtold himnockingly, ducking his horse snoothly around behi nd

Syl une' s nount .

Rat han si ghed and waved at himin nmock di sm ssal

The captain of the Riders watched with interest. "Can yon thief run at any
speed?" she asked Florin.

"Watch himduring the battle,"” Florin told her dryly. There're few fol k—even
wi nged things—that can keep up with his retreat."

In reply to this, Tormtreated the ranger to an even nore intricate gesture.
Nel yssa's eyebrows rose. "Droll fellow . . . did he succeed at thieving by
out runni ng guar ds?"

"No," Florin told her, not quite smling. "Just by staying alive this |ong.
And he did that by outrunni ng husbands.™"

Nel yssa roll ed her eyes. "I can see we're going to have to watch ourselves,"
she said sarcastically.

Tormturned in his saddle, w nked at her, and then
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| eered at the Shield of Chauntea until she curtly ordered to himto scout
ahead.



Laughi ng, Torm waved and gal | oped away.

"I"d best go after himto keep himout of trouble,” Sharantyr said to Bel kram

and Itharr. "Conme with nme?"

"OfF course, Shar," they said together, and the three horses | eapt ahead as

one.

Syl une watched the three rangers pull away and sighed. Tve grown used to

them" she told Florin. "See you at the battle." She urged her mount into a

canter.

"We're only going to Swords Creek!" Florin said in anused protest. Torms

probably reached it by now"

"Al'l the nore reason for ny being there in haste,” Sylune told himseverely.

"The less tine | give himon his own, the less I'lIl have to patch or set

right!" And she was gone, galloping hard through the bl ack-arnored ranks of

the Riders. Sone of them amusedly watched her go; others cast appreciative

gl ances at the silver hair that streamed out behind her as she crouched | ow

over her horse's neck

"Are your Knights always this pranksome?" Captain Nel yssa Shendean asked

Florin quietly, visions of chaos on the battlefield rising before her eyes
chaos that could kill themall.

Florin gave the Shield of Chauntea a snile that had cold steel init. "Usually

far worse than this," he told her. "They're taking it gently so as not to

upset you, |I'd say."

Nel yssa si ghed—and then her eyes wi dened in horror as she realized he wasn't

jesting. Her hand went to the el ectrum earth pendant around her neck and

brought it to her lips. "Mther Chauntea, preserve and shield us," she

mur nur ed feelingly.

An instant later, the ground runbl ed under the hooves of the hurrying horses,

rocking themall. As startled men cursed and hauled at their reins around her

Nel yssa | ooked around at Mstledale with a sudden, dazzling
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snmle. Then she stood up in her stirrups, whooped, drew her sword, swung it in

a wild, flashing salute to the sun overhead, and gall oped off toward Swords

Creek in tearing haste, scattering astonished Riders in all directions.

Florin met Rathan's gaze. He took in the priest's eloquently raised eyebrows,

and shrugged. "W seemto have that effect on folks," he observed. "Tynora

shoul d be happy."

"Ch, she is,"” Rathan told him "Werever we go, the entire Real ns around seens

to be plunged into taking wild chances."

"I"ve noticed that," Florin said in dry tones. "lIt's not a state of affairs to

everyone's taste."

The stout priest of Tynora shrugged in his turn. "Their loss," he said

pi ously, "and Faerun's gain. May Tynora snile upon ye in the battle, Florin."

"And upon thee, stout heart,” Florin told him Rathan | ooked sharply at the

ranger's innocent smle, and found it not quite innocent enough. He snorted

and spurred away, leaving Florin alone with the Riders of Mstledale.

The ranger caught a few questioning | ooks fromthe bl ack-arnmored armsnen

around him and smled. "Easy, lads. There's no need to rush into our graves.

The gods wait for us all."

"There're going to be gods at this battle?" one of the R ders asked fearfully.

"Now, lad, let's not get our hopes up," an older Rider said with a grin.

"You' ve got to save sonme excitenent for your next battle!"

The younger Rider swallowed. "If | live to see another one,’

"Il begin to worry about such things, GCstyn."

"That's the spirit!" the older Rider told him "Cast your worries aside, and

ride on into battle!"

The young Rider |ooked at himwith a very white face and sai d not hi ng.

"Keep track of kills, shall we, [ad?" Ostyn proposed.
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"See which of us can slay the nost Zhents?"

The younger Rider stared at himfor a noment—and then fainted dead away, his

he whi spered,



eyes rolling up as he slid linply fromhis saddl e.

Florin made a grab for the falling Rider's shoul der, caught him and snapped,
"CGet the reins, GCstyn!"

The ol der Rider did so, deftly, and they guided the nount to an ungainly halt.
The rearguard Ri ders caught them up. "One down al ready?" a fat, cheerful woman
asked, looking at the linmp formacross Florin's lap. "We'll have to ask the
Zhents to hold a thousand or so swords in reserve.”

"You're volunteering to ask then?" Florin chuckled as they righted the young
Rider in his saddl e and shook himgently back to his senses.

"Never volunteer," Ostyn warned her

"Actually," she said, indicating the reviving Rider with her sword, "I was
going to nom nate him™"

The young Rider's eyes snapped open. He stared at her for a nonent, face as
white as a priest's vestnent—and then, still staring, slid out of his saddle
agai n.

They let himfall to the ground this time, stared at each other, and sighed.
4 Softly Come the

"Hol d up, there!"

One noment the road ahead was enpty, but the next, a stern-I|ooking, ragged
crone with the largest, wartiest nose Torm had ever seen was standing calmy
in front of his cantering horse, hand raised, bidding himhalt.

Startled, the thief hauled hard on the reins. The war horse under hi m ski dded
in the dust as it reared, bugling, and canme to a halt, lashing out with

st eel -shod hooves.

The wonman regarded it calmy. "An excitable ani mal -and you nust be the
illustrious Tormthat the |adies of Twilight Hall have told me so nuch about."
She turned away, hands on hips, and then turned back to himand asked
curiously, "Did you really get a certain part of your anatony caught in a

cl oset door in Zhentil Keep, or was that just a fireside tale?"

Torm sputtered. He'd just noticed that the woman, in her kerchief and ragged
dress, was standing in midair, her nuddy, ill-fitting boots a good three feet
of f the ground. A nerry gale of |aughter came from Sharantyr, Bel kram and
Syl une as they reined their nounts in around him Itharr merely shook his head
in smling silence.

"Well met, Margrueth," Sylune said, eyes dancing in welcome. The old wonan

| ooked her up and down.

"CGot yerself a new body, have you? Hmph. No one
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offers nme a new body to replace this old, aching barrel! | could get used to
yours, really | could. Silver hair and all."

"You woul dn't want to go through what | have," Sylune told her softly.

"Real ly, you wouldn't."

"Gods, girl—+ know that!" Margrueth told her. "I"'mold and ugly, not wtless!
Just envious, that's all."

"If you're a sorceress," Torm asked her curiously, "why don't you choose any
| ooks you want ?"

Margrueth glared at himsourly. "That would work for snaring a man for a night
of pleasure—f, like sone folk here, stolen nights of pleasure were what |
want ed! "

She |l et the rebuke hang in the air between them but Torm nerely shrugged, so
the old Harper went on. "Sooner or later, though—with nmy |uck, sooner—the one
I was with'd see the real ne. 1'd not hide it, nmind; the real me is the one
I'"m proud of. Sone of us value honesty over deceit."

"Some of us nust be fools,"” Tormreturned sharply, causing Rathan to chuckle
as he slowed his horse to join the group of riders.

"Fool | may be," Margrueth told him "but | could be in worse straits than
this!" She gestured at her nose, and swept her hand down at her fat, shapel ess
body.

"How?" Torm asked, falling into the trap
"I could have your |ooks," she told himsweetly, and turned away. Then she



turned back again. "It did get caught in that door, didn't it?"

There was a general hoot of laughter, and Torm snarl ed and urged his nount
forward—enly to find that the stout old woman flashed through the air to bl ock
his way once nore

"I stopped you for a reason, Lord Torm" she told himseverely. "Beyond this
point our traps start, and the road ceases to be safe—even for thieves with

cl ever tongues and nore |luck than Tynora gives anyone! Yonder is Swords
Creek. "
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Torm | ooked at the little rivulet meandering its nuddy way across the fields,
and asked curiously, "Why Swords Creek for our stand? Is it just a place
easily found anong all these fields?"

"Mstledale tradition," the captain of the Riders said from behind him She
brought her horse to a halt in a wild thuddi ng of hooves. "On these hanks many
battl es were fought of old."

"And we Harpers've been here since yestereve, preparing it for one nore,"
Margruet h added. "Water spells to make the ground sodden and turn wet spots

i nto bogs to break Zhent cavalry charges, wild magic areas there and there-no,
Torm you can't see them—for the foe to halt in, and suchlike."

* "W Harpers'?" Torm asked. "Aside fromyou, | can see only two nen."

"Ah, that's because they're not done yet," the old woman told him The
others're in hiding already."

"Hi di ng? Where?" Torm asked, |ooking around at apparently enpty fields. "Are
they all nages using invisibility?"

"No. Not one," she replied with a snile

Torm shook his head. "There's not a man alive who coul d hide under ny nose

bet ween here and that creek."

As the words left his lips, the thief felt a solid tap on his left boot—and
his war horse reared again. Cursing, Tormwestled to keep it from |l eaping
forward; he was struggling to head the snorting beast around, away fromthe
creek, when Captain Nelyssa's strong arm caught hold of the bridle. The

pal adi n pull ed and whistled, and Term s nount quieted i mediatel y—allow ng the
thief to cleverly fall off.

As he bounced on his belly in the dust, Tormfound hinmself staring eyeball to
eyeball with the grinning cause of his upset: a dust-covered man buried
neck-deep in the earth, who held a sword, hilt uppernost, in one hand. It rmust
have been what had tapped his boot. In his other gauntleted hand, the man held
a shield
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that had been so thickly covered with turf and grass that it had served to
entirely conceal the hole he was crouching in.

"Ye gods!" Torm gasped.

"No, even being one god'd be a pronotion, | think," the Harper replied
cheerfully. "Fine norning to be out on the grass, 'taint it, Lord?"

The riders all around themroared with | aughter at Term s expression—until the
thief buried his nose in the grass and | aughed along with them He nodded to
the Harper, rolled to a sitting position, and squinted up at Margrueth.
"Right, then, I'll grant you the victory. So tell ne how many nore of these
little holes have you scattered around M stl edal e?"

Mar gruet h shook her head soberly. "That, 1'Il tell no one. Spying spells that
listen to speech fromafar aren't easily blocked out in the open."

Her words made them all | ook around—but aside fromthe two Harpers in the

di stance and Florin arriving with the R der rearguard (one of them | ooki ng
deci dedly green), they could see no man or beast.

"But there's no one!" Torm said, waving a hand.

Mar gruet h shrugged. "There could be a small arny of those mages using

invisibility, young man. Think before you speak, and you'll not feel so often
chast ened. "
Torm gave her a dark | ook, and then shook his head and grinned. "I begin to

wish I'd had you as ny nother."



"So do I, lad," Margrueth replied, "So do |I. Your backside would' ve seen a | ot
nore heat, and val uabl es bel onging to others and good-1| ooking | adies a | ot

| ess, in the years since."

"Hmm " Tormreplied with rueful eloquence, and there was nore | aughter

"Ch, bloody bats! It's gone wong agai n—and they're all | aughingF
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"Not at ye," the older nman said, watching the young man fling down the tangled
trip wire in fury, his fingers trenmbling in agitated excitenment. "Easy, lad,"
t he gray-haired Harper ranger added. "Tinme for all that falling and dancing
about an' all |ater—when ye've a sword in yer hand an' several hundred Zhents
taking their turn at ye."

"How can you be so cal mabout it?" his younger conpanion protested. "W're
going to die!"

Level brown eyes stared into his. "Aye, so? W all have to, lad, but there's
not hi ng as says we have to behave |ike craven cattle first." The old man
deftly disentangled the thread and held it out. "An' another thing," he

continued, "I've been in about forty o' these little affrays before, an' them
as came to kill me haven't quite managed the job yet. It mght well take 'em
as many tries afore they get ye, too! |I've seen it all before, lad . . . take
heart, and be easy, | say."

The young man stared into those | evel brown eyes, took a deep breath, and then
bent and tied the trip wire-—quickly and surely. Then he stepped back with a
flourish, smled tightly at the gray-haired Harper, and said, "Done. | hope
you renenber where our hide is."

"Here, under my boot," the older man said with a snile. "Another trick you'd
do well to renenber."

"Bl oody bats to you, too," the younger Harper said al nost affectionately,
scranbling down into the pit they'd dug. The old nman foll owed, waving to
Margrueth as he reached for the turf-covered shield that would hide them from
the worl d.

But Margrueth wasn't |ooking at him She was |ooking up, frowning at a raven
circling in the bright norning sky high above. She said sonething to Syl une,
who lifted one shapely armto hurl nmagic up into the sky—a spell that was
never cast.

The raven canme out of its lazy circle like an arrow, streaking south and east.
But fromthe blue enptiness high above canme another bird, a steel-gray falcon
with
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tal ons outstretched. It struck Iike a hamer, and then flapped up and away in
triunph amid a cloud of black feathers. For just a moment, the watchers bel ow
caught a glinpse of silver hair and tattered bl ack robes, and then the slayer
was a fal con once nore.

Even as Torm gasped, "The Sinmbul!" the falcon's kill fell to earth, tw sting
and growing as it plumeted.

It was the broken body of a bl ack-robed human w zard that crashed into one
muddy bank of Swords Creek. The nage fl opped bonel essly once, and then |ay

spraw ed and still. One Zhentari mwoul d never spy on M stl edal e agai n.
The ol d Harper | ooked back up at the sky. "Well, | lied to ye," he said to the
stunned young Harper beside him "I hadn't seen it all before. |1've seen gales

and fog and | ances of lightning |eaping across the sky—but |'ve never seen it
rain wi zards before!"

O dulin, Senbia, Flanerule 16

The norning sun sent bright rays through the casenent of tinted glass, casting
a many- hued i mage of light upon the floor furs. That neant it was past tine
for clients of the Wnking WIIl-0'-the-Wsp Pleasure Pal ace to be gone so
linen could be washed, | adies could bathe and sl eep, and coins could be safely
exchanged at the nearest bank for soft netal trade tokens stanped with the
sunbur st synbol of the house.

The occupants of the Red Sash Roomon the third floor, however, could not have
cared | ess about the hour—for very different reasons. One of those occupants



was Baedel kar the Thaumaturge, rising hope of the Zhentarim who held the Lady
of the Red Sash in his arms as if he never intended to | et her go.

Her mil k-white skin was soft and snooth against him and her kisses warm and
sweet, with the faintest
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hint of exotic spices . . . nutmeg? Dunbark? G nnamon? Ah, but it mattered
not .

At that ardent noment, a fist fell upon the other side of the bolted door. It
was an inperious fist, but the door was thick and carpeted to steal away
sound, and the couple within, seated together on the edge of the |arge
circular bed, did not want to hear it. Their |ips net again, and clung.

The fist, however, was persistent. Another blow fell upon the door, and then
another, and so on, until they were joined by a softly nenacing, magically
sent voice: "I know you're within, Baedel kar. The Inner Crcle has need of us
both, immedi ately. We've been ordered to join the Sword, somewhere north of
Essenbra, right now "

After a nomentary, answering silence (during which the Lady of the Red Sash
mur mur ed and noved in Baedel kar's arnms) the voice went on: "Neither H gh Lord

Manshoon nor | amused to waiting . . . for an apprentice. Presently one or
both of us shall grow weary of it, Baedel kar—and then it will be too late for
you to continue as a Zhentarim... or anything el se."

Baedel kar the Thaumaturge cursed in a soft whisper with feeling, and nade as
if topull free . . . but the large, sapphire eyes staring into his pleaded
with him and sweet |ips begged, "Just one nore kiss, proud lord ... a brief

parting, until we neet again." Those lips lifted longingly toward his.

Baedel kar hesitated for only a nonent before he bent his head hungrily
forward. It was the |ast nistake he ever made.

The arns caressing his back seened stronger and broader, the tongue in his
mout h thicker. Starting to choke, the Zhentarimtried to pull away, but found
that he was | ocked in an enbrace as unyielding as steel, and tentacles were
sliding around him The eyes so close to his held a horrible flame of triunph
as the flesh of her exquisite face bul ged and noved, flow ng up and over his
own vi sage, covering his nose even as the cold and
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guesting tentacle that had been a vel vet-snooth tongue fl owed down his throat,
choking him And preventing himfromuttering even the sinplest spell

Baedel kar the Thaumaturge struggled in earnest, then, fighting with sudden
desperati on against the death enbracing him A red roaring rose up in his
head, and creeping flesh rolled over his eyes, blotting out his last glinpse
of Faerun—a sun-splashed room and those mal evolent, glittering eyes in a face
that had becone a nightmare of flowi ng flesh...

Bane aid ne... Bane aid nme ... Bane ..
"Ri ght, Baedel kar," the cultured voi ce beyond the door snarled, suddenly
losing its drawing grace. "You' ve defied ne | ong enough! | hope you'll stil

think she was worth it, after | do—thisF

The wi zard's body began to shake violently, and pulse with light. The
tentacled thing hurriedly flung it back onto the bed and fl owed away across
the room to where the wizard' s robe lay across a di scarded body harness: a
thing of l|eather straps that held a slimsatchel of potion vials, severa
bul gi ng pouches of sundries to spin spells, and ... a small, well-worn
spel | book with battered netal corners.

The creeping thing fl owed up and over this heap of magic and, wi thout sl ow ng,
turned and slithered along the wall. In its wake, the w zard's bel ongi ngs were
gone, the side chest bare. Meanwhile, the body on the bed jerked and thrashed
in spell thrall, and then |l eapt up into the air once and crashed down in linp
si | ence.

As tentacles hurriedly tore open the casenents and let the chill air of
nmorning into the room there was a snarl of fury from beyond the door—-and then
a muttered incantation. It rose to a singing final word, and then came oni nous



si | ence.

The nonstrous, shapeshifting mass fl owed out the wi ndow and up the wall
out si de, di sappearing fromthe room seconds before the gil ded door of the Red
Sash Room burst apart in a rain of dust and splinters.
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Nent or Thul doum of the Zhentarim stood in the doorway, blinking in incredul ous
rage.

"You worml You disobedient ti— Nentor's fury fled as he saw what lay on the

bed. H s jaw dropped, and he stared down in horror at the riven remains. H's
spel |l had scorched Baedel kar with a lashing Iightning, but should not have
eaten away body and brains fromwthin, |eaving behind a shrivel ed husk

and enpty eye sockets.

Swords Creek, M stledale, Flanerule 16

Thuds and splinterings resounded across Swords Creek as the defenders of

M stl edal e drove tree trunks into the ground in an outward curve west of the
stream A steady stream of wagons was creaki ng east along the road from
Ashabenford as Riders watched the land to the east for any sign of the

appr oachi ng foe.

"Leave openings there and there" Kuthe directed as Riders swarmed past himin
pairs, carrying logs. Beyond them nore of the black-arnmored nen were hew ng
the ends of the sloped stakes into sharp points. "I hope well need roomto
ride out into the fray in force."

"/ hope the Zhents fall dead of the blistering plague and we don't have a fray
at all," a farmer nmuttered, snapping his reins to begin the run back to town
for nore supplies. He stood up as the enpty wagon rattled away, | ooking around
t he busy canp, and shaking his head. Not a hundred swords to defend M stl edal e
agai nst -how many? Two, three thousand, or nore? The word from Essenbra was
that they'd outgrown all the beds in the place a tenday ago, with not a third
of the force nmustered. The Sword of the South, indeed—and they' d have a
Zhentari mwi zard or three with them too

He | ooked back at the canp once nore and spat

ALL SHADOWNS FLED

thoughtfully into the rising road dust. An army this small wouldn't delay the
Zhent host nore than an hour or two on its march to M stledale. Death m ght
wel | come for himbefore dusk today—but where was there to run? He coul dn't
pluck up his steading and stow it in a pack to take with him Stand or fall
it'd be here, in Mstledale, where he'd lived his [ife. The fanner slowed the
wagon to make his trip back down the dale as |ong as he coul d—+t m ght be his
| ast | ook around at the finest place to dwell in all Faerun. He tried not to

t hi nk about the likelihood that by sundown tonorrow it mght also be the
finest graveyard in Faerun.

A steel-gray falcon circled high in the cloudl ess sky overhead, for all the
world as if it was taking interest in the encanprment taking shape by the
creek. The farmer squinted up at it, spat again, and went down the dale toward
Ashabenford, where the high councilor would be waving his black scepter and
barki ng orders. Heedl ess of him wagoners would [oad in haste and head east,
and fl eeing townsfol k woul d drive overl oaded carts west.

The breezes died away to the softest of stirrings, what the folk of the dale
called a ghost's kiss. By the banks of the creek, a tall, broad-shoul dered man
in gleam ng plate arnor | ooked around the palisade of wooden fangs and saw
that it was now alnost a full circle. He nodded in satisfaction and turned to
where a farner stood by his | aden wagon.

"Bring the tents,"” Florin Fal conhand said to the man. "W'd best get started.”
Kuthe frowned at the tall ranger. "This soon?"

"I doubt they'll attack before dark," the Knight of Myth Drannor replied.
"Before they could get here, it'll be sundown; they'd have to charge with the
setting sun in their eyes."

Kut he grunted his agreenent and turned away. "No cooking fires until the tents
are up!" he bellowed, "and don't drop those barrels of beer or I'll |eave you
to face
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the nmen who have to go thirsty!"

"Noisy, isn't he?" Tormmuttered, critically inspecting the w cked-I| ooki ng
point he'd whittled on the end of one stake.

"A paragon of authority,” Rathan grunted, taking a swig fromhis belt flask.
"I"ve no quarrel if he's as nmuch in evidence when we start hacking at each
other in the mud and the blood." He took another pull at the flask, which
gur gl ed.

Torm | ooked up at the sound. "Hey! Gve that here," he suggested, extending a
hand.

"What's this?" Kuthe grow ed, striding past. "Drinking?" Hs eyes flashed

"He sees the flask and instantly knows what we're doing!" Torm gasped in nock
fear. "Can no nman stand against this tower of perception?”

"I fear not," Rathan grow ed. "He nmakes my boots quake, and ne in them Wts
as keen as a sword bl ade—and tongue sharper, too!" Both Knights threw up their
hands as if in awe and cowered, wailing.

"Bah!" the Rider officer snarled, and turned away. "Adventurers!"

"Bah!" Tormcalled after him his mimcry perfect. "Stiff-necked |oca
const abul ary!"

Kut he stiffened as nore than one of the Riders around them chuckled, but did
not turn around. After a noment, he strode on

"Hind end of a blind boar," Tormmuttered conversationally as they noved to

t he next stake.

"Torm s entertaining hinself as usual, | see,’
they worked on their own stakes not far away.
The Wtch of Shadowdal e grinned. "He doesn't know it yet, but | volunteered
himfor digging the privies."

Sharantyr sighed. "You use the ladies' first, then. I've no wish to be the one
who tries out his latest collection of 'hunmorous' traps."”

"Does he do that to the pit for the men, too?" Itharr
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asked, looking up fromthe fire pit he and Bel kram were di ggi ng. Sharantyr

| ooked over at him and nodded. "Ah, thanks for the warning," the Harper
grunted, and knelt to begin lining the pit with stones.

A pair of men in black arnmor enbl azoned with the white horse of Mstledale
approached with two | arge, rope-w apped canvas bundles. "Your tent," the
Riders told Itharr, "and one for the |adies."

"One is all well need," Sharantyr said serenely, nmoving to the | ast

Sharantyr observed to Syl une as

unshar pened stake. "lI'mused to the snores of these two by now "
The Rider raised his eyebrows and | ooked her up and down. Sharantyr raised her
own eyebrows in reply, and said coolly, "I'man adventurer, renenber?"

The man rolled his eyes and turned away, face expressionless behind his
bristling nustache. Hi s conpanion growl ed "Lucky dogs" quite distinctly as
they went on down the line of stakes.

"I'f you knew," Bel kramsaid to the Riders' backs. "If you only knew. "

"I heard that," Sylune said warningly, and both Harpers | ooked up at her with
such | ooks of bew | dered i nnocence that she giggl ed.

Sharantyr puzzl ed out how the ropes were tangled, and got the tent unroll ed.
She humed a merry tune as she laid it out, shaking her head to clear her
nostrils of the strong—and expected—+eek of mildew. Such things were always
put away danmp. She critically surveyed the forest-green tent and its white
horse bl azon. "Does someone in the dale run a canp for bored Senbi an nobl es?"
"Aye," Belkramtold her as the two Harpers canme to join her, expertly plucking
the poles out of the heart of the runpled canvas. "But they're under the

m sapprehension that they're just housing the short-coin |aborers who arrive
each harvest to help get the crop off the fields . . . it's not until they see
their hired help at work in the fields that they realize how many bored
Senbi an nobl es they're carrying.”
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Sharantyr chuckl ed at that as Bel kram held the tent up with one pole, and



Itharr crawed inside to raise it fromwthin. "I could get used to having
both of you gallant blades around,” she said affectionately, fielding the
tangle of tent rope that Sylune tossed to her

"Just two of us? Is that enough to keep up with you?" Bel kram asked with a
grin.

"On some nornings," Sharantyr said, thrusting over his head the enptied sack
that had held the tent pegs. "On sonme nornings."

"Mmpnffh," he replied firmy.

"Exactly what | was going to say," ltharr agreed, head emerging fromthe

hal f-raised tent. "Mrmphffh."

Sharantyr and Syl une sighed, smiled, and shook their heads in unison

"CGet hima bag, too," Torm suggested, pointing at Itharr as he wal ked past.
"Me, too, and Rathan. After all, you know what they say-all nmen're the sane
with a bag over—

"Enough, Torm" Sylune said, and snapped her fingers. The thief vanished in
m dstep, and they heard his surprised "Hoy!" of protest fromthe far end of
the canp as he reappeared, |ooked around, and started back toward t hem

"Poor Torm" Sharantyr said, watching him "I wonder if hell ever growinto
dignity and polite manners? | suppose he rnust grow up soneday."

"For sone of us," Sylune observed serenely, "it's a long wal k. "

Battl edal e, Flanerule 16

There was a sudden flash of emerald radiance fromthe enpty saddl e ahead, and
Swordl ord Angl ar stiffened, hand going to the hilt of his sword—ust in case.
Spel | master Myarvuk rode ahead of the hitherto
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unl aden horse, the mount under himlinked to it by a long | ead. Now he was
twi sting around to see what had befallen, clinging to his saddle in an
ungainly attenpt not to fall off. Amglar watched himin grimamusenent. These
wi zards all rode with the grace and bal ance of |unpy sacks of feed—and if the
expression on Myarvuk's face was any gui de, about as nuch confort.

As both nen stared at the green |light pul sing and growi ng stronger in the
saddl e, Angl ar watched the Zhentarimnmage's tense face . . . until, suddenly,
he knew the new thing he was seeing there: fear

A second enpty-saddl ed horse pulled its | ead free and gall oped off to the
right. The swordlord' s gaze darted to it, but no radi ance or other sign of
magi ¢ appeared. If the gods smled, perhaps there'd only be one high Zhentarim
joining them

O course, given what utter ice-hearted bastards all powerful mages of the

Bl ack Network were, one was nore than enough

The enmerald light had built into the shape of a seated man now, and the
swordl ord sighed am d the endl ess thunder of hooves. The rest of his tinme with
the Sword of the South was not going to be enjoyabl e—and m ght well enconpass
the rest of his life, given the ruthless and sensitive nature of senior

Zhent ari m

The green radi ance flashed and faded, revealing a richly cl oaked nan who sat
his saddle as if he'd al ways been there—and was already | ooking grinly about,
his face as black as old night.

At least this one could ride. Anglar forced a grimhalf smle onto his own
face as the Zhent wizard turned to | ook behind him

"For the glory of Zhentil Keep," the swordlord said in fornmal wel come. The

wi zard nmerely nodded curtly and turned his head away. Ch, joy. Getting this
one to take the slightest notice of orders was going to be nigh inpossible.
Best start wading into the bl ood now, then. Anglar reined his horse in beside
t he gal | opi ng w zard.
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"Lord Manshoon sends his greetings, Spellmster Thul doum" Anglar said |oudly,
keepi ng his voice cal mand unhurried. Young Myarvuk had lost his title, of
course, the nonment his superior here had arrived

"G ve me his message,"” Thuldoum said in bored tones, extending a gloved hand



"I do hope to find it still sealed.”

"No nessage," Anglar returned calmy as they thundered on up the road toward
t he Standing Stone. "Manshoon farspoke ne, and bade ne pass on his feelings."
If this warning had no effect, things were going to be a royal nuddl e from now
on.

"I see," the senior Zhentarimreplied in tones of clear disbelief. Anglar
shrugged, letting the nan see his gesture. OF course, nost Zhentarimwould see
such nonchal ance as the bravado of a fool, not the confidence of a man secure
in his power. He was just going to have to educate this one differently.
"Myarvuk," the new arrival snapped grimy, obviously short on patience,
"Baedel kar will not be joining us. Your duties will now include his."

The younger Zhentari m nodded in expressionless silence; Anglar knew he was
wondering if this cheerful newconer had been the cause of Baedel kar's

di sappearance—and if one Myarvuk woul d be the next w zard to drop out of sight
forever when Nentor Thul doum grew di spl eased.

He' d never worked with the nan before, but knew that Thul doum had been deadly
in battle while riding out of the G tadel of the Raven agai nst bri gands,
Thent -i an freehands, and all manner of goblinkin and nmonsters of Thar. Later
t he senior Zhentarimhad come to Zhentil Keep to train battle mages for the
Net work; "Dull Doom' he'd been to his apprentices, due to his dry, studious
manner and the short, ruthless tenper it concealed. Not a man to cross.
Nonet hel ess, Myarvuk, son of Thael on, was going to do just that. Starting, in
a small way, now.
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"What was Baedel kar's fate?" Myarvuk asked, with the npst casual 'I'd better
know tone he could nuster

"Dead," Nentor said shortly, "slain in his bed by" —he shrugged to indicate
that his next words were a guess —"sonething he nust have tried to sumon."
H's mouth shut like a falling portcullis, making it plain that no nore woul d
be forthcom ng about his absent apprentice. Then he turned his head to glare
at Angl ar agai n.

"Swordl ord," he snapped, making it sound as if he'd been asking for it
repeatedly and was growi ng inmpatient, "I await your report of the doings of
the Sword thus far. Cone up here where | can see you."

Amgl ar inclined his head in slow, silent acquiescence, and spurred his nount
forward. Yes, it was going to be a long road to Shadowdal e.

G orious Victories ARC ELtisi oe Things

Tower of Ashaba, Shadowdal e, Flanerule 16

"Snug, ny lord?" Shaerl asked, tightening the straps that held the plates
around Mourngrym s upper thighs.

"Keep your fingers on the buckles," the lord of Shadowdale told his wife with
an affectionate grin, reaching down to tousle her hair. They were alone in

t heir bedchanber in the Tower of Ashaba, hiding Murngrym s wounds fromthe
waggi ng tongues of runor. He didn't want half of Shadowdal e fl eei ng because
they'd heard he was dead.

It had been a very near thing. Wthout Blnminster, Storm or Sylune to hand,
with the tenples already cramred to the rafters with wounded, and with Lhaeo
busy ransacking the heavily trapped cellars of Elnmn-ster's Tower in search of
heal i ng poti ons and weapons, there were few people left in the dale who could
deal with wounds caused by poi soned bl ades. A white-faced Shaerl had spent a
| ong evening cutting open her lord, tears and his bl ood ningling together on
her face as she brushed errant |ocks of hair out of her eyes and bent
repeatedly to her grisly task

Mour ngrym wi nced as she forced a sideplate over the
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qui l ted undertunic on his ribs, which bul ged where they shoul dn't because of
t he bandages beneath. "Sorry, Murn," she muttered, feeling his mnuscles

ti ghten under her hands.

The I ord of Shadowdale let out a sigh. "Don't be. Wthout you |I'd be dead



right now, and the dale fallen."

Shaer| nade a rude noise. "Such dramatics! Do you think 1'd flee or put a
dagger in ny heart if you died, when your killers and those who sent themw ||
conme marching into my reach in a few days?"

Mourngrym smi |l ed and put out a hand—the one w thout the gauntlet—+o the side
of her face, tilting her jaw up so that he could kiss her

Hs wife, the fiery tenper of her noble Rowanmantl| e upbringing |urking not far
behi nd her eyes, kissed himw th ardent passion, |ocking her fingers in his
hair to ensure that this wouldn't be a brief brush of I|ips.

"Try not to get carved up this time," she chided hi mwhen she rel eased hi m at
last. "I don't want to spend another night |ike yestereve."

"As the dancer said to the high priest,” Murngrym murmnmured. Shaerl sighed at
this, her lord s habit of |ame Waterdhavian hunor, and handed him his hel m
sword, and remaini ng gauntl et.

Noddi ng i n acknow edgnent, the lord of Shadowdal e said, "Now | really nust get
to horse." He strode away—but before he'd taken three paces, she'd slipped
around to bar his path, a slimbut inperious hand sl apped hard agai nst the
Antat hra arns enbl azoned on his breastpl ate.

"Sword and gauntlet on and in place before you go out that door—and the helm
bef ore you set foot outside the tower. | don't want to be married to a

headl ess man. They're not quite tal kative enough.™"

Mour ngrym si ghed, sniled, and did as he was bid. It was easiest to conply, as
al ways, and his sharp-tongued mate was ri ght—-as always. Wo was to say a Zhent
agent, or nerely someone in need of the coins they'd
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pay, wasn't lurking a bowshot away fromthe tower, or in a bal cony above the
courtyard, awaiting his chance?

These past two rides Zhent raiders had kept Shadow dal e's defenders busy
fighting off several attenpts to burn the dale's smthy and granaries. There
had al so been the setting of several fires along the roads into the dale, no
doubt to widen them and rob defenders of any cover; the attenpt to taint the
Ri ver Ashaba upstream by dunping carrion into it; and the poison dunped into
the well of the Ad Skull Inn—which had forced Lhaeo to call on the Sinbul and
endure her acidic lecture on placing a guard over basic necessities. The
probl em was that Murngrym had too few conpetent guards to do that, let alone
hol d° Shadowdal e agai nst thousands of well-equi pped Zhentilar troops |ed by
gods- knew how many Zhent priests and nages.

"Wwuldn't it be nice," he asked Shaerl as he settled the sword on his hip and
she surveyed the result critically, "if some mad god or other would just crush
Zhen-til Keep to rubble for us?"

"Il see toit," she told himbriskly, "but I'd take it nmore kindly if they'd
settle for sinply crushing the hosts on their way here to slaughter us ... and
if I knew where El minster was just now. "

"Boo!" breathed an all-too-famliar voice on the back of her neck

Shaer| shrieked as she | eapt forward into Mourn-grym s arnms. The lord of
Shadowdal e began to | augh hel pl essly, shaking his | ady—and she broke free and
spun like a dancer on one small bare foot to confront the O d Mage, her eyes
shappi ng with anger.

"Must you always creep up on folks invisibly and then try to startle themw th
grand entrances?"

"Everyone needs a hobby, |ook ye," Elm nster said, regarding her with eyes
that sparkled in amusenent, "and that's one of nine."

"Well, find another! Gods! My heart's still—feel it! It's—>
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"No, love," Muurngrymsaid hastily as the gleamin Elnmnster's eye grew
brighter, "you don't want to nake that sort of offer! Not with El mnster!"
Shaer|l turned on him "And you! Laughing at ny disconfort, |like a boy playing
in the street! You ought to be—=

"Somewhere quieter," Murngrym said sarcastically, striding past her, "like



the heart of a battle with the entire Zhent arny!"

Shaer|l nade a gesture in his direction. Murngrym waggl ed one steel-clad
finger at her in nock adnmoni shment, and went out.

The | ady of Shadowdal e sighed away her exasperation and turned back to

El mnster. "Be wel come, A d Mage," she said softly. "I'd appreciate a chance
to tal k about what |ies ahead for us, if you've the tine."

" Tis why | canme,” Elmnster runbled, "now that my work at the Standing Stone
is done: three arrow swarnms, and a little sonmething extra." He went straight
to Mourngrym s nost confortable chair and sat down with a grunt of pleasure,
swi nging his feet up over one of its massive arns.

Shaerl smiled at that and started toward the sideboard where the decanters of
wi ne awaited—but she'd taken only a few steps before a full goblet of her
favorite vintage came gliding up to hang in the air in front of her. She took
it, turned, and saw El mi nster raising an identical drink in salute. "To a | ady
who does not take serious contributions fromidiots," he announced.

Shaer!| grinned, shook her head slightly, and returned his toast. "To a w zard
who takes nore delight in msbehaving than does a snmall child—and is all the
nore wel come here for it."

They both drank. Shaerl discovered the bottom of her glass, shrugged, and
continued to the sideboard to take up the decanter. She had a feeling she was
going to want a lot nore of this before they were done.
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The Standing Stone, the Dales, Flanerule 16

"Dusk comes swiftly," Swordlord Anglar told the two wi zards, pointing at the
red sun glinmering low in the west.

"W press on," Nentor Thuldoumtold himcoldly. "If we try to canp at the

Standing Stone, we'll be in the trees or strung out along three roads—and we
can be attacked al ong each one."

"So much is common know edge, " Anglar agreed calmy. "I merely wi sh to point
out that if we press on to Mstledale, it'll be dark by the time we ride out

of the trees—deal conditions for our foes to anbush us."

The spell master turned on himw th nenaci ng sl owness. "Are you trying to tel
me what to do?"

"Yes," Anmglar said evenly, |locking eyes with him "That's exactly what |'m
trying to do. Manshoon does expect you to take orders fromne; his description
of you, as | recall, was 'a fool, but a biddable fool.' Shall | report to him
t hat he was w ong?"

Thul doum hel d his eyes for a long, cold noment as their saddl es creaked under
them Marvuk, riding just ahead, hunmed a tune, trying to pretend he could

hear nothing of this. Thul doumsaid softly, "I'm watching you, Swordl ord.
Wat ching and waiting for the slightest slip, the smallest excuse ... be
careful. Be very, very careful."

Amgl ar raised his eyebrows, but his face renmai ned expressionless. "I always

am" he said, and the spell-nmaster could have sworn that the warrior's eyes
held a glint of nocking |aughter.

Then they were slowing to round the turn onto the Moonsea Ri de under the

wat chful bul k of the ancient Standing Stone. There was a brief confusion as
mount ed Zhentilar armsmen | ooked back expecting orders to halt, heard nothing,
and rather tentatively con-
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ti nued, heading west toward M stl edal e.

The rings on the spellmaster's hands wi nked with sudden radi ance, and the air
all around was filled with humming arrows. Shafts leapt fromthe trees on
their left, hissing into startled men and their nounts alike, easily piercing
bl ack Zhentilar arnor.

"We're under attack!" soneone bel | oned.

"Di snount! Into the trees there—eharge!" Anglar shouted, pointing with his
sword. "In at them"

H s orders nade Spell master Thuldoumturn to him and Anglar saw that the



wi zard was staring down at his rings in astoni shnent. As they | ooked at each
other, the rings flashed agai n—and anot her volley of arrows came hissing out
of the trees on the other side of the road.

Amgl ar' s eyes narrowed as he ducked | ow on his horse's neck, but it was too
late to stop the rush of furious armsnen into the trees, charging in as he'd
ordered. Horses screanmed and reared, and nen toppled from saddl es everywhere
in the tangled intersection. The swordlord fought to stay in his saddle.
"Back, nmages!" he bell owed, waving with his sword toward the Standing Stone
itself. "Back!"

By sone favor of the gods, neither Zhentarimhad been hit; they spurred their
horses after him ruthlessly riding down arnsnen in their haste.
"Swordcap-tains, to ne!" Anglar roared as he reached the trees to the east,
his eyes on the woods to the north. If his hunch was right, there'd be no nore
arrows fromthere—nor any other attack

"I's this your doing, mage?" he snarled when a frightened-I| ooking spell master
rode up to him

"No!" Thul doum barked. "If these arrows are spell-borne, it's not a magic
know |-—=

Hs rings flashed once nore. He was staring down at themin horror when the
trees on the eastern side of the road erupted in clothyard shafts! An arrow

t ook Angl ar through the shoul der, and another three thudded into
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his charger. Yelling in pain and fury, he flung hinself free as it bucked and
went down, crashing over backward atop an unfortunate armsman.

He hit the road hard and bounced in the dust, w nded. Myarvuk slid fromhis
saddl e, half a dozen shafts standing out fromhis body and a gl azed, lifeless
stare in his eyes. Gods spit on it—the truly biddabl e nage down al r eady!

As Amgl ar fought for his breath, arrows flared into flames and then

not hi ngness around the spell master, who nust have some sort of magical shield
agai nst them-ef course, Anmglar thought sourly. But the volley tore into the
officers turning in answer to his call. The intersection was full of rolling,
maddened horses and sprawl ed, tranpled bodies ... in just a few breaths hal f
an arny had been reduced to bl oody chaos.

"Halt!" Anglar roared, struggling to his feet, arm and shoul der burning. He
ran into the path of the second 'lance,' just as they cane thundering up the
road to see what had occurred. "Halt!"

He staggered hastily back—a thousand cantering horses can't stop

i medi atel y—tripped on a body, and with a roar of pain fetched up against a
tree.

"Sir?" A swordcaptain asked, beside him Through red nists of pain, Anglar set
his teeth and | ooked up. Bl ood was coursing down his arm bright red on the
bl ack arnor; he clutched at his armand snarled, "Get a horn and call the
rally and retreat to those | sent into the woods. They'll not find a foe

unl ess they run on all the way to the dale! Then relay the order to halt! On
your way, send three or four nore captains to ne!"

The man nodded and hurried away, wasting no tine on salutes or words. Anglar
glared after him Good. At |east one Zhentilar knew how to be an officer; he'd
have to renmenber that man's face.

Feeling the spellmaster's eyes on him but paying no attention, Anglar strode
to neet the officers who were hurrying toward him "C ear this place," he

or der ed.
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"Drag everything up the north road, and set torches; we'll strip the bodies
later. Slay any horse that can't stand on four good |legs. Let no man touch the
fallen mage—that task is for the spellnmaster alone.” Wthout turning his head,
he snapped, Thul doum Be about it."

The Zhentarim said nothing, but Anglar heard the creaking of |eather as the
wi zard di smounted, and a snort of irritation fromthe man's horse as soneone



el se took the reins.

"I want you to know," the spellnaster said in a |low, fast voice, "that | had
no part in this attack. It was not my doing—and nothing | carry has any power
to hurl arrows anywhere!™

"I know, mage," Anglar said shortly. "It was sone sort of arrow spell—three
spell's, belike—set to go off when sonething enchanted passed by: your rings.
They're probably rolling around laughing in Mstledale right now See to your
dead conrade."

He wal ked away w t hout | ooking at the Zhentarim and headed to the front of the
| ance that had halted on the road. He would tell themto dismunt and set a
watch in the trees in case there were archers or rangers |lurking out there.
Dead nen | ay heaped underfoot. Someone was groani ng weakly under a pile of
bodies off to the right. Anglar scowed. A swordlord's lot is not a happy one.
Swords Creek, M stledale, Flanerule 16

"Who goes?" The chal | enge cane out of the night. The voice sounded young and
eager, and its owner was probably hol ding a | oaded crossbow. Jhessail sighed
and spoke quickly before Illistyl or Merith could say anything smart. "OM s
are blue tonight," she told the darkness calmy. "Kuthe's patrol, with three
Kni ghts of Myth Drannor. | am Jhessail of Shadowdal e."
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"Pass, Lady," the voice said, sounding suddenly respectful, even w stful

An admirer, then, probably a Harper. Merith laid a hand on his lady's thigh
and squeezed. Leaning close, the elf whispered, "Men who lust after you are
everywhere in the Realns, it seems. Truly | amfortunate to have arrived in
your arms first, and—=

"Ch, do belt up, dear," Jhessail said, grinning.

"Aye," lllistyl's sharp tones came out of the close darkness on Jhessail's
other side. "And forthwith, before | spew"”

"If ye can stand the conpany of the two bl ades she's picked up, who both fancy
t hensel ves cl ever—Bel kram and Itharr of the Harpers—Sharantyr's |left room and
awarmfire for ye," the gruff tones of Rathan canme to them out of the night.
"Kind of her," Jhessail said, "but we're going right back out after we feed
and hobbl e our horses. W're going to be a little surprise in the Zhentarim
backsi de on the nmorrow "

"Ye'll probably lift a few eyebrows hereabouts, too, if ye try charging on
hobbl ed horses!" Rathan chuckl ed.

"We're | eaving the horses here, you dolt,’
"Where's TernP"

"He felt restless, and wanted to go 'exploring,' as he put it," the burly
priest replied. "So | gave hima little too much wi ne and snote hi mone. He'l
wake before dawn, in. just the right mood for a good battle."

"I"'mglad it's you who shares a tent with him" Illistyl said feelingly.
"I"l'l be only too happy to surrender ny sleeping furs to thee, gentle maid,"
Rat han said eagerly, "and |'msure Termwon't object in the slightest!"”

"Ah, ha!" Illistyl agreed flatly. "I doubt he'd mnd, indeed." She rode on
turning to add, "111 save my furious defenses for the fray tonmorrow "

Jhessail told himaffectionately.

"I rather think we all will, lass," the elderly voice of a dale farnmer cane
gruffly out of the nearby darkness.
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"O we'll be dead before another night comes down on the Real ns."

*kkk*

The Standing Stone, the Dales, Flanerule 16

"Galath's Roost is the only logical place to canp for the night—+that's the
problem " Swordl ord Anglar said to the silent ring of officers around the map.
"What probl en?" Spell master Thul doum said sharply. For some hours now, he'd
been trying to overcone his own fright and whispers of inconpetence or

di sloyalty by playing the sharp-tongued aggressor. Everyone in earshot was
tired of it.

"I mean, wizard," Anglar explained in wearily patient tones that brought



secret smles to the lips of a few swordcaptains, "that it's the place our
foes expect us. Just as they knew we'd pass by this spot.”

He waved at the road behind them and the dark and silent bulk of the Standing
St one beyond. Three hundred arnmsmen and six score war horses |ay dead al ong
the north road, heaped cottage-high under the stars . . . and already the

wol ves were how ing, nearer each tine. Anglar tried not to think of the
fallen. The dead were beyond his orders; it was the living he had to worry
about .

"So?" the Zhentarimsaid coolly. "They hardly have enough bl ades to hold a
ruin against us, even in the dark. And ny spells can nake it bright as day, so
our archers can keep to the night and strike down well-lit targets as they

pl ease. "

"I"'mthinking there'll be traps there, not defenders," Anglar said heavily. "
don't suppose you can see into the place fromhere, can you? O better: |et
our veteran swordcaptains ook at things. They'll know traps better than
either of us." To say anything el se m ght nmake this Spell master hurl spells in
a fury, and after
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what had befallen so far, that would be all the Sword of the South needed.
The Zhentari mwas shaking his head. "No, it's nuch too far to send an eye. |I'd

have to have seen the hold before with nmy own eyes to scry it with any of the
other magics | carry."

"You' ve nothing that can help us?" One of the three | ancecaptai ns said, not
bothering to keep the contenpt out of his voice. The spell master made a sil ent
show of | ooking himup and down and conmitting his face to nenory, but all of
t hem knew any hostile nove the wizard made in this gathering would result in
his death. Not a few of the personal belt daggers around the map woul d be

poi soned, too0.

"You're a brave man, sir of the lance,"” Nentor Thul doum said in silken tones,
"if a fool hardy one. A wizard of the Network always has sonething that can be
turned to use, and it's always nmore than his foes—and others," he added

pointedly, staring around at the inpassive soldiers' faces, "expect. | have a
spell ready that can create a beast to explore the ruins for us ... but only I
will be able to see through its eyes."

"And if there's an eneny wi zard at the Roost?" Anglar asked quietly. "WII
such a one be able to see you through it—and send any magi ¢ through you, to
stri ke us here?"

"No," the spellnaster said. "In fact, it's unlikely that any w zard who neets
my creature will escape alive."
"Cast your spell, then," Anglar ordered, his voice riding over a murmur of

di sbelief at the wizard s words fromthe officers. "The sooner we know, the
sooner we can act."

"Stand back," the wi zard said curtly. "All of you." He drew hinmself up and

gl ared around at the bl ack-arnmored men—and their sullen faces. "Let no man

di sturb my casting, on pain of death. Lord Manshoon's standi ng orders apply
here as in the Keep."

By the time the |last of those words left his mnouth,
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Nent or Thul doum st ood al one in the center of an open space perhaps twelve
paces across, ringed by a warily silent audience. He | ooked around at them and
sm |l ed. Good; the nore who saw this, the better

From the safe pouch at his belt, Thul doumdrew a small sphere of bl own gl ass
that held a veined, gelatinous mass trapped in its heart. He held it on his
fingertips, and for the benefit of the assenbl ed soldiers nurmnmured an

i ncantation that was far |onger and nore inpressive than it needed to be.
Then he made a dramatic and totally unnecessary gesture, and bl ew t he sphere
gently out of his palm It plunged to the hard-trodden earth in front of him
and burst with a tiny singing sigh

A drunken man's nightmare boiled up fromwhere it had been, growing with



frightening speed, rearing up until it was |larger than a horse. Men gasped and
backed away in gratifying alarm the spellnaster smled tightly at them and
pointed west and a little south, into the trees. Hs creation gathered itself
up and drifted obediently off across the road, soldiers scranbling to get out
of its way.

It was a shapel ess bul k of translucent gray-white jelly that swam and fl owed
constantly. Countless staring eyes and silently snapping mouths slid across
its changing outer surface, appearing and di sappearing with bew | dering speed.
"A nmout her!" one of the veteran arnsnen gasped. The drifting thing did | ook
like the deadly gi bbering nouther of yore . . . though no gi bberer had ever

ri sen man-hi gh off the ground and fl own about at a w zard' s bidding, so far as
Thul doum knew.

Then it was gone into the trees, and his world became a place of dark trunks
and branches and shifting shadows, |oom ng up before him thick and tangl ed.
"Bring ne a seat," he said, not breaking his vision fromhis creation, "and
somet hing safe to drink. Someone who knows traps and castles should stand by
e,
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too—we' Il both have questions to ask each other when my creature reaches the
Roost . "

* * * *

Gal ath's Roost, M stledale, Flanmerule 16

Gal ath's Roost had been bl asted apart four centuries ago by mages who knew
their business. Since that day, the small keep atop its stony hei ght had been
swal | owed by the forest. Massive duskwoods and cedars rent what was |eft of
its walls and yet held themup, their trunks cupping chanbers that were open
to the sky and walls that ran to nowhere. Their |leaves all but hid the riven
keep fromview . . . but if one stood a little way off and in just the right
spot, the faint flicker of a fire glimrered through the trees.

The room whence the fire came had one wall open to the night—-but the two
pilgrims who'd built the fire and now huddl ed around it had good and prudent
reasons for not choosing any of the better-preserved roons in the Roost. They
wer e di scussing that now

"A good job, they did," the taller one said grudgingly.

"You're certain they left this roomsafe?" asked the other, clutching his
expensive talisman of the god under his chin. The gilded image of Tyr's

war hammer and scal es shone back the firelight, serene and unchangi ng.

"Al'l but that door," the first one replied, pointing. "If you go out that, a
very large crate of rubble will fall on you."

"Ah," said the other. "I'd best go water the gods' gardens out the way we cane
in, then." He sipped froma battered tin cup, making no nove to get up, and
added, "A good thing we found that cellar, or they'd have seen us, sure."

"That was no cellar,” his tall, |ean conpani on chuckl ed, scratching under his
much- pat ched tunic. "That was the castle cesspit."
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"What ?" the shorter pilgrimsaid, staring down at his boots and then at his

el bows and his cl oak—but finding no foulness. "Is ny nose as bad as all that,
t hen?"

"After four hundred years," his conpanion told himkindly, "dung is just
dust. "

"Huh," the shorter pilgrimagreed, and | aunched into a dry chuckl e that ended
inafit of coughing. "I guess the Realns're covered deep in old dung, then

Urrgh. Aiiuh." These last two comments acconpanied a grunting attenpt to
rise—an attenpt that ended in a disgusted wave of one dirty hand, and a return
to a nore or |less confortable | ounging position against a pile of npbss-cl oaked
rubbl e.

In all the activity, neither devotee of Tyr noticed a dark, many-eyed bul k



slithering silently out of the night, over the stones in the ruined end of the
room As they decided aloud that a prayer to the Lord of Justice m ght be
prudent before they wandered off into the woods to relieve thenselves, the
thing of eyes and jaws crept unnoticed toward them

" "Tis your turn to begin the devotion," the shorter pilgrimnmunbled.

"Do it be in truth, Jarald? O've you just forgotten the words to the Call of
t he Just agai n?"

"I"ve not! | renenber themwell!" the shorter pilgrimsaid heatedly. "WIIl you
pl ague nme with the m sdeed of one night down all the years to cone?" Behind
him unseen in the flickering confusion where the firelight played on a broken
end of stone wall, sonmething that swamw th many eyes and hungry nmouths reared
up, loom ng darker and larger, drifting tendrils of itself across the ceiling
to hang above the two oblivious pilgrinmns.

"I don't rightly know," his taller conpanion said, with a slow grin. "How | ong
did you plan to go on living?"

From t he darkness above cane a sudden swi ft novement.
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The fire was dying down; he'd have to make this swift. The taller pilgrim
cleared his throat, lurched forward froma seated position to his knees, and
began. "Hear us, O Great Bal ance, as we hear thee! From our knees we cry to

t heeeee/"

H's words ended in a surprised cry as he raised his eyes to the firelit
ceiling—and found hinself staring at an oozing, descending blob of jelly that
swamwi th jaws and eyebal I s! And all of those eyeballs were staring at hin
The horrid thing lunged at him seven or nore sets of fangs biting the air
hungrily as they came. The pilgrimflung hinself backward and to his feet, out
of reach, and the thwarted reaching thing turned with fearsone speed and
struck at the other pilgrim

The shorter man was already on his feet, watching the nonster with a
surprisingly cal mexpression of curiosity on his face. He sidestepped the
attacking tendril—and found a second questing armreachi ng down, al nost upon
him He was trapped between them As they reached in, he shrugged and

gri maced.

An instant |ater, the many-fanged nout hs opened wide for their first savage
strike—but the pilgrinms were gone. Two clouds of dark, whirling gl obul es stood
for an instant where the nen had been. And then the jaws bit down. On not hi ng.
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The gl obul es crashed to the floor in a red rain that spattered the stones and
put the hissing fire out. Amid the sudden snmoke of its dying, the floor ran
with small puddl es that noved together w th purposeful speed.

The many-fanged nonster peered suspiciously around the roomand cane slowy
free of the ceiling to gather itself into a floating sphere of questing eyes
and gnashing teeth. It echoed the dunbfounded astoni shment of the distant
Zhentarimwho' d created it; he'd never seen anything of the |ike before. Was
this a spell? Were the two pilgrins of Tyr doppel gangers who'd | earned a new
trick? O ... sonmething else?

The floating nonster glared around the ruined chanber, but nothing nmoved
except the thick, dark red fluid on the floor. Two holy synbols lay am d the
novi ng gore, and tin cups and scabbarded swords and knives | eaned where the
pilgrims had left them but their clothes were gone. The nonster bent its gaze
again on the noving |iquid.

Slowy, as if with great effort, the red fluid was gathering, joining into two
ever-w deni ng pools. The creature watched for a long tine; the pools becane
two rising, glistening red hunps. Purposefully the fanged thing flew across

t he chanmber to hang above one pool, and extended a forest of nouths wth
guesti ng tongues, intending to suck up the pool

Wth surprising speed, the pool |eapt upward to neet it, roaring in a red
colum that plunged into all the waiting mouths. The fanged creature darkened,
shuddered—and fl ew apart in a wet explosion of staring eyeballs and sline.



Cel atinous fragnents of its riven body were flung to the far corners of the
rubble-strewn room. . . but before they could stain the walls or floor, these
wet remmants faded silently away into the air, as if they had never been
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The swor dcapt ai ns standi ng around Nentor Thul -doum nearly swall owed their
tongues in startled fear when the wizard |l et out a sudden raw scream cl awed

blindly and convul sively at themall, and then flung himself back in his seat,
clutching at his head. The wordl ess wet gargle in his throat rose again into a
scream ng, a high keening that went on and on ... and nen pulled back fromthe

reeling Zhentarimand drew their bl ades. They shivered.

"What should we do, Lord?" a swordcaptain asked, hurrying to where Swordl ord
Amgl ar sat watching, his back against the ancient bulk of the Standing Stone.
The conmmander | ooked up expressionlessly at the anxi ous officer and shrugged.
"Either this passes, or it doesn't. If the latter, well put arrows through him
fromwell away until he falls silent, and then burn the body." Anglar reached
for the wineskin and goblet that sat on the grass beside him and his lips
curved into a mirthless grin. "Wzards are all like that, inside," he told the
swordcaptain softly. "If their control is ever broken, all the scream ng and
wi de-eyed raving bursts out, for us all to see.™

The man shivered. "Wat does that to w zards, Lord?"

Amgl ar shrugged. "It's but nagi c sweeping away restraint. Mages are just nen
and naids like all the rest of us. The problemw th our kindly Zhentarimis
that they all seemto forget that."

In a ruined chanber deep in the night-cl oaked woods, two col utms of dark
glistening liquid grew slowy darker and nore solid, shifting into manlike
shapes. One sharpened into the |ikeness of the shorter pilgrimwhile the other
was still a glistening humanoi d, eyes and mouth just swinming into view on a
face of red sline.

"That body?" the unfinished one asked di sgustedly.
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" Agai n?"

"You' d prefer this?" The shorter pilgrimflickered and slid, its clothes and
bristles nelting away into ivory-skinned vol upt uousness. A breatht akingly
beautiful fermal e human caressed itself provocatively, posing with its hands in
a magnificent fall of flame-red hair.

"Where'd you see that?* the unfinished one asked.

The second Mal augrymsmiled. "Well, it's a long story.
Tower of Ashaba, Shadowdale, early Flanmerule 17

"I's there nore noongl ean?" El m nster asked hopeful Iy, holding out his goblet.
Chin on hand, Shaerl shook her head. "Not this side of the cellars, and 'min
no state to clinb stairs now. Not after—gods, O d Mage, it's been six bottles!
Doesn't wine touch you?"

"No," Elmnster told her. "I just like the taste."
Shaer|l rolled her eyes. "OF course. Silly of me even to think you' d get tipsy,
or take headaches fromw ne, like mere nortals."”

"Look ye, lass, it took me the better part of a year to get the spel

right—and after all that, Mystra |l aughed and changed ne with a wave of her
hand! | coul d have saved nysel f hours—-nay, days—ef painstaking research!"
"Aye," Shaerl| agreed dryly. "I can see how |l ong and hard it woul d have been
drinking every night away to see howlong it took you to start reeling, and if
"twas different than the night before.™

"That's not how !l did it, lass!" Elnminster grow ed at her

Shaer| spread her hands in apol ogy and sighed. "1'd have nore sympathy, El, if
| didn't ook in the mirror every norn and see nyself getting older, fast. Not
al l
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that long ago | was ordering my gowns slit thigh-high to catch the eyes of
young bl ades at feasts, and having gowns made to match so ny parents woul dn't



see until the coach was around the first bend, and I could strip themoff! Now
I couldn't even get into any of those gowns ... if | still dared to dress like
that!"

"Why don't ye dare dress like that?" the O d Mage asked, trying to peer around
the edge of the table to see her ankles. "A few years and a child don't ruin
one's legs!"

"But they do add to one's belly. Never mnd about ne ... you know what |'m
tal ki ng about, A d Mage. You've had centuries—and may well have centuries
nmore. 11l be lucky to see sixty sumers."

* Tis not the shining thing ye think it, this longevity," Elm nster told her
gravely. "I bury friends every day, it seens... and one grows so tired of it
all. If ye didn't need ne so sorely in the days ahead, twould be so easy to

just bid it all good-bye and |lie down in a tonb sonewhere to dreamthe ages

away... but ye always need ne/

"I do?" Shaerl asked challengingly, but hastily added, "No offense, A d Mage."

El m nster waved a dism ssive hand. "Not ye personally—thou art one of the

bright spots, lass. Cornyrean noble | adies who can think for thenselves are

rarer than they should be! | neant the Realns in general, and Shadowdal e in

particul ar. There's sonething here that the gods need very badly just now-and

I must guard it fromthem™

"Ah, with us caught in the mddle, as usual," Shaerl said sarcastically.

"Wonderful . "

"Ye want ed adventure when ye left the castle of thy father," El mnster

rem nded her. "So ye took the oath to Azoun and joi ned Vangerdahast's service,

were sent to Shadowdal e and pronptly married the man ye were sent to spy on
so here ye are. Too late by far to criticize the bed ye made for thyself,

dear."

"I know," Shaerl replied in exasperation. She got up, leaning on the table for

support, and then strode rest-
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| essly about the room "It's just—=

She threw up her hands in surrender, whirled around, and ran to the old

wi zard, flinging her arms around him

"I"'mjust so scared, El," she said, tears standing in her eyes as she stared

into his. Her lower lip trenbled. "Every tinme Murn goes out that door, |

think it's the last tine I'll see himalive. Zhentil Keep attacks us every
gods-be-dammed spring . . . and now the entire world seens torn apart, with
gods everywhere and ores and brigands, and nmagic going wild! Murn needs nme to
be strong, | know, when what | want to do is run away fromit all, just the
two of us, and—

"The two of us? Ye and this old wizard? Mss, |I'Il renmind ye that ye're

married!" Elmnster said priny.

"I meant Mourngrym you dolt," Shaerl said scornfully, voice wavering on the
edge of tears

"I know ye did, little one," Elm nster said. He folded her gently into his
arnms. That brought the explosion of sobs he'd known it would. He held the | ady
of Shadow dal e, murruring conforting prom ses and stroking her hair until her
tears were spent.

She lifted her head fromhis breast at last, red eyed and wild haired, and

bl i nked at himtrenul ously, norose thanks in her eyes.

"Ah, ye're done!" Elmnster said brightly. "Now, how about that w ne?"
"Qoohh!" In nock rage Shaerl snatched up a cushion fromthe chair and belted
himwith it.

"That's better,"” the A d Mage said gruffly, through the rain of blows. "Beat
the wits out of the only arch-nage left to defend Shadowdal e, that's a smart
girl.”

Shaerl let fall the cushion as if its touch suddenly burned her fingers.
"Sorry," she whispered, turning her head away.

El m nster chuckl ed and cl apped her shoulder. "I was jesting, |ass. Wiy don't
ye settle into a slightly nore cozy position on ny |ap—ene in which thy knee



isn't pressing
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hard into this old bladder, mnd—an' | tell ye all the wild tal es about which
avatar is wal king where in Faerun, and what a mess they're maki ng of things.
When ye're thoroughly scared, FIl pass on to news of the nmain Zhent arny,
currently being warmy entertained in Voonlar by several hobgoblin hands I

sent thence ... ah, dropped literally atop their canp, actually."

Shaer|l giggled. "I wish |I'd been there to see that," she said. "Has it thinned
t he Zhent host appreci abl y?"

El m nster nodded. "Mreover, |I'mnot done yet. It's taken me until now to

| ocate ny favorite hobgoblin tribe—+he Nose Bones—so they'l|l be er, dropping
in on our Zhent friends just before dawn."

"Taken you until now?" Shaerl said in nock alarm "Wy, whatever have you been
doi ng?"

"Hol di ng the Real ms together, lass," Elmnster told her rather grimy, "and
fighting off various old foes who've decided to take advantage of the Fall of
the Gods to conquer or destroy as much of Faerun as they can seize-the

Mal augrym in particul ar, have been troubl esone."

"Those Who WAl k i n Shadow?" Shaer| asked, eyes grave. "Stormand | have tal ked
about them several tinmes, after one attacked you at the inn and you woul dn't
tell us anything. They sounded deadly, indeed."

"Ah, but |I've acquired three heroes to deal with themnow," El mnster said,
hol di ng out to her a goblet that shouldn't have been full.

Shaer| stared at it suspiciously, sipped it, and then peered into it again. It
was still full—er rather, full again. She gave Elnminster a | ook

The O d Mage spread his hands with an air of innocence.

The | ady of Shadowdal e sighed. "So who are these three nighty ones?"
"Sharantyr and two Harpers; nen who cane to Stormfor training."

Shaer| stared at him nouth open. "The three
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rangers? Agai nst spell-hurling shapeshifters? El, they'll be kiltedr

El m nster shrugged. "That fate could well befall us all in the days ahead. |
can't be everywhere, especially now, with bindings failing and nagic tw sting
awy all across Toril. My valiant three've done well enough thus far, | mnust

say. Even if they all perish forthwith, they've dealt the House of Ml aug a
shrewd bl ow. "

"WIl you wite that on their tonmbs?" Shaer|l asked quietly.

El m nster shrugged but said nothing. After a long silence, the | ady of

Shadowdal e whi spered, "Wat will you wite on ours?"
The ghost of a smile stole across the A d Mage's face. "Perhaps: | should have
been laid to rest here long ago, but I'mstill busy defendi ng Shadowdal e. "

"Ch, no," she said quietly, shaking her head as the bedchanber door opened and
a weary Mourngrym strode in, tossing down cloak, helm and sword. "That's what
your tomb should say."

"It already does, lass. Ask Lhaeo to show ye sone tinme—en the norrow. It's a
good place to hide with thy heir, if the dale's overrun. Ch, in case he

forgets to tell ye—don't mind all the floating eyeballs that'll drift around
after ye. They do no harm. . . and if the food runs out, they're good
eating."

"I's he teasing you about fried eyeballs agai n?" Murngrym asked as he strode
into the room Wthout slowing to hear Shaerl's reply, he bent over the chair
to kiss the top of her head, and then | ooked up at Elminster as the soft
fingers of his wife stole up to stroke his cheek. "And what's this about
"hide'? And 'overrun'? Wth you here hol ding the dal e against all invaders?"
"We nust all fall sonetinme," Elmnster replied very quietly. "That's why |'ve
been groom ng every hero | could find these last ten years or so. Soneday,
def endi ng Shadowdal e wi thout me will be your task. Perhaps soneday soon."
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The Standing Stone, the Dales, Flanerule 17



The spellmaster's screans broke off suddenly, and he slunped forward in his
seat. Hesitantly one of the swordcaptains took a few paces toward the w zard,
sword drawn, and then | ooked back to the swordlord for instructions. O her
officers with ready weapons were al so gathering cautiously around the seated
wi zar d.

"I's he dead?" Anglar asked bluntly. The swordcap-tain turned to see, taking a
few paces cl oser—and then shrank back in horror as sudden radi ances fl ashed
and spun around the body, jerking it convul sively.

Amgl ar' s eyes narrowed. Contingencies, perhaps . . . not attacks visited from
afar, no.

H s judgnent was confirmed an instant |ater as the Zhentari m shook hinsel f and
stood, | ooking around irritably at all the grimfaces and raised swords. "Put
away all this steel,” he snapped, "and find something useful to do—such as
getting me a hot meal. Spellhurl-ing's hungry work."

The swordcaptain Anglar had just given orders to turned back to the swordl ord
and spread his hands in a silent question. Anglar waved at himto 'hold hard
for the nonce, got up, and strode over to Thul doum

"How are you, mage?" he asked, putting his hand on the hilt of his sword.
"Il live," Thuldoumsaid coldly, "and my wits are ny own; you need not hack

me down for fear 1'll turn on you all."
"The Roost's defended, then?"
"No," the spellnmaster said. "It's deserted. Alittle overgrown and tunbl edown

to be an ideal canp, but safe enough.™

"Saf e? Wy the scream ng then?"

"My creation encountered two beings who can shift shape. They were canped in
one of the roons."

90

ALL SHADOWNS FLED

"Doppel gangers? |If they inpersonate our swordcaptains, they can play nerry
death and chaos with this Sword!"

These weren't doppel gangers,” Nentor Thuldoumsaid grimy. "One of themtried
to nerge with ny nonster, destroying it. | was held in thrall, and sawinto
its mind. It was old, very old, and it hates El m nster of Shadowdal e nore than
you or | do; possibly nore than H gh Lord Manshoon does. They' ve been feudi ng
for centuries.”

"And so?"
"It also hates three other humans | don't know, they |ooked |ike rangers. It
thinks all of themare in Mstle-dale right now. . . and was headed there to

feed on them the nmonent it was satisfied the human shape | saw it in-a

pil grimof Tyr—was good enough to fool them™

"You think these two shapechangers are on the way to M stl edal e by now?"
"Yes," the Zhentarimsaid flatly. "I couldn't break free until it ate the
monster's mnd, but the last thought | overheard was that it was eager to get
toits prey."

"Then we'll be just as urgent in our advance on the Roost, once you set us a
directional spell so we can get there through the woods, and not have to use
the road and the open dale."

"The monent |'ve eaten," the spellmaster told himcoldly, "youll have that
spell. The drink, | think, is even nore inportant right now "

Wordl essly Angl ar undi pped a chased netal flask fromhis belt and held it out.
The Zhentarimregarded it and then him suspiciously, then in sudden resolve
undi d the stopper and took a sip—then a |ong pull

When he coul d stop gasping, the spellmaster w ped at his nunbed lips and
asked, "B-By all the gods, what is that stuff?"

"Firewine," Anmglar told him surprised. "You don't get out much, do you,

wi zard?"
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"Enough, " Thul doumtold himdarkly. "Mre than enough.™

"Spel | master?" A swordcaptain was hurrying up with a covered platter that
trailed wisps of steam "Your evenfeast!"



"Ah, that's better," Thul doum said, and turned to Anglar. "You see, Swordl ord?

Properly treated, | will deal with you properly in return . . . just like any
man. You m ght remenber that."

"Aye," the swordlord said, remenbering Myarvuk's still, staring face as they
buried him "I will keep it in mnd-al ways."

M stl edal e, Flanerule 17

The larger of the two owWs fluttered down to a branch on the edge of the dale,
and grew a human mouth. "Best be wary," it said to the oW alighting beside
it. "They may have spying spells set—and a single arrow could slay us in these
shapes. "

"Take on sonething larger, YinthrinP"

"No," the larger Malaugrymsaid firmly. "That'd just invite discovery and

attack . . . and they'll have mages about. No, Atari, just take care. After we
avenge t he despoil ed honor of the House of Malaug, let us return here and
await the dawn. On a battlefield, amusenents will be nmany."

Swords Creek, M stledale, Flanerule 17

"Yes?" Sylune inquired, turning fromher lanp and nmirror and raising an

i mperious eyebrow. On either side of the tent door, Belkramand Itharr stared
out and raised their blades warily, waiting.
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"Your servant, Lady," said the voice outside. A man's voice. A famliar man's
voi ce.

"Yes, TornP" Sylune asked, a trifle wearily. The two Harpers rel axed, trading
grins across the dimtent nouth. "Cone to undress nme? Or just to collect al
your Lingerie?"

"No," the thief said in a |low voice. "May | come in?"

Syl une turned to Sharantyr, who nodded. The three Harpers were sleeping in al
but their boots, drawn swords to hand, and had already |l ain down. The Wtch of
Shadowdal e was sitting up before a mirror, |ooking at the body she m ght well
| ose again on the norrow. "Yes —but | eave your pranks outside the door. |'m
not in the nood."

"Your command is ny wish, as | believe Elmnster once said,” Tormsaid with
just a hint of his usual inp-ishness, |ooking warily into the tent. Bel kram
and Itharr saluted himsilently with their blades; he answered themwi th a
sardonic lift of his brows, and stepped into the tent. He was hol ding
somet hi ng behi nd his back

Syl une turned on her stool to face him Wth the candl elight behind her
lighting her silver hair into flame, she | ooked unearthly as well as
beautiful. "Well, TornP"

"I ... ah, | cane to do your hair," Tormsaid, bringing a fistful of conbs and
atiny scent bottle into view Al four folk in the tent stared at him and
his face grew pi nker. Looking down at his hands, he said, "I seemto Have
grown used to it." He |looked up at Sylune. "If you

The smile that the Wtch of Shadowdal e gave hi mthen took his heart away. Torm
swal | owed as she stretched forth her hands to him "M nd? | am honored.

Pl ease! "

As Torm st epped forward, eyes shining, Belkramsaid kindly, "Haul your tongue

in, there's a good boy. W've done the tent floor already, and you'll [|ook
nore sensible with it safely stowed away."
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Sharantyr shot her conrade a sharp | ook, but Tormdid not even turn around.

"I know it's been said before," he said calmy, "but if you go around giving
folk a piece of your clever nind, Bel-kram soon enough you'll have none |eft
for yourself."

Bel kram spread his hands in apol ogy. "Aye, it's the real Torm Sorry for
shattering your gesture, sir. Wth all these shapeshifters around, one can't
be too careful ."”

Torm rounded on himthen. Too careful'?" he asked, incredulously. "You folk
make berserkers look like timd noles! When you di scover what the word
"careful' neans, conme and tell ne! You certainly haven't displayed any great



store of it thus far! |I doubt Elmn-ster'd dare to do what you have ... let
alone this thief!"

"He's right, you know," Sharantyr said with a chuckl e.

"Of course he's right," Itharr told her. "W've just been chargi ng ahead as
fast as we could into peril after peril, hoping the gods, our foes, and
oursel ves alike wouldn't notice what reckless fools we're being, and pay us
off for it! And now he's gone and spoiled it, and on the eve of battle, too!
Bad thief! Naughty, naughty bad thief!"

The tent erupted in hel pless laughter. In the night outside, two Rider
sentries exchanged wondering gl ances, and shook their heads.

"Harpers and adventurers . . . crazed wits, if you ask ne," one said
feelingly.

"No argument here," his fellow replied, watching the darkness around warily.
Sonet hi ng glided past—and he tensed to shout and hurl his spear—until he saw
that it was only an oW . Another ow flapped along in its wake. Now that was
somet hing rarely seen

The guard frowned at the two birds as the night swall owed them again. He
shrugged. As long as they weren't arrows, dragons, or flying w zards, things
in the sky were no concern of his. He yawned and peered all around agai n,
seeki ng real danger.
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Gal ath's Roost, M stledale, Flanmerule 17

"The wizard said it was deserted, and safe,” the Zhentil ar swordcaptain
grunted, "but we know all about w zards, don't we, |ads? Swords out, watch
wary, and be ready for the worst!" He glared around at the Zhentilar soldiers
and told them "I don't want to | ose one of you because soneone wasn't

| ooki ng, or was thinking about his nistress back at the Keep, or how many
coins this or that jack owed him So take yer time, and let's do this the
right way. Torches and mage lights to the fore.™

There was a creaking and rattling, and the men noved as one. Then the only
sound was the soft whisper and rustle of disturbed foliage. The first scouts
of the Sword of the South advanced up the steep, thickly forested slope toward
the ruin of Galath's Roost.

When the forenost man was an easy ten paces fromthe overgrown stones of a
wal I, he turned and shrieked like an oW, thrice. In response, the nage lights
drifted silently forward, over the helmed heads of the soldiers, into the dark
and hol | ow pl aces of stone ahead.

Not hi ng noved. There was no sound that could not be put down to snmall things
that flap or scuttle in a forest by night. Cautiously the Zhentilar noved
forward, swords out, probing the ferns and branbl es ahead for spring bows,
trip cords, and pits. They found not hi ng.

From here and there along the edges of the ruin, double oW hoots rang out as
scout after scout signalled his safe entry into the keep. Files of nen bearing
torches began to work their way through the trees in answer to the calls.

A scout halted in a dark chamber, hearing the stony scrape of something nmovi ng
to his right, through an archway thick with vines and nottl ed noss. "Be that
you, Baerernuth?" The whi sper was cautious, and the
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reply was quick and | ow

"Aye. Fflarast?"

"Me," Fflarast confirmed, turning his | oaded hand crossbow aside to prevent
any accidents. "Anything of interest?"

"Lots of rubble, and sonething's nest . . . vole bones an' the like. | think
this place really is deserted."

"Good. Crazed orders, hacking through the woods in the dark just to canp in a
ruin, but . . ."

"Better'n trying to fight our way into M stl edal e down that bow shot throat,
if we'd taken the road. They nust have at |east a dozen archers —an' a
dozen's all they'd need, Fflar, to take down four hundred or nore of us, for



sure. This way, we can strike out of the woods all along the south side of the
dal e. Those farners'l|l run thensel ves crazed trying to be everywhere at once
to stop us."

"You plot like a swordlord,"” Fflarast nmuttered. "W'd better get on, or
Dellyn'Il be running his blade up our backsides and bellowing at us for being
a pair of craven |aggards or spies for the eneny."

"Huh. He sees spies under every stone, that one," Baerenuth replied, and
suited actions to words by turning over a rock that was suspiciously danp
anong dry, dusty ones.

There was a sudden rush of rubble and a crash that shook the room Ffl arast
cursed and staggered back, trying to keep his feet, but ended up sitting down
hard on rubble. Wen he'd scranmbled up and coul d see again through the rising
dust, his nouth went suddenly dry.

Baeremuth Asanter lay under a fallen block of stone nearly as |arge as a pack
mul e. Thin rivers of blood were running out frombeneath it —and Fflar could
just see the tips of the fingers of one hand, reaching vainly for aid. It
woul d reach forever now.

Deat h GROQJS | mpati ent

Ffl arast Bl ackriver peered again at his conrade's remains and then backed away
very carefully. The rock-fall hadn't been accidental

Soneone had gone to a lot of trouble with wooden wedges and spars and bal anced
stones—and even flung dust around afterward to hide their work. The wedges
were the bright hue of newWy cut wood; this had been done within the |ast day
or so.

"Ch, Bane preserve us," Fflarast whispered, backing out of the chanber. At
that nmoment, a heavy booming off to the right marked the di scovery of another
trap. It was followed by a faint, raw scream ng that went on for a long tine
bef ore ending suddenly in a gurgle. Fflarast knew those sounds. Soneone had
put a hal f-crushed man out of his agony with a quick sword thrust to the

t hr oat .

"Ye gods and small creeping things hear nmy plea,"” the Zhentilar warrior

whi spered, invoking the old, old prayer of desperate warriors. He wasn't
facing half a hundred ores alone on a crag, |ike the | egendary Bor-thin had
been when he roared out the invocation, but dead is dead, and Ffl arast

Bl ackriver had only one life to | ose. Mreover, he valued it just as nmuch as
Borthin had his own.

There canme another rushing of stone off to the left,
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and startled cursing. Ah—ene trap had missed. CGood; that nmeant they were
probably all clever feats, and not magi c. Maybe—just maybe—flar would see
the end of this day.

There came a ringing of steel frombehind him "Wat's ahead, scout?" a

sel f-inportant swordcaptain snapped. Pel aeron hinself, scourge of |azy

sol diers. Ch, joy.

"Traps, sir," Fflarast said, indicating the fallen block and Baerenuth's arm
"I'" m deci ding how best to safely proceed."

"Well, hurry up about it," the officer snapped, prodding Fflar's mail-covered
backside with his sword tip. "W haven't got all night, you know " A file of
warriors was crowding into the room behind the swordcaptain. Fflarast |ooked
at them-and at Pel aeron's steely eye—and then swal | owed, shrugged, and
carefully clinbed over the rubble to the left of Baeremuth, on into the

dar kness.

Dar kness where there shoul d have been light. The torch had been with
Baeremut h, and no mage lights were near. "Torch," Fflarast rapped out, keeping
his voice as | aconic as possible, and reached back

The swordcaptain curtly waved an arnsman with a bl azing torch forward. The man
reached to hand the torch to Fflarast, shuffled am d | oose stones, tripped,
and neasured his length on the rubble. Stones shifted—and Fflar flung hinself
backward i nto unknown darkness as hard and fast as he coul d.

An instant |ater, armsman, torch, Pelaeron, and all vanished in a roaring and



tumbl ing of stone as two carefully bal anced bl ocks col | apsed si deways, and the
fl oor of the chamber above came down.

Ffl arast | anded hard on his tail bone on rough-edged rocks and |lay there
groani ng. The chanber he'd come through was now a new sealed tonb in front of
him He was lying in a cross passage—and listening to fresh crashings off to
the I eft as heavy stones dropped and
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rolled. Tortured netal shrieked briefly as it crunpled, a man screaned for an
instant, and then there were only echoes. Echoes that faded slowy into

si | ence.

Ffl ar shuddered. He snarled wordl essly. Gods take all w zards! Save ny bruised
behi nd! Gunting, he rolled slowy and carefully to the left, to his knees,
and felt for his sword

There was another rolling crash in the distance, and shouts. Fflarast found
his sword and clutched it, not nmoving as he fought down fear. He was al one in
chill darkness with death waiting all around him For the greater glory of
Zhentil| Keep, whose proud | ords would not even know that Fflarast Bl ackriver
had died in the service. O care one whit, if someone told them

"Hungry beasts take themall," Fflar told the darkness softly, and stayed on
hi s knees, wondering how long it would be until dawn . . . and if he'd dare
try to find his way out of the ruin even then

Far down the passage, many torches glinmered and danced, and a voice said,
"There—that's arnor!"

"I serve Zhentil Keep!" Fflar shouted desperately, flinging up his arns in
case soneone was very eager to fire his crossbow No quarrels answered. The
voi ce cane again. "Wo are you, soldier?"

"Ffl arast Bl ackriver, of Pelaeron's Mace." He cleared his throat and added,
"I''mal one. Pelaeron and nost of his swords |ie under stone beside nme. W' ve
struck two traps already."

"It seens a contagious habit," the voice responded dryly. "Stay where you are.
I"'mgoing to throw you a torch."

A moment | ater, fire whup-whup-whupped end over end through the darkness,
trailing sparks, and fell amd rubble, showing Fflar a row of archways on one
side of the passage, and doors or fallen walls on the side he'd come in by. A
boot —still twitching feebly—eould be seen in the fall of rubble beside him
Ffl arast swall owed and turned his back on it, |ooking through the nearest
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ar ch.

"What can you see, soldier?" the voice asked.

"A huge chanber—probably a great hall," Fflarast answered. "It has bal conies
around its inside walls, and the roof's gone sonewhere. There's nmoonlight at
one end."

"OFf to your left—ay right?"

"Aye," Fflarast called. "It |ooks open—big enpty stretches."

Voi ces murmured down the corridor. The officer called, "Can you get to the
torch?"

Ffl arast struggled over rubble for a few sweating nonments, half-expecting the
ceiling to fall on him but reached the guttering torch safely. "I have it,"
he called, and swung it nigh

"Good. We're going to throw you another. Pitch it out into this large hall of
yours and tell us what you see.”

Fflarast did so. The chanber rivalled the main hall of the Black Al tar back in
Zhentil|l Keep. He'd stood honor guard in that dark tenple nore than once, and
knew this hall was fully as large. He told them so

"Can you say anything of interest?"

"No . . . broken tiles . . . heaved and stained flooring, but open. The
torchlight doesn't showit all. Nothing nmoving or alive that | can see."
"Good man. Stay where you are. W're coming to join you."

Ffl arast sighed heavily and stood as still as he could, watching the slow and
cautious advance of a long file of black-arnored nen.



It seened half the Sword of the South was in the passage. Soneone had cut a

| ong, bent sapling and | ashed a torch to it, and was lighting the high ceiling
as they cane, finding holes and old rockfalls. There were al so two shafts that
presunably let light and air down into the keep, but as the soldiers of

Zhenti|l Keep cautiously passed beneath them nothing swooped down or fell from
above. Soon the Zhentilar reached Fflarast, and a
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swor dcapt ai n—anot her of fici ous one—urtly ordered himto stand asi de.

A torch was tossed on down the passage. Its flickering |light revealed that the
corridor was bl ocked conpletely not far beyond where Fflarast had entered it.
An entire room seened to have fallen fromthe floor above, pouring a high
mound of broken stone across the passage fromwall to wall, and al nost to the
ceiling. Fflar |ooked at it and shuddered.

"This great hall it is, then," the swordcaptain ordered, turning away. The man
at his el bowthe swordcaptain who'd throwm the torch to Fflarast—peered into

t he vast chanber and murrmured, "I have a bad feeling about this room™

"I think we all do!" the other officer snarled, fear lacing his blustering
voice. "So let's just get on with it! Men—eut swords and advance, the first
dozen of you! Stop and report if you see anything of inmport—especially noving
bones! | want to get that nmage in here fast.. . and then maybe we'll all get
some sl eep!™

Men nmoved reluctantly into the chanmber. Fflarast stood silent, glad he wasn't
anong them expecting to hear another heavy crash at any noment.

M nut es passed, and the nen standing still and tense in the passage coul d hear
each ot her breathing, hoarse and fast. But no cries or falls of stone cane,
and soon a man whose arnor bore the red shoul der enbl em of a sword cane back
to the archway and reported crisply, "No danger, sir. Mlds and rubbi sh down
one end, where a lot of water's cone in, but there's nothing else in the place
except two stairs up to the fl oor above and a high seat—ef bare stone, nothing
init—en a raised bit at the far end. The place is huge; there's roomfor a
good two thousand bl ades to bunk down, though I'd not want to be close in
under sone of the bal conies; they | ook none too safe."

"Well done, sword. Set nen to guard all doors and archways into the place;

we'll nove in. Swordcaptain
1a
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Aezel, go out and tell the swordl ord. Request that the spell master be brought
in, forthwith—and if the wi zard objects, request it again."

There were a few dry chuckles in the safe anonymty of the gloom and then nen
were on the nove. Fflarast Blackriver came to a sudden decision. He handed his
torch to a passing arnmsman and took up the straight, back-to-the-wall stance
of a man on guard duty. He wasn't going into that great hall unless directly
ordered to.

Thankful ly, the officious swordcaptain passed on into the great hall, and the
bul k of the soldiery followed, leaving a few wary veterans standing in the
passage with Fflarast. "Neatly done, lad," one of them hissed, and grinned.

Ffl arast gave hima grin back, and they waited in the darkness together unti

a bright blaze of torches and the shuffling of nany booted feet told themthe
mai n body of the Sword had arrived.

Men in black arnmor seened to file past forever, until at last the black battle
robes of the spellnmaster could be seen sweeping najestically down the passage.
He was escorted by two swordcaptains and the swordlord hinself. "

The suprene commander of the Sword of the South halted cl ose enough to
Fflarast to touch him and said to the wizard, "The nen want you to | ook
around and set themat their ease that there's no nagic or hidden, |urking

t hi ngs about. Do that, but we haven't time for you to send them haring down
every passage in the place in hopes of finding nagic treasure that was |ikely
taken away |l ong ago. |'ll be outside, supervising the perinmeter watch; send
Swor dcapt ai n Tschender here out to nme if you want anything."

The spel |l naster nodded inpatiently, seenming eager to get into the room and



the swordl ord stepped back, rolled his eyes behind the wizard' s back, and
strode of f back down the corridor, |eaving behind at |east six veterans
struggling not to chuckle as the Zhentari m stepped grandly through the nearest
ar ch.

By unspoken, common accord the nmen in the passage
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all noved to stand where they could | ook through archways, and watch what
befell in the great hall. Wzards of the Black Network were not | oved—but they
were always a source of entertainment, if one could keep safely out of the
way.

Spel | mast er Thul doum strode grandly across the vast chanber, head high

| ooking slowy fromleft to right and back agai n. When he caught sight of the
throne, he bent forward in eagerness, and his pace qui ckened.

"Gods spit down on 'im" one of the soldiers nmuttered. "He's going to sit on
the throne!"

For a nonent it appeared that the wi zard was going to do just that—but
prudence came to himat the last nmonent, and they saw himordering a rel uctant
armsman into the seat instead.

G ngerly the soldier sat dowmmn—and fromthe ceiling above, a ring of boul ders
on chains crashed down, smashing the vainly | eaping man to bl oody ruin on the
stones. One stone, rebounding fromthe inpact on its chain, nearly beheaded
the startled wi zard, who staggered backward, arms flailing, as arnsnen watched
in horror. The soldier who' d been a shade too slow in vacating the throne |ay
where he had fallen, a broken figure in a pool of blood.

"What did I tell ye?" a soldier said, who hadn't in fact spoken before, al
that long night. "Stupid buttocks-brain."

It seened the wizard wasn't done. He'd caught sight of something behind or
beyond the throne that only he could see, and was casting a spell. Wth all
eyes upon him he made a show of it, gesturing dramatically as he brought the
i nvocation to a ringing climx—and a door slowy appeared in the blank wall
behi nd the high seat. Magical radi ance shone blue and silver, brightening to a
soft white glow, and spread slowy along an arched frame to outline a |arge
door.

As Zhentilar stared at it and Spell master Thul doum
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grinned in triunph, Fflarast felt the tense prickling of hairs rising on the
back of his neck. Ch, no ..

The Zhent ari m brought his hands down with a flourish, pointing at the door,
and shouted the last word of the spell that would open it.

The door wi nked out. Blue-white flashes ran all over the ceiling of the
chanmber as a web of magic discharged, and Galath's Roost fell in on itself
with a roar.

Ffl arast saw the ceiling begin to fall and the wizard stare up and then
vanish. He did not wait to see a thousand of his fellow warriors crushed, but
turned and flung hinsel f headl ong down t he passage, running as he had never
run before.

There was an earth-splitting crash of stone upon stone, and Fflar was flung
off his feet. He landed rolling am d dust and falling stones as the castle
shook around him The entire arnmor gallery had fallen into the great hall.
"Gods!" one of the old soldiers in the passage gasped. The floor, too!" And
with a slow, gathering thunder, the overl oaded fl oor gave way, dropping in
huge pi eces down into dark cellars beneath.

By then, Fflar was sprinting toward the noonlight, sweat alnost blinding him
A last |eap over rubble—and he was out, tunbling in the ferns and com ng up
running, to get well away fromthe walls.

"Easy, soldier," said a swordcaptain, putting out a hand to stop Fflarast's
frantic flight. "What befell ?"

Fflar clung to the nan, panting, unable to catch his breath-and fromthe

rui ned keep behind himcanme a slow series of smaller crashes.



They listened together, and then the officer shook Fflar by the shoul ders.
"Vl | 2"

An ol d soldier cane into view out of the same rent in the wall Fflar had used.
It was one of the veterans who'd stayed in the passage. He was wal ki ng sl owy
and stiffly, ignoring the occasional falls of small stones from above, and the
officer strode toward himwith a
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snarl, dragging Fflar al ong.

"What befell ?" he snapped, eyeing the old nman's gray whiskers.

The old warrior |ooked up at himand said, "Don't bluster, lad . . . ye're an
of ficer, renmenber?"

The swordcaptain roared out his anger and snatched at his sword—and Fflar hit
himin the side of his neck with one nailed fist, as hard as he'd ever hit
anyone in his life. He got in tw nore good bl ows before the body reached the
ground—and stayed there.

"Easy,*lad . . . ye've broken his neck, there's no need to dance on his
bones,"” the veteran nuttered, bending over Fflar. "Now ye'd best get away from
hi m and practice |ooking i nnocent, afore the next officer happens along."

"Too late," a deep, grave voice said above themboth. Fflar and the veteran

| ooked up into the cold, tired eyes of Swordlord Anglar. "But by the sounds of

things, I've just lost too many bl ades to waste two nore because cruel
spoi | ed nobl es' sons nmeke bad officers. Consider this—accident—forgotten, and
so long as you have no nore, scout, I'll continue to forget it. Nowtell ne in

truth what's befallen in there,"

Ffl arast and the veteran | ooked at each other, and then Fflar spoke. "The
spel | master cast a spell to open a door behind the throne, and— think-set off
some sort of magical trap. The whole ceiling cane down at once . . . but |
think I saw hi mvani sh before the stones hit. | ran, then . . . that's all |
saw. Before that, though, my unit—Pel aeron's Mace—and a | ot of others | heard
die, but didn't see, were crushed in rockfall traps . . . the keep's bul ging
with them"

The swordl ord nodded soberly. "The spell master's nagi c brought himsafely out
to us here," he said, his lips twisting bitterly, "and dearly though I'd | ove
to put himto death for this blunder, we need himin the battle tonorrow " He
leaned in close to them and his next words came in a whisper.
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"Don't raise a hand to himthis night, whatever the provocation . . . but if
ei ther of you survives the comng battle, and he's still breathing at the end
of it, | want either or both of you to slay him He may have contingencies,

m nd—try to disnenber the body and then burn it." He | ooked fromFflar to the

veteran, and then back to Fflar. "Understood?"

"I understand and will obey," the old sol dier whispered, and Fflar echoed his

words. The swordl ord nodded. "Good." He | ooked at the veteran. "So the ceiling
fell. . . what did you see after that?"

"The floor an' all went down into—ellars, |I'd guess—bel ow, breaking off and
sliding slowy; in bits, ye know. Then the bal conies broke off and fell in on
top of it all, one by one. | saw spell flashes before each fall . . . the
whol e thing's one huge trap, sir, if ye ask me. I'd sooner sleep in the hot

heart of an eneny canpfire tonight than go back in there, sir." He jerked his
head to indicate the ruined castle behind him

The swordl ord nodded grimy. "W' ve been duped by a clever foe—and an
arrogant, careless w zard." He sighed and added, "Gods curse all wizards. If
things in Faerun were all decided by the strength of a sword arm and not
sneaking spells, we'd all be a ot better off!"

Ri sing with another sigh, their comuander pointed toward a canpfire. "Go and
report to Shieldmaster Tesker; you're part of my own nace now, both of you."
He turned away, and as they stammered their thanks, he turned back and added,
"Ch, and tell himfromne that you' re both swords now If we've any arnor so
bl azoned that fits, you're to wear it tonorrow "



"May the gods thank you nore than we can, sir!" the old veteran gasped.

Amglar smiled thinly. Tou'll probably be cursing nme on the norrow. Save your
delight for when all of this is over, and we're standing proudly on the

battl ements of Zhentil Keep again. Then I'll thank the gods too . . . just how
fervently | do it then, nmind you, will depend on
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what they've done to us since."

Al three of them | aughed together, the grimlaughter of fighting men who
shared the sanme peril—-and the same jaundiced view of the world that had put
themthere. Then they cl asped forearns and parted.

On his way to the fires, Fflar stopped for a nmonent as he realized sonething
the other two had al ready known—ost soldiers keep warmw th the nenories of
such nonents.

Swords Creek, M stledale, Flanerule 17

Syl une of Shadowdal e | ay awake in the darkness, as she did every night. Wen
one no | onger needs to sleep and one's friends are in danger, there is no
better way to guard themthan to lie among them feigning slunber, with a

wat ch spell set.

Through its invisible web she felt Itharr stir, plagued by dark thoughts,
building his killing rage for the battle tonmorrow. Later, Sylun6 sent soothing
visions to Bel kram when a dream made himstart in terror and al nost awaken.
Sharantyr needed no such ki ndnesses; she lay in peace, her dreans deep

They were fine battle conpanions and good friends, Sylun6 smiled up at the
dark roof of the tent overhead. She cl osed her eyes again and turned her

t houghts to the many fol k and places and things she nust check on and watch
over during this Tinme of Troubles, if the Realns she | oved were to survive,
and not sone shattered, twi sted remmant of Toril. At |east the hours when
others slept gave her time enough for reflection, to consider and anticipate
all the consequences and probabl e unintended effects of her every action. It
could truly be said of the Chosen that, nore than any other thinking creatures
of Faerun, they knew exactly what they were doing at all tinmes.
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Ri ght now, Sylune was thinking over the battle tomorrow . . . the battle that
woul d probably cost her this body. Jhessail and Rathan both carried fragnents
of stone from her hut should anything befall the one within her now,
and—sonet hi ng was ani ss!

A scrying spell swept over the tent, seeing who lay within. Its primry
dweoner paused above each sl eeping face as Sylune pretended to slunber, but it
did not seemto sense the spell web, and wi thdrew wi t hout any di sturbance.
Yet, that is. Now soneone, probably a Zhentari m mage, knew who was in this
tent. Waile nost folk still believed that the Wtch of Shadowdal e was | ong
dead, only a Mal augrym had any reason to view these four sl|leepers as greater
foes than the m ghtier Knights of Myth Drannor sleeping in other tents.
Sylune let out her breath in a |long gasp and rose from her physical body as a
ghostly, shadowy inmage, questing out into the canp around for any signs of
fell magic. She could feel the frozen fire of magic itens lying immbile in

the tent Jhessail and Merith shared with Illistyl and a |lady Rider, and a few
faint dweomers from enspell ed gl ow daggers riding on the hips of watchful
sentries around the edge of the camp . . . but as |ong nonents passed, no

hostile spells canme out of the night. Far away to the northeast, near ruined
Myt h Drannor, a wolf how ed, but nothing nearby answered

Yet a single fireball could do a |ot of danage to a force this small. Perhaps
she should raise a spell shield. Sylune glanced out of the tent into the stil
nmoonl i ght. To do so over the entire canp would be a punishing drain on the
little life essence she had left; she really needed a living being to power
such a magic—and to do it for long would | eave the creature weak and

qui vering. Not a sword armcould be spared fromthe battle, though, so .
Sonet hi ng was di sturbing the spell web! Sylune whirled back to face into the



tent intime to see two dark, serpentine bodies rise up through the fl oor

mak-

138

ALL SHADOWNS FLED

ing the softest of tearing sounds. Their heads, which had parted the canvas so
swiftly, were deadly steel blades atop undul ating, scaled coils, but they rose
up in the darkness, growing swiftly |larger

Mal augrym

The Wtch of Shadowdal e sent a shrieking warning through the spell web to
awaken her compani ons as she hurl ed her ghostly form back across the tent. She
had to reach her body! Very few of her spells were available to her in this
ghostly form when she could hol d nothing solid.

One serpent-bl ade was arching over her own body, and the other was rearing
above Sharantyr, whence it could plunge itself down into her sleeping breast,
Syl une cast a curving shield of force over the | ady ranger as she swept past.
Just in time! The bl ade came down at Sharantyr's face and was struck aside by
the invisible barrier, trailing a Iine of white sparks.

The ot her serpent-thing struck at Sylune"'s body before she could slip into
it, throwing its coils around her throat and wists. The rest of its body

ext ended toward Bel kram bl ade rearing back to strike.

She'd warned all three rangers to keep silence and find their blades as they
awakened, and as the serpent-thing stretched over toward him Bel kram cane
boiling up out of his furs, hacking at the thing savagely.

Its hammer strike burst through his frantic parry and al nost pinned to himto
the tent floor, laying open his shoulder as he tw sted desperately aside. He
roared in pain. Sharantyr tried to scranble to his aid, and found herself a
pri soner under the shield, but Itharr cane | eaping across the tent with his
bl ade gl eam ng, bellowi ng, "Aidl An attack! Knights of Myth Drannor, to us!"
Sylune slid into her body, heedless of the strangling coil about her throat.
She did not need to breathe, and so could take no harm fromthe crushing
constriction of
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t he Mal augrym—shose constraint prevented her from hurling spells. She gathered
her will as ironlike coils tightened about her, and haul ed her shield of force

away from Sharantyr. She angled it up to wall herself away fromthe rest of
the tent and shoved the Mal augrym s bl ade away from Bel kramin the process.
The shapeshifter sinply extended its body farther to strike at the Harper once
nmore, but Itharr slashed it aside—and with her compani ons safe behind the

shi el d, Sylune unleashed a spell that made steel shards burst from her body.
The Mal augrym took themall, convulsing in agony and flailing about the tent,
sweepi ng her body off its bed and hurling Itharr to spraw atop Sharantyr and
t he ot her serpentine Shadowraster. Bel kram sprang upon it and drove his bl ade
hone, but it withed under him not nortally harned by his steel, and tried to
shake himoff. He sat on it, stabbing it repeatedly, so it grew fangs and bit
hi s thigh.

Sharantyr and Itharr rolled around anong the furs with the other Ml augrym
hacki ng and stabbing at it in a frenzy—and then the tent flap burst open and
t he Kni ghts of Myth Drannor charged in.

Florin had doffed his arnor for the night and wore only breeches, but his
stout sword was in his hand. He dived wi thout pause onto the serpent-thing on
t he beds, hacking at its blade-head with a flurry of blows, trying to sever
the serpent's dark steel. Tormtook one | ook at Sylune, who struggl ed upright
with coils thick around her throat, and how ed in fury, |eaping across the
tent with his dagger flashing.

Syl une ki cked out one foot, trying to touch him and Rathan saw what she was
doi ng. He pushed past the thief and grasped Sylune's ankle firmy. Wat she
said to himmnind-to-nmnd he shouted al oud: "Ml augrym Use silver on themto
slay! They're shapeshifters! Use silver!™

At the door of the tent, Jhessail and Illistyl both nod-
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ded grimy. As Merith dived past them and buried his silver-bl aded dagger in

t he Mal augrym that was battering Bel kramall around the tent, they ran to
where Itharr and Sharantyr were stabbing the other, and murnured spells as
they sl apped their hands at the bl ades, heedl ess of sharp, flashing edges.

The weapons gl owed bl ue-white as Jhessail snatched her hand back, shaking
drops of blood fromit- Wen the gl ow faded, they shone silver . . . and the
wounds they made did not close. Sharantyr and Itharr set to work chopping with
frenzi ed speed, gasping their thanks.

Florin severed the bl ade-head of the other Malaugrymwith a | ast bl ow and
grabbed at the gory serpent-form trying to hurl it away from a groaning

Bel kram 1t grew many fanged nouths as he pounced on it, and one of them shot
forth on a long stalk to snap at Torm who ducked his head aside. Rathan

rai sed his hand to cast a spell—-and the jaws expanded with |ightning speed to
envelop it, biting down with cruel force.

The fat cleric doggedly intoned his spell, sweat running down his face—and
fire fromhis hand burst forth within the Malaugrym causing it to recoil wth
a roar of mingled fury and pain.

IIlistyl's eyes narrowed as flames gouted fromthe beast. She dug a hand into
her purse, snatched a silver coin, and snapped out a cantrip that crunbled the
metal to powder in her hands. Flinging the powdered silver into the flanes,
she | eapt back.

The expl osion that foll owed was spectacul ar. The coils around Syl unel spasned,
flinging her free—and then smashed into her body with the force of a charging
war horse, hurling her like a rag doll against the side of the tent. She
struck, tumbled, and canme to rest atop Torm who nadly stabbed the Ml augrym
and sobbed with rage.

"It's dead, Torm" Sylune told himgently, putting a hand on his shoul der as
she | ooked over himat the gory
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| unps that had been the other Ml augrym "And so's the other one."

"CGods," the thief hissed, eyes blazing, "they could have killed you!"

"Yes," Sylune agreed, "but they did not, thanks in part to you." She put up
her hand to wipe the sweat fromhis brow, then | eaned forward and ki ssed him
He stared at her for a nonent, and threw his arnms around her, weeping
uncontrol | ably.

"It's been rather a long tinme since any man got this angry for ny sake," she
murmured into his shoulder, "but try not to get yourself killed defending ne,
Torm ™

"Way not?" the thief said when he found enough control to speak. "Have you
seen what they did to your hair?"
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The Ring of Skulls

Swords Creek, M stledale, Flanerule 17

Sharantyr shades her eyes again and is sure of it. Another flash, there

and anot her. And then Zhents are pouring out of the woods in a hundred pl aces,
the bright morning sun glinting on ebon arnor.

There is a stir along the banks of Swords Creek, and the short bark of Kuthe's
order off to the right. The Riders of Mstledale nove am d a grow ng thunder
of hooves, hurrying along the southern edge of the dale to neet the invaders.
Lance tips glitter as they sweep down.

Restl ess, the lady ranger hefts her own gl eanm ng bl ade, licks her lips, and
wat ches Kuthe's | ance | owered with nenacing force. He flicks it expertly,
taking out the throat of a Zhentilar as he passes, and with bright blood stil
trailing fromthe tip, buries it deep in the face of the first Zhent horsenman
to appear out of the woods.

The man crunples as he's flung back out of his saddle. A score of crashes
foll ow up and down the edge of the trees as Zhent maces and spears find



shields or the Riders behind themand a horn sounds from just behind Shar
calling the retreat.

Hor ses wheel and rear. Zhentilar soldiers race in to

ED GREENWDOOD

gut the retreating warriors as they turn away. One Rider tarries too |ong, and
Shar sees him go down, hacking frantically with his blade at a dozen foes as
they drag himto ground and stab him The riderless nount in fear |ashes out
with its hooves, leaps wildly into the air, shedding broken Zhent armsnen |ike
rag dolls, and lands running west down the dale to where Kuthe is rallying the
Ri ders.

Arrows hiss past Shar's shoulder as the farners of Mstledale, faces set in
fear and determ nation, strike their own first blows against the foe. Only a
few bl ack-arnored figures fall, and now they're stream ng out of the trees by
the hundreds, a glittering black carpet of death that advances west wth
casual confidence. Mre than one of the watchers al ong Swords Creek gasps or
retches in fear; there are thousands of Zhents!

"Gods," a man nearby mutters in despair and disbelief, "have they been
breeding arnmsnen |i ke rabbits? Look at them™

Certain death was comng for them and they all knew it. Shar traded tight
grins with Bel kramand Itharr as they heard Termis voice lifted in jaunty
song:

"Come, oh, come play with ne! Bring, oh, bring your sword, and We'll be threer
The Riders had succeeded in keeping the foe east of the creek. Secure in their
nunbers, none of the Zhen-tilar had noved to outflank the paltry Iine of
waiting warriors . . . yet. Nor were they bothering with any sort of tight
formation, nmerely gathering in nobs around a dozen steadily advancing

st andar ds.

Shar's lip curled in derision, and then she shrugged. Qutnumnbering us hundreds
to one, what do they need
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of discipline or battlecraft?

The Sword of the South cane on without pause or parley. Shar |ooked again at
the Riders, wondering if they'd nmount another charge to disrupt the steady
Zhent advance. Kuthe's hel mturned; the white-horse blazon caught the sun as
he | ooked back at her. And then his helmjerked sharply back east again.

There was a nmurmur fromthe defenders of Mstledale as they all saw what Kuthe
had espied the casting of, fromhis high saddle: eight tiny balls of fire spun
up into view and roared across Swords Creek, how ing through the air and
growing in size and fury as they cane.

The Iine of defenders raised their shields and shifted uneasily as the roaring
confl agrati on spun nearer—but then the spinning flames and sparks ri ppl ed,

pul sed .. . and were gone. Swarms of birds and snoke spread harm essly across
the sky. The unseen wild nagic shields in front of the defenders had worked.

A shout of satisfaction arose fromthe defenders—but it was answered by a
ragged cry of excitement, rising fromthe Zhent ranks. A trunpet blared, and
the Sword of the South charged forward. They | owered their spears and trotted
into the creek, a sea of soldiers flanked by two bands of nounted arnmsnmen. The
horsenen to the north splashed sl owy down through the creek, avoiding the
road—no doubt fearing traps. Their conrades to the south spurred across the
creek in a spray of waters, and gathered speed as they hurtled up the west
bank toward the R ders.

Shar | ooked from one forest of black helnms to the other . . . and back again.
Was it going to be all over in the first few breaths? There aren't enough of
us to stand for nore than one charge . . . and that only with [uck

The screans began. The Zhent horsemen to the right were raising frantic
shields or toppling fromtheir saddles as a stormof blades tw nkled and
fl ashed around
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them at faces and throats.



"First blow to Chauntea,"” Itharr murnured, watching them plunge on into
oblivion. None of the Zhentilar horsemen reached the | eveled | ances of the
waiting Riders, and few nanaged to pull out of that stormof steel to flee.

Li ghti ng cracked and flashed | ow over the Zhent ranks, stabbing at the
defenders of Mstledale . . . but becane a streamof red rose petals, and
drifted away on the quickening breeze. There were chuckles up and down the
line of defenders. The sweat of quickening fear was maki ng Shar's bl ade
sticky; she shifted her grip on it and snatched a |l ast glance to the north
before the first Zhents reached her

The northern Zhent cavalry had crossed the creek and were | owering their

| ances to neet a single Iine of Riders that had come out of nowhere to bar
their path. Wth an exultant roar they swept down through the phantom forns of
the waiting Riders . . . and plunged into the spike-Ilined di senboweling pits.
At about the same tinme, the arrows of the best archers of Mstledale found

t hem

A spear cast out of the Zhent lines clipped the edge of Sharantyr's shield,
and she found herself in the mdst of what all battles becone: a crowded,
confused whirlwi nd of hard-plied steel crashing down on shields and arnor,
skirling off opposing bl ades—and sinking into scream ng nen.

A Zhentil ar arnmsman swung a huge norningstar at her. Shar threw herself to her
knees. As the weapon rattled past overhead, she struck upward with her shield,
hurling her foe off-bal ance. She swept her sword up into the throat of the
next chargi ng arnmsman, who staggered on, dead already, and ran his blade into
the arnpit of the man with the norningstar. They crashed down together, and
Shar shook their blood out of her eyes and took a hasty step aside to put her
bl ade into the neck of a tall arnsman who' d engaged Bel kram
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and was straining to overwhel mthe snarling Harper. The man reel ed and went
down, spraying her with nore bl ood. Bel kram gave her a fierce grin of thanks
as they faced the next Zhents shoul der to shoul der

Arrows were still hissing past; there were so nany Zhents that the dale
farmers could fire over the heads of those in the fray and yet find targets in
plenty. A horn rang out, calling the defenders of the dale to retreat to the
second |ine of standards.

In answer to its call, Shar smashed her way free of a tightening knot of
Zhentil ar and backed hastily fromthe creek. One of the orange standards that
marked a gap in the wild magic shields fluttered off to her left, and she saw
Jhessail and Illistyl crouching by it, behind Merith's raised sword and

shi el d. Their hands wove in spellcasting gestures.

Shar sl ashed an overly enthusiastic Zhent across the face, and as he went
down, watched the spell of her fell ow Knights take effect.

Upended helms full of metal shards and sal vaged arrowheads were rising from
the ground with slow, nenacing force—ene, three . . . six in all. Zhents were
backi ng uncertainly away fromthem but one man hacked at a helmwth his

bl ade.

He was the first to fall, ripped apart as the nagic erupted, transformng the
hel ms and their contents into pinwheel sprays of arrows that tore into the
Zhent host on all sides.

Zhentil ar bl ackhel ms screamed in chorus and fell in great swathes, as if
harvested by a gigantic, invisible scythe. Shar felt her gorge rise. She
turned away fromthe sight and hastened back to the rallying standards,

Bel kram and Itharr at her side. There were still thousands of Zhents left; the
Sword of the South was surging on across the creek, heedl ess of the cost. As
t he defenders gathered at the standards another horn call rang out fromtheir
m dst .

This one was neant for the hidden Harpers. Trip
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wi res hidden anong the tranpled grass were tightened now, and.

As it happened, Shar watched the first shield rise, spilling a startled Zhent



forward—and revealing a Harper with a | oaded crossbow. He di scharged his

quarrel into the face of the nearest Zhent officer, dropped the bow, and

snatched up his spear to ward away a chargi ng annsman. That gave the other two

Harpers in the hole tinme to scranble out, gain their feet, and begin their

race through the Zhent rear, hacking and slashing at the full run

Men and worren in | eather boiled up out of the ground in two dozen pl aces or

nore, and there was much shouting and chaos. Shar had a brief glinpse of a

furious-1ooking man in robes—a Zhent w zard, she realized—stunbling hastily

away from a seeking bl ade. Then she was much too busy to | ook at anything but

the foes all around, their blades falling on her owmn with the force of

hanmer s.

The Sword of the South rolled into the defenders again, a wall of grim nen

wi el di ng bl ades and maces. They pushed the out nunbered dal efol k slowy back to

hi gher ground. Another horn cried out from just behind her, and Shar flung

herself flat.

An instant later, arrows hissed over her in a deadly stream and the front

rank of Zhents nelted away, hurled to the ground like torn thorn bushes. A

brief blip of the horn indicated it was safe to rise

Sharantyr found her feet and stared across bl ood-soaked ground at the Zhents .
over the frightened faces of the Zhentilar rearguard, back across the

creek. There, Harper swords flashed, nmessage runners fell, and Zhent officers

shouted and flailed in disarray. Arolling ball of flane told her at |east one

Har per spell had worked—a | one Harper paused, tossed sweat-soaked hair out of

his eyes, and |l ashed half a dozen pursuers with a bright net of fire.

The Harpers were pitifully few Mst of those fighting
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south to a rallying point were going down, attacked fromall sides by enraged

and fearful Zhents. Shar saw one arnmsman catch his foot on the edge of an open

Harper hole and fall helplessly away fromthe ranger he was attacking. The man

| eapt across the hole, breaking free of a ring of Zhents, and raced toward a

banner that had been set alight as a rallying point.

Not far behind Shar, Margrueth nmuttered an incantation. A flying Zhent spear

headed past her, and she dived sideways to smash it down with her shield, for

fear it would reach the sorceress.

It skidded into the dirt, and an instant |ater cane Margrueth's short bark of

satisfaction. A wall of tw nkling swords blinked into solidity in the air

around the surviving Harpers, chopping down pursuing Zhents. Men jerked and

fell in that deadly whirlw nd.

A bl ack-robed Zhentari mw zard strode toward the wall of swords, careful to

keep in the lee of a trio of large shields held high by arnsmen. He raised his

hands and gestured grandl y—but was answered by fearful shouts as his nagic

went wild. Instead of fading away, the blades flewin all directions,

but cheri ng Harpers and Zhents alike.

A strident horn call began another Zhent cavalry charge, striking at the

Ri ders again along the southern edge of the dale. The ground shook as sixty or

nore horsenen gat hered speed, heading west. The Zhentilar foot soldiers

advanced, too, striding purposefully to overwhel mthe few defenders.

Shar caught a seeking sword on her dagger, warded it away, and drove her own

bl ade into the man's throat. As he spun away, clutching the spraying gore, she

sprang to nmeet the next man, |eaping high to put all her weight behind the

downstroke. Her steel glanced off the guards of a slow parrying blade and

sheared through its wielder's jaw. He fell back, choking, and was tranpled by

his fellow soldiers in their hunger to get at her
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"Hold the line!" she heard Rath an Thentraver roar, somewhere to the left.

A Harper fell against her leg and went down, a sword in his face. Only

Bel krami s swift bl ade saved Shar, and they retreated together, Itharr striking

asi de Zhent bl ades from one si de.

"Kiss nmy steel!" Torm shouted defiantly nearby, and was answered by a short



scream
Shar reeled, found her footing again, and glared wildly around. The defenders
of Mstledale were reduced to a few knots of struggling swords—thensel ves and
t he Knights of Myth Drannor. The gaps in the line were so | arge now that the
farmers, back behind the fray, could | oose shafts freely through themand only
that paltry but deadly fire was keeping the Zhents from sweeping forward to
surround and rout them

The horns called anew. The defenders fell back again, seeking another |ine of
standards as |ightnings danced briefly anmong the Zhents. The creek was far off
now, across a sea of bobbing black helnms, and the iron taste of grimdespair
rose in Sharantyr's nouth.

They were all going to die here, today, swept away by a thousand Zhent bl ades,
sent to their deaths by Elmn-ster in this dark time on Faerun., .

Wth a crash that shook the battlefield, the Zhent cavalry and the R ders of
M stl edal e rushed together. A breath later, sonething flashed across the sky.
The Zhentarim spell master tried another futile spell —and was answered by
Jhessail and Illistyl, who sent a dancing serpent of flame through the ranks
of the advanci ng arnsnen.

Shar heard Syl une”s voice rise in sudden passion. An instant |ater, a knot of
Zhentilar armsnen levitated into the air, waving weapons in futile horror

| ofting high above the battlefield.

Sone of their fellows were too slowwitted to avoid wal ki ng beneath the
shouting spell victinms and were gawking up at their fellows al oft when the
Zhenti | ar
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pl unged back to earth. They crashed down like so much spilled kindling to
smash into bloody ruin on the earth and rai sed bl ades bel ow.

The Zhent advance faltered. In the sudden lull, a man in old and shiny bl ack
Ri der arnor pushed past Shar and strode into the Zhent ranks, a shinmering
arrowhead of force preceding him cleaving nmen who stood in his way.

"Here me, Tenpus, Lord of Battles!" the man roared as he went, hands raised
and enmpty. "Let the old warriors rise, if it pleases yel Raise a ring of
skulls, | entreat yel Ch, Tenpus!"

It was the old Rider, Baergil. A Zhent, drawn sword in hand, ducked around
behind the old priest's magic and raced in. As he jerked back the white-horse
hel m and drew his sword viciously across the exposed throat, there cane one

| ast, bubbling cry of Tenpusss!™”

The spell was conplete. Baergil's body blazed with sudden blue fire. H's
slayer fell back in awe. The dead priest hung upright in the stream ng flanes,
hands uplifted to the sky, and men nurnmured at the sight.

Cries of awe and fear came as the tranpled turf under the Zhents erupted.
Staring things of nottled green and brown bones burst up out of the soi
rising through the horrified armsnmen to forminto a silent, floating ring of
skulI's just overhead. Many battles had been fought by the banks of Swords
Creek, and countless warriors had fallen here, to lie under the earth unti
called up by so nmighty a magic.

The eyes of the skulls flared into sudden fire, the sane cold, eerie blue
flame that blazed around Baergil. Zhentilar cried out in alarmand began to
run—but nothing could flee fast enough to escape the rays of chill Iight that
| anced fromthe skulls through the Zhent host.

Where those blue rays touched the running or striding armsmen of the Sword of
the South, flesh nelted away, |eaving only bones. Skeletal warriors rushed on
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for a pace or two, and then coll apsed.

The Zhents on the far side of the creek and the defenders of M stledaie alike
stared in horror as thousands of arnsmen died.

When no man was | eft standi ng between Baergil's corpse and the creek, the
skull's turned until the rays that streamed fromtheir glowi ng sockets met in



the heart of the field of bones. Blue |light pulsed and built to al nost
blinding fury, and gauntlets were raised to shield eyes all over the
battlefield. An arnored formstrode along in the heart of the radiance.

It had been striding forever, it seemed, fearless and patient, a figure twelve
feet tall and clad in a full suit of gleam ng plate arnmor, visor down. As the
rays began to fade and the skulls sank back to the earth in silent unison, the
arnored figure was suddenly anmpng them treading on Zhentilar bones without a
sound, wal ki ng toward Baergil .

"The War God," soneone whi spered. The defenders of Mstledaie fell back at the
arnored giant's approach

In eerie silence, two flanm ng blue gauntlets reached out and took up the
priest's body, cradling it against the massive chest. The Knights of Mth
Drannor parted in respectful silence. The helmturned slowy fromside to side
to survey them and for just a monent Shar felt the scorching weight of eyes
that blazed like two red flanes

In silence, Tenpus strode on, west toward di stant Ashabenford, bearing
Baergil's body in his arns. To those who watched, it seened the body began to
burn, blazing its own niniature pyre.

The i npl acabl e avat ar vani shed over the hill . . . and left the handful of
weary nmen and wonen to defend M stl edai e agai nst several thousand shaken
Zhentil ar sol diers.

What was left of the Sword of the South stood al ong the east bank of Swords
Creek, still more than enough armsnen to crush the few who resisted them

Their

hi reswords and booty brothers were anong the fallen; those who remnai ned were
veteran Zhent bl ackhelns. In fearful, sullen silence, they eyed the field of
death before them but orders were shouted, and officers ran about brandi shing
maces . . . and reluctantly, the soldiers of Zhentit Keep began to advance.

"I't nust be now," Sharantyr heard Sylune say quietly.

In the distance, there cane a sudden burst of radiance as the Wtch of
Shadowdal e appeared in the heart of the Zhents ... in the small space between
Swordl ord Angl ar and Spel | master Nentor Thul doum The nmen broke off their
arguing to gape in unison at the beautiful woman who stood between them the
gl ow of her magi c fading around her

"Well met indeed, gentlesirs,” Sylune" told themsoftly, raising her lithe
arns in glee.

The magic missiles that streamed out of her riddled both nen, even before the
fireballs and bolts of lightning | eapt forth in then* wake.

Anmgl ar and Nentor of the Zhentarim died screan ng

Syl un6 sang a terrible, wordless song of rage and sorrow for the body she was
| osing, and her slimhipped formblazed white with the fury of the nagic
coursing through her.

Zhentilar stared at the dancing, burning figure in their mdst, and then

peri shed in the whirlw nd of unleashed spells that sprayed death in al
directions fromthe woman.

Florin swal |l owed what ni ght have been a sob as he watched bright flanmes gout
from Syl une's eyes and mouth, stream ng across scorched turf to inmolate
shouting Zhentilar, whose vainly hurled spears vani shed in that inferno.

There came a qui ckening of the spell fury, and Syl une's head was gone, bl own
away with the awesone energies pouring fromher. The headl ess body turned as
if it could see, and raised its hands to burn fleeing
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Zhent horsemen fromtheir distant saddl es. Flanmes streaned from her neck and
hands . . . and before she turned away, her hands were gone, and spells were
now | eaping fromthe stunps of her arns.

Soneone was rallying the Zhentilar as the stream of spells flickered, and then
ceased . . . and nen in ebon arnor charged across the snoking ground, bl ades
raised to slay the swaying, disintegrating Wtch of Shadowdal e.



"No!" Bel kram roared, waving his own blade in sudden fury. "For M stl edal e!
For Sylune!" He rushed across the strewn bones, his sword held high. Itharr
and Florin raced to catch up to him Sharantyr was novi ng before she thought
about it, followi ng her conpanions into a band of scattered, dazed-I| ooking

Zhent bl ackhelns still several hundred strong.
Besi de her, Shar saw flashing | egs and a bounci ng bosom and turned to see
Jhessail sprinting along, weaponless, with Illistyl running at her heels and

Merith nmoving with fluid grace and drawn sword

"Wait!" Rat han puffed, behind them "Save some Zhents for ne!"

They were al nbst at the streamand the grimfaced forenpst Zhents who stood
there when what was left of the Wtch of Shadowdal e vani shed in a burst of
snarling flames that threw nmen headl ong or sent themfleeing wildly back
toward the trees.

Then Bel kram Itharr, and Florin splashed across the stream roaring out their
grief together. They fell upon the Zhents |like three nmaddened reapers nmow ng
wheat. It was the last such harvest that their foes needed to see: the
shattered Sword of the South broke and fled, an arny no nore.

Bel kramran on toward the dying flanes that had been Sylune, and Itharr and
Florin paced him sword-ing the few bl ackhel ms foolish enough to get in their
way. Sharantyr tried to catch up, but her lungs were burning; she'd never seen
men run so fast before.

By the time she reached the spot where Bel kram knelt, the Harper was on his
knees ami d the snol deri ng ashes, weepi ng.

The stone cradled so gently in his gauntlets had cracked in the heat. "Lady,"
Bel kram sobbed despairingly, "leave us not!"

But there came no reply but the creak of cooling stone. The Harper raised a
face that streamed tears and cried to Florin, "Do sonething!"

The Knight sniled down at himand undid the | ast buckle of his chest arnor. As
it fell open, he drew forth something he wore on a chain. A lunp of stone. Al
of the gathered adventurers saw a streak of ghostly radiance arc fromthe
shattered stone to the good one.

The stone wi nked once with its stored fire, reassuringly. Florin took off the
chain and handed it to Bel kram "Yours, | think," the Shield of Shadowdal e
said quietly. "I think she's grown tired of Torms tricks."

Bel krami s eyes shone. He was still struggling to speak when the Riders of

M stl edal e swept past with |owered | ances, ruthlessly riding down fleeing
Zhents. "For Baergil!" they bellowed as they went. "For Baergil!"

Kut he was in the forenost saddl e, swaying and pale, blood all down his front
froma deep wound in his shoulder. "Kuthe!" Jhessail called as he spurred his
nmount past. "Have done! They're beaten!™”

He rode in a wide circle back to her, face set, and said, The field may be
ours, Lady, but Mstledale is nmy home. Every Zhent who can still walk by
sunset is a sword that can strike from darkness when we sleep! Il not rest
until they're all dead and done!"

Ffl arast Bl ackriver and the old Harper who' d seen the sky rain w zards for the
first time yesterday lay side by side under the very hooves of Kuthe's nount
as he snarled those words, but they did not hear him Dust lay on their
staring eyes and still faces, and the darkening bl ood spilled under them both
was the sane hue:
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one could not tell which was the Harper's, and which bel onged to the
Zhentil ar.

The | eader of the Riders spurred away, the weary hooves of his mount tranpling
both bodies. Florin watched himgo. "Were is the captain of the R ders?" he
asked quietly.

"Who?" Rat han asked. That | ady pal adi n?"

"Aye," Florin replied, "I've known her a long tine."

"Cho," Torm spoke up, "an old lady friend, eh? May—

H s crowing words ended in a sharp gasp as Illistyl thrust a sharp hand into



his gut. "Someday, clever tongue,
t oo many. .
"Uhhh," Torm agreed, doubl ed over.

"Indubitably,” Rathan translated, |ooking at the breathless thief with

i nterest.

Florin, ignoring themall, was striding across the field and | ooking for
Capt ai n Nel yssa.

He caught sight of her at last, hard by the trees on the southern edge of the
dale, well behind the |last standard the defenders of the dale had rallied
around. A nmound of Zhentilar |ay heaped about her and the spraw ed bul k of her
horse. A band of blackhelns had tried to outflank the fray—and paid for their
cunning with their lives. There'd been over thirty of them though, and it
seened the veteran Zhentilar armsnen were the neasure of one pal adin of

Chaunt ea.

In a small | ake of blood at the heart of the heaped dead | ay the hacked and
twi sted formof Nelyssa, captain of the Riders of Mstledale, her arnor torn
open down the bl oody nmess of her front, and her notched and broken bl ade stil

she warned him "you'll say just one word

clutched in her hand. Even as Florin broke into a run and shouted, lifting the
heads of Harpers and farners who knelt by the still form he knew he was too

| at e.

Nel yssa's face was unmarked, but bone-white; she | ooked very like the young

| ass Florin had known so long ago . . . but her eyes were dark and sightl ess.
The
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ranger stared into them as he sank down beside her and let out a |ong,
shuddering sigh of grief. Was this madness of strife going to claimall the
best hearts and minds before it was done?

"I need your sword, noble Fal conhand," said a voice as rough and sharp as the
skin of its owner. Margrueth of the Harpers laid her hand on Florin's own. The
ranger | ooked up at her, finding it suddenly hard to drag his eyes away from
Nel yssa's frozen face.

When he did, he was shocked at what he saw. The fire of |ife had gone out of
t he Harper sorceress, too. She was gray to the lips, and her skin was sunken
and shriveled so that it seened a skull thinly draped with flesh. Only the

eyes told himthe feisty Margrueth still lived, eyes dancing like two lively
dark flames. "You will aid me in this, Knight. I nmust have your oath on it."
"My oath?" Weary and sad as he was, Florin still found that he could be

startled. He | ooked around at the wondering farners and the grimfaced

Har pers, leaving himalone with the Iiving woman and the dead one. They | ooked
back at him H's oath. Watever for?

And then, because she was old Margrueth and she was a Harper—-and because he
was Fl orin Fal con-hand—he turned to nmeet those w se old eyes. Hol di ng her
gaze, he lifted his voice to say clearly, "In Melikki's name and ni ne own, |
Fl ori n Fal conhand, born of Cor-nyr, Lord of Shadowdal e and Kni ght of Mth
Drannor, prom se on my honor to aid you, Margrueth, on this day and on this
field, as you would comand ne."

"Nicely done," Margrueth said with a smile. "Now this is what 111 have you
do—and swi ftly, for the spells | wove today burned rmuch life fromme ... I'd
not live to see sunset whatever befell. Know for your own confort that | act
freely in this, and ny wits are mne own."

She laid herself down, wheezing a little, atop Nelyssa's body, face to face,
"Count four breaths, noble Florin, and plunge your blade into my back. M nd
that it goes right through me, and into the | ass beneat h—
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and that you hold it thus for a breath, no nore. Do this." And with that
order, she put her lips to the paladin's nouth.

Florin stared down at her, swallowed, and then said hurriedly, in the two
breaths left to him "You shall be renenbered with honor, Mrgrueth!"



As he'd been bid, he brought his blade down in a clean thrust, right through
the old sorceress, and into Nel yssa beneath, where her arnor was all riven
away down her front. Margrueth jerked once under his steel, and blue-white
light, like many tiny |lightnings, crackled and danced around the joined |ips
of the two wonen.

Florin drew his bl ade out carefully. For a nonment, the sanme radiance clung to
its suddenly shining length. It |ooked as bright and sharp as it was when new,
t he scrapes and nicks of battle gone fromit.

Yet nore wondrous far was what befell where it had been. Margrueth's body was
twisting and contracting into a thing of curling snmoke, to the acconpani ment
of one last, dry chuckle.

That sound faded, and Nelyssa's reveal ed body stirred, color returned to her
face, and a light cane into her dark eyes. She slowy sat up

"Florin?" she asked softly as the Harpers and farmers around cried out in
wonder, gasped, or wept, "Have | slept? Is the day won—er |ost?"

And Florin Fal conhand cast aside his blade and knelt to take her in his arms.
"Wn for some, Captain . . . won for Mstledale. And yet lost for others, |ost
forever. Margrueth traded her life for yours."

The captain of the Riders turned pale. "No!"

"Aye, Nelyssa," Florin said gently, "you nust know this, and hear the truth.
She chose freely, and worked a magic | did not know, binding ne under oath.

M ne was the blade that took her life, and gave it to you. She was at the end

of her life, drained by this battle . . . and brought you back to us."
The pal adi n of Chauntea flung her arnms around him
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and wept .

"Hmmph, " Torm said to Rathan as they trudged across the field, taking up the
best weapons and tossing themon a farner's sl edge to bear back to
Ashabenford, "wonen never do that to me. My arns await-see? Here they are, two
of them and fairly well matched to each other, too—and do | adies sob their
sorrows away into my breast? No! Is it the cut of his chin, d you think? The
wave in his hair? Hs strong, manly bearing? Those gl eaning teeth?"

"Al'l of those," his friend agreed. "Now give nme a hand with this hal berd—three
dead ones draped over it, look ye; three—and take confort in the fact that

ye' ve probably been in al nbst as many strange beds as he has . . . an' that
ye're better far at stealing things."

"Umm " Torm agreed, |ooking again at the woman in Florin's arns. His eyes fel
to the dark, sticky puddle of blood they shared, and he swal |l owed. So nmuch

bl ood.

"When we get back to the Six Shields," he told Rathan fiercely, "I'mgoing to
get very drunk!"

"Ch? Don't forget that ye lost the bet with Sylune! W won the battle, so ye
have to wear the scanties ye were putting on her, an' go sit in the w ndow "
"But she's . . . dead. You won't hold me to—=

"Ch, but I will," Rathan said softly. "In nenory of her, ye will sit in that

wi ndow this night, if | have to break thy linbs to get the fripperies onto
ye."

Tormtore a gorget free of a Zhentilar who'd not be needing it anynore, and
flung it with a clatter onto the sledge. "I'mgoing to get very very drunk!"
he said fiercely, "first."

"Hmm " Rathan said, lifting a body into the air with one hand to pluck daggers

free with the other, "that'll nake the dressing an anusing affair. My |

wat ch?"
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"He'll be too drunk to stop anyone from watching," one buzzard commented to

the other, shifting alittle on a |low, bare branch as a nearby farnmer gave

thema dirty | ook, bent to pick up a fallen bow, and then shrugged and turned
away, knowi ng he couldn't hit the tree, let alone two watchful carrion birds.
"Faerun certainly affords nore entertai nment than Shadowhone," Bral atar said,



renmenbering the battle as he | ooked out over the ravaged field.

"And because the peril to and consequences for us are the less, one can really
enjoy it," Lorgyn replied, watching Merith and Jhessail enbrace, and Illistyl,
after a monment, turn and | ook around the battlefield for Torm

"I cannot understand the thinking of Yinthrim to throwlife and all the
unf ol di ng chances of this world away just to try to avenge kin who may well
have plotted his own death, had they lived."

"Atari, yes," Lorgyn agreed, "would always plunge into battle, given the
slightest of excuses, but such folly is unusual for Yinthrim" He | ooked at
the site of the tent where the two Mal augrym had perished the night before—ow
a trampled sward strewn with sprawl ed bodi es. He shrugged. "I guess battle
hunger overtook them"

"Battl e hunger? Attacking three sleeping humans i s sonethi ng done out of
"battl e hunger1?" Bralatar had a fine, showy grasp of sarcastic incredulity
when somet hing aroused himto it. He shifted on the branch, fluttering his
feathers in irritation. "Admt they liked to slay folk, and fatally m sjudged
the fervor of these nortals, and have done with it. Two fewer fools to breed
wi || make our house that nuch the stronger."

"A phrase fit for a speech of any Shadowraster Hi gh," Lorgyn acknow edged,
bowi ng his head. "So when, in your judgnment, would it be best that we make our
stri ke against the three who dared to intrude into
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Shadowhome, and slay so many Mal augryn?’

"When those three rangers are much ol der, and we've seen far nore of this
wor | d—er at least, not now," Bralatar replied with his usual sharp hunor.
"Those two mai ds over there—Jhessail and Illistyl, if | heard aright—stil

have spells left. And who knows how many of those Harpers are mages? |'m not
descending into the mdst of a battlefield where one old man call ed down a god
not |ong ago!"

"And the Lord of Battles at that," Lorgyn agreed. "Now is not a good tine."

" "Now is never a good tine," Bralatar said dryly.

"At first light," Florin ordered, |ooking around the map-strewn room "we ride
north to Shadowdal e, where our swords are sorely needed."

Kut he nodded grimy. "Haste must be our course, yes." He |ooked at the cot
where Nel yssa | ay, noddi ng weakly.

"I shall ride to Shadowdale on the nmorrow," she said firmy, "and any man who
shouts at me not to go will serve me as a repl acenent mount!"”

Kut he cl osed his open nouth stiffly, and turned his head away, then swung it
around agai n, opened his mouth to speak, caught her eye—and closed his jaws
once nore.

Torm and Rat han, scratching at their rough, stiff bandages, sputtered with
mrth and went out hastily.

"Ah, '"twas worth all that jabber to see Lord Hi gh-and-M ghty's face!" Torm
chuckl ed. "Now, let's be finding that drink I was talking of..."

"I"ll go with ye," Rathan said grinmy. "Too many friends fell this day. | want
to feel a small fire in ny belly this night."

Tormraised his eyebrows. "And why not? You do that every other night; why
change thi ngs now?"
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Rat han favored himw th both a weary | ook and an unpriestly gesture.

*kkk*

Just after the two Knights had wearily passed around a corner of the street, a
door swung open, and Illistyl hurried, white-faced, out into the waiting
night. Her mnd yet burned with the sight of a Rider's crushed | eg being
anputated, the grimfaces of sawi ng surgeon and patient, the Rider's rolling
eyes. Illistyl shook her head as she stumbled along in the darkness, but could
not shake the inmages away. .

Suddenly something was rising within her. She fell heavily to her knees and



vomted into the dark grass.
A weary Rider turned his head at the sound, watched her sobbing out the
contents of her stomach, and turned back to sewing up a conrade's slashed arm

"Hmm " he said thoughtfully, "it seens great adventurers are hunman after all."
H s ol der compani on wi nced as the needle went in again. "Ch, they're human,
lad ... all too human. That's where nost of the trouble begins."
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The mists of nmorning were still drifting off the river as the Knights of Myth
Drannor and the Riders of Mstledale rode north together, |eather creaking

| oudly anpbng the riverbank trees. They pressed on, stiff and sore from
yesterday's fighting, but nmore than one Rider wore a wondering snmile as he

| ooked around at the awakening forest on this bright norning he'd not expected
to see.

"Such a victory," one man nuttered to his conpani on. "Thousands we sent to
their graves. 'Twas the favor of the gods, to be sure, that we weren't al

sent to the Deathrealns in their first charge, and Mstledale |laid waste

bef ore hi ghsun!"

"Aye, we place nuch store in the favor of the gods," his conrade replied, "or
we'd not be riding straight into another battle!" He pointed ahead. Plunes of
snoke rose into the sky to the north.

Shadowdal e was bur ni ng.

The Knights and Riders pressed on up the Mstle Trail, urging their nounts to
greater haste.

Torm waved a hand at the snmoke and said loudly and bitterly, "Look! Well get
there in time to join the Zhents at their fires, with the dale pillaged and
burned and not
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a man or maid left to fight for!"

"Say not so!" Merith told him but Kuthe and Nel yssa nodded sl owy.

"We've taken this way in haste before," the captain of the R ders said, her
eyes very dark, "and spent nore than a day in the forest... and that was a few
riders on fresh, swift nounts—not a force this large that fought yesterday."
Bel kram was frowni ng and hol ding his head to one side, as if listening to
somet hing. He straightened in his saddle and said, "There is a way to take us
there nore swiftly."

Fl ori n Fal conhand, who rode at the head of the columm, turned his head. "You
mean magic," he said grinmy. tfls that wi se, given the chaos ruling sorcery?"
Bel kram | i stened for a breath |onger, and then shrugged. "Sylune says

tel eportati on seens unaffected—t served her even on the battlefield
yester-norn, passing wild nmagic shields to do so."

"Wthout a body, she can't cast any spells,"” Kuthe pointed out. "What good is
it if the Lady Jhessail here hurls one of us on ahead? A |one rider nakes a
better target than a relief force!"

"There is a way to take us all," Belkramreplied slowy, passing on the words
fromthe stone that held the Wtch of Shadowdale. "Elm nster taught it to m—
her."

The ranger nodded. "There is a risk," Florin said; it was a statenent, not a
query. He | ooked around at the others, holding up his hand for a halt. "Are
you willing to take on that danger? Al of you?"

The Kni ghts nodded wi thout hesitation. Anmong the Riders were sone swift

gl ances back and forth, and shrugs. One .l eaned forward and asked Florin, "Are
you?"

The Shield of Shadowdal e shrugged. "OF course.”

"He's a Knight of Myth Drannor," Rathan explained as if to a child
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"Which is to say, he's a reckless idiot," Torm el aborated in a stage whi sper
The men of Mstledale were still chuckling when Captain Nelyssa said crisply,



"I will undergo this magic. Let us be about it."

"We' || need sonme space," Belkram said, and pointed into the trees. "That gl ade
there."”

Nel yssa nodded. "Let all who are unwilling to chance this spell stay here on
the trail." She turned her horse's head and guided it into the trees.

As they foll owed, Bel kram|ooked at Jhessail. "You nust do the casting."

She wrinkled her nose at him "So |'d gathered."

No one stayed on the road. \Wen everyone was arrayed around Bel kram he took
off the chain and gave it to Jhessail. She held up the stone, and grew stil
for a noment as she listened. Merith, who'd been in such castings before, slid
deftly fromhis saddle and lay on the ground, taking hold of one hoof of his
horse and one of his lady's ankles. Florin edged his nount over to take a firm
hold on Merith's horse, and Sharantyr, Itharr, Belkram Captain Nelyssa, and
Kut he foll owed, creating a human chai n.

Jhessail smiled her thanks, and said, "Draw in close, everyone—to touch at

| east one other person or their nmount. Rermain that way, and don't pull free
until we're el sewhere.”

She drew a deep breath and put the stone into her nouth. C osing her eyes in
concentration, Jhessail followed Sylune's guidance in the casting. The | oop of
chain dangling fromher chin rattled as she noved. After a brief series of
gestures, she threw both hands high into the air and froze.

A blue mist raced out fromher body to swirl around themall. It rose, grow ng
thi cker and winking with small flashes of blue Iight . . . light that was
suddenly blinding, blotting the world out in an shifting, drifting swirl

that faded away to show Faerun agai n.
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They were in a different clearing—a larger space littered with felled trees
and stacked firewood. To the north was daylight, where the woods gave way to
the first fields of Shadowdal e. Through the cl oaking trees, they saw the stone
bri dge over the Ashaba, where a watchful guard al ways stood.

A guard of three frightened old nen, whose spears trenbled in their hands as
they shouted in alarmat the sudden appearance of so many horsenen. Florin
took his hand from Merith's horse to raise it in a reassuring salute.

Jhessail shuddered and col |l apsed silently onto her husband, the stone falling
from her nout h.

"I's she—=2" Bel kram and Itharr said together, |eaning anxiously down. Merith
cradl ed her as he reached out, plucked up the stone that was Syl une, and held
it up to Bel kram

"Drained, not dead," the elf said softly. "A nmass tele-port is sonmething far
beyond her Art. Though Sylune gave direction, my Jhess worked the spell."

"We nust still nake haste,"” Nelyssa rem nded.

[1l1istyl frowned. "Florin! Conme back here!™

The ranger, who was hal fway to the bridge, acknow edged the relieved greetings
of the dal esnen before he turned questioningly.

"I haven't Art to equal Jhess's," the younger sorceress said, "but | can
manage sonet hing you shoul d use now. "

Florin was already hurrying his war horse back to her. Firefoam had paced
restlessly back and forth behind the lines of the battle yesterday, and was
eager to get into a proper fray; he snorted and tossed his head as they
approached Illistyl, fearing he would be relegated to stand and watch, again.
The di m nutive sorceress stood | ooking up at himas his great nmuzzle | owered
to her nose.

"How woul d you like to fly?" she asked softly.

Fi ref oami s bugl e awoke echoes fromthe trees around and made many of the other
horses stanmp and whi nny.
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"Fly ahead,"” Illistyl said, looking up at Florin, "and see where we're needed.
Rally folk, and return if you need us anywhere in particul ar—etherw se, we'll



just charge on up the road and kill Zhents!"

"A shrewd grasp of tactics,” Captain Nelyssa said dryly.

II1listyl cast her spell with deft speed.

Florin scooped the linp formof Jhessail fromMerith's arnms and settled her
agai nst his own chest.

"Done! Get you gone!" Illistyl cried, waving her hands; Florin smled his

t hanks and sal uted as Fire-foam bounded al oft—and was gone across the sky,
headi ng for the distant Tower of Ashaba.

As they hurried across, Jhessail asked the first old farner on the bridge,
"How goes the battle?"

"Not well," he rasped. "Too many Zhents!"
"A problemwe're famliar with," Torm agreed grandly, urging his horse off the
bri dge.

An instant |ater, the ground rocked and thundered. Riders fought to control
snorting nounts and stay in their saddles as they gaped at a huge ball of
flame that rose up, up into the sky over Shadowdal e.

"The tower?" Illistyl gasped, white to the lips. "Florin?"

"Not the tower," Jhessail said, shaking her head. "But close by, west and
sout h. "

"The tenple of Lathander," Rathan grunted, "or I'man idiot."

"You are an idiot," Torm pointed out.

Rathan's reply was a certain wordless gesture with his mace as he haul ed on
the reins, taking his horse to one side of the cart road and gai ning roomto
gall op. Tormcast a quick | ook back to see all the R ders doing so, and pulled
his mount to the left, catching a glare fromKuthe for his tardiness.

"Ready, all?" Captain Nelyssa asked crisply. "For-wardr

At her yell, they nudged their mounts into a gallop
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and swept north into the heart of Shadowdal e.

The snoke lay like a haze in the air here, drifting out of the trees to the
east, and the fields around them were green and deserted. Up ahead, they could
hear the swelling sound of shouts and screans and the clangor of steel on
steel. Here and there a blade flashed as it caught the sunlight through the
snoke and swirling dust.

The crossroads in front of the O d Skull Inn was heaped with dead. The twi sted
mounds were so high the Zhentilar, advancing in a great horde fromthe east,
had to scranmble and clinmb. The grisly, slippery wall was being held agai nst

t hem by desperate dal esnen wi el di ng axes and bl ades.

Among the dusty defenders were Storm Silverhand and her sister, Dove, both
clad in battered and scorched plate arnor but bareheaded, their silver tresses
swirling as they fought. Stormleapt into the air and smashed aside a foe's

bl ade, her other hand snaking in to take himby the throat. Miuscles rippled in
her arm as they crashed back down to earth together. The Zhent bl ackhel m
struggled for a nmoment in her iron grip—then fell linp, his neck broken. Two
of his fellows scranbled up the mound of dead, waving blades to get their
chance at the Bard of Shadowdal e.

Dove Fal conhand took that chance away, rushing along the Iine of defenders to
t hrust one Zhent desperately aside into the other arnsman. O f-bal ance, the

bl ackhel ns stunbl ed anbng the corpses. Storm dunped the nman she'd just slain
atop one, and kicked the other in the face with her boot. He fell down the
heap, head rolling linply, and was smashed aside by nmore Zhentilar rushing up
to challenge Stormin their turn

"That's the problemw th Zhents," Rathan growl ed as they turned their horses
toward the bl ack-arnmored host crowded up against the wall of dead. "There're
al ways too many of them"
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"Lances down!" Nelyssa cried, and | ed the charge.

Through the thunder of poundi ng hooves they heard soneone of Shadowdal e cry,



"The Riders! The Riders of M stledale!"

"And the mghty Torm too!" the thief shouted back, just before they crashed
into the Zhent I|ines.

Men reeled |ike broken dolls under the inpact of hooves and | ances and

t hunderi ng war horses, and when the press of bodies slowed their progress, the
Riders let go their lances and |laid about thenselves with swords and maces.
"Shadowdal e! " Dove Fal conhand snarled, |eading a charge fromthe ridge of

sl ai n.

There were screanms of agony and frustration fromthe Zhents, packed too
tightly together to raise weapons or nove fromthe bl ades.

A desperately wi el ded spear sought Termis thigh; he sprang from his saddl e and
vaulted into the fray, drawn sword extended between his boots. He came down
atop a Zhentilar and rode the man to the ground, stabbing viciously with the
dagger in his free hand. The man convul sed and lay still; by then Tormwas two
kills away, his slimblade and dagger sliding in and out before the

cl ose- packed Zhents coul d react.

Wth a wall of corpses around himlike a shield, he struck out from between
their bodies, swift and sure, thrusting, dancing away fromblades ,.. unti

the crash of a felled Rider and his horse cl eared sone space, and the dead
began to topple and slunp all around.

Into the opened space | eapt Storm clapping a gasping Tormon his shoul der
"Bravely done!"

"Ah—all for . . . you . . . Lady," Tormhuffed, trying to essay a courtly
bow-and slipping in gore so that he lurched to one knee. The fall saved his
life; a whirling axe neant for his head flashed harm essly through enpty air.
Storm haul ed hi mupright. "The battle's this way," she said hel pfully,
pointing with a sword that was red
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tothe hilt.

He gave her a fierce snile in answer. Then his jaw dropped. "By the gods,

| ook!" he bell owed, pointing. Stormturned in tine to see Bel kram Itharr, and
Shar - antyr advance anot her pace through the ranks of Zhen-tilar. Fighting in
uni son, standing close together in a human arrowhead, they were dealing death
with furious speed.

"The Rangers Three," Storm said, watching her pupils in admration

The hesitant gangliness she'd seen all too often the day she'd fought Bel kram
and Itharr at the farmhouse was gone. Now they noved |ike dancers, deft and
qui ck. Sharantyr was the key. Her smooth style had drawn the two Harpers into
a team Stormbegan to believe their survival in the castle of the Ml augrym
was nore than good fortune bol stered by the aid of Mystra and El mi nster. She
shook her head in pleased adnmiration and threw herself into the battle once
nore, coning up alongside the Rangers Three in their bloody foray into the
Zhent ranks.

The Ri der charge had cl eared space enough to fight, and the easy killing was
done. Fresh Zhents were pressing forward for their first chance to fight, and
there seenmed no end to them

They' d struck at Shadowdale fromthe west, and fromthe north. Sone fell nagic
had wought a great explosion and fire westward, hard by the Twi sted Tower.
There was fighting all over the dale, and the day might still be |lost—but this
wel cone, unexpected aid had cone from M stl edal e, from whence she'd expected
only nore bl ackhel ns.

"Azuth be with us," she breathed, feeling fresh sorrow at the thought that
Mystra was no nore.

Storm swept her notched | ong sword up to strike aside a reaching hal berd.
Catching hold of it as the man rushed hel pl essly forward, she pulled,
spraming himto the turf in front of her. A dal esman stabbed the Zhent
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in the face before he could rise, and from sonewhere near at hand Storm heard
t he deep | aughter of Bronn Selgard, the smth. Dove nust be rallying the | ast



folk fromthe inn to join this push, to drive the Zhents back into the trees.
There was a ringing sound as the great iron-headed hammer Bronn wi el ded
crashed down on sone unfortunate Zhent's helm The w nded Rangers Three began
to fall back. A spell hurled bodies in all directions, tearing a breach in the
wal | of corpses behind her.

Storm turned, frowni ng—ereating a breach for the Zhents to pour through? What
si mpl eton had birthed such a plan?—and then | aughed al oud in delight.

"For Shadowdal e!'" cane the roar frombeyond the wall. Warriors in full plate
arnor rode through the breach, |ances gleaning. At their head, three figures
rode abreast: Florin; Murngrym |ord of Shadowdal e; and Shaerl, his | ady.

" "Ware!" Stormyelled to the Rangers Three, waving them asi de.

Dove sprang acrobatically across the path of the charging horses, sonersaulted
in a clanking of protesting arnmor, and fetched up beside Storm Just then, the
| ances of the charging dal efol k cane down, crashing into the nassed Zhentil ar
in a great screaning of nen and horses and tortured netal

As first, the horses were slowed by the sheer wei ght of blackhel ns standing
agai nst them The nounted arnsmen of the tower spurred out and around them
striking at the foe on either side. Wen the |ast horseman had charged, the
Zhent lines had fallen back a good twenty paces—a di stance marked by a car pet
of bl ack-arnored fallen

The dale riders pulled back to spare their horses from zZhent bl ades, and a
cheer went up fromthe weary farmers and nmerchants who'd held the wall of dead
so |l ong against the forefront of the Zhent arny.

Alittle space opened up between the defenders and
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the arny of Zhentil Keep; Dove stared across it and hissed, "Ch, for sone
arrows . .
"Al'l gone, hours ago," Stormtold her, and they enbraced wearily, eyes on the
foe. Both sides had paused to catch breath, it seemed, staring at each other
across the fallen, but nmaking no nove to attack

"CGods, | ook how many there are," Shaerl murmured. "Can we hold themuntil
sunset ?"

"We nust,"” Mouurngrymreplied shortly, |ooking around at the dead. "And dark'l
bring the wol ves and wild dogs out to feed, too."

"Well fought, you three," Stormcalled to Bel kram Itharr, and Sharantyr,
who' d sat down together on some dead Zhentil ar, rubbing at aching shoul ders
and brui sed forearns.

"OfF course," Itharr replied. "After all, you taught us."

Storm chuckl ed. "To dance with your bl ade, aye, a little—but fighting as one
is your own doing."

"They're coming again," Dove said, striding forward. " "Ware, all!"

She swung her sword in wide, wild arcs to | oosen stiffening nuscles, and set
herself to neet the Zhentilar attack; a cautious affair this time, with two or
t hree bl ackhel ns novi ng agai nst each def ender

"This coul d be bad," Bel kram nurnmur ed.

Sharantyr sighed. "Just try to stay alive ... | need you both."

"You do?" Itharr asked, adopting Term s manner of nock astoni shrment.

"I do," Sharantyr growl ed back at him "W've got those Mal augrymto catch
remenber ?"

"CGods, " Bel kram cursed as he caught a hard-swung Zhent bl ade on his own and
was driven a pace back. "Do Elmnster's little tasks never end?"

"Where is Elmnster, anyway?" ltharr panted, slashing a staggering Zhent
across the face and bringing his blade up into the throat of the blackhel m
fencing with Sharantyr.
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"OFf saving some other corner of the Real ms, no doubt,’
his foe back with a few solid sw ngs.

"l don't care about other corners of the Real ns,"’

Bel kram sai d, driving

Tormcalled to them "only



the one I'min."

"An essentially selfish phil osophy," Dove scol ded him

"But one that all lesser nortals nmust needs cling to, if they want to cling to
life," Tormreturned archly. He threw the blade in his hand into one eye of a
snarling Zhent, who was charging in beside the one he was fighting. The man
crashed down, and the thief |eapt high to avoid being knocked over. Hi s Zhent
opponent wasn't so ninble, and toppled sideways, whereupon Hamrer-hand Bucko,
t he wagonnaker of the dale, calmy crushed the man's head with a sl edgehanmer.
"Thank you," Tormtold himpolitely.

After gaping at himfor a nmoment in amazenent, Hammrerhand gri nned.

A trunpet rang out, the Zhents pressed forward, and the defenders of
Shadowdal e becane all too busy to talk.

A tortured screamtopped the fray as Nelyssa's nount reared up, three bl ades
inits belly, and went down. The paladin threw herself clear at the |ast
monent. Only sone desperate bl adework by Storm and Dove, sparks dancing from
their furiously plied blades, kept the captain of the Riders alive until she
could find her feet and fight on

Kut he grunted in pain and went down, a spear through him and a nonment |ater
the Rider beside himfell, transfixed by three Zhent bl ades.

"Too many of them ™ Merith snarled in frustration, swi nging two swords in
deadly, whirling unison. "Wat price sundown now?"

"There's too many! We can't hold them " Il1listyl shouted, sw nging a sword
awkwar dl y.

"We nust hold them " Mourngrym snarled back at her fromthe heart of a knot of
Zhent s.
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"Where in the name of the Seven Dancing Gods is the AOd Mage?" Stormraged as
she carved her way to the |ord of Shadowdal e. "Especially now that we need

hi m$or once."

"The tenple," a wounded priest of Lathander gasped from behind her. "He stood
al one there—or with a woman, sone sai d—agai nst Bane hinsel f!"

Stormturned and stared at the rising columm of black snoke that marked the
distant tenple. "No," she whispered. "Ch, no." She | eapt clear of the fray,
scant inches ahead of a Zhent bl ade, and sprinted away across the heaped dead.
Sharantyr turned, hacked through a Zhent bl ack-hel mtw ce her size, and saw
Stormspring into the saddle of a dale war horse. It leapt into a full gallop
like an arrow shot from a bow, headi ng west.

Though Shar whirled back to face another foe, she still saw Storm s angui shed
face in her mnd. No one should look like that. Nothing should ever happen in
Faerun to make the Bard of Shadowdal e | ook |ike that.

She parried the Zhentilar blade and spun away to run after Stormls racing
dappl e gray, heedl ess of the heaped dead.

Uncertainly, Belkramturned to follow, but Itharr shouted in alarm

"Look you!" He pointed the other way, east beyond Krag Pool, where new pl unes
of snoke were rising through the green | eaves of the trees.

"CGods," Shaerl gasped, her face white, as she stared east into the blazing
forest. "The Zhents have fired the wood! The dal e may become our pyre yet!"
The defenders of Shadowdale, too few and too weary to fight a blaze, stared at
t he qui ckening flanes in horror

"Now, " Dove said firmy, " "tis tinel" She held up the bl ade she bore and
cal l ed, "Eananorrath!"

Lighting leapt fromits suddenly blazing I ength, crackling along the line of
bl ackhel ns to strike the
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bl ade Lord Florin wielded. H s sword flashed. Florin hissed at the shock of
the bolt surging through the weapon, and then the Iightning | eapt back

si nki ng back into Dove's blade as if it were an errant phantomreturni ng hone.
Inits wake lay a bl ackened path of dead Zhentilar, spraw ed wherever the bolt
had danced, and the air was sharp with the snell of the strike that had felled



them The surviving Zhent warriors drew back in disarray, |eaving the

def enders alone with the dead.

"Florin!"™ Itharr shouted. "Lord Florin!"

The Shield of Shadowdal e turned his head.

Itharr called, "W nust pray to Melikki for a downpour!"

"But if all the gods are cast down and powerl ess . " a Rider leaning on his
sword near by said.

"No! He's right!" Illistyl snapped. "Melikki and El -dath dwell in Faerun
their power is sourced here. Shaerl! Is your nmaid, Jenna, anywhere about?"
"I + sent her to help Jhaele tend the wounded at the O d Skull," Shaerl said
doubtfully, w ping sweat and tangled hair out of her eyes. "Wy?"

"She worships Eldath," Illistyl snarled. "Cone!"

"And what of the Zhents?" Murngrym bell owed. He waved an armto indicate the
hundreds of Zhentilar still facing them though the blackhel ms seened to be
retreating to the trees at the edge of the dale.

"Fall back," Illistyl told him "Back to this ridge of bodies. You can see the
inn fromthere, and Florin and the Rangers Three can join Jenna in prayer. If
t he woods burn, we are all lost, whether we fight for Shadowdal e or Zhenti
Keep! "

They all stared at her a nonent, then scranbled to take up new positions anong
t he mounds of fallen. Belkram Itharr, and Sharantyr found thenselves trotting
toward the inn, panting, while Florin ran on ahead, feet racing as if he were
rested and fresh. Shaerl and Mourngrymran al ong behind them as rearguard, and
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the stout priest Rathan puffed after the hurrying band.

"CGods, " Bel kram said, stumbling as his throbbing feet sent fresh | ances of
pain upward. "l don't think the gods neant me to be a hero! Being one of those
sl eeping tenple guards seens nore within nmy grasp!”

"Here, now" Rathan Thentraver said in offended tones. "Dost thou slander the
hol y?"

"All too often,” Itharr told himas they picked their way among the wounded
laid on blankets, restless in their pain. Someone was wailing in grief, and

bl ood- soaked bandages—and flies—waere everywhere. "\Wat does this Jenna | ook

i ke?"

"Just look for Florin,'
must be in th-—=

The ground heaved. A deafening how of rage and grief smashed into the ears of
everyone in Shadowdal e. Thrown to their knees, the three rangers | ooked back
east, from whence the sound had cone.

A sphere of raging flanmes hung high in the air over the burning trees,
spinning. The flanes fromthe woods bel ow were being drawn up into it. It

pul sed, becoming alnmpst blinding in its fury—but against the bright whirling
flames a figure could be seen standing in its fiery heart; a wildly |eaping
figure clad in the black tatters of a gown.

"Ch, sweet gods spare us!" soneone gasped

The woods were dark and hissing now as the last fire soared up out of them
The sphere spun once nore before it hurled its fire down in a raveni ng beam of
utter destruction, into the Zhent soldiers crowded al ong the Voonl ar road.
They did not even have tine to scream before they were tunbling ashes. The
scouring flanmes |ashed the very stones into rum

The Central Bl ade of Bane's Bl ack Gauntlet was no nore.

"Who—2" one of the Riders asked in awe, staring up at the figure who stood on
enpty air above the trees, all her flames spent now.
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"The Sinbul,"” Shaerl whispered. She turned, swept a tankard off a table, and
drained it at a single gulp.

"The Wtch-Queen?" the nman gasped. "The Shield Agai nst Thay?"

"The sane," Shaerl replied bitterly, and turned into Mourngryms arnms with a
sob.

Bel kram i nstructed, pointing at the open inn door, "He



"This can only nean one thing," the |lord of Shadowdale said grimy, holding
hi s shaki ng, weeping lady. "El-minster is dead."
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The Castle of Shadows, Shadowhone, Fl anerule 18

In a deepness that very few Mal augrym know, in the ever-shifting cellars of
the Castle of Shadows, there was a place where thinking shadows glided

endl essly through the gl oom vast and sl ow These ponderous phantons circled a
grotto where shapeshifters who bore the title Shadowraster H gh had been wont
to hide the bones of rivals and others they'd deened expedient to nake

' vani sh.'

The grotto was a cold cavern of rough rock where waters dripped endl essly
anong the pale, chill glows of fungi, but at its heart two seats faced each

ot her—seats carved out of the flanks of massive, ancient stalagmtes . . . and
t hese seats each bore a curious graven synbol believed to be the sign of

Mal aug himself. It was a rune found in few places in the Castle of Shadows,
and all of its occurrences were well known in the |lore of the House of

Mal aug—save t hese two.

There was not nuch else to see in the bone-white gl ow but tunbled rock and
bones . . . but there was nuch to feel, hanging heavy and watchful on al

si des.

Even the youngest Shadowmasters had heard tal es of |ocal es i n Shadowhone where
m ghty magi cs sl unbered, which only the Shadowraster H gh coul d per-
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ceive and wield. This was one of those pl aces.

The young and anbiti ous Mal augrym Argast and Andrammar had recently di scovered
the grotto in separate, private explorations. Both had been guided in their
wanderi ngs anmong the shifting shadows by the witings of Shadowraster Hi gh

Mel vydur. Dead these thousand years and nore, Ml vydur nmentioned the grotto as
t he place where the dynasty he founded was concei ved—and where he laid to rest
the bodies of all his sons who rebelled against him H's witings end when the
| ast son succeeded in destroying Ml vydur

This secret grotto of silent bones and uncaring rock was a gl oony place

but it was a place of power. Ancient nagic lay heavy in the air, awaiting the
right word or gesture to awaken it. And nore than anything el se, those of the
bl ood of Mal aug hungered after power.

Argast and Amdrammar were rivals, and perhaps the best of the younger
generation of Shadowmasters. Certainly they were the npbst subtle, patient, and
polite in their dealings—and so commanded the npbst respect, not to nention
fear, among their elders. Those el ders woul d have been npst surprised to see
them sharing any place in relative peace.

I ndeed, as they sat facing each other, their faces were grimand wary, their
fingers very close to hurling slaying spells and wi el di ng powerful and deadly
items. Yet they sat, and did not nmove to rend and slay. Their elders were
right to fear them

"Have we agreement?" Argast asked.

"By ny name, we do," Amdrammar replied. "Have we agreenent?"

"By ny nane, we do," Argast responded as they watched the drops of their blood
slowy flow together into the vial

They rose as one, and Argast took the vial and stoppered it, handing it to
Amdramar to place on the seat he'd vacated. \What befell one Shadownaster
woul d now al so afflict the other—until the vial was broken by
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someone using the right spells to prevent grave damage to t hem bot h.

"If this agreement is to end, we nust both neet here to quench it," Argast

i ntoned, continuing the old ritual both of them had read about, but never

wi t nessed.

"Agreed. When we neet, each of us may bring with himone other of the house—no
nore, and no ot her beings," Andramar responded.



"Agreed," they affirned together, and wal ked away fromthe heart of the
grotto, to where the cloaking shadows slid endl essly by.

"Were it not for so nmany destroyed," Argast said as their eyes net again, "I
shoul d never have agreed to work with you in anything. And yet now | wel cone
t he prospect.”

Amdramar inclined his head. "I, too, hope that trust, even friendship, can
grow out of this. Watever befalls, we nust work together to destroy the three
bei ngs who dared to strike down so many of our blood. They have done it once,
and could well conme again . . . and what if they brought the Great Foe with
themthis tune, or an army of |esser nages?"

"You befriended them" Argast said, "seeking to learn their ways and secrets.

Do you think they will seek to return?"
Amdr ammar opened his mouth to reply, then sighed, shrugged, and shook his
head. "I know not. Their deeds and words did not always strike a good match

t oget her—and they were acconpani ed by sone sort of vigilant sentience of
greater sorcery than I command."
"El m nster, of course.”

"No, | think not. A gentler, nore neutral regard . . . |less know ng, |ess
afire with hunmor, let us say. | touched this intelligence only fleetingly."
Argast lifted his own shoulders and let themfall. "As you say, you have had

contact with this nysterious other, and | have not. It is not El mnster
then." He hesitated as they stepped together onto the .back of the
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fl appi ng shadow they'd been waiting for. It bore themaway into roiling

di mess, and Argast added, "Please do not take ny next query as anything nore
unfriendly than a desire to know if some future use can be made of it. You
fancied the wonan as a nate?"

Amdr ammar regarded hi m expressionlessly. "I did, and do."

"Have you any know edge of her feelings toward you?"

"She did not know what to nmake of nme. | was not the nenacing scaly thing she
expect ed—but she never rel axed, though she did trust ne so far as to open
herself to attack on several occasions ... at least once to see what |'d do, |
amcertain."”

"And what would you do if you met her again?" "I do not know. | nust learn
nore of her true powers, ainms, and loyalties. At present | still desire her as

a mate and as part of our house. Although the damage done by her weapon was .
unprecedented, she was acting at first to defend herself even as you or |

woul d agai nst treachery froma fellow Mal augrym That she and her conpani ons

cane here to do us harmis, | think, likely. That they did not know us is

certain, and so | nust conclude that they cane here on principle, or follow ng

the orders of another,"

"Elmnster? If not the Great Foe, then who?" "That is one of the things we

nmust | earn." The shadow bore theminto brighter and nore tranqui

surroundi ngs, a placid blue pool weathed in msts, and Andramar added, "Yet

if the need arises, | would strike to slay her and her two conpani ons wi t hout

hesitati on. The nmen nmust die in any case, for the honor of our house. If the

worman proves |less than | believe her to be, death can conme to her whenever her

useful ness in breeding the next generation of Shadowrasters is done."

He turned his head to regard Argast. "On the other hand, she is but one of

many countl ess mai ds who wal k
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Faerun right now . . . and nmany of those, |I'mgiven to understand, have a

strong talent for sorcery.”

"More suitable nmates may await both of us?"

"And many of our fellows, perhaps. W shall see. Faerun awaits.”

"So many riches . . . denied to us for so long."

"At the command of the Great Foe, renenber—bol stered by craven Shadownasters

H gh who feared both his magic and the access all of us would have to things

not under the control of the Shadow Throne."

"This is truth," Argast said softly. "Even |'ve seen nore in the great scrying



portal over the years than Dhal grave intended, and I am one of those who pays
little attention to intrigues and watchi ng over other planes. It is no wonder
some of our elders—M | hvar conmes to nmind—spent much tine and effort on covert
expeditions into the real ns of Faerun, seeking magic."

"And mates," Amdrammar said with the ghost of a smile, "if the runors are
true.”

"He has offspring in Faerun?"

"Ignorant of their heritage, and perhaps weak in their shapeshifting, no

doubt," Amdrammar replied, "but yes—several, | believe."

Argast frowned. "Unknown of fspring aside, how many of our kin wal k Faerun
ri ght now?"

"Whoever survived battle with Sharantyr and her conpani ons, when the sword
t ook her back to Faerun. Ahorga, | have seen . . . and two others who took
many shapes, but are possibly Atari and Yinthrim There are others: two
wor ki ng together, and at |east one nore. | cannot believe all of these fled

the battle; sone of the kin nust have seized upon the enptiness of the Shadow
Throne to defy the standi ng decrees and make their own ways into Faerun."
"Bral atar and Lorgyn have both vanished fromtheir chanbers," Argast said

qui etly, "and have been absent for nore than a dozen feastings."

"So," Andrammar replied, one side of his face lifting
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into a snmle, "let us do likewi se, you and I. To Faerun, to take the shapes of
others, and watch patiently, and | earn before we nove agai nst these nortals.
In the chaos ruling Faerun right now, we dare not rely on magic. Any foray

there now wi Il be very dangerous—but what opportunities for hunting!"
"I feel its attraction nore strongly as the years pass and we visit it not,"
Argast replied. "I begin to understand why so nmany of our elders defied the

Great Foe even when they knew death awaited them"

"Shadowhone and the planes we can readily reach never felt limting in any way
before,” Anmdrammar said quietly. "Faerun seened to be no nmore than sone sort
of fanciful |and of beasts where the restless of our house went to play, and
when carel ess got hurt there. But now. "

"Let us prepare,” Argast said, eyes shining. "I want to be in Faerun w thout
del ay!"

The shadow glided to the place it always did, and they stepped off it and went
on up a dusty stair choked with the skeletal remains of dead and forgotten
servants, into an undercrypt several stairs beneath the Hall of Giffons.
There they parted, ascending into the castle proper by different ways so as
not to be seen together by interested eyes.

The gigantic shadow that had been their steed drifted on to a place the two
Mal augrym did not know. There it rose into a different formand called forth
four spherical stones of winking blue fire to orbit one of its wists

endl essly.

"And so two nore of the restless of our house go to play,"” it said in anused
tones, "one at least formally wel com ng the prospect! Interesting tinmes in old
Shadowhone, i ndeed!"

And as it chuckled, it did sonething else in the darkness, and vanished to

ot her, deeper places. There were many | ocal es i n Shadowhone that neither
Argast nor Amdrammar had ever visited, or known about. That
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| ack of know edge, though, didn't seemlikely to prove fatal to either of
them Yet.
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Faerun, Shadowdal e, Fl anerule 18

The serene radi ance of Selune fell upon ravaged Shadowdale as it did on al

the rest of Faerun this night. Bright noonlight gl eaned on both the arnor of
weary dal e sentries and the bl oodi ed gear of the dead. There was no sound but
the how ing of wolves and the baw ing of cattle whose dead masters woul d never
return to mlk them The two wonmen who stood in a lonely place of scorched



stones were as silent as the night breezes.

One was the Bard of Shadowdal e, Storm Silverhand, her face grimand snudged
with dirt and old, dried blood that was not her own. She still wore her arnor,
and | eaned on a sword that had seen nmuch use this day. Had she not recently
drunk of a certain well-hidden decanter in her kitchen, she would be trenbling
with weariness now.

The ot her woman had no body left to tire—she was a thing of ghostly radiance,
a softly curved bright shadow in the night. She floated upright above the
stones of her |ong-burned hut, face lifted to the stars, and began an

i nvocation to Mystra nore ancient than she was . . . and that was ol d indeed.
No one di sturbed them or came near; such doings at the ruined hut were why
the folk of the dale still called her the Wtch of Shadowdal e, and shunned

this place.

"Great Lady of Mysteries, hear ne," the ghostly lady said into the night,
picturing the dark, star-filled eyes of the goddess. "Your servant Syl une
entreats. "

She and Storm both knew well that Mystra was no nore, but perhaps the one who

had taken her place would hear... or steadfast Azuth, the Hand of Sorcery.
Her call fell into silence, and she stood there in the moonlight feeling nore
| onely than she had for years. "Mystra, hear ne," she said at last. "Azuth,

hear ne.
From out of the darkness of vast distances, a voice echoed. A voice she knew.
"Azuth hears, little sister."

"Lord of Spellcraft,” Sylun6 breathed, al nost shuddering in relief, "does

El mi nster |ive?"

There came a twinkling of lights in the air above her, soft green and bl ue
radi ances that sparkled as they spun slowy about each other. From out of the
heart of this occurrence canme the deep, confident voice of the god Azuth. "I
did not feel himpass . . . but | cannot feel his nmind now, either. Mich is in
chaos; | cannot be sure of his fate."

"I stand in Shadowdal e," Sylune told him "W have resisted the work of Bane
here thus far, at great cost."

"Aye, great cost, indeed. Mystra returned to us, and was | ost again forever.
She and El nminster fought Bane for possession of a Celestial Stair"

Syl un6 cl osed her eyes in despair, but forced herself to say on. "I need your
gui dance, High One. W face another peril: shapeshifters who call thensel ves
Mal au- grym who cane into Faerun when the Sword of Mystra brought three heroes
back to us, three who went to the shadow real m of the shapeshifters to do Qur
Lady's work. They are | oose in the |and, working m schief."

The great voice seened to hold a tone of bitter anusement. "These days, it
seens half the multiverse is |oose in Faerun, working mschief. . . one Azuth
anong them M powers are twi sted and |l essened. 'Tis all | can do to hold the
Real ms together, with all the irresponsible spell-hurlers active. Red W zards,
Calishite lords, Zhentarim and near a thousand anbitious |one w zards whose
magic is mghty. Gods and nortals alike are trying to take advantage of the

wi despread chaos. And without Mystra, magic is truly unreliable. | work
constantly to keep the fabric of all frombeing torn utterly by these ignorant
wielders of Art so that Toril will
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not be dashed apart in utter destruction. You have ny synpathy, Sister, and ny
regrets . . . but you nust contend with the House of Mal aug on your own; |

dare not intervene. Gather your allies, and work as you have never worked
before. '"Tis time to truly be heroes."

Syl une stood notionless. "May you succeed in your task," she said softly.

"And may you find the good fortune Qur Lady Mystra could not," the god
replied, "and prevail. Know that | |ove you, Sylune, and would aid if | could
Look not to seek divine aid again until this Tinme of Troubles is past." And
the small stormof twinkling lights nelted silently away, |eaving the night
sky above the stones enpty.

The ghostly figure of the Wtch of Shadowdal e stared up at the enpty air where



Azuth had mani fested, then turned toward her sister Storm and reached out.
"Take me away from here," she pleaded, her voice on the edge of tears. "Take
me back to your kitchen, and the fire, and your arns."

"OfF course," Stormsaid quietly. She bent to take up the stone Bel kram had
surrendered, and Syl une saw that her face was wet with tears.

They wal ked south and then east together, taking a long route around the heart
of the noonlit dale to avoid challenges and the worst of the dead.

"You heard all?" Sylune asked grimy.

Storm sighed. "Aye, this dale is going to be very different if Elmnster is no
nore."

"He was a father—and a friend—+o you nore than any of us,’
" '"Tis | should be conforting you."

St orm shook her head wearily, as if to clear it. "I did not feel himdie. |
can't be sure ... he may still live."

"And if he does not?"

"Then it is as Azuth told us: time for us—all of us Seven—to truly be heroes,

Syl une said softly.

wi thout his conforting aid and guidance . . . and vigilance for our safety.”
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Syl une sighed. "I never thought 1'd be alive without himto turn to. He seens

as permanent a feature of the Real ns as Mount Wt erdeep, or Anauroch, or the
Shaar." They clinbed a stile and descended into a field of parsnips. Halfway
down one of its long rows, she added, "Sharantyr is beside herself! | thought
she'd tear the two prisoners apart with her bare hands."

"She gave her bl ade to Mourngrym because she feared she'd want to use it,"
Stormsaid softly. "My owmn fury is past. El told me howtired of life he'd
becone nore than once this |ast season.”

"Should we let those two go?"

"Mercy has ever been our watchword here, and yet..."

Stormls voice trailed away, and with slow deliberation she sheathed the bl ade

she held. "I may conme to feel the rage Sharantyr hol ds again, tonmorrow. Since
Doust becane | ord, we have al ways shown the people that justice by fair trial
hol ds sway i n Shadowdale. So we will have a trial and justice, and Mourngrym
wi Il have the hard task of sentencing."

She was silent for a long tine before she added in a whisper, "I amglad of
that, because | don't feel like holding trials at all... | want to go out and
kill things."

"Your sword arnmP" Sharantyr asked, watching Itharr wince and reach for his
shoul der.

He nodded. "I've worn it out these |ast two days."

"And seen enough death to last several lifetines," Bel kram added quietly,
handi ng hima goblet. Itharr took it in his good hand and hastily sipped at it
to prevent a spill.

Sharantyr dug her fingers into the nmuscles of his shoul der, and he shuddered
uncontrol l ably. He handed the gobl et back to Bel kram hastily.

"Thanks . . . I'll want the rest of it when this |ong-
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tal oned beast here stops tearing ny shoul der apart!"

Sharantyr managed a playful snarl, but then fell silent again, her face sad.
She shook her head when Bel kram of fered the decanter to her, and asked hi m
"When will you get Sylune back?"

"I'n the nmorning, Stormsaid." Bel kram poured hinself a goblet and drai ned nost

of it at one gulp. "I inmagine they're neeting to talk about what they nust do
to defend the dale now that El mnster's gone."
"That's a neeting we nmust have, too," ltharr said, |ooking up. "Wither now,

for the three of us?"

"What have we to jaw about," Sharantyr asked wi th sudden fierceness as her
fingers worked on his stiff shoulders with iron tenderness, "until we've dealt
with the Mal augryn®? El nminster gave us a task, and it's unfinished. Harpers—and
Kni ghts of Myth Drannor—don't wal k away fromtheir duty. Not now, not ever!"
When she caught Bel kramis | ook of wonder, she blushed, turning her head away.



"I" msorry,"'
. I"mtoo upset to nmake sense.”

"No, Lady," Bel kram said, advancing to take one of her hands in his own. He
knelt and kissed it in one snmooth novement. "You nmake perfect sense—ow, and
al ways. "

Sharantyr turned her head away again fromthe rising fire she sawin his eyes,
and tried to blink away her sudden tears, tears that would not stop falling.
Uncaring crickets were chirping as the Bard of Shadowdal e turned in at her
arched gate. She brushed past its roses and stunbled in her weariness. Sylune
drifted with silent grace at her shoul der.

The door ahead of them was open, and the |anps were lit. Storm sighed and
reached for her blade again, wondering if she really felt up to another fight

Shar munbl ed, her voice quavering for an instant. "l... his dying

agai nst
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some sinister Zhent intruder . . . then relaxed with a heavy sigh of relief
when she saw the short and famliar figure of Lhaeo cone out to greet them

"Tea is made, Ladies," Elmnster's scribe said in a small, forlorn voice.

"Ch, Lhaeo," Storm said, touched, and held out her arns to him

A moment | ater, the last prince of Tethyr was weeping into her breast,
clutching her as if she were his last anchor in a stormracked sea. "El told
me 1'd know i f he died," he gasped when he coul d speak again, "and yet | don't
know The touch of his mind is gone!" He burst into fresh tears, weeping
uncontrol | ably.

Storm stood in the noonlight, holding himin silence. There was nothing she

could say. Her silver hair bent over himas her own tears began to fall. They
wept together, and the ghostly form of Sylune hovered over them both, her
spectral hands reaching out to console ... in vain.

There was nothing at all she could do.

11

There's Al cuays Reoeuge

It was a bright norning in fair Shadowdal e. The tower, the inn, and the
streets were still buzzing with talk of the di sappearance, a day and a ni ght
ago, of Adon and M dnight, the two prisoners convicted of the rnurder of

El m nster of Shadowdal e. Sone said they'd been spirited away by agents of
Zhentil Keep, lurking in the dale even now, others that they were archmages,
foul fiends, or Bane and Manshoon thensel ves, who wore fal se shapes and
escaped by magic as soon as they were bound in the dungeons. Shadowdal e had
lost its greatest protector, a wise old uncle—-al beit a cantankerous and

m schi evous uncl e—+o just about everyone who'd lived in Shadowdal e.

Nor was he the only man nourned in the dale. Many a fanmly wept over sons or
fathers who woul d cone back only on a shield, to be buried by an honor guard
led by the grimfaced | ord of Shadowdal e. No one could spare the tine for ful
mourning rites or long nights of grieving, however; there was too nuch that
had to be done.

Magic still spun wild in Faerun, and news of strife and god-caused devastation
cane to Shadowdal e with every new, heavily arnmed caravan. The Zhentari m coul d
strike again at any tine, and Daggerdal e was an open battl efield roaned by
hungry wol ves, ores, and worse. To keep such perils at bay, the few warriors
still
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able to fight were standing guard on all four roads out of the dale, fervently
hopi ng not to see blackhelnms in the distance.

In the dale, dead Zhents and horses | ay everywhere, sone half devoured by bold
ni ght scavengers. The returned priests of Lathander were busily bl essing the
dead to ensure that they would not rise undead to stal k Shadowdal e in the
years to cone. The old wonen of the dale were stripping the bodies of anything
that could be used again, and the foresters surveyed the burnt woods with an
eye to replanting.

Yestereve, six full carts piled high with weapons and hel ms had groaned up the
road to the tower. The clangor of their being stockpiled had gone on al



ni ght, wherefore this norning Lord Mourngrym had a headache that felt as if
someone were repeatedly stabbing a dagger through the top of his head.

"Why must | get up?' he asked Shaerl. "I'mlord of this dale. Can't | lie abed
just once in a year?"

"You did," she replied sweetly, "three nonths back. W were trying for a
daught er, renenber?"

Mour ngrym grow ed sonet hi ng wordl ess about her cheerfulness and rolled up to a
sitting position on the edge of their bed. His arns and ribs were gold and
purple with bruises, and two raw scars marked his forearm where Zhent bl ades
had split through his best arnor.

Shaer| hissed in synpathy as she traced one of those scars with a slimfinger
She handed her lord a tankard of steanming bitterroot tea.

Mour ngrym si pped it, made the sane di sgusted face he always did, and rose,
handi ng the tankard back to her. "Here—you drink the stuff. It should cure
your confounded cheerful ness!"

He took fromits peg the silken robe she'd nade for him As always, he adnired
the bl azons she'd sewn so carefully. The arns of the dal e shone on one breast,
his own arns on the other, and a target pronminently on the back—their private
j oke: he'd been her target when
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Cornmyr sent her to Shadowdal e to gain influence here.

Mourngrym sniled at the robe in his arns, |eaned agai nst the snooth-carved
corner post of the bed, and nouthed a silent prayer to Tynora. Swi nging the
robe around his shoul ders, he made his way across the bedchanber.

He wi nced as each step nmade his head pound—he hadn't had that nuch to drink

| ast night, surely-but doggedly pursued his goal: the curtained archway that
led into the norning room There he would break his fast on the great table
whose gl ass top covered gloriously hued maps of the dales. He | oved those
maps, a wedding gift fromthe Rowanmantl es, and peering at their exquisite
details never failed to cheer him

He shoul dered t hrough the curtains, sniffing the wel cone aroma of sausages and
nel ted cheese and eggs on bread, and froze m dstride.

"Storm Well met and wel cone, but what are you doing sitting in the mddle of
t he tabl e?—©h, war council time again, is it?"

The Bard of Shadowdal e smiled at himand tossed her head in greeting; her
silver hair cascaded down one shoul der, and Murngrym swal | oned at her beauty,
renenbering the last time she'd sat on the table, wearing rather less, and the
wild war council that had followed then. It was too early in the norning for
all this...

Eyei ng the sausages on the platter beside Stornmis boots, the lord of
Shadowdal e went to the | ong sideboard, took up a flask of firew ne, and
drained it at a single gulp.

When his eyes canme back into focus, Stormwas shaki ng her head. "You'll regret
that, you know. "

"My head already feels like a blacksmth's anvil,’
there any nore of this stuff about, do you know?"
"End drawer down the w ndow end,"” Storm and Shaerl| said together, then broke
into chuckles (Storm) and giggles (Shaerl) of mrth. Murngrym gave them
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both a |l ook of |ong-suffering disgust and went to the drawer indicated.

"It's too nmuch," he told the Realnms at large. "No nman should have to deal with
such cheery fenal es. Haven't either of you heard of respectful silence?"

There was no reply. Murngrym had taken the decanter back to the table, sipped
fromit without bothering with a flagon, and lifted his fork to deal with the
sausages before the silence registered. He | ooked up—into Storm s inpish
eyes, dancing with mrth as she regarded him 1|ips pressed tightly together

He shot a look along the table to Shaerl, who had seated herself with dignity
and was regarding him chin on hand, in equally amused sil ence.

Mour ngrym opened his mouth to say something, but closed it again and shrugged.
"That's certainly nore peaceful ," he told the first sausage as he raised it.

Mourngrymtold her. "Is



"Unhand that sausage!" a voice bell owed from sonewhere very near

Mour ngrym choked, tried to spring up, arns flailing, and toppl ed sideways,
gabbl i ng for breath.

He and the chair met the flagstone floor with a solid, head-ringing crash amd
an expl osion of |aughter. Murngrym found hinself then face to face with

Rat han Thentraver.

The stout priest was crawling out fromunder the table. He w nked, deftly

pl ucked t he sausage off Mourngryms fork, bit into it, and said, "Umém Very
good! Thank you for offering ne this excellent viand!"

"I amgoing to kill someone,"” Mourngrym announced calmy to the ceiling,
probably soon. How | ong have you been under here?"

"Not |ong," Rathan runbled cheerfully. He emerged. "How |l ong do you plan to
sleep in every norning? Not turning into a vanmpire, are you?"

"No," Mourngrymtold himshortly, and rolled to his feet. "No fangs to you."

and

"Ah," Stormsaid, "that's better. | was afraid you were
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going to play the grim stone-headed tyrant all day." As she spoke, the wall
gong chi ned.

Mour ngrym | ooked at it sourly and sat down again. "And what does that

signi fy?"

" "Tis the signal that you've finished your norning feast, nmy lord," Shaerl
said sweetly, "and that yet another Real ms-shaking war council is about to
begin. "

"But | haven't fin— Mourngrym began. He snatched his platter to his chest
just before Storm plucked it away. He brandi shed his fork at her. "Keep back
worman! "

There was | aughter fromthe doorway. Bel kram and Itharr of the Harpers stood
there, staring delightedly into the room "Now that's a sight worth wal ki ng
here from Berdusk to seel W battle the Bard of Shadowdal e with bl ades

but great |ords use sausage forks on her!"

Mour ngrym si ghed, backed away to the sideboard, and set his plate down.

Pi cki ng up a sausage, he pointed at the chairs ranged around the table and
said, Tray enter, Lords, Ladies, and Gentles, and be seated. There, there, and
there .. . ah, and | believe that seat's available too . . . very good." He

gl anced at the gathering: Knights, Storm a swirling radi ance by her shoul der
that rmust be Sylune, the two Harper rangers, Shaerl, and—swho was m ssing?

El m nster, of course, and Lhaeo . . . not surprising. He bit into the sausage
t hought ful l'y. Ah!

"This rooms too quiet by far," he announced grandly. "Where's TernP"

"I thought you'd never ask," the snpboth voice of the thief replied fromthe
doorway. "While you' ve been snoring, |'ve been working. Pretty soft being lord
of a dale, isn't it?"

"You?" Murngrymsnorted, nmaking a rude gesture with what was left of his
sausage. "Worki ng?"

"Indeed,"” Tormreplied with dignity, "I have just returned froma dawn foray—a
bol d and brazen foray, |et
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me say, fraught with peril and shining bravery—nto the road canp just south
of Voonlar, |ooking for certain things our departed Zhentish friends may have
[ eft behind!"

"More womren?" Merith asked slyly. "Torm how nany can one nan have?"

"The answer, Sir EIf, would surprise you," Tormsaid loftily, "but that is a
matter for converse at some nore relaxed tine. | speak of the Central Bl ade's
pack train . .. sixteen wagons of it, at any rate."

"Thieving still?" Shaerl sighed. "Torm in case you haven't noticed, there's a
war on! Mist you indulge in petty thievery?"

Term s eyebrows rose. " 'Petty thievery,' Lady? You wound me to the quick

What did you think your surviving troops would eat? And be paid with? Starving
men"—a dagger spun fromhis hand to transfix one of Murngrym s sausages, and



the thief jerked on the silken cord affixed to the hilt and snatched the food
away from Mourngrym s hasty grab—who feel they've been cheated tend to make
unsafe guardi ans, particularly when they're also well-trained warriors."

"Belt up, well-trained warrior," Florin suggested kindly as Tormreeled in a
dusty sausage and bit into it with satisfaction. The ranger | ooked around the
table to address them "W're here to talk sonme things out and deci de how best
to proceed, given the perils abroad in the land and . .. our |ack of

El mnster.” In the silence that foll owed, he added, "In the absence of the Ad
Mage, Sylune is the eldest here, and should speak first."

"My thanks, Florin—+ think," the ghostly Wtch of Shadowdal e said dryly. "For
my part, | have unfinished business Elmnster set ne to. Sister, will you hand
my stone to Itharr of the Harpers? He is the only one of our Rangers Three who
hasn't borne ne yet."

"I will," Stormsaid gravely, drawing the chain fromher neck and rising to
carry the stone around the table.

"The Rangers Three? Sounds like a chartered adventuring band," Torm coment ed.
Itharr took the stone
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carefully, alittle awed. The thief added, "Or a traveling mnstrel show "
Torm dearest,"” Sharantyr said sweetly, "Tell ne: do these idiocies just
tumbl e out whenever you open your mouth—er do you actually sit there and think

t hem up?"
"Thi nki ng?" Torm frowned at her. "Wo said anything about thinking? Kill
first, then loot . . . and the thinking part is that unpleasant shouting

busi ness at the end when it all has to be divided. It makes brains hurt."
"Mne certainly does,"” Muurngrymsaid with feeling, "but | believe Syl une

still has the high tongue in this round of converse."
"For my part," Sylune responded, "there is no nore to say. | ama thing of
ghosts and shadows. My will is bound to duty."

Tes, but what would you like to do?"

"Find nmy sister the Sinmbul and beseech her to do as Elmnster did," the Wtch
of Shadowdal e said very quietly. "That is, make ne a new body."

There was an enbarrassed silence at the raw longing in her voice. Florin
stepped into it by saying, "Next senior anong us is ny |ady, Dove. Wat say
you?"

Dove sniled at himand | ooked around the table. "My first duty—eur first

dut y—rust be to defend the fol k of the Dal es agai nst brigands, Zhents, roving
nmonsters, and the like. Oherwi se, there'll be no crops, and starvation cone
winter. Time of Troubles or no, the work of daily life nmust go on. W have to
find all the Zhents scranbling around the woods and deal with them discover
who or what else is lurking about to prey on our people, find and tend all the
wounded, and rebuild what was ruined in the fighting."

"Well, that takes care of the council,” Tormsaid lightly. "Let's be getting
on with it. Murngrym can nake us all nore sausages—+'mcertainly hungry
enough—and we can neet again when the snows fall."
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"Rathan? Gag him wll you?" Illistyl snapped scornfully. "To think that I
once bedded thatr

"Once? Fromwhat | recall, tw —=

"Enough, Torm" Dove said firmy, "or have you forgotten the fish bucket?"
"The fish bucket?" Murngrym asked, |leaning forward with interest. "Is this

some sort of torture device fine upstanding noble | ords can use on annoyi ng

t hi eves?"

"After he made a particularly crude remark," Jhessail explained, "Dove held
Torm s head under water in the bucket of live fish she was bringing to the
tower for evenfeast.. . until he ran out of bubbles."

"Ah, that explains what happened to his wits,"” Merith said delightedly. "They
got soaked through and grew m | dew. "

"Gods in their palaces," Belkramsaid to Itharr in |owtones, "are all their
council meetings |ike this?"



"Ch, no, no," Stormassured himcheerfully. "Best manners this norn .

because of you. Usually we just shout Torm down and get on, and no one speaks
inturn.”

"Strange you should nention that,'
brings us nowto you."

"Aye, indeed," Stormsaid with a snmle. "I concur with ny sister Dove, but be
aware that aside from Shar, Sylune, and my two Harpers here"—Bel kram and
Itharr smled around the table and swept nock bows—this assenbly is just
goi ng to have to abandon chasing Mal augrym for the tine being."

" Mal augr yne"

"The shapeshifters who attacked us in the tent, the night before the battle in
M stl edal e,” Sharantyr expl ai ned.

"Those weren't doppel gangers?"

"No, sonething far worse."

Florin said with a smile, "as seniority

"Ch . . . one of Murngrym s speeches?"
"Stowit," Florin ordered with a grin and a sigh
167
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"Because some anbng us can't resist the urges to be clever, these little
get-togethers are always so much fun."

"Hold hard," Shaerl said, leaning over the table with a frowm. "Do | hear you
rightly? Chasing Mal augryn? Are there a band of thenP"

"Afamly, actually," Storm explained softly. "An ancient clan who kill those
who know about them-so guard your |ips. For centuries El mnster has slain any
of them who dared to enter the Real ns."

"So with himgone . "

"Chasi ng may no | onger be necessary. They'll probably find us soon enough,"”
Sharantyr observed.

"I's there any way—-short of magic that may go wild, and blow this tower apart,
or cover us all in cow dung—of knowing they're not here in this room right
now, taking the shape of one of us?" Torm asked sharply.

"No," Storm and Dove said in quiet unison

"Well," Rathan joked, "You did cone in late, Torm. . ."

"Ch, no, you don't," Tormsaid warningly. "No one's opening ne up to see if
I"'mreally a scaly nonster!" There was suddenly a dagger in his fingertips,
and he waved it neani ngfully.

"You're safe, Torm" Jhessail said with a smle. "No one could inpersonate

t hat debonair manner, that outrageous tongue, that—=

"Uter stupidity,” fllistyl told the ceiling.

"As to the internal defense of the dale, and hel ping our folk set things to
rights,” Storm added, "journeyman Harpers will shortly gather in Shadowdal e
fromall directions. To prevent the Zhents and... others from sneaki ng agents
in among them they all will report to Dove, who will cast a spell that narks
themw th a visible badge, a spell that contains nasty surprises for anyone
trying to duplicate it. To get such a badge, of course, the Harpers wll
submit to mind-reading magic, allowing us to weed out anbitious Ml augrym™
1(58
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"So this band of confirned Harpers helps rebuild the dale,"’
"freeing us to do—what?"

"Ri de patrol through the Elven Court woods, southeastern Daggerdale, and the
ot her | ands around Shadow dal e, scouring it of brigands and nonsters, giving
us warning of attack from Zhentil Keep, Daggerdale, or Hillsfar. |'ve heard
runors of fell beasts |leaving the ruins of Myth Drannor to roamthe woods, and
even tal k of sone wealthy nerchants in Senbia hiring small armies in hopes of
seizing a dale or two as private estates.”

"What ?" Torm | aughed. "Armes, yes . . . but anbitious Senbi an nerchants? Show
me the fool who'd dare chall enge the fanmous Knights of Myth Drannor!"

"Look in yon mrror," Jhessail advised himin dry tones, pointing across the
nmorni ng room "You challenge us all too often.”

Torm sai d,



"Vile slander!" Torm said severely, waving a finger at her. "May the gods | ook
down and—

"Gft thee with an egg, valiant Torm" Shaerl said. She swept a peppered

pl over egg up from Mourngryms plate and thrust it whole into Torm s mouth
"NnnnunpA, " he protested.

"I agree conpletely,"” Rathan replied earnestly, patting the thief's hand (the
one wi thout the dagger). "Thy every word is as a pearl of w sdom glistening
anong the dull pebbles of other oratory!"

"Ch, please" Illistyl said. "You're as bad as he is!"

Rat han gave her a hard look. "I prefer to say "as good as,' young m ss—tis
nore charitable, far."

"If the free entertai nment could subside for a nmonent,
"perhaps we can hear the rest of Stormls plans."
Stormgrinned at him "W'Il send two patrols equi pped for |ong forays. The
Knights will ride to Daggerdal e; the Rangers Three with Sylune will circle
Voonl ar, the woods near Myth Drannor, and M stl edal e. Both bands shoul d nmake
sure the Zhents haven't rallied anyone else in the south and deal with any
troubl e
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before it reaches our battle-riven dale. The dal efol k are too exhausted to
deal with even sneak thieves."

"Fi ne, sounds sensible. Let's be doing it,"'

Merith said patiently,

Il1listy! said, rising fromthe

table. "I weary of talk. Merith, have you found nme a horse?"
"What's wong with your pal frey?" Murngrym asked.
"Killed in the battle,” Storminformed himcurtly. Illistyl nodded, her eyes

bright with sudden tears, but said nothing.

Across the table, Tormwas in full flight again, |eaning around Bel kramto
smle at Sharantyr.

"Good, ny lady," the thief said with a leer, his eyes bright, "I could see ny
way clear to ably guard so beautiful a flower of the dale! Wuldst thou pernit
me to acconpany thee on patrol ?"

Sharantyr alnost snmiled. "I've grown used to Bel kram and Itharr, thanks," she
said crisply, taking the arms of the two Harper rangers seated on either side
of her.

"I did not nmean nerely nyself, Lady," Tormsaid, his manner suddenly serious.
"Three bl ades and a di senbodi ed voice isn't enough battle nmight for what you
m ght well run into."

"I'l'l be going with them Torm" Stormsaid quietly.

Heads turned in surprise all around the table, but the Bard of Shadowdal e was
| ooking at the three rangers. "If you'll have me?" she asked quietly.

"Right gladly, Lady," Bel kram said, glancing quickly at his conpanions for
confirmation, and receiving it.

A frown had cone onto Mourngrymis face, "Torm nay have a point about strength
of arms. | was thinking of sending you Knights out on the first patrol east;
there's word of a Zhent mageling rallying forty or nmore Zhen-tilar in the
woods. "

"I"l1l look forward to meeting them" Stormsaid in silken tones. Mre than one
person around that council table shivered at the sound of the bard' s voice.
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"Are we agreed?" Murngrym asked, standing up and | ooki ng down the table.
There was a general affirmative chorus, and he said briskly, "Good—ow get
gone, all of you, so | can bathe and get dressed and have sonme fooxi that

cl ever Knights don't snatch off ny platel™

Chuckl es and nocki ng sal utes answered him

Mour ngrym made for his bedchamber, shook his head, and reflected—not for the
first ti me—how untenable a position he held, the junior menber of a band of
adventurers who handed himthe | ordship of a dale after they were finished
with it, but stayed around to drive himwtless!

Gowing faintly at the thought, he pushed back through the curtains, Shaerl



in his wake.

The norning room cl eared quickly. Wen it was quite enpty, something noved

under the tabl e—sonething that | ooked Iike old and dark wood, but flowed

downward to the floor, peeling itself free of the table's underside. It

stretched like a hungry snake, slithered out fromunder the furniture, and

rose swiftly, taking on the shape and appearance of one of the tower servants.

The Mal augrym gl anced qui ckly around, but no one was in sight. The servant who

was not a servant paused for a long nmonent to survey the table adnmiringly.

Ahorga had al ways |iked maps.

El ven Court woods, Flanerule 22

The enbers crackl ed and gl owed ruby red. The two wonen sat with their backs to

it, facing outward on watch, listening to the faint scuttlings and hootings

that mark any forest by night. They were in the Elven Court woods, well south

of Voonlar, nost of the way through their first night on patrol

Itharr and Bel kram had turned over watch duties to them not |ong ago, and were

well and truly asleep,
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snoring faintly into their cloaks.

"How many ni ghts have you spent thus?" Sharantyr asked quietly.

Behi nd her, Storm | aughed softly. "Hundreds."

The ghostly tresses of Sylune turned, fromwhere her di senbodi ed head fl oat ed

at Sharantyr's shoul der. "Thousands, Sister," she corrected.

"That's right—enphasi ze how old we are," Storm said, armused. "I try not to

make people feel unconfortable or |essened in any way."

"I was the Wtch of Shadowdal e, renenber? Making people wary of nme was the

best way to hold power over them w thout ever harmi ng anyone," Sylune replied.

Sharantyr sighed. "You seemso carefree," she said, shifting the naked | ong

sword that |lay across her thighs so that noonlight caught it at one end, and a

faint red glow fromthe fire touched the other. She flicked it idly, watching

the play of light on the steel. "Is it because you've both seen it al

bef or e?"

"Partly, Shar," Stormreplied, "and partly because we've learned to try to

enj oy everything, from being whipped in chains as a slave to bei ng wooed by

wel | - endowed princes. "

"To clinging to the spar of a ship breaking apart in a storm™" Sylune put in,

soundi ng amused. "To lying paral yzed under the probes of a drow mage trying to

determne if your powers lie in organs he can renove, or if youll have to be

bred to drow to give themyour abilities."

Sharantyr shivered. "Don't speak of drow, please ..

"My apol ogi es, Shar," the ghostly head beside her said quickly. "W both spoke

of moments from our own experiences—+ forgot that you' d been a captive of the

drow, too."

Sharantyr turned her head. "You were a slave?"

"For years," the Bard of Shadowdale told her. "Not entirely bad years, either
though | never did devel op any enjoynent for being whipped."”

"What do you nean, 'not entirely bad years'?" Shar
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asked incredul ously. "How can you enjoy anything about being a slave?"

"That's what we were trying to say, you see,"” Sylune said softly. "It's not

what the gods hand you in life that matters so rmuch, nor what your strivings

achieve or fail in the attenpt. Watever befalls, the best way to viewlife is

to savor every nmonent of it, no matter how sordid or unpleasant... for one

thing, the gods give us all only a certain span of time, and tine wasted—n

m sery, despair, drunkenness, or casual inattention—s time gone forever."

"I see what you're saying," Sharantyr said slowy, "but you'll forgive ne if |

take some tinme getting to enjoy fighting in great battles, or falling into

cesspits, or listening to Torm"

Trying not to | augh al oud, Storm shook wi th deep, bubbling |laughter for a | ong



time before she found breath enough to speak again. "Well said," were her
first words. "Do you feel like talking about what befell in the Castle of
Shadows?"

Shar chuckl ed hel plessly. "I-1 suppose so. What do you want to know?"

"Do you recall Elmnster's burning the bodies of the Ml augrym you sl ew, back
at the ruined manor in Daggerdal e?" Syl une asked.

Shar nodded, but realized they couldn't see the gesture in the dark, and said
cautiously, "Yes."

"He wasn't sinmply being tidy," the ghostly figure told her. "He was using a
spel |l that destroys the bodies of the recently dead even as it yields up their
| ast few nmoments of thought. In one of the Mal augrymwas a strong desire to
sl ay you—because anot her Mal augrym who did not enter Faerun at the tine,

want ed you as his mate. Another of the dead Mal augrymwas reluctant to attack
you for the sanme reason; the Ml augrym who favored you was his ally."

Sharantyr drew a deep, shuddering breath. "I see. You're wondering if | pine
after some Mal augrym | ord,
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or perhaps even carry a little shapeshifter-to-be within."

"No," Stormsaid sharply. "Even if either or both of those conditions were
true, they are your affairs. W nmerely nmeant that it's apparent to us all that
some adventures befell all three of you that went beyond ' See Mal augrym sl ay
Mal augrym run run run/ "

Shar giggled. "That sounds el egant.”

"I ndeed,"” Sylune agreed dryly. "So give, Lady Shar-antyr. Wat did you |l earn
in the Castle of Shadows? And | don't mean about Mal augrym or shapeshifting,
or the nature of ever-shifting Shadowhone. | nean about yourself."

" About nysel f?"

"About Bel kramand Itharr, then," Stormsaid gently. "How are nmy two

hal f-trai ned Harpers?"

"Very good compani ons and abl e protectors. Bel kram has a touch of Tormin him
| think."

Shar heard Stornmis silent anusenent at that observation, and went on, "ltharr
is quieter, and there's a darkness in him H He needs to kill, sonmetines."
"And how woul d you | ook upon spending several years adventuring with them

bot h?" the | ady bard asked. "Just the three of you, not a part of the Harpers
or part of the Knights of Myth Drannor."

"I"d enjoy it, | hope," Shar replied, then added quickly, "but I fear the

Shadowrasters will soon strike back, and—=

"And?" Syl une asked quietly.

"And 1'll lose one or both of them" Sharantyr said. Her voice sank alnost to
a whi sper.

"You are fond of them both, then?" Storm asked quietly.

"Aye, |- Sharantyr's voice sharpened. "Wiy are you asking me this? Do you
want ne to shout fromthe tower turrets that | |ove thenP"

"No, Shar," Sylune said softly. "W want you to adnmit it to yourself."

Inthe little silence that followed, Bel kram snorted
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softly in his sleep, and at the comi cal sound somrething inside Sharantyr
suddenly rose into her throat, and she wept as quietly as she coul d.

The radi ance of Sylune was suddenly all around her, and she felt a gentle,
chill touch on her forehead. The ghostly kiss left a tingling behind, and her
sonehow cal ner.

She sniffed away the | ast of her tears, and said in a small voice, "I'mso
afraid of losing them™

That's why | came along," Stormsaid softly, "to |l end one nore sword to the
fray and nake all of your chances for survival that nuch better."

"Mal augrym are everywhere!" Sylune intoned in tones of nock horror

"Don't say that!" Sharantyr told her fiercely, turning her head to stare into



eyes that were two serene white waith fires.

"Why not ? Face your fears as you should face everything else in |ife—epenly.
Name them and they becone things you can handle, after a fashion."

Sharantyr laughed, a little ruefully. "I didn't expect to spend ny tine
staring into the night tal king about ny loves and fears," she told the two
age-ol d sisters.

"Why not, Shar? What could we possibly talk about—in all our lives—that's
nore inmportant than what we |ove and fear?"

Senbi a, Fl anmerule 22

"I love to snell their fear,” the man with the head of a panther said, raising
bl oody jaws froma villager who woul d never again flee screanming from
anyt hi ng.

"Now how could | tell that?" replied the man whose arnms split into tentacles.
A choking merchant struggled in the coils of two of those tentacles.

The Mal augrym shook the nmerchant, nuch as a
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hunting cat shakes a rat in its jaws, and tightened his tentacles with |azy
strength, tearing the man's head off. Blood sprayed in all directions as the
corpse convul sed, wiggling inits final agony.

"Well? Are you going to eat this one?" Bral atar asked, his hands | engthening
into talons to tear the man's body apart. He licked his lips in anticipation
of the feast.

Lorgyn took one bite, then tossed the headl ess body aside. "No. I'Il find
something a little nore succulent,” He | ooked across the ni ght-shrouded garden
where they stood, at a building whose distinctive red lanterns marked it as a
brothel. "In there."”

"No wonder old El mnster wanted Faerun for hinmself!" Bral atar said, watching
his conrade reach up with a snmall forest of tentacles and swarm up the side of
the building. "It's a neverending | ove-feast and braw!"

"Aye," Lorgyn called down, heedl ess of whose attention they mght alert, "only
better!"

A man's head suddenly appeared out of one wi ndow. "Hoy!" he snarled,

"what' re—doppel gangers! Call the Watc—=*

A tentacl e descended in a slap that carried the weight of falling stone,
breaking the man's neck as a child snaps a twig. He fell onto the sill, and
said no nore.

The Mal augrym s tentacl es were busy at a hi gher wi ndow. He reached in to a bed
where a fat merchant was rolling anong slippery silk sheets, pretending he
couldn't find the giggling owner of the bed, wiggling around beneath them
"Not here!" the merchant hollered, clutching at a pillow "Were's she gone?
Oh, sweet nerciful gods, help me . . . ny partner'|l|l be furious when he |earns
how much | spent for an hour of pleasure, and then couldn't find the wench for
the size and opul ence of her bed! Are there other nen | ost under here,

wonder ? That wagon of nine that went mssing |ast noon, perhaps? I'lIl just
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have to see! May—

"Ch, be silentr Lorgyn snarled in exasperation, snapping out a tentacle to
wrap around the man's jaws.

The fat merchant suddenly grew a nouth as wi de as a horse and caught the
tentacle; an extra nmouth appeared in his forehead and hissed, "Get your own

pl ayt hi ng! "

Lorgyn recoiled in amazenent. "Wo—=2"

The grotesque nouth spat the tentacle back at Lorgyn and shrank away to

not hi ngness, dwindling into features the Mal augrym at the w ndow recogni zed.
"Lunquar!"

"The sane," the ol der Shadowmaster replied, ignoring the sudden terrified
scream fromthe bedcl othes beneath him He pinned the woman down wi t hout
sparing her a glance, and said, "I've been watching you two break necks and



hurl bodi es about for days now, why such a bold ranpage?"

"Fun, Lunquar, fun!" Lorgyn said exultantly, using one long tentacle to snatch

up the man whose neck he'd just broken and shake himas a trophy. "See?" There

was a scream from the wi ndow bel ow.

"That's just what | nean," the Shadowraster on the bed said. "You left that

one dangling half out of a window Hear the scream ng now"

" goo"

"So why rouse half of Faerun when a little subtlety could win you thrones?"

"What fun is that?" the voice of Bralatar cane floating up to them "You can

rule just as well through fear ... in fact, whenever we've the time to spare,

we should spread a little nmore fear!"

"Your style, perhaps; not nine," the ol der Shadow master replied. "I'm saving

my fury for when | nmeet up with one of Mystra's Chosen!"

"Aye," Lorgyn agreed, his voice menacingly soft. His eyes gl owed a sudden

enerald green in the gloom "If you want reasons for ranpagi ng, there's always
revenge."
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Whi stling, the WzoRd Mef H s End

Senbi a, Fl amenm e 23

Birds called and fluttered in a wood where noss grew green on old, proud

trees, untouched by a woodsman's axe for three hundred years. A stone wall as

hi gh as six men kept errant axes out, for the wood was part of a private

estate in the fair uplands of Sembia—an estate that saw few visitors, and even

fewer uninvited ones.

Yet one can never be too careful, and trolls may lurk anywhere. So it was that

the war dogs Warhorn and Bol der wandered the grounds diligently, carrying two

hundred pounds of taut nuscle each behind their spiked war collars. Their jaws

cl osed often on squirrels, and they suffered nothing larger than that to

i ve—except men they knew.

No man they knew snelled quite like the peculiar odor now in Warhorn's

nostrils. The mighty war dog growl ed a deep warning to Bol der and advanced

cautiously toward the snell, questing fromside to side |like a soldier

Bol der caught up to him stiffened, and rubbed his flank al ongsi de Warhorn to

signify he'd snelled the scent, too. They went forward soundl essly together on
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stiff, alert legs, lips drawn back to bare huge teeth.

The snell grew strong indeed, prickling in their throats. O a sudden, they

broke apart and rushed around either side of a great shadowop tree, a forest

gi ant big enough to hide four dogs behind. They went with eyes aflame and j aws

agape, feet scrabbling on the nossy turf—-and vani shed.

Al that the listening birds heard was two wet snappi ng sounds, then a brief

t huddi ng, and shortly afterward, a rustling of |eaves as something |arge

clinmbed the forest giant.

"Never fear, never fear

For my smiles are all for thee."

A man in a bl oodi ed apron sang ere he struck the brass gong that hung by the

door.

"So come away, lady fair, And we will married be!"

He set down the netal basin of meat scraps, w ped his hands on his hips, and

wai t ed—but the expected hungry cani nes did not cone.

The man struck the gong again. "Wrhorn? Bol der? Gone deaf, have ye?"

The words had just left his |ips when the two war dogs raced into view,

running hard . . . and yet without their usual fluid grace . . . alnobst as if

they weren't used to loping. The nman stared hard at them for a nonent. He

crouched down and asked nmerrily, "So what have ye been into, ny hearties?

H ghsunmer nushroons agai n?"

He | eaned forward to pat Warhorn, and barely had tine to notice a strange

golden fire in the old dog's eyes before the tentacles took him Snakelike

they coiled up his patting armand shook him and he was still struggling for

breath to shout when they broadened and
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sl apped over his nose and nout h.

Hs frantic struggles were brief. His slayer rose slowy to an inpossible

hei ght for a dog and held the dangling corpse upright. The other dog cocked
its head for a nonment, surveying the |inmp body. The canine form began to nelt
and flow, shifting slowy into an exact duplicate of the unfortunate servant.
Delicate tentacles undid the apron and held it out while Bral atar continued
surveying the dead man critically, noting tiny scars, pinples, and precisely
where hair grew. He shifted hinself to match. He took the apron, careful to
knot it as the man had worn it, and announced, "Done."

Lorgyn nodded and passed over the man's belt and ring of keys as he sank back
down into dog shape atop the dead nman. Hi s tentacles coil ed and squeezed,
trembling with sudden effort.

When he was done, a bl oody, boneless mass was all that was left of the
servant. Tentacles dragged the gory thing behind the nearest tree and becane
di gging claws. Soon all trace of the nurder was gone.

Bral atar hunmed the tune the man had been singing as he went to a wought and
fluted metal gate. One faithful war dog trotted at his heels.

In the small garden beyond, svelte nynphs and wi nged wonmen of weat hered stone

posed in frozen wan-tonness anong fountains and pools and floating lilies
and Dorgan Sundyl strode through them unseeing, bored to the depths of his
bei ng.

H s muscles gleaned with oil and the vigor of this norning's workout, and his
uni form shone back the sun. A bejewelled sword swing at his hip, and his
nmoverents had a | azy grace as one | ong-booted foot glided forward, followed-as
al ways—by the other, taking himaround a grassy path that he'd wal ked a

t housand t housand tinmes before. He would dearly | ove sonmething to fight.
Dorgan sonetimes prayed to the gods to bring an in-

truder into the garden—a nman that he could bait a while before engaging himin
furious swordpl ay, and subsequently slaying himand presenting himto the
master. Even a little man would do.

He woul d have been surprised indeed to |learn that the gods—the thoughtful
gods—were finally, this nmorn, about to grant his w sh.

It took three keys before Bralatar found the one that opened the gate—and by
t hen, the magnificent-1ooking guard in the garden beyond was suspi ci ous.

"How, now? What ails Arel d?" Dorgan nused al oud as he strode toward the gate,
hand going to sword and eyes flicking watchfully about to be sure that only
one man stood there, not a conceal ed band of brigands.

Anot her thing . . . the dogs were never allowed in the garden! Wat was old
War horn pl aying at?

"Arel d?" he chall enged, sword grating. "Wat befalls?"

Arel d swayed, one hand on the opened gate—but fell, toppling forward into the
grass without a sound. Dorgan raced to stand over him bl ocki ng passage

t hrough the gate, |ooking warily around for an archer or anyone waiting to
rush in ... but the woods beyond were enpty of all but birds. Warhorn stood,
patiently watching him

Dorgan held the sword up between himand the dog, point out, just in case, and
bent over Areld. "Are you sick, man? D—=

Those were the | ast words he ever spoke. Something slamed into the small of
his back and drove himinto a sprawiing fall onto the servant. Arnms of flesh
curved up to envelop his head, smothering himwi th ruthless efficiency.

Soon after, Dorgan and Areld carried a |linp, pul ped mass back out into the
grounds, to the base of a certain tree where the turf was torn as if by a

recent upheaval. "You should have dug a large pit," Areld said with dark
hunor. "I'msure we'll be able to fill it if this nmage is as suspicious ni nded
as nost. There'll be beasts and human guards every few paces ahead of us now
to keep

I SO
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i ntruders fromever breathing the sane air as Lord Magnificent the
Spel |l -Hurler."

Retracing their steps, the guard and the servant passed through the garden
coming at last to the only way they could see into the castle: a stone door
carved into the shape of a snarling human face, with two outstretched hands
beneath it to serve as handl es.

"Warded, or Fma war dog," the nan who was not Dorgan muttered. "I don't like
the | ook of those hands."

"So we slide past," the one who was not Areld nmurmured, extending a

ri bbon-thin tentacle to point. "Here-see?"

It took some tinme to flatten thensel ves out into creeping things thin enough
to slip through a tiny gap between the crunmbling stone and the old, slowy
war pi ng doorframe, with its carvings of satyrs and bunches of grapes and
flirtatious sprites, but they passed through w thout incident, and w thout
bei ng seen.

They stood in a high, vaulted hall whose open bronze doors showed anot her
loftier hall, with a gallery at its far end, and many doors opening off it
here, there, and everywhere. To the left, and nearby (by the snmell) was the
kitchen; the location of other features they could only guess at.

Wherefore the two men dwi ndl ed hurriedly back into the shapes of the two war
dogs and padded into the hall w th apparent ainmnl essness, sniffing as they
roamed. The doors they passed were closed, but a broad, red-carpeted spira
stair ascended at the far end of the hall, and up this they went—en the theory
that nost w zards like to | ook out loftily over the | ands around.

Partway up its ascent, the stair paused at a sunny | andi ng, and Bol der sl unk
over to the small forest of ferny plants there. He peered through, uttering a
short whufto signal Warhorn that he'd found sonething of interest.

The two Mal augrym had retai ned their own eyes, far keener than those of a dog,
and could readily see a
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smal |, slender, rather plain stone tower outside.

The tower was ringed by a noat over which tiny |ightnings of anethyst hue
flickered fromtine to ti ne—sone wardi ng magi ¢, no doubt. The npat in turn
was surrounded by a strip of lawn. Flagstone paths led to the edge of the
nmoat, but there was no sign of any drawbridge, and the paths also ran in a
great arc in both directions, around the tower and out of view, flanking the
wal s of a gigantic building . . . the one in which they stood.

"Rich indeed, this w zard," Bolder grow ed. "Look: this house goes all the way
around. "

Warhorn grow ed a wordl ess reply of exasperation. How long was it going to
take to find a safe way out of this vast house, into the inner garden with the
t ower ?

Not long at all, as it turned out. A two-headed panther, black and deadly,
stalked into view on the circular |awn, and a door swung open as if it were
expected. They saw a man, a goad in his hand, standing in the open door, and
the great cat noved fluidly toward him

"Feeding time for everyone," Bolder grunted. They turned away fromthe w ndow
to hurry down the stairs.

Alittle distance along the passage they saw two wonen carryi ng bundl es of
linen. The maids frowned at them but did nothing beyond exchangi ng the
guestion: "Wat are the dogs doing in here, | wonder?"

Wagging their tails, the dogs passed on by, proceeding to a place where a
monentary shift of a paw into a human hand opened doors that were not | ocked,
skirted a strong snmell of cat (they heard a questioning grow fromthe other
side of a door they left closed), and found their way to the inner garden. No
one shouted an alarm as the dogs pawed the door open and stepped out onto the
[ awn.

Strong magic tingled around them and they |ooked this way and that in sone



haste. The | awn seened deserted.
A huge, curved stone bench adorned the edge of the
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noat, and beyond it Bral atar saw what he was |ooking for: the top arc of an
old, massive grating in the tower wall, nmpat water lapping into it. A privy
chute.

"Come," he said. He headed straight across the lawn. On the edge of the npat
he shifted shape to grow flippers and tentacles, and heard Lorgyn's snort of

al arm behi nd himas the stone bench suddenly shuddered and rose, stretching
out hammerlike arms. A gol en

By then Bralatar was in the inky water, and too busy to worry about guardi ans
on land: what felt like large hungry eels with teeth |ike daggers were
savaging him He grew tentacles, thrust one down an unseen gullet, and
expanded, tossing bony spines out and through his foe until the water turned a
dull red and the biting went away. He served another eel with same tactic, and
anot her. By then, nmassive stone arns were crashing down into the water, and
Lorgyn was splashing frantically to keep clear of their strength.

Bral atar made an eel -thing of hinself and wiggled through the grating,
ignoring a few nips from anot her unseen noat dweller. The stone chute ahead of
hi mwas as slimy and noi sone as he'd expected, but rose clear of the water
straight away. He wornmed up it hastily, beconming a snakelike ribbon as he went
in case the wi zard was thorough—er crazed—enough to have traps partway up a
dung chute.

Behi nd him Lorgyn splashed around for a breath or two nmore before he was
clear of the water. Bralatar spared himno attention, but spiraled steadily up
the shaft, sending feelers ahead to probe for traps. Somewhere above them
someone was cheerfully whistling a very old bawdy tune.

He found nothing, but as his nmost cautiously questing tentacle rose a trifle
up out of the privy seat to peer into the dark chanber beyond, a calm
soul l ess femal e voice said: "Turn back," and a radi ance began to grow around
the top of the shaft. The whistling broke off abruptly.
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"Hurry!" Bral atar snapped, placing suckers on the stone around hi m and heavi ng
hard. He catapulted up out of the shaft |ike sonme sort of flying squid, and
thunped to the floor; he'd not yet begun to grow when a second thunp heral ded
Lorgyn's arrival

"Now who can that be?" an annoyed voice cane to their ears through the chanber
door. It sounded very near, and approaching. The mage was al nost upon them
Lorgyn laid a tentacle on Bralatar's shoul der and hi ssed, "Distract hi mthose
two wonen in the green tapestry roomat the brothel; unclad, holding hands,
and amazed at somehow endi ng up here. "

They shifted shapes with [ightning speed, twi sting, withing, and arching |ike
maddened t hi ngs—and were done, linking their slimfingers together and
adopti ng amazed and fearful expressions just as the door opened by itself, and
a bal di ng, beak-nosed man peered in at them over a |evel ed wand.

"By the Seven Mysteries, who are you?" he gasped.

"Pl ease, sir," the blonde wonan breathed, entreaty in her green eyes, "where
are we? What place is this?"

The wi zard dragged his eyes up fromthe ivory curves of her bare body,
swal | owed, and bl i nked.

"You're in ny tower—the Tower of Mrtoth," he said gruffly. "Er, that's ne."
He took a step into the room "Perhaps you've heard of ne?"

The taller of the two wonen parted her raven tresses to display a figure fully
as spectacul ar as her conpanion's, and husked, "Nay, Lord . . . but pray, tel
us about yourself. Pleasing great nen is our business—and our pleasure."

And as Mortoth goggled at her in astonishnment, two tentacles appeared over the
shoul der of the blonde maid and shot out with terrifying speed. One grasped
the wand, twi sted, and snatched—and it flew fromthe stunbling w zard's

brui sed fingers.



"Rivals!'" the wizard snarled as he caught his
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bal ance. Blue-white bolts of force were already streaking fromhis fingers in
a hasty burst of magic mssiles.

Those m ssiles curved home, and he saw the two intruders flinch, but one had
grown fleshy wings, and the other had dropped into catlike form and they
sprang at himbefore he could do anything el se.

The room crashed and spun for Mrtoth as heavy bodi es slamred into hi mand
bow ed hi mover. Suddenly flesh was enveloping him He struggled, trying to
spit out sonething that was probing into his nmouth, and failing.

Lorgyn, his eyes like two copper coins, catching the sun, encased the w zard's
head and hands in folds of flesh, invading his mouth with a firmtentacle to
keep hi mfrom speaking spells, and | eaving himonly snmall nose-hole for

br eat hi ng.

"Do you want the portal right here?" he asked.

Bral atar shrugged. "Wy not? W know a way into this room and | don't want to
ri sk wanderi ng around anong waiting spells and enchanted itens and possible
traps |l ooking for a better place. Get the thing done first."

Lorgyn nodded. "The decision is wise." He held the wi zard securely as
Mortoth's struggl es ceased and his body started to trenble.

Bral atar paced out the space he'd need and began the casting, noving slowy
and carefully, his body half vol uptuous mai den and half panther. Wite, cold
fire that blazed but did not consume sprang up where he gestured, building
into two open rings—both about as far across inside as a man is tall; one

hori zontal and the other vertical -+inked by a webwork of conplex |Iines and
runes.

"Place him" he ordered. Lorgyn spun the hel pless wi zard deftly to a spot
where Bral atar bound hi mabout with the same cold fire before Lorgyn rel eased
t he bi ndi ng of flesh.

Mortoth blinked. He could suddenly see again and + 18G +
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opened his nmouth to shout a spell, but found hinself staring into a pair of
cold, uncaring eyes for just an instant before his vision vani shed abruptly.
The sane white, endless fire that had taken it whirled into his nouth, and al
he could do was hum .

Bral atar stepped back with a satisfied air, surveying the magical gate he'd
created. The wi zard hung spread-eagled and hel pless in the upright circle;
anyone stepping into the other circle, blazing just above the floor, would set
foot in Shadowhone.

To use the other end to cone to Faerun, a rival Shad-owraster would have to
stand in exactly the right spot in the Castle of Shadows, and utter the secret
word Bral atar had bound the casting with. There was a small chance that one of
t he bl ood of Mal aug ni ght be standi ng near when the gate forned—t did not
becorme invisible until conplete—but in the spot he'd chosen, in a place as

| arge as the Castle of Shadows, it was unlikely.

Necessary though it was if he and Lorgyn were ever to return home, Bral atar
had no intention of testing his creation. Each use would drain the w zard of
some of his life-energy, and they'd need anot her nagic-w el ding being to
replace him Mst nortals could power the passage of only four beings before
they died, the last life stolen fromthemto | eave behind only shrivel ed
husks.

It was a pity the senior Ml augrym never reveal ed the [ ocations of the ancient
gates in Faerun built or discovered by the early blood of Ml aug. Wrse still,
neither he nor Lorgyn had the use of a scrying portal to search either
Shadowhore or Faerun fromafar. If there were gates enough and in the right

pl aces, they could have avoided this entire undertaking . . . and left

i mportant, bustling little Mortoth of Senbia in peace.

"At least we're putting this wizard to good use, not just slaying himand

sei zing his magic, as Lunquar did to all the Zhents he could find in the



brot hel s of Senbia,"
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Bral atar conment ed, watching cold fire race up and down Mdrtoth's notionl ess
i nbs.

"Lunquar's gathered a lot of magic, don't forget,
"Yes, but the risk!"

The G eat Foe is dead! Wat is to stop us ruling over all?"

"So why did Lunquar counsel us to subtlety?"

"It's his way. Lunquar's always been a fierce loner; he refused to work with
Dhal grave hinmself, once. He's as bad as Ahorga."

"The probable difference between themis that to get hone, Lunquar's going to
have to do what we have—er use our gate, at whatever price we set—and old
Ahorga can no doubt travel freely back and forth between Shadowhone and
Faerun. He nust know the old gates and the traps our kin set on them ages
ago. "

"Are there any gates known to our kin, that we've not trapped?"

Lorgyn shook his | ovely blonde head. "Not so far as | know, the doing was
del i berate and absolute, to prevent the use of all gates known to us by any
being not familiar with our guard spells."

The Castle of Shadows, Shadowhone, Fl anmerule 23

"And we intend to keep things that way," said Amdramar softly, staring

t hrough his hastily cast scrying portal. He'd only caught this utterance and
the I ast few words of something about Ahorga, but it was clear which of the
kin were involved: they' d found Bral atar and Lorgyn.

It had been sheer chance that he and Argast had passed through the little-used
Hal | of the Eyes to avoid the well-traveled Hathtor's Gallery. The gate had
appeared right in front of them lines of white fire draw
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ing thenselves in the air.

Amdramar was fast with his magic, but he was nore used to hurling slaying
spells in haste than spinning a scrying portal at speed. It had taken sone
time to call up a view of the other end of the unfolding magic.

"So we know of four kin active in Faerun now. Ahorga and Lunquar, operating

i ndependently, and these two," Argast mused aloud. "Shall we place a slaying
trap on their gate?"

"I think not," Amdrammar replied. "G ven the right spell—211 have find it in
my |ibranms—we can divine the trigger word Bralatar used in the casting. Then
it can serve us as a route that Ahorga and the other elders don't know about,
if we have to bring someone into Shadowhome undetected."

"A mate, for example," Argast said softly. "Your |lady of the sword."
Amdrammar regarded him unsmiling. "You seek a lady too, | know Wth a world
open to me, Sharantyr may not be ny choice."

If the two Mal augrym who stood beside the scrying portal could have used it to
| ook into each other's mnds, they woul d have seen that Amdrammar burned wth
the need to have the nortal Sharantyr—and no ot her—and that Argast had a
deeper need. His nmother had fled the Castle of Shadows |ong ago and
successfully hid, somewhere in Faerun, fromthe seeking magi c of the House of
Mal aug. She was then pregnant; Argast son of Halthor must have siblings now.
If one could be befriended and mani pul ated, or bred with ... a new dynasty of
Shadowrasters could rise to rule the shattered House of Ml aug.

But it was very nuch a good thing that scrying portal s—and nost other magi c,
even w el ded by kin—couldn't pry at the thoughts of Ml augrym

Lorgyn remi nded him

"Let us go to your chanmbers," Argast suggested. "I'Il wait w thout while you
prepare your spell, and we can return here w thout delay."
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Amdr ammar nodded. He passed a hand across the scrying portal; it rippled and

was gone, leaving the Hall of the Eyes dark and apparently enpty.
"I have little liking for hunting nage after nmage for their magic," Lorgyn



said carefully as they stood in the roomw th the hel pl ess wi zard floating

bet ween them "but we should take steps to ensure that this one doesn't have

an apprentice or three who'll find and free him"

"Hah—f | know apprentices, nore likely they'Il slay and rob him and take

away all the magic they can." Bralatar replied.

Lorgyn | ooked thoughtful. "That brings to mind another thing," he said slowy,

frowni ng. "There have al ways been runors that Ml aug | eft powerful magic

hi dden on Faerun before he cane to Shadowhone. It was one of the reasons old

Stannar grunbl ed so nuch about the prohibition on forays into Faerun. If we

can find it..."

Bralatar lifted an eyebrow. "Is that why you ransacked Candl ekeep?"

Lorgyn smled faintly. "You know about that? Aye, but | found nothing there
not even in the nminds of the el dest whitebeards. Are Malaug's witings

truly lost, or forgotten—er are they just hidden in some grasping w zard's

t owner ?"

"Elmnster's tower, of course," Bralatar said grimy. H s eyes alight with a

sudden dark fire. "And with El -nminster destroyed . "

190

13 Cat of the Shadot os

Shadows roiled around them sliding past in an endl ess nurnur of green and

gray motes, stream ng between the massive stone pillars. Each pillar, some of

the kin whi spered, held an unfortunate Ml augrym entonbed alive as part of

the cruel magics Mal aug enpl oyed. These traitors thus kept the very

foundati ons of the Castle of Shadows from being swept away by shadows.

Argast and Amdrammar both suspected those whispers held truth. There was

somet hing eerie about the Undercrypt. One felt the scrutiny of an unseen

presence here. As the Mal augrym stood faci ng each other in the stream of

ever-shifting shadows, they could feel it very strongly. Was the watcher al

that was left of Malaug hinmself? If it was the First to Wal k Shadows, he nust

be truly ancient. . . and he never broke silence or gave any sign that he knew

what befell his descendants. O her Ml augrym believed the castle itself was

sentient, that the Undercrypt was where it was nost truly awake and aware.

"I amready," Argast announced calmy, "but | have one question: how nuch

greater is the risk to us, traveling to a place neither of us has actually

been?"

"Ch, but we have," Andrammar said with a snile. That's the beauty of it.

Moreover, when we visited, | let fall a focus token there. The risk is

vani shingly small."
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Argast frowned. "You say | have been to this place?"

"Yes. W stood in the sky hurling spells down at the Great Foe and the three

rangers with hi mwhen they were encanped in a ruin, and—=

"There? The ruin?"

"It's as good a place as any," Amdrammar said. "Close to places we've viewed,

but in the wilderlands. W're not likely to be seen arriving, nor be swiftly

call ed upon to shift shape or act at being sonething we're not—until we

choose to do so. Let us snmell and feel Faerun first."

A faint smle crossed Argast's face. "Good points, all. Let us be going, then.

| have waited a very long tinme for this."

"I, too," Amdrammar said, and reached out his hand to touch Argast's shoul der

He spoke a single word, there was a nmonentary falling, spinning sensati on—and

they were suddenly standing in the long grass of upland Daggerdale, with the

ruins of Irythkeep around them

"See how easy it is?" Andramar said, shaking his head. "It seens incredible

that all of our clan has been kept fromthis for centuries, for fear of one

old man!"

A hel med head pronptly bobbed into view above a section of crunbling wall, and

a voice roared, "Eneny nages! Strike-strike to slay, for the greater glory of

t he Dead Dragons!"

The two Mal augrym exchanged startled | ooks, then ducked away in opposite



directions as a ball of flanme hissed through the air, divided into two smaller
balls, and chased them

"By the bl ood of Ml aug, who've we stunbled into this time?" Amrdrammar

snarl ed, sonersaulting over a jagged wall and falling down the steep drop-off
beyond with a jolt that rattled his very teeth. A nonent |later, there was a
flash and a ground-shaking roar. The fireball struck the wall and blew it
apart; it pronmptly toppled, burst, and plunmeted down on top of him
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The furious Ml augrym grew one long | eg and | eapt—razily off-bal ance—rom
under a huge pile of rubble that thudded into the turf where he'd lain a
noment bef ore.

He | anded, rolled, and came up facing back where he'd been, intinme to see a

| arge war bird that nmust be Argast flap into view, rising sharply. A robed nman
who bore a gleamng staff stood on the edge of the drop-off. As Amndramar
hastily backed away, the man di scharged the staff, spitting a beamof flanme at
Argast that scorched himall along one flank and startled himinto a fall.
Anot her man took up a dramatic stance, a wand raised in his hand. He peppered
Argast with magic mssiles, sending himdow to a hard | anding on the rubble

pile.
Argast got up shrieking in fury, but his Art was feeble. He could do little
agai nst wi zards of power. He fled desperately downhill, changing shape into a

| arge, boundi ng jackrabbit for greater speed—and outrunning a web of crinson
bolts fromthe staff

Very soon Amdrammar fetched up beside Argast, his eyes blazing. "Somewhere
quiet in the wilderlands? By the fist of Malaug, what're the cities |ike?"
"Someone el se must have decided this ruin would be quiet and secl uded, too—er
they woul dn't be so eager to throw away powerful nagic on two nen they haven't
even spoken to yet," Amdrammar said calmy. "Let's withdraw "

"There seens little point to it," Argast said grimy, pointing at another
swarm of bright bolts headed their way: magi c m ssiles, unavoi dabl e and

pai nful . "Who are the Dead Dragons, anyway? An adventuring band? Sonme of the
Great Foe's apprentices, out for some fun?"

Amdr ammar suddenly chuckl ed. "No, | think they're some sort of cult that were
al ways bothering the Geat Foe . . . idiots who worship skel etal undead
dragons. "

Argast gave hima disbelieving | ook, but gritted his
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teeth as the swarm of magic missiles struck honme, hurling themboth onto their
backs in the grass. "Let's move out of sight," he said, sounding sick. That
hurt." Keeping low, they craw ed over a ridge and becanme two wol ves, trotting
in awde circle around the ruin.

"Shall we go el sewhere?" Andramar asked.

"Revenge first," Argast said in iron tones. "No one should try to slay

Mal augrym out of hand and get away with it!" They trotted on. "So what does
wor shi pi ng un-dead dragons have to do with hurling spells at everyone you

gl i mpse?”

Amdr ammar shrugged. "They seize treasure to offer dragons,'
"Perhaps they thought we were thieves cone to take it."
"They wal k around heavily laden with killing magic all the tiner

"Per haps the Shadowrasters Hi gh were not such fools as we thought to ban entry
into Faerun," Amdrammar said mldly.

"Bah! Bralatar and Lorgyn still live—and have done well here. If those two
overconfident lackwits can thrive in Faerun, we certainly can!"

"Tal ki ng wol ves?" A man's voice said from behind them "Shapeshifters, nore
likely! "Ware a trap!"

Wt hout bothering to | ook around, the two Mal augrym broke into a run. The
fireball, when it cane, exploded just above their heads.

Sonmewhere in the red, roaring inferno of the fireball's fringes, Argast
fetched up very hard against a boulder and felt many things snap. He saw

he said slowy.



Amdramar hurtl e hel pl essly past, turning over and over in mdair, so racked
with pain that he was losing wolf form Tentacles and a m sshapen gray mass
wobbl ed and thrashed the air just before he Ianded in a cloud of dust.
"Afireball!" snapped the first voice they'd heard. "They nust know we're
herel Attackr

As the two Mal augrymlay in pain anmong the snol -
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dering grass, forty or nore nages and warriors boiled up over a ridge ahead of
them and raced past, to the place whence the fireball had cone. The sounds of
battl e arose fromthereabouts.

When Argast had fought down the pain and shifted shape into something
resenmbling a |l ong-linbed crocodile, he noved hastily away. He was just in
time. Awhirling cloud of flashing blades suddenly tw nkled into being above
the rocks where he'd lain, clanging and crashing off stone—then turned into
slowy drifting white butterflies. Not far away, they heard soneone curse al
gods and wi |l d magic.

Amdrammar managed to slither to where Argast lay panting. "Wat befalls?" he
hi ssed.

"The dragon idiots were waiting for these others, and thought the firebal

cast at us was an attack meant for them They rushed the anbush they were

pl anni ng and are attacki ng here and now. Wio these others are is yet beyond
nme; you're supposed to be the expert on Faerun!"

Amdramar winced. "Truly said. Let's try to work our way over to the ruins.
From t hat hi gher ground we can | ook back at the fighting."

"And get attacked by all the dragon worshipers who aren't quite so eager to
get killed as these here are," Argast said sourly. "I await the experience
with eager glee."

"Ah, be easy! Magic's starting going wild here anyway-see those blades turn to
butterflies?"

"I"mnot overwhelnmed with joy," Argast said coldly, "at the prospect of
starting ny exploration of Faerun as a butterfly! O as anything else tw sted
or shackl ed by sorcery, strange as it may seem "

"I'"ll admit ny idea of coming to Irythkeep has turned out badly," Amrdramar
replied quietly, "but we've seen a wand and a staff in use already, and nagic
is a large part of what we cane here for. Wiy flee fromit now that we know
what we face? Wiy, they're busy battling
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each other!"

As he spoke, lightning cracked into the sky, split apart into three bolts with
a spectacul ar crash, and leapt to earth, one striking quite close. Their hair
rose, and their bodies tingled.

Argast said dryly, "That's why. Have you experienced enough yet? Can we go
sonewher e safer?"

"The ruins," Amdrammar insisted, "where we first appeared—f these Cult of the
Dragon fools were preparing an anbush, they nmust be canped there. It's the
only landmark in this stretch of country; the people they' re fighting nust
have been planning to canp there, or at least use it to keep on the route they
i ntended, and pass cl ose by."

"What shapes do you suggest we take? Fireballs, so we can pass unnoticed,

per haps?" The sarcasmin Argast's tone was venonous; it was cl ear he suspected
Amdrammar of having deliberately sent himinto danger

"Trust ne, Argast," Anmdramar said firmy. "This fray was not of ny doing.
|'ve been hurt as badly as you. We'll both be spending sonme tine healing.
W'll need a large blood neal as fuel for it, too."

"What if we bite unknowing into a wizard and trigger nasty contingency
spel | s?" Argast said warily. "What then?"

"W're a long way out in the uplands; they probably all cane here on horses,"
Amdramar replied patiently. "Now let's nove . . . looking |like horses

oursel ves nmight not be a bad idea. Someone might try to catch a horse, but
they're hardly likely to waste a fireball killing it!"



"Now you speak wisely," Argast said, beginning the shift into equine form

Amdramar sighed in relief and did |ikew se. He had begun to fear there was

some sort of curse afflicting this foray into Faerun

They trotted in a very wide route, keeping to easy ground and al nost out of

sight of the ruined keep to be sure of avoiding the attention of anyone who

m ght have a spell to hurl. They approached the ruins in the
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|l ee of a stand of trees, and nade their hooves soft and pliable to keep as

silent as possible. Wen they were near enough to hear voices and see nen

novi ng, they began to graze, drifting slowy around into view, hoping they'd

be taken for nounts bel onging to the canp.

"We'| | take | osses now, for sure," someone was grunbling. "How could they have

seen us fromso far off?"

"Mayhap they did not," a deeper voice replied.

"Mages don't waste fireballs on nothing, or throw them across grassland at a

whim That's sheer foolishness!”

"I'"ve known some wi zards whomthe mantle of 'fool' would fit right well,"” the

deep voi ce responded.

"Don't |et Chal adar hear you say that! Sone of the dragons like to chase and

eat human warriors who put up a fight, you know"

"Aye, | do know," the deep voice replied calmMy. "Wy do you think we asked

you al ong?"

"\What ? How can you be—did Chal adar tell y-eh, gods! My horse ... all unsaddled
sweet Tynora, aid ne now"

"That's not a very judicious prayer for a faithful follower of the Scaly Wy,

woul dn't you say, Mal arnus?"

"Quit baiting the lad, Onthar . . . you'll have himrunning into things and
shrieking in a breath or two! Sit down, Felus! He was nerely jesting with
you!"

"Now what have you done with your wand, boy?" Ornthar grow ed. "Dropped it, no
doubt, while running around like a man who can't find the privy seat and
babbling to Lady Luck!"

The Mal augrym exchanged a | ook and noved cl oser

"Here it is!"

"That's my wand, idiot!" Malarnus told him "Were did you wal k, Felus, and
where' ve you been sitting? Go back to all those places and | ook for it,
and—there!" There cane a thud and a groan. Ml arnus added sarcastically, "See
how easy it is to find things when you trip over then®"

"Dolt!" O nthar added hel pfully.
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Amdramar took a step nearer and had a sudden idea. He began to shift shape,
turning into a scorched-1ooking man, hairl ess and bl ackened, cl othes hangi ng
in tatters. Wien he was done, he turned to Argast and gestured for himto do
the sane. Argast gave him a doubtful 1ook for a nmonent, but conplied.
Amdrammar gestured to Argast to follow He staggered around the |ast few trees
and right into the canp.

"By the Dragon! Keep back!" a scarred veteran in half armor said, raising a
wand in one hand and holding a blade in the other. Ornthar, no doubt. Seated
on either side of himwere an anxi ous youth and a sleek man with a spade
beard. Felus and Mal ar nus.

"I-1 . . . help us," Amdrammar gasped, staggering a pace closer. "Fireball..."
"Who are you?"

"Followers ... we were to neet Chal adar here," Andramar husked. "All dead now
but us...."

"Felus," the seated man rapped, "get them sone water." Ml arnus indeed, by his

voi ce. How gener ous.

Amdr ammar st aggered right over to the lad as he reached for a saddle skin, and
Argast followed. Onthar kept his eyes and his wand trai ned on themall the
time. Malaug*s curse on all well-trained warriors, Andramar thought, and
worked magic that called forth fire.



Fl anes flared up right behind Ml arnus, who heard the hiss and crackle, |ooked
around with a frown, and junped up with an oath. "Fire! Magic!" He spun
around, eyes narrowi ng. "There's none here but y—=

He was, of course, too late. A tentacle whipped |ash-1ike around his throat,

j erked, and broke his neck. He joined Felus and Ornthar, who' d been distracted
for one fatal noment by Malarnus's shout. Al three Iay broken on the ground.
"Take anything that |ooks magical," Armdramar said. "We can discard things
later. W'll ride two of their horses.”
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"And eat them |l ater, too
exam ni ng the canp.

They found three wands and an old cup . . . and that was all. If this Cult of
t he Dragon band carried heavy magic, it was in use beyond the ridge, where
green snoke was drifting and the bright flashes of spells could still be seen
Figures ran toward the ruined keep, now Three . . . nore ... a dozen, but
still small distant dots. Tine to be gone.

"Come, " Amdrammar snapped. He turned toward the nearest horse.

Argast hesitated for a noment, |ooking as if he was about to refuse and go his
own way. Then he. peered back at the running nen, shrugged, and foll owed.

Amdr ammar frowned, and was not gentle with his horse.

"I"d guess he's taken with sonme scrying spell and we won't see himunti

dusk," the younger and | ouder of the two nmen said.

"Peering at wenches in the brothels of Ordulin, nost likely," the ol der nman
grunted. He ran a finger down the script in a thick and dusty book

"Turnol d!" the third apprentice in the library said sharply. She scow ed. "You
know | don't like to hear talk like that!"

The ol der man sighed. He replied wi thout bothering to | ook up from his book
"You' ve got to |earn about human nature and the ways of the world sonetine,

I rendue. You must notice how he | ooks at you."

That's a private matter between the master and nysel f,'
response, "and no concern of yours!"

Argast agreed, bending to the work of feverishly

was the even sharper

"Ch, I'mnot concerned,"” Turnold said easily. "If | were in your place | would
be, but he's not interested in
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ne. "

"For your information, Master Prentice Turnold, he's not interested in ne in
t he manner you so crudely allude to, either!"”
"Ch? And just when | thought 1'd got right the scrying spell the master taught

me ten years ago! | particularly like the bl ack-and-gold gown, by the way.
"You worm " Irendue shrieked, |leaping to her feet, her face white to the lips.
"You utter . . . spying snake!"

"Ch, | was following the master's instructions ... as was Lareth here. The

master told us we mght |earn sonething. .
The door banged furiously as Irendue left, and Lareth, who'd blushed as red as
his scarlet robe, coughed uneasily. "You shouldn't bait her like that. You

know she' Il just run to the master and there'll be trouble.”
"W have to pay for our training," Turnold said calmy, "and pay dearly. She
pays in another way. | don't mind that; 1'd just |like her to be honest about

it and not play the primand prissy high lady with us."

"Why shoul d she be honest?" Lareth asked, anused. "She's training to be a
mage, not a hermt priest!™”

"I could probably tell you things about hermt priests,’
calmy, turning a page

Turnold replied

"My, you have been busy with that scrying spell,"” Lareth returned. He held the
grinmoire he'd been frowning at under Turnold's nose and pointed at a notation
in one margin of a battle spell. "Oparl's hand, do you think?"

Turnol d shook his head. "Too spidery. Janryth's, for a gold lion."



"Il not wager with you, Turnold," Lareth said ruefully. "You're too often
right!"

"That has al ways been ny troubl e,
agai n.

"Thirsty work, this,"” Lareth said. He set down his book and flipping its spine
ri bbon to mark the page
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Turnol d agreed calmy, eyes on his own book

with Janryth's notes. "I'mfor a flagon. Join ne?"
"Plenty of time left to get drunk today," Turnold replied. "I'Il be along
later."

"Right," Lareth said with a grin, and swept out.

Only a nonment |later, he added a scream

By the time Turnold got out into the passage, wand in hand, Lareth had joi ned
I rendue—and the master!—in a web of cold white fire that seened to fill the
privy chanber. Two wonen he'd never seen before—no, nmen wearing the faces of
wenches—ere standing in the passage facing him with wide and ruthless sniles
on their faces.

As he swept the wand up, Turnold felt the horrible strength of the tentacles
that were falling on himfromall around the door frame . . . tentacles that
trailed back along the floor to join up with the nen-wonen's bodi es!

The wand was sl apped from his hand, but a horrified Turnold scarcely noticed.
He was trying desperately to scream but discovering, as tentacles crowded
into his mouth and slid coldly up his nostrils, that it was rmuch too | ate.

Daggerdal e, Flanerule 23

"I begin to think Lunquar's approach is the right one," Argast said as his
exhaust ed horse coll apsed under him "H de as nmuch as possible. Keep to crow
shape and the |ike, take human form only when another shape will wn
suspicion. Lie low and |earn."

"Well have to lie lowfor a bit to heal fully,’
t hese now and eat?"

"Way not? They're too weak to be of any other use!"

The Mal augrym had ri dden across half Daggerdal e without a break; Argast's
mount had col | apsed on a steep slope in the rolling hills of the southeastern
dal e,
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hard by the woods that stretched to Shadowdal e.

"I think the nmost inportant thing is to hide ourselves fromthe common folk,"
Amdramar said slowy. "They seemvery swift to call on adventurers when they
see sonething am ss, and this world does have crude shapeshifters, "

Amdram nar grunted. "Kill

"Doppel gangers, yes, | renmenber all the tales about how Mal aug nust have
bedded one and thus given us the power."
"It matters little now | just want to hunt down this Sharantyr woman and the

two men who cane to Shad-owhonme with her."”

"And kill them slowy and painfully?" "The two nmen, yes. The woman's fate
depends on what she agrees to. S

Argast shook his head and mouthed the words: then I'I1 kill her. He was
careful to turn his head so that Andrammar had no chance to see his lips.
Then he felt a tentacle brush his leg. He was about to strike it away angrily
when he saw that Amdrammar was sinking down into the shape of a horse, and
lying as if dead in the grass ... and that his lone tentacle was pointing
urgently across the valley.

Argast crouched down. He had al ready begun to take horse shape when he saw
them a dozen or so nmen and wonen in drab |leather arnor. Dirt-caked weapons
hung in their hands, and they crept cautiously through the trees. A patrol
Soneone's patrol, Argast made hinmself as nmuch like the real horse beside him
as possible and lay still.

It seened a very long tine before a voice said, |owpitched and near, "They're
still warm. . . this one, at least, still lives. Ridden to death."



"So their riders nust be close by ... hiding fromus, no doubt."

"Zhent troops, for a gold lion."

"That's a wager |'Il never take, Yheldon. If we find them and they have
arrows, we'll end up just as dead as
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the mghty El minster—and the Zhentsl| be picking the gold coins out of both
our purses!"”

Argast twitched in excitenent. The Geat Foe dead!

It was dark before the two Ml augrym dared nove again, coming up to clutch
each other and hiss excitedly, "El mnster, dead!"

"We nust confirmthis," Amdrammar nuttered. "I've heard tell nen have thought
hi m dead many tines before.”

"OfF course," Argast agreed, "but if it be true, we can hunt freely!"

"Don't forget that woman back at the keep who turned our kin to mushroons and
slaughtered us like cattle! He's not the only one in Faerun we nust beware
of ."

"Aye, but he was the one who watched and waited for us. Mreover, with nagic
gone wi |l d and gods wal ki ng Faerun and everything in confusion . . .*

"You're right," Amdrammar acknowl edged with a sigh, turning to | ook east.
"You sound di sappointed that he's dead."

"I am alittle. | was dreading having to face him. . . but to strike him
down mysel f! The honor of our house demands it! Soneone has robbed nme of the
chance to fell the Geat Foe." Andrammar shook his head, and chuckled. "Wth
El m nster gone, whatever will the elder kin blame their failures on now, |
wonder ?"

"They'll find something," Argast said. "They always do. | think skill at
finding targets for blame is part of the wi sdom of being an el der."

Near the Standing Stone, the Dales, Flamerule 24

"There's a large party on the road south of the Stone," Sharantyr said. She
| eapt lightly down fromthe | owest bough of the tree. The others were already
| ooseni ng weapons in sheaths and taking up their gauntlets.
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"Did you see lots of arnor?" Bel kram asked eagerly.

Sharantyr shook her head as she unl ooped the reins of her nount. "No, bold

warrior. | saw horses, men's heads above them and dust. At |east twenty
horses, and probably nore." She vaulted into the saddl e and | ooked to Storm
The Bard of Shadowdale smiled. "It's always good to have a | ook at the Stone

before one rides there. It avoids a |lot of surprises."

"Could it be another Zhent army?" Itharr asked as they guided their horses
cautiously around roots, down nossy banks, and out onto the Hillsfar road.
Storm frowned. "Bl ackhel nms riding openly, no. Some of our people"—they knew
she neant the Harpers—"woul d have brought ne word of any such force gathering
or on the nove through Sembia. Zhent agents could well have sponsored sone

hi reswords—but on the other hand, were | an honest merchant in tines as
troubled as these, I'd travel in a large band with plenty of bought blades to
defend ne, too." A faint smile crossed her face, and she added, "So, as usual
we' d best be ready for anything."

They rode in wary silence past the ancient Standing Stone, seeing the glitter
of steel in the forefront of the travelers conmng north toward them It was
soon evident that the front rank consisted of five hard-eyed mercenaries with
ready crossbows and full arnor. They canme on without stopping, |oading and

| eveling their bows as they saw the arned rangers.

At the sight of those preparations, Stormsaid, "Stay well back, all of you.
Wth magic unreliable, | can't protect you agai nst crossbow bolts."

Itharr made a small sound of protest, but Sylune's soft voice said, "Heed her
Your death can be avoided this time if you act wisely, so why not avoid it?"
In the silence that followed, they watched Stormride to neet the onconing
band.

"Stand aside, brigand," one of the hireswords ordered
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shortly.

"Surrender your nanes and business to nme, nercenary," Stormreplied calmy,
unnovi ng. "Stand aside, | said!"

"I's anyone in this nounted assenbly of a nore reasonable mnd?" Storm asked
mldly. "Mst travelers on these roads are well aware that the Knights of Myth
Drannor patrol here; if your business is lawful, our encounter may be brief
and pleasant. , . but an exchange of information is expected."

A crossbow snapped, and a quarrel flew Belkramgrowl ed and made to | aunch his
mount forward, sword flashing out.

At his ear, Sylune" said in a voice of iron, "Stand and watch! You nay even
learn ..."

Stormcal My plucked the crossbow bolt from her breast, examned it
critically, and held it out, |ooking at the gaping man who'd fired it. "Yours,
| believe?"

"Who are you?" another of the mercenaries snapped, face pale and voice sharp
with alarm

"Ah," Stormreplied pleasantly, "the words you shoul d have spoken first. | am
Storm Silverhand, Bard of Shadowdal e, and am acconpanyi ng a road patrol
ordered by Lord Mourngrym of Shadowdal e and the Knights of Myth Drannor to
keep peace on the roads in these perilous times. Again, | ask you your names
and busi ness. "

She tossed the crossbow bolt, underhanded, back to the man who'd fired it. He
juggled it but dropped it to the road, and started to di smount.

"What's the delay here?" a man in rich robes called, urging his mount forward.
A man in a yellow cl oak, who rode behind the nercenaries, answered, "Sone sort
of road patrol asking our business."

"Ignore them we're in a hurry."

"A hurry to go where, goodsir?" Storm asked quietly.

"Ri de her down!" the man ordered the nercenaries
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curtly. Seeing one of his nen out of his saddle, he shouted, "You heard ne!
Get up and get on!"

"Lord," one of the nercenaries said, "this w=*

“I'I'l hear none of it! Onward!"

"Hireswords,"” Storm asked quietly, "is this nost audi ble man your naster?"

A snmile flickered on nore than one face along the line of arnored warriors

bef ore one said, "Aye, Lady. Rethuld of Saerloon."

"Thank you, good warrior," Stormsaid politely. She raised her voice.
"Rethul d! | would speak with you!"

"But 7," the man spat contenptuously, "would not speak with you! Anyone

bl ocking the high road is a brigand, and | slay brigands, not bandy words with
them ™

"By the treaty of the Stone in whose shadow we stand,"” Storm said quietly,
"any dale lord is enpowered to send patrols out on the roads—and all travelers
on the road are bound to obey such patrols and surrender to their queries and
exam nations."

"That treaty is centuries old! W pay no attention to it in Semnbial"

"ddit may be," Stormreplied calmy, "but | was there at its making, and
was al so present not so long ago as all that, when the young | and of Sembia in
turn signed it to gain trade access to the Moonsea North and growto its
present wealth. You would do well to pay continued attention to it if you are
a nerchant of Sembia. Treaties ignored may be revoked—and with the roads

cl osed, what are the prospects for your wealth then?"

"You said the dales were unprotected,” the man in the yellow cloak said to

Ret hul d, frowning. "You said we'd be able to—=

"Silence! | amnot prepared to discuss our private business dealings on the
hi gh road! W can speak of this later—f there is to be a later for you,
Jasten!"

"I think," Stormsaid quietly, "this has gone far
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enough. 1've no wish to see blood spilled this day, so | think we'll have a
little truth here." She nmade a gesture.
Anot her crossbow bolt hunmmed past her, but nissed, and Storm conpl eted her

spell. She | ooked slowy around at the row of nercenaries and the half a dozen
nmer chants crowded behind them There were wagons beyond, with a dozen or nore
additional mercenaries flanking them. . . and presumably a rearguard. "If
there's no harnful intent in this man's replies, you'll all be free to
proceed—but | wll | ook unfavorably on nmen who try to slip past ne, or offer
violence to me, before | amdone. That nmeans you, sir, trying to stay unseen
inthe trees .. . come out where | can see you!"

A man shoul dered sullenly out through the brush, astonishnent on his face and
a sword in his hand. "Who—what are you, Lady?" he demanded.

"I am Storm Silverhand. Do you believe nothing in Senbia of the tales of Those
Who Harp, or of the Seven Sisters? O do you dismss themas idle fancies and
turn back to the hard, grasping work of stacking coins ever higher?"
"Mnstrels tell many wild tales of the barbaric back-I1ands of Faerun," a fat
mer chant snapped from behind the line of mercenaries. "If we believed them
all, we'd not dare | eave our bedchanbers for fear of flying dragons and dark
elves in the streets and Red W zards behind every tree!"

"Tell me," Storm asked, w dening her eyes, "is your bedchanber tastefully
furni shed?"

"What ?"

"If, as you say, you spend so rmuch tine there
There were chuckles fromthe men around, and the fat merchant sputtered in
anger. "lI—kill her!"

"Lord," one of the nmercenaries replied, not turning to take his eyes off

Storm "l don't think that's possible. Not for us. Let's just hear her out,
and—gods wi lling—we can proceed."
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Storm gave hima dazzling smile. "Thank you, good-sir. It is always a pleasure
to know one is in the presence of patience and good sense."

Then she turned to Rethuld, who sat silent and pale, beads of sweat suddenly
thick on his forehead, and said gently, "Wiile ny spell lasts, you will be
able to answer direct questions only with the truth. | ask you now for what
pur pose was this band forned?"

Rethuld licked his lips, and his face contorted for an instant before he said,
"To gain property in the Dale-lands."

"Why?" Storm asked, "and why now?"

"Senbia grows unsafe . . . without watch spells, thieves and brigands are free
to loot, kidnap, and slay as they like. | gathered men whose business, I|ike

m ne, can be run fromany |locale, and we canme north to find a better place to
bi de until the strife be over."

"How did you plan to find this 'better place' ?"

Ret hul d | ooked around hel pl essly, sweating, and said, "S- Search, until we cane
upon one to our |iking."

"And what sort of place would be to your Iiking?"

"A stout keep or defensible manor." The words came out of Rethuld reluctantly,
as if he were fighting hard not to utter them

"Such places are seldomdeserted,” Stormsaid mldly. "I can think of only
four that stand enpty at present, and those are isolated ruins infested by
nonsters—extremely primtive and dangerous accomodati ons. How were you

pl anning to take possession of a suitable place?"

"I-1 . . ." Rethuld | ooked trapped, his eyes darting wildly fromside to side,
his lips trenbling. When he spoke again, his voice was | ow and despairing.
"Ah—seize it by force of arns."

There was a sigh of resignation fromthe nen all around, and swords grated
out, but Stormsat still in her saddle and said calmy, "I thought so. Tel

me; was the idea your own?"
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"Ah, no, Lady," Rethuld said, his voice rising to a sudden, desperate squeal

" '"twas brought to nme by another."

"And the nane of 2"

Ret hul d sobbed suddenly; a bl ade that seened to be nmade of bone protruded from
his chest. He shook, nouth working, |ooked down at the bl oody point in horror
and sl unped over. The bone slid out of himfrom behind.

"I thought so," Stormsaid calmy, ignoring the blades that were sl ashing

t hrough her. "Mal augrym ™"

The man behi nd Ret hul d suddenly withed and dw ndl ed—and a fal con sprang into
the air, leaving an enpty saddl e behind. The bird darted south.

The bl ades were passing through the B.ard of Shadowdal e as if her body was
made of snoke. She said to the nmen wielding them "Submit to the others who
patrol with me, and you shall have peace,"” but the fearful hacking continued
unabat ed as the stone she wore between her breasts flashed with sudden bl ue
fire. She rose fromher own saddle and flew after the falcon, still in her own
form

"CGods," Bel kram said as they ranged their nmounts across the road to neet the
oncom ng mercenaries, "how can she take so many wounds?"

"She wears a gorget that protects her with ironguard magic," Sylune replied.
"Metal weapons pass through her as if she were ... as insubstantial as I."

Li ght ni ngs bl azed out from her, and mercenaries cried out, reeling in the
shadows and dropping their weapons.

"You heard the Bard of Shadowdal e," Sharantyr cried, standing up in her
saddl e. "Turn back to Essembra, in peace!"

As they stared at her, the ghostly head of Sylune drifted forward, its pale
gl ow refl ected back fromswords and arnor all around. She added briskly,
"Bat-tledal e holds manors in plenty left enpty by the Zhents. I'msure their
rightful owners woul d be happy
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to sell themto you. Those who are adamant in their determ nation to press on
will, before this day is put, find thenselves sharing a grave with ne."

That was all the Senbi an band needed to see and hear. They wheel ed their
mounts in hasty terror and fled fromthe ghostly female head that flew toward
themtrailing long, silvery hair. They gall oped south as fast as they coul d,

| eavi ng their wagons behi nd.

Bel kram | aughed al oud. "That was the easiest fight |I've ever been in!"

Syl une turned. "Be not so quick to laugh; your work is just beginning."

"It is?"

"These wagons nmust be taken up the Stone, turned around there, and driven back

to their owners, wherever they may flee to. 1'll fly ahead to Essenbra to get
us enough drovers."
"Flying around like that? They' Il flee just like all these hardened warriors

here did!'" Itharr protested.

"Not the Harpers," Sylune replied w thout turning. "The wagons, gentlesirs,"
She fl ew away down the road |like an arrow shot froma bow

Bel kram si ghed. "Wy do we al ways get the sweat work, eh?"

"You' re Harpers," Sharantyr rem nded himsweetly. "Such unpl easant ness

provi des meani ng and purpose in your lives." Itharr shot her a grin, and she
added, "You should be grateful: many fol k never find neaning or purpose in
their existence."

"Huh, " Bel kram grunted, clinmbing up onto the boards of the forenost wagon.
"Why can't they all come and do this for us, then?"
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H gh Eoenf east at Loco Ryt h&yn

The fal con winged frantically southward, trailing feathers in reckless haste
as no real falcon would dare do—and growi ng new ones as no real falcon could
hope to do.



Stormfollowed in its wake. Her fly spell thrust her steadily on through the
air. She kept |ow above the trees so she mght survive her tunble to the
ground when the magic failed or went wild, and to nake sure the falcon could
not veer off or descend suddenly w thout her seeing just where it went.

The falcon's flight was sout heast over the forest until Essenbra lay on their
right. Once past the town, it heel ed westward, passing south across the road
to Sembia and the outlying farnms of Battl edal e, heading for the distant
silver ribbon of the fast-flow ng Ashaba, where it left the Pool of Yeven.
Long before it got there, the falcon turned north again, flewa little way,
and dived suddenly to earth.

Storm hurriedly swerved behind a tree to avoid being seen; as she'd expected,
t he shapeshifter halted its descent to skimalong the stone walls of an
estate, and peered into the trees all around as it went.

The fal con conpleted its circuit of the walls. Apparently
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sati sfied he was al one, the Ml augrym sank down beyond the wall .

Storm hastily flew nearer, working her way through the trees; she wanted to be
inside the walls too, when her spell ran out. Even if this turned out to be a
garden of deadly Ml augrym

Beyond the wall was a cluster of towers, one of the many walled villas that
rich Senmbians and wi zards had built for thenselves. They were encl osed for
saf ety agai nst the nonsters and brigands that roaned these |ush w | derl ands.
The road past the gate would be one of the long, winding |lanes that fed into
Raut hauvyr's Road just north of Bl ackfeather Bridge.

She dare not tarry or work her way along the wall to avoid detection; her
spell would run out in nmonents. Darting over the wall, Storm found herself
over deserted gardens and a small ornanmental pond. She turned sharply to keep
hersel f over dry land, and dived hastily down, righting herself to I and feet
first. It was good she did. She was well above the turf when her nmagic gave
out, and she fell precipitously to earth.

"Once nmore to enbrace the soft |ips and bruising talons of adventure,
friends," she nurnured to herself, quoting a ballad she had witten hundreds
of sumrers ago. She got up and dusted herself off

The placid waters of a small garden pool showed her a rather fierce-Ilooking
lady in leathers, so she stripped off her clothes and sword, bundled them up
toget her, and said a soft word over them

They vani shed obedi entl y—at |east that small magi c had worked right; now for
t he next one. She checked that she still had the dagger in its sheath under
her hair, at the back of her gorget band. These days, a |ady never knew when
she'd need a good sharp knife. The gorget itself, stuffed with coins, bore a
chased design that was el egant enough to acconpany the attire she planned. To
it, then ...

St andi ng nude above the pool, she worked a magic
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she'd not used in quite this way for years, creating an ornate

of f -t he-shoul der gown that woul d pass nmuster in the nost exclusive circles in
Senbi a, and el egant hi gh sandals to go with it. Her silver hair would do as
she bid it, so she gave herself a sleek fall of tresses over one shoul der, and
an el aborate braid over her brow 'Twould do, indeed.

Taking a last | ook around to mark the place she'd |left her gear, Storm
strolled | anguidly across the gardens, eyes nmissing little despite her rel axed
manner. She spotted the spatters of fresh bl ood beside a stone bench in a
l[ittle bower, about where the fal con had | anded, and wondered whi ch inhabitant
of the househol d was now a broken, unrecogni zabl e bonel ess thing hastily

buri ed near by.

The Mal augrym awaited her sonewhere inside these walls, all right. Storm
strolled ahead as if no such peril was near, enjoying the gardens. A w nding
path girt with fragrant flowers took her to two small bridges that hopped from
islet to islet across the large pond, to a terrace where stone urns stood in
floral ranks along | ow, scalloped stone walls. Wthin those walls she could



see fol k noving—iveried servants

Calmy she strolled up the path, ascending a broad stair to where a grizzled,
nmonocl ed man of graying years and nustache was enjoying a row of flagons, each
containing a different wine. He stared at her in amazenent for only a nonment
before springing to his feet and saying, "Geat |ady, be welconme in Low
Rythryn Towers!"

He bowed, offered her his hand, and indicated a vacant chair beside his own.
"I am Lord Thael Sembergelt, once a battle comander of Senbia, but now | ord
only of this house. | amdelighted the gods have brought me so nobl e and—dare
| say?—beaut eous a guest! Pray, nmake known to ne your nane."

"I am Storm Silverhand, called by many the Bard of Shadowdale," Stormreplied
with grave charm "and | must tender ny apologies for arriving uninvited. My
213
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spell travels brought me here unintentionally."

"No apol ogi es are needed, not at all! In truth, you filled me with delight,
strolling up through the gardens |like that as if you were sone hi dden nynph
cone to greet nme! It seenmed this house were showing ne one of its treasures!”
"Gallantly said, ny lord,"” Stormsaid with a twinkle in her eyes. "I fear 1've
upset the calmtenor of your days. You nust have few guests."

"W see few wel cone guests in these troubled tines,” the old | ord agreed
gravely, offering her an enpty goblet and silently beckoning a servant over.
"But my house is honored by your presence. | heard you sing once in a tavern
i n Sel gaunt, when you danced on a table for a roomof weary soldiers. 1'll not
forget that."

Storminclined her head in thanks. The servant, bearing a silver platter of
decanters, glided to a stop between them

"Pray take wine, Lady Storm" the old lord said earnestly, leaning forward in
his chair. "I dearly hope you can stay for evenfeast, or even grace us for a
few days. My house is yours."

"I would be delighted to dine with you tonight, my lord," Stormreplied,

wat chi ng her host trying to keep his eyes away from where her plungi ng gown
was designed to nake himl ook, "and see the nmorning sun rise with you. But as
for longer, | cannot say."

"I quite understand,"” Lord Thael runbled. He ques-tioningly indicated the
array of decanters.

"The glowfire, |I think," Storm said, and enjoyed watching the gnarled old
hands unstop and deftly pour.

He pl aced the goblet gently before her. "You are ny fourth guest this even!
There seens to be much strife on the roads in Battledale just now, we sel dom
see so many travelers this far off the road. You'll neet them at evenfeast."
"We?" Storm asked, raising her glass in salute. "You have a famly, Lord
Thael ?"

"Only a nephew, Qourglan," Lord Thael said gruffly. "You'll meet him too."
Quessing that the lord' s nephew was no famly prize, Storm savored the
del i cate bouquet of the glowfire for a noment, exchanged snmiles with her host
over the rimof the glass, and sipped. Yes. She kept her face pleasant and
drank the wine with apparent relish, trying to ignore the burning sting of the
poison as it slid down her throat.

She' d chosen the drink herself. Thael had poured it, a servant had brought it
. ah, gods above, the Ml au-grym coul d be anyone!

As dusk came, Stormwas still grimy trying to decide which of the folk of the
manor was the shapeshifter. The servants canme to call themin to evenfeast in
the candlelit great hall of Low Rythryn Towers.

The waiting had been pleasant. Lord Thael, obviously enchanted with her, had
treated Stormwith all the courtesy he knew, discussed politics with a keen
worldly interest, |aughed appreciatively at her mmcry of dale |ords, and
gave a shrewd summati on of the directionless self-interest that governed
Senbi a.



Now he escorted her to the best seat at the board, at his right hand. A | ady
of rank, Storm bowed as an equal to him and endured a daggerlike glare froma
thin and sour young man. Probably Oourglan, furious at being displaced at
table in front of guests.

"Well met, gracious |lady," said Thael's expressionless seneschal, Burldon
Hawkl an. "Even in this isolated hall, we have heard of the valiant deeds of
the Bard of Shadowdal e, and Those Who Harp at her conmand."

Stormsmiled back at him "Mnstrels tend to over-fl ower what they sing of,"
she responded gently, "but | thank you for your kind words." Hawkl an bowed
stiffly and took his place at the far end of the table; to Storm s eyes, he
was every inch a professional soldier—ene who did not consider hinself
retired.

The ot her guests were |ess inpressive. One was a
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snoot h-faced, saturnine trader in spices and pelts from Ordulin by the nane of
Loth Shentle; the second was a young and handsome priest of Tynora from

Sel gaunt, Dathtor Vaeldeir, who professed to be very excited at the chaos now
rei gning over the Real nms; and the | ast was a gri m and dangerous-| ooki ng nan,
Thorlor Drynn, introduced to her as a trade envoy of Hillsfar

The di nner was excellent, consisting of roasts of just about everything that
could be roasted, snothered in a variety of gravies and sauces, w th spiced

greens served as garnishes. And wine, of course . . . rmuch w ne
There was poison in her goblet again. Stormtook a certain dark anusenment in
the fact that she could go on drinking it all night without ill effects

because of what Mystra had nmade her into. She let her eyes wander up and down
the tabl e, wondering which of the eyes neeting hers belonged to a
shapeshi ft er—and how soon it would be ere the Ml augrym grew restive and
attacked.

The conversation began with talk of trade difficulties in these |aw ess tines,
and came around to unreliable magic and priests rendered hel pl ess or mad and
the Fall of the Gods. At that point Thael declared he'd heard enough about
gods and their doings, and diverted talk to the future of trade in the Monsea
| ands and the Dales, and the difficulties Zhentil Keep's aggressive nature was
causing to all traders.

The grimenvoy of Hillsfar spoke up. "For ny part, ny lord, we in Hillsfar are
resolved to nmeet force with force. For too I ong the Zhents have taken

advant age of the absence of strong nearby opposition to force their will on
other folk and territories not their owm—n fact, to behave little better than
t he brigands we universally detest.

"I do not speak of the times they raise armi es and march on one of us—which

by the way, seens to happen at |east once a spring, ruining harvests—but of
their open attenpts to control how and where ore is brought out of dister

and anything at all out of
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Daggerdal e. They try to dictate where and when ships may sail the Monsea, on

what terns we nust all trade in the region . . . and even if we may trade at
all with their rivals Cornmyr and Ml master."
"Bullies will always be with us, sir—f not one, then another,"” Loth Shentle

said snoothly. "The trick is to anticipate their noves and take trade

advant age of the side effects; a shortage of food here, rising prices of
scarce itens there . "

"As a fur dealer, you profit well out of Zhentil Keep's aggression, aye,"
Thorlor Drynn said coldly. "It has kept the prices of furs falsely high these
ten years or nore."

"I deal with the world as it is,
mght wish it to be."

"Yes, yes," the priest of Tynora said excitedly. "Deal with what the gods hurl
your way, taking chances whenever you strive for sonething that is not the

Loth Shentle replied easily, "not as others



nost obvi ous or easy!"
"But surely, my lords," Stormsaid quietly, "one should not accept the world
as it is. Deal with it, yes—but strive always in one's dealings to get

something in return, to make the world give a little ... to nudge it in the
direction of one's dreans."”
Loth Shentle snorted. "I dreamof vaults full of coins, Lady Storm" he said

wyly. "Have you any that you can yield unto ne?"

"Dreanms are just that: dreams. Warriors must deal with the real world, with
all its harsh brutalities and cold truths,"” the seneschal said.

Stormturned to | ook down the table. "I do not see the gulf between dream and
reality, Sir Hawklan. W nust fight Zhents because they actively pursue their
dreans. |In Shadowdal e, we have fought themarmy to army, not nerely poison in
fl agons' *—she | ooked up and down the table, but saw no telling expression in
the faces turned to her—and daggers in the dark. Seven open battles these
past ten sumrers. W should all pay very great attention to dreans.”
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Thorlor | eaned forward. "Well said, Lady. 1'd say the lords of Zhentil Keep
have done quite well in their dream ng. Voonlar is already their vassal town,
the Citadel of the Raven, which was to belong to us all, is firmy in their
grasp, and Teshwave and Yulash lie in ruins because of them... to say nothing
of the harm done to the once-proud cities of the Monsea North, Daggerdal e,

t he Border Forest, and west along the trade route to far \Waterdeep."

"Aye," their host said gruffly, setting down his heavy flagon. "There's a
dream the trade route fromhere across half Faerun to the Sword Coast. An
awesome undertaki ng, however base the notives and bl oody the doing. \Wat say
you, Nephew? You once told ne you wanted to see Waterdeep."

"I wonder at what tolls I'Il have to pay," Qoburglan said sullenly, "if | wait
for the Black Gauntlet to finish this trade route. | heard there was a Zhent
t akeover in Loudwater—and sone dealings in Saerloon, too . . . sonething about

a lady sorceress.” He | ooked across the table. "Wat do you know of this, Lady
Stormas a sorceress yoursel f?"
Thael turned a | ook of reproof on his nephew, brows bristling, but Storm

snmled across the table at the resentful young man. "I'mhardly a sorceress,
Oour gl an, though | can cast a spell or two. | leave that to nmy nore capable
sisters. As to what befell in Saerloon, the sorceress who seduced those

nmerchants and turned themto stone statues was an agent of Zhentil Keep. Over
the years |'ve never found such tactics to have | asting success."

Soneone chuckl ed, well down the table, and OQobur-glan's eyes were nurderous as
he raised his flagon to cover his nouth.

"Stone statues do furnish a garden, though—as Bur-gusk of Sel gaunt found,"
Lot h Shentle joked.

"Not this garden,"” Lord Thael rumbled. "1'd be too afraid of the spell wearing
of f and di scovering |I've got sone nmad Netherese sorceress at the far end of ny
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pond—and nore: that she's furious and happens to have a spell or two that can
| evel mountains! What would | say to her, eh?"

"Care to dance, ny |lady?" Dathtor suggested. There were roars of mrth.

"How about: ny name is ... and ny ransomis forty thousand pi eces of gol d?"
Lot h Shentl e suggest ed.
"No, rather: my nanme is ... and my next of kin are..." Thorlor put in.

Lord Thael |ooked at the only woman at his table, and his chuckl es died away.
"I forget that you have freed folk fromstone, Lady Storm Wat did you say to
t hen®?"

Storm | ooked into her glass, and answered, "I usually told them where they
were, that | neant no harm and what year it was. They always wanted to visit
the privy after that."

That innocent and truthful observation brought a general shout of |aughter
When it started to die Storm added, a twinkle in her eyes, "But if | met the
Net herese | ady you nention, |'d probably say: 1've had nornings like you're



havi ng! "

Everyone hooted, even OGburglan. Stormnused briefly to herself about the
effects of too nuch wi ne on fol k—+t nade them | augh, or cry, or rage all too
easily. She plunged the table into awed silence by adding, "The only nenorable
Net herese mage | did neet was a man, and his body had w thered away to al npost

nothing . . . so he tried to take mine."

"CGods, " Hawkl an munbl ed after a very |ong nonment had passed. "How did you
escape?"

St orm shook her head. "I'msorry," she said gently, "but that's a trade secret

| keep as cl ose about as any nerchant guards his own. Ask Mystra to tel

you—+t is hers to reveal."

Qourgl an sputtered. "That's right!" he protested. "Say sonething |like that,
then turn all nysterious!"

"Cburglan!" Thael rapped out. "You speak to a great
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| ady; do so civilly, or |eave this board."

H s nephew s face flanmed, and he brought his goblet crashing down. "Right,

t hen— he began, placing both palns on the table to shove hinself upright.
"Cburglan," Stormsaid softly, catching his angry gaze, "please stay. You are
right to be angry . . . 'tis a maddening tactic we old w el ders of sorcery
use, to tell half a story and then fall silent when you want to know all.
woul d say nmore if | could, and | apol ogi ze for mentioning the Netherese at
all.”

Qourgl an stared at her for a monent. He funbled for his goblet. "How old are
you, then?" he munbl ed, eyes surveying Stormis curves. "I nmean ..." he | ooked
away and scratched at the Iip of his goblet in some confusion, "I don't see
any winkles."

Down the tabl e, sonmeone sighed, sonmeone else loudly stifled | aughter, and Lord
Thael covered his eyes.

"I apol ogize for this wld-tongued kin of mine," he runbled. Tray,
forgiveness, Lady Storm "

He turned bl azing eyes to Cburglan. "Lad, |ad, one never asks a |l ady her age,
unl ess perhaps you're her suitor and nust needs know what ground you wal k
upon! And even then, 'tis best to ask her brother, or father, or anyone else!"
"Your advice is good, Lord, and should be followed by all nen of breeding,"
Storm agreed cheerfully, "and yet there are exceptions to every rule . . . and
| amone of them"

She caught Oburglan's eyes again, and gave himthe easy grin of a sister.
"Never trust a minstrel or bard who speaks of times and ages, for they're

al ways stretching a year here and a year there, speaking of |ong-ago battles
or fair ladies as if they'd witnessed themthensel ves. But this once, and

before all this table, I'Il tell you truth: | amhalf a dozen years shy of ny
si X hundredth sunmer."”

Qour gl an gul ped, stared at her, started to sneer . . . then gaped. "You're
serious," he whispered.
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St orm nodded. Wth one slimhand she indicated the shoul der that her gown | eft
bare. "Not bad, eh?" she said in perfect mmnmcry of Lord Thael's gruff tones.
The tabl e erupted again, and this tine Gburglan joined in the general mrth.
Lord Thael was practically weeping with laughter, his head noddi ng al nost into
his platter.

At the other end of the table, Hawklan saluted her with his goblet and said,
"Remi nd me never to say anything before you, Lady, that | would not want to
hear parodied!"

"A good rule for every nman, Sir Hawkl an, when dealing with any man or maid,"
she returned, raising her own glass. Did his eyes rest on it just atrifle too
| ong?

Ah—no. They were fixed a little | ower down. This gown hadn't been such a
bright idea after all. But then, sophistication has its price. Mreover, if



all of us change what we are and what we do because of the threat of Ml augrym
attack, shapeshiflers have won the victory w thout ever having to fight the
battl e!

"In that time, | have seen Hillsfar governed in many ways," Storm said,
turning to the envoy as the laughter started to die. "I'd be interested to
hear what you can tell us of Lord Maalthiir's publicly stated ains and
intentions."

Thorlor Drynn inclined his head. "I thank you for your diplonacy and
under st andi ng, Lady Storm in the wording you just enployed. In reply, | can
say only: very little. Lord Maalthiir has often prom sed to nake Hi |l sfar
great and to cleanse it of all hardship, suffering, and corruption. Laudable
goal s that none, | daresay, could seriously contest. By his actions, | think
you can safely add to those general ains his intent not to |l et Zhentil Keep
have possession of Yulash, nor to suffer Miul master or Zhentil Keep to have
control of the river Lis, or Monsea shipping in general. For what it is

wort h—Ay words as a mout hpi ece of Hillsfar being, of course, suspect by
definition—+ see no great preparations for arnmies to nmarch
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nor intentions on ny lord' s part to seize any other city or territory of
Faerun."

"I"'mrelieved to hear it," Loth Shentle said dryly, "as should be al

nei ghbors of Hillsfar. Two cities of ranpaging warlords are nore than enough
her eabout s. "

"You speak overcautiously, Sir!" the priest of Tynmora told him refilling his
own gobl et for perhaps the fortieth time, his face flushed with its effects.
"Strife brings change, and change is the natural order of things. It makes nen
and maids able, and quick, and alert! Bold, and—*

"Forced to rely on Lady Luck," the seneschal put in fromthe end of the table.
"I"ve heard the litany a time or two before you were born, good Dathtor!"

The priest turned his red face around slowy to fix Hawklan with a bright-eyed
gaze. "Then you should know e'en better than | that '"tis truel™

"I know no such thing," Hawklan said firmly. "I ama sinple soldier; | swng
nmy sword, obey orders to the letter, and let others worry about causes and

out comes and grand strategies."

"And on your off days, you drink too nmuch and wench too much—beg pardon,
Lady—and let life carry you on, on to the grave wi thout disruption or
excitement," Loth Shentle said.

"A summation that sounds familiar, Nephew?" Lord Thael said meaningfully.
Qour gl an fl ushed.

"No, Uncle! I mean— his eyes darted to Storm then back to Thael with an
al nost pl eadi ng | ook
"Don't enmbarrass ne in front of the |ady, Uncle?" Storm asked the youth. "Is

t hat what you want to say, but dare not find the words?"

Qourgl an stared at her, opened his nmouth, and shut it again, turning ruby to
the tips of his ears.

"Cburglan,"” Storm said, setting down her goblet to | ean forward, "never be
enbarrassed to admt truth, or think and talk about life, in front of anyone.
I'd be nore enbarrassed to He about my life or refuse to admt that
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things are as they are. I'mnot upset to learn that you're drifting the days
away here—t's not ny life wasting away. |If you're upset talking about it,
that shows you're not satisfied in doing so, and that's gods-be-damed good."
Heads turned along the table at her |anguage, but Storm kept her eyes | ocked
on CGburglan's. "Wat you'd best do, when we're all gone, is take a walk in
that beautiful garden out there with your uncle, and tal k about what you want
to doinlife. Not to do what he says, but to decide for yourself. W all have
to, sooner or later. If it makes you feel better to hear it, |1'd passed away
al nost seventy years before | stopped ny wild, witless pursuit of fun and
started wondering what | wanted to do for nyself."



Qour gl an gul ped. "Seventy years?" he said faintly. "I didn't know t here was

that nuch fun."

The table roared with | aughter once nore. Wien Lord Thael coul d speak again,

he sl apped Goburglan's arm "Wl said!" He turned to Storm and added quietly,

"And very well said, Lady. | don't think I've a tongue ni nble enough to thank

you rightly for saying those words. Fve never heard it said better, in all ny
er, sixty-eight years."

Stormsmled at him "Shall | come back in two years to ask you what you've

decided to do with your life?"

There were uneasy chuckl es around the table, and Thael shook his head with a

rueful smile. "I'd forgotten that the tongue can be sharper than a sword."

"I think you have the quotation wong, Lord," the priest offered jestingly,

but Stormturned on himwith a smle

"What, Hand of Tynora? You stand in service to a goddess and don't know for

yourself the truth of that maxin? Truly, you nmust be a very good priest! All

the clergy I know would rmuch rather face the swords of foes than the | ashing

tongues of their superiors!”

Dat ht or Vael deir winced. "I begin to see the truth of
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anot her maxim Lords and Lady: 'If thou art captured, do and say anything to

keep yourself fromthe hands of your foe's wonenfol k.
Deep | aughter rolled out around the table, and nore than one eyebrow in the
roomrose to see Stormlaughing as heartily as the others.

She raised her glass of newly filled, still-poisoned wi ne, her heart |ight,
and bid the night continue |ong.

When the table did rise, her wish had been fulfilled; they'd tal ked away nost
of the time until dawn, and the first shift of servants had been repl aced at
table by a second. Myst of the men were stunbling with drunken weariness as

t hey sought out the jakes; Dathtor the priest was roaring drunk, and OCourgl an
had been enbol dened enough by his inbibing to ask her how one best chose a
wife. Stormwas still smling and shaking her head over that as she went to

t he wonen' s garder - obe—which, of course, she had all to herself.

No one attacked her there. Afterward, she went for a walk in the gardens in
the last faint moonlight, avoiding the torchlit areas. Soneone at that
friendly table was a shapeshifter . . . and a Ml augrym dare not | eave her
alive, when she could call down the Sinbul upon himor point himout to half a
hundred wi zards. The poi son ragi ng through her veins was proof enough of that.
No, an attack would cone. She kept to the shadows as Loth Shentle strolled
past, a little unsteadily, singing an old famliar ballad about ladies fair
and fey. He startled her a few steps farther on when he paused on one of the
bri dges, announced, "Gods, but she's beautiful!" and proceeded to vonit his
evenfeast hel plessly into the pond.

Soneone el se was wal ki ng anong the far fern beds, inmpossible to identify in
the gloom Storm sat down on a bench in the | ee of a spiky bush, only then

di scerning the seneschal, Burldon Hawkl an, who strode softly past, hand on
sword, eyes sober and alert, taking care
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to make little sound.

Stormrose thoughtfully and watched himvanish into the night. In one hand,
she hid the small thing she'd taken out in the garderobe.

"Qut takin' —takeeng—air, pretty lady?" said a |oud voice by her el bow The
drunken priest of Tynora tried to | ean against the tree, m ssed, and went for
a short stagger before finding his balance again. Storm brought her hand to
her mouth to cover her snile as he grinned | oosely at her, sketched a shaky
salute, and said, "Doan—doant—don't you worship the Lady Tynora, e'en as | do?
C nere!”

He was upon her, and the snmell of wi ne was strong, and triunph blazed up in
his eyes as he enbraced her. H's arns tightened . . . and seened to be



changi ng shape.

This was it. Their lips brushed together, and Storm worked her small magic in
careful haste.

An instant |ater cruel claws raked her back, tearing away her gown and the

fl esh beneath in ribbons. Storm gasped and stiffened at the raw pai n—but
instead of trying to pull away fromthe Ml augrym she leaned into his
enbrace, deepening their kiss. H's savagi ng of her back slowed in

ast oni shment, but Stormclung to himwith all her own great strength, holding
himfirmy as her tongue thrust her saliva into his mouth. Wth it went the
powdered silver fromthe coin she'd dissolved with her spell.

The shapeshifter spasnmed in sudden agony, fear, and desperation. The silver
was as poi sonous to himas the liquid he'd been feeding Stormall night. Had
she not been one of Mystra's Chosen, she'd have died hours ago, after the
first sip Lord Thael offered her. She kept that in mind as she drew her nouth
away from his and watched himclosely. The creature who was not Dat htor

Vael deir shuddered in her arms, convul sed, and di ed.

When she was sure he was dead, Storm swung his body over one shoul der, letting
the claws that still
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dri pped her bl ood dangle, and carried it grimMy toward Lord Thael's kitchen
wi ng, where there should be firewood enough to burn it.

She was nost of the way there, crossing the great flagstone terrace, when nany
doors opened in the manor walls and a score of servants rushed out with lit
torches, enclosing her in a wde ring.

Lord Thael stepped out |last and faced her, sword in his hand. "Wat have you
done, witch?" he bell owed, nonocle dangling. He peered at her, and asked, "O
. is that you, Lunquar?"

Stormmet his eyes coldly. "You know what |'ve done, Ml augrym And what |
nmust do." She lifted one side of her nouth in a mrthless smle, and asked,
"Just to save time, tell me—how many nore are there of you in this house?"

"I need no aid to deal with the likes of you, nortal wonman," was the cold
response. "Wth your precious El-mnster dead, there's no one to watch us ..
and no one to stop us!" His teeth glinted in the torchlight as they | engthened
into fangs, and he added with soft smle, "Faerun will be ours!"

One of the servants screaned. Lord Thael was turning slowy into a thing with
a tail and hunched shoul ders of corded nuscle. He cane forward in a slow,
careful crouch, eyes gl eam ng.

Stormlet the body fall from her shoul der, kicked off her high sandals, and
wal ked barefoot to neet himin the bloody tatters of her gown.

When she was only two paces away, the Ml augrym sprang and brought his bl ade
around in a vicious arc. Stormstrode right at him H s blade whistled through
her as if she were snoke, and she grappled with him

The Mal augrym ducked away and hacked at her again, saw that the blade really
could not touch her, and flung it away with a snarl. It was still clanging
across the flagstones am d sparks when he flung hinself on her
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They strained together in the torchlight, two sets of rippling nuscles

gl eam ng. The shapeshifter seized her shoulder and wist and pulled, roaring

triunphantly.
He'd intended to tear her linb fromlinb, slapping her awake and maki ng her
scream for nmercy—but he strained and pulled with all his mght. . . and she

resisted himeasily, smling all the while, and whi spered the words of an
enchant nent,
The Mal augrym grunted in amazenent at her strength, then felt his nmouth and

tongue movi ng of their own accord-no, her will!l—+o utter the single word
"Ahorga."

Her magic had forced himto nane hinsel f! Enraged, Ahorga grew his neck to
eel-like length and his fangs into snapping jaws, and he bit savagely at the

smling face of his foe. She turned her head away and forced his own arm up
into the way of his jaws—such strength! He darted his head down and sank his



fangs deep into her left shoul der and breast.

Now t he scream ng would start, and she'd plead for nercy . . . but no. This

St orm worman hi ssed in pain but did not shriek or collapse. He bit deeply
again, and twi sted his head to tear a great gobbet of flesh free. Her bl ood
fount ai ned over themboth, running freely to the flagstones, and he raised his
head to roar exultantly at the high, glittering stars.

Then he felt pain such as he'd never felt before, greater than the fire spells
that had scarred himin his youth. He withed helplessly in his tornment.
Silver flames licked along her spilled blood, fire the same hue as her silvery
hair, blazing up into a pillar now-and he was burning with it!

It was in pain and despair that Ahorga of the Mal augrymroared, struggling to
break free of her grip, and failing. He stared once into her face, and saw
that her eyes were two silver flanes, too.

"Nooo!" he screaned. "Mercy!"

"I shall give you, Ahorga, the sanme mercy you gave to
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Lord Thael Senbergelt," was the cal mresponse. "The sane nmercy Ml augrym
al ways afford mere nortals ... none. This is a cleaner death than you

deserve." The silver flames roared up to claimhim

When the body was a burnt husk, Stormcast it down atop the body of the

Mal augrym Lunquar, and wat ched them both bl aze. The fl agst ones beneath them
cracked and shivered with the heat, and nore than one of the servants fainted
away, torches toppling to the terrace to gutter out. Storm stood notionl ess
above the pyre until ashes were all that remained of the two shapeshifters.
She | ooked up, hal f-naked, front and back in bl eeding ruin. Cburglan and the
seneschal , Hawkl an, gazed white-faced at her, swords in their hands.

"Lady," Hawkl an asked, "what are you?"

"One of Mystra's Chosen," Storm answered himwearily. "These were two fel
shapeshifters; the real Thael Senbergelt and Dathtor Vaeldeir are dead."

The seneschal licked his |ips and asked, "Was that, then, Mystra's silver
fire?"

Stormsnmiled wanly. "It was . . . pray that you never see its like again."
"Lady," Oourglan asked, his voice husky with fear, "are you . . . wll you be
all right?"

"I will be fine soon enough, Lord Senbergelt,"” Stormsaid to him "I grieve
for your uncle. I would have liked to come to know himwell."

Tears spilled fromboth their eyes, then, but Cbur-glan's trenmbling |ips
shaped the wondering words, "Lord Senbergelt? You called nme ..."

One bl oody hand canme up to trace his chin. He did not raise his blade or
flinch away. "You are Lord Senbergelt now," Stormsaid to him "and if ever
you need confort or guidance or the aid of Those Who Harp, come to ne—er tel
any Harper." Atrace of a smile cane to her lips. "W even help spoiled
Senbi an lords." She stepped forward and ki ssed him

Hi s face was covered with her blood as she drew
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back, but his eyes shone with a new |light through the tears.

"Lady," the seneschal said haltingly, stepping forward, "if there is anything

we can do ... any aid we can render..." H s eyes fell to her wounds, then rose
again to her face.

St orm shook her head. "My thanks for your offer, noble Hawklan, but no. IlIl be
fine. I'll be even better if | know your new |l ord enjoys the sanme | oving

gui dance you gave his uncle."
"Lady," Hawkl an said quietly, "it shall be so. If you'll permt ne?"

And he took her hand, went to his knee, and ki ssed her bl oody fingertips.
Stormsnmiled at him "As | bid Goburglan, so also | ask you: Call on nme if
there is need.”

She stepped back fromthem | ooked around at Low Rythryn Towers and the ragged
circle of torches, and shook her head.

"One good thing has conme of this, at |east,’

she told the two weepi ng nmen.



"Lord Thael l|ies where he would have w shed: buried in his garden." She smled
at them again, then turned away. It was a | ong wal k back to Shadowdal e—and
she'd need all that time to heal herself.
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, See Mach-and Tay To Sci Roi oe

In a place of shifting shadows, behind hidden doors, in the heart of the
ancient castle of the Malaugrym was a light. The bright, glow ng eye of a
scrying portal floated in the nurk, reflected fromthe tentacled face of a

wat chful figure bent over it ... a figure whose skin was as dark and
ever-shifting as the sliding shadows thensel ves.

H s eyes, however, were two bright flanes, and the doonstars w nked brightly
as they spun endl essly about his wist. He stretched, watched them di m
monentarily as they passed through a dark drift of shadow, sighed, and
murmmured, "Fools . . . this house is breeding fools by the score. Lunquar and
Ahorga both gone—and they deserved it."

He turned again to the light, watching the wounded Storm wal k t hrough a

nmer chant canmp and wave away someone who rose to offer aid. Studying her kind,
weary smle, he sighed again and passed his hand across the portal

It rippled, then it with tongues of leaping fire: a bonfire, this tinme. Stee
flashed back its light as three figures in leather arnor battled with tw ce as
many nen in black. They fought in a clearing—the canp of the
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bl ack-arnored ones—and the three in | eather were w nning. As he watched, a

bl ack-arnored figure took a blade in the face and fell back into the fire,
throwi ng out a shower of sparks. Small wonder; if those three could fight
their way alive out of the Castle of Shadows and | eave nore than a score of

t he bl ood of Mal aug dead behind them a few Zhentilar armsmen should prove no
trouble for themat all.

Wearing a smle that did not mean he was amused, the figure let his scrying
portal fade away, stood up, and nelted into the shadows. It was time to do
what had to be done.

Eaerun, northwest Elven Court woods, Flanerule 26

"How many?"

"Seven Zhentilar and one ore," Bel kram said, counting on his fingers. "Ch, and
that snake."

"Ch, yes—nustn't forget the snake!" Sylune said merrily. She turned to grin at
Sharantyr. They rolled their eyes in unison

"I ," Itharr said triunphantly, "stand ahead of you. My valiant blade has
accounted for eleven Zhent deserters, one brigand, and three fingers off the

| eft hand of another brigand!"

"Men will be boys," Sharantyr murrmured. A ghostly giggle answered her from
just ahead of her |left cheek. She wi nced; Sylune had becomne invisible again.
They were tired, filthy, footsore—gods, how did anyone stay in arnor nore than
a day? The itching, to say nothing of the small things crawling in their
matted hair. They hadn't expected the last four Zhents, and had wasted a day
chasing them-a day nore than their rations. Enpty bellies were groani ng now,

t oo.

Al in all, it had been a successful patrol

They trudged thankfully past the famliar beauty of
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Harpers' Hill. Passing it meant warm baths and faniliar beds were only paces
away.

"Daylight!" Itharr broke into a trot.

Sharantyr gritted her teeth and managed a sprint, her raw joints and blistered
feet shrieking in protest. Catching up to Itharr a bare three paces from
Treesedge, she snarled, "Wal k across someone's crops, and they' Il kill you! W
go that way until we strike the road!"

She pointed, and Itharr gave her a dirty |look. He sighed and began to trudge
in the indicated direction. Tou never spared two breaths about turnips
before! "



"I was never hungry enough to eat raw turnips before!l" Sharantyr snarled back
at him
Behi nd them Bel kram chuckl ed wearily and waved a hand. "Lead on, the pair of

you . . . and talk to ne of roast goose, and gravy and old ale ... ham and
dressed pheasant and stuffed snake—not gods-be-kissed turnipsr
"Ye gods!" Itharr cried, slapping his forehead. "The snake! You forgot to

bring the snake!" He turned reproachful eyes on Bel kram "W coul d' ve eaten
that snake!"

"No," Bel kram corrected, "You could ve eaten that snake. | saw all the human
skulls inits lair."

"Deat h, death, death," Sharantyr nmuttered. "Is that all adventurers talk
about ?"

Bel kram gave her a look. "Well, let's see—there are other topics: butchering

nmonsters for the stew pot, burning hel pless villages, pillage, ra—

"Death it is," Sharantyr said firmy. "Only a few hundred nore paces now. Tal k
to me of death.”

"Only a few hundred nore paces?" Itharr gasped. "Good! Go and nmeke them for

me, so |l can fall asleep right. . . here. "

"Ch no, you don't," Sharantyr said, pulling hard on his hair as he sagged.
"Come on—+'msure that tree wants to growto reach the light, and it can't if

you're
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draped all over it, snoring like a flatulent bull! Mver

"Yes, sir!" Itharr responded sarcastically, noving smartly forward for all of

t hree paces before sinking into a weary wal k once nore,

"Gods above preserve nme," Sharantyr said through clenched teeth. "Men!"

"Ch, dear," Belkramsaid to Itharr. "She's noticed! | guess that nmeans we have

to go way off into the bushes, now, whenever we have to ..."

"What she hasn't noticed," Itharr retorted, stunbling in the weariness of

utter exhaustion, "is that the gods aren't above anynore—that's what this

whol e trouble's about... as Elninster said."

"Good old Elmnster,"” Bel kramsaid sadly, putting one foot in front of the

other and alnost falling out into the road.

"Well, granted | |look bad this norning," growl ed the w spy-bearded guard who

caught hold of his shoulder to steady him "but I'msure | don't |ook that

bad. No, El-minster's dead, friend . . . and so will ye be if ye don't

convince me of thy rightful loyalty—and fast."

He gul ped as the ghostly head of the Wtch of Shadowdal e cane fl oating out of

the trees to hang in front of him "Well net, Guthtar," she said softly. "You

renenber me, do you not?"

"A-Aye, Lady," the guard stamered as ltharr and Sharantyr cane out of the

trees. "And her, too!" The six guards behind himfell back to get weapon room

eyeing all these sudden arrivals warily.

"Aye," Sylune said dryly. "I've noticed you never forget a fair-Iooking

femal e. You are going to let Lord Mourngrym s patrol pass, aren't you?"

"OfF course, Lady! Uh, begging thy pardons, sirs and Lady—dh, Lady and Lady .
ah—eh, dungr

"And a pl easant good nmorning to you, too, Quthtar," Sylun6 said with a snile

floating serenely past the sputtering guard. Bel krammet Guthtar's eyes,

spread his hands in silent comm seration, and followed. Itharr
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and Sharantyr trudged al ong in Bel kram s wake, |eaning on each ot her

"Ch, gods," the lady ranger yawned. At a weary stagger, she neared the

crossroads. "We must never let ourselves get this tired again!"

"I tried to tell those last four Zhents that," Belkramtold her, "I really

did! But they just kept on snarling and waving swords at us, and, well.

"Back frompatrol, | see," Hamrerhand Bucko called cheerfully fromhis

doorway. They waved at hi mthe gesture al nost made Itharr fall over—and went

on, not daring to stop now for fear of collapse.



"Lhaeo? Lhaeo!" Sylune called, her head dancing up and down in the air to
snare the scribe's attention. "Lhaeo!"

El mnster's scribe was a norose figure, trudging along every bit as wearily as
they were wal ki ng. He | ooked up at Sylune's call, brightening visibly. "Wl
met, friends!"

"Itharr, give nmy stone to Lhaeo, will you?" Sylune floated close to the
scribe's head and asked him "Could you take me to Storm please, good scribe?
We have nmuch to talk about."

Lhaeo blinked at her as Itharr handed hi mthe stone. "Of course, Lady—tis
where |I'm headed." He turned his head to | ook at the unshaven ranger, and
said, "You folks look tired."

"No, really? And | spent all nmorning doing nmy hair!" Itharr told himwth
weary sarcasm He set off grimy toward the tower

"Fare you wel |, Lhaeo," Sharantyr added.

The scribe sniled wanly and waved. The three rangers nodded wearily to himand
wal ked the last stretch of road to the Twi sted Tower.

"Chh, I'mso tired!" Sharantyr wailed. "And ny feet hurt so nuchr

"At |east you've still got feet," Bel kramsaid darkly. "M ne wore off about
ten hours back."
254
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"Try scratching all your itches,
keep you awake."

"Could we ride on patrol next time?" Shar asked as they turned up the tower
pat h.

" Through all those trees? W'd be wanting sone eel -horses, rd guess," said
Bel kram

"Just a few nore steps, friends,

I[tharr said without turning. "It helps to

[tharr munbl ed. "Just a few nore steps

Then he noticed the row of gl eam ng breastplates and crossed forearns bl ocki ng
their way. Hi s eyes traveled up to the hard faces above them but he

recogni zed no one. Seven guards he'd never seen before were ranged across the
open doorway of the Tower of Ashaba. They wore splendid chased arnmor and |ight
helms in the hot sumrer sun, and their hairy forearnms and corded thighs
glistened with sweat. They were not noving aside.

"Stand aside, friends," Itharr said wearily, "before we fall over."

"And who are you three?" the centernost guard asked coolly. "Travelers
generally stay at the Add Skull Inn—at the crossroads, down there. Beggars had
best go to the tenples . . . there's a house of Tynobra just across the river,
there."”

As he'd spoken, Bel kram and Sharantyr had straggled up to face the guards.
Shar sighed and |l et her head sink into her hands. No. No, not now Her knees
sagged, and Bel kram put his arns around her to hold her up, swaying hinself.
"W have chanbers awaiting us in the tower behind you," Itharr said quietly,
taking two steps to the right so he could | ean on the nearest hitching post.
"Ch? How so? Are you, then, lords and | adi es of Shadowdal e?"

"She is,"” Itharr said, waving a hand. "The Lady Sharantyr."

"Sharantyr? It's not a name known to ne," the guard-captain said jovially.
"Any of you heard of a Sharantyr,
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| ads? Eh?"

There was a general chorus of chuckled nays. Itharr regarded themw th dul
eyes. "You're all new hires, aren't you?"

"Thurbal engaged us sonme days ago," the guardcap-tain said a trifle stiffly.
"We hail from Westgate."

"Bel gard's boys?" Belgard was a retired nmercenary whose school turned out
guards known for their efficient cruelty and al ertness; his graduates had
gai ned swi ft popularity anmong the nerchants of Senbia, and generally cost a
client food, accommodation, arnmor, and over five silver pieces a day.

"Yes," the guardcaptain said shortly, "and we've been hired to keep brigands



and Zhenti Jar out of this tower, see? So clear off, all of you—now"

The three bedraggled figures in |eather made no nove. A light, rhythm c sound
cane fromthe femal e anong them+the sound of snoring.

One of the guards snorted in amusenent, and stepped forward. He bore a | ong
baton in his hand, and used it to rap Sharantyr none too gently on the

shoul der. "Hey! Wake up and clear off! You've heard the order. Now go!"

"Stand back, friend," Bel kram suggested gently, "or I'll awaken enough to grow
annoyed. "

The guard cocked his head to one side, hands on hips. "Ch you will, will you?"
he said sarcastically. "I quaver at the prospect!"

"Are you lot going to stand aside?" Itharr said. "W'd very nmuch like to
report in to Mourngrym™"

"Lord Mourngrym s out riding the northern reaches," the guardcaptain told him
silkily, "as all in Shadowdal e know. | don't think you' re anything nore than
bri gands | ooking for a chance to slip inside. If you don't nove on, it's

bri gands' chains youll be feeling."

"I'n one of the cells where we can |ie down?" Sharantyr asked sleepily.

"No," the guardcaptain said with a cruel grin, "our or-
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ders are to hang brigands fromthe dangl e-bars."

"We're not brigands," Bel kram said sourly, dragging Sharantyr to the hitching
post on the other side of the path and draping her over it, "and you'd do well
tolet us into He tower!"

"We're not hired to do well,"” the guardcaptain said. "W're hired to foll ow
orders. You're not getting past, and you've spent enough of our tine. W're
supposed to watch who passes on the road, not waste words with ruffians on our
doorstep. So get you gone, now, or there'll be trouble."

"There will indeed," Itharr said, fromhis post.

The guardcaptain | ooked at himcoldly, then turned his head back to catch the
eyes of the guard with the baton, who stood nenacingly close to Bel kram and
said pleasantly, "Al dus, pray dispose of these petty annoyances."

"dadly, Captain," Aldus replied, raising his baton and reaching forward to

t ake Bel kram by the throat.

"Have a care, Aldus," Belkramsaid softly to him "that's ny Harper pin you're
haul i ng on."

" goo"

"A Harper pin should nean sonething to you, Aldus."

"Ch, aye." The guard stepped back and turned to the guardcaptain. "This one's
stol en a Harper pin, Captain!"

"Hit himand take it, then!"

"dadly, Captain!" A dus spun around and brought his baton around in a w cked
arc. Bel kram stunbl ed back with inches to spare, and the guard rushed forward,
pul ling his baton back for another bl ow

It never |anded. As he charged forward, a slimhand rose fromthe post, caught
hold of his arm and pulled. Al dus's head rammed the post with all the
strength of his charge, and Sharantyr stepped back, turned to survey the line
of guards witheringly, and asked, "Wo's next, dolts?"

There came a roar of anger, and five nmen started forward. "Hold hard!" their
captain roared out, but none of them paid him heed.
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Two reached the Lady of Shadowdal e first, batons out—and she dropped to the
path and flung herself at their boots. They went over her with a crash.

The third man in snarled a curse and kicked at her; Shar grabbed the boot
flashing past her and haul ed sharply upward. Wth a ground-shaking crash, the
man fell on his rear. Then the batons of the fourth and fifth were raining
down on her—for a fewinstants, before Bel kramhit them from one side and
Itharr fromthe other, and two hel med heads rang together

Itharr fell on his knees atop the groaning third guard. The man emtted a sort
of strangl ed whistle and thrashed around, struggling for breath enough to



shout out his pain. Itharr rolled away, letting the senseless fourth and fifth
guards fall on him

The guardcaptain started forward hesitantly, seeing only two of his nmen left.
They were rising with nurder on their faces and swords in their hands.

Shar got to her own feet in time to face them her hands enpty—but by then

Bel kram had smashed aside the captain's hastily drawn bl ade and run the man up
against the lintel, hands on his throat.

"Call your men off attacking the Lady of Shadow dale," the Harper snarled at
himas they strained eyeball to eyeball, "or so help ne I'll tear your throat
out!" Iron fingers dug deep into the man's flesh to back up those words, then
| oosened enough to | et the nan whi nper.

"Aid!" he called out in a raw voice. "An attack!"

Di sgust ed, Bel kram bounced the man's head forcefully off the stones. The
captain's eyes rolled up for a brief instant before he slid to the ground, but
t he Harper was already snatching the captain's blade out of his hands and
whirling around.

The retreating Shar had fallen back over the tangled trio of unconscious
guards, and Itharr was crouched over her, trying to ward off two jabbing

bl ades with a pair of batons he'd snatched up
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Bel kram snarl ed an oath and charged around the pile of bodies. He lunged at
the two guards, waving his captured blade. They turned to neet himand fel
back to force himto come between them Bel kram obliged, swerving at the | ast
instant to bind the blade of one with his own. He grabbed the man by the
arnpit, swung himaround into the path of the other guard' s blade, and with
his free hand smashed the man across the throat.

Gaggi ng, the man fell. Bel kram cl ubbed the back of his hel mand sprang back
The last guard's bl ade flashed through the | eathers at Bel krams wist, and
the stolen sword spun away fromthe Harper's nunbed fingers. The guard's face

wi dened into an unpleasant grin. He sidled a foot or so, still smling, as a
stool Itharr had snatched up frominside the door struck the side of his head
and carried hima pace to the south . . . into the real mof dreans.

The two Harpers | ooked wearily at each other, went to pick up Shar fromthe
tangl e of sprawl ed bodi es, and trudged into the tower.

They' d al nost reached the end of the long central passage when Shaerl and
Thurbal , captain-of-arns of the Twi sted Tower, strode briskly across it. The
Lady of Shadowdal e was speaking. "Well, | don't think those new nmen are

trai ned eno—=

"I couldn't agree nore," Belkram snarled, cradling Sharantyr's head agai nst
hi s shoul der.

"Aye," Itharr agreed, casting a guard's sword to the tiles at Thurbal's feet.
"Next time you hire seven dolts from Bel gard, be sure he remenbers to send
their brains along with them"

Thur bal gaped at the three of them but Shaerl turned to her captain-of-arns
and snapped, "CGet fresh guards for the doors—and send all the servants you can
find here, as fast as they can nove!"

She guided the three rangers to a bench and rang the nearest gong furiously.
To the first servant who
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appear ed, she snapped, "Send everyone here at once! Then fill my lord's

bat h—the new big one, and mnd the water's hot! Get help, but do it fast!"

To the second she snarled, "Three carry-chairs, and nen to bear them back
here as fast as you're ablel™

Then she turned her head as the kitchen door opened. Turk? Bring whatever you
have roasting—and all the breads and cheeses you can | ay hands on, and the
best wi ne you can get—+to my lord' s chanber at once!"

"I npressive," Belkrammurmured to her just before he fell asleep

"I ndeed,"” Shaerl told himgently. She | ooked down the hall to the doors, where
armsnen were carrying in seven linp arnored forns under Thurbal's coldly



furious eye.

Itharr woke once on the stairs, swaying in his chair to nurnur, "Killed a | ot
of Zhents for you . . ."

"Eat first," Shaerl told him guiding the chair across the parlor. "We'll talk
later."

"Bathe first," Sharantyr announced firmy.

"Nay, Lady," one of the arnmsnen said gently as he set her chair down. "For ye,
it's sleep first." The lady ranger's head lolled to one side as she began to
gently snore; she heard himonly in her dreans.

"CGet this arnor off them" Shaerl told the armsnan, unbuckling and tuggi ng at
Sharantyr's body for all she was worth.

"Haste or care, Lady?"

"Care for them. . . haste otherwi se," she replied briskly, hurling a vanbrace
across the room It struck the far wall with a crash that nade a serving girl
wi nce—and when the arnsnmen enthusiastically followed Shaerl's exanple, the
mai d covered her ears and fled. The air quickly filled with flying pieces of
ar nor .

Ami d the clangor, puffing relays of servants speedily filled the gigantic
copper tub. Shaerl herself added the soap and wyverntail oil, then turned back
to the armns-
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men. "Get some rope," she ordered the nearest one. "I don't want them

dr owni ng. "

"Aye, Lady."

Striding to her wardrobe, Shaerl snatched the doors open and took the first
three garnents off their pegs wi thout |ooking. Sliding themunder the arnms of
each ranger—gods, the reek!—and across their chests, she flipped the ends of
the three gowns up for the arnmsmen to tie the ropes to, noticed that one
garment was a favorite of hers, shrugged, and began to di srobe.

An arnmsman hovering uncertainly nearby gul ped, |ooked away, and a sash sl apped
into him He caught it reflexively, then | ooked up to see his Lady's gown

com ng his way, mastered a cal mexpression as he fielded it, and stepped
forward to take the rest as they were offered.

The Lady Shaerl was stepping unconcernedly into the hot depths of the tub as

t he other armsnen rushed back in with coils of rope, goggled at her for an
instant, and wi sely set about their task w thout conment or del ay.

"More soap!" Shaerl ordered briskly as servants scurried, "and that

scratcher!”

The wooden back scratcher was handed to her, and she set to work. Lice floated
away al nost imrediately atop the scumry water. "Bethra," she said, wthout

| ooki ng up, "Draw Lady Sharantyr's hair out over the edge, put a bow under

it, and start washing! Use ny seafoam ointnent!"

So it was that when Purk bustled up at the head of a procession bringing
platters of hot fow fromthe kitchens, he found three rangers, griny and
snoring, slunped over asleep in the huge bath, and the [ ady of the tower i
their mdst, as bare as the day she was born, scrubbing and rinsing for al
she was worth.

"A feast is served, ny lady," he announced with quiet dignity—and was nost
startled a nonment |ater when Shaerl |ooked up at himthrough her dripping hair
and snapped, "Well, off with your clothes and get in, Purk!
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Wake them up and feed them+the others can pass you the platters as you need
them And have wi ne ready so that no one chokes—ah, gods, give a bottle here
first! This is thirsty work!"

A grinning kitchen-boy uncorked a bottle and handed it to his | ady, who wi nked
at himand said, "You' re small enough! Pick up a brush, off with those, and
get in here!" She took a swig of wine, gasped in satisfaction, |ooked at one
of the armsnen, and snapped, "Mre hot water!"

Hast eni ng down the stairs to obey, the arnsman nmet one of his fell ows

n
[



hastening the other way with a basin slopping in his hands. The first said,
"The | ady's passion for bathing is crazed! Have they all washed their wits out
of their heads in Cornmyr? What's wong with just going down to the m I pond
when your stink starts to drive the dogs away?"

The ot her shrugged. "Overcrowdi ng?" he jested innocently, and went on up the
stairs, redoubling his speed as they heard the faint but inperious call
"Where's that water?"

Tower of Mortoth, Senmbia, Flamerule 26

Bral atar and Lorgyn stepped back into the privy chanber of the Tower of
Mortot h and exchanged coldly triunmphant smiles. "Wrked perfectly,” Bral atar
announced, setting down his chest. It clinked.

Lorgyn rai sed an eyebrow at the sound. "7 went back for nmy wand and sone
favorite food ... | thought you were getting your best spells"”

Bral atar raised a decanter into view. "And sone real wine, to celebrate!"
Lorgyn chuckl ed and set down his own coffer to study the four spread-eagled,
noti onl ess figures hanging in the webwork of cold fire.
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"Hrim ... see? It drains the mage first," he said, indicating the shrunken

nearly skeletal body of Mrtoth the M ghty.

"I's that because we put himin it first, do you think, or because he w el ds

t he nost magi c?"

Lorgyn shrugged. "W'll have to gather some nore w zards to see . . . and
we'll need nore, anyway, to keep this open. If these apprentices here don't
wor k properly or hold enough life-force, we could be stranded here after just
one nore back-and-forth trip."

"Plenty of time to go mage-gathering after we've mastered a little nore magic
and had sone fun," Bralatar said, picking up the chest again and starting
toward the door.

He stopped and turned, indicating the femal e apprentice with a jerk of his
head. Irendue stared endlessly and sightlessly at the privy wall, her nmouth
agape. "Shall we free her for alittle dalliance tonight?"

"I don't know if that's such a wise idea," Lorgyn said with a frown. "I

t hought of that nysel f-she could show us the magic of this place, for one

t hi ng—but then | thought of the chance it would give her to turn sone spell we
don't know about against us. There're so many enchantnments in this place, one
overlaid atop another, that | can't see any way to keep clear of themall."
"We still have to find a way out past those things in the noat," Bral atar

poi nted out, "and the stone golem and the cat on the |lawn, to say nothing of
what ever servants he's got in the house, and any magic they can call on! |

thi nk we've no choice but to pull this one out of the thrall and question
her."

"What's to stop her hurling a dozen spells at us the nonent her wits're her
own?"

Bral atar frowned. "Strip her to take away any magi c she carries, tie her hands
together to stop her casting spells, and with the sane rope hang her down the
privy shaft. Dangle her just above the water, where we can threaten her with
the things in the npat. Then each of
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us stretch a tentacle down there with her; nine with an eye to watch her

cl osel y—so she knows we're seeing what she does—and yours to hold your wand
trained right on her!"

Lorgyn thought about it, then began to smile slowy. He | ooked over at the

unseeing femal e apprentice and said, "First, we'll have to find sone rope ..."
Shadowdal e, Fl anmerul e 27
"Shadowdale ... a fitting nane indeed," Argast said, peering through the

| eaves of the last tree on the west bank of the river Ashaba. "Were the G eat
Foe lived," he nused, "and so many of our kin died. Well conquer this place
first."



"And rule it as a slave farm anon," Amdrammar agreed, |ooking across the
water at the twisted spire of the Tower of Ashaba. "Pretty, this ... all these
trees, and the water...."

Argast | ooked at him "That's not what you said when we were in the swanp."

Amdramar snarled. "If | hadn't shifted fast enough, |'d be dead now What was
t hat ?"

" "Quicksand,' they call it. Didn't you hear the nice man who haul ed nme out ?"
"Not until he screanmed when you started to eat him" Amdrammar replied archly.
"I was too busy washing the nud off... |I can feel grit inside me, even now "

"W only lost a day," Argast said. "Should we cross the river here?"

Amdr ammar shook his head, putting an entire day of floundering through the
mud- choked swanmp west of themout of his mind . . . hopefully forever. "Let's
wor k our way around and come in fromthe east. That man | tal ked to npbst of

t he ni ght =

"Before you ate him" Argast rem nded, just as
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archly.

"—was fromHillsfar. | can talk as he did, and say the sanme things about G eat
Lord Maalthiir and the cursed Zhents and all that. W have to tal k our way
past guards no matter how we get in."

"Way not just turn to eels and swmdown to the m !l pond? Up onto the bank

t ake human shape, and—=

"Cet challenged by the first guards we neet, or a wench in the tavern, or a
shopkeeper,” Andramar fini shed the sentence for him "I want to talk to
someone, to confirmthat Elmnster's dead . . . and this Hillsfar place is
east of here, so we'd best be comng fromthe east."

"And doi ng what ?"

"Going to ask El m nster—about some strange shapeshifting bei ngs our master
Dundi folus of the Sixteen Unlit Black Candles saw. He'd come hinself, but they
changed both his feet into fish fins, and he hasn't yet managed to reverse the
strange enchantnent!"

Argast smrked. "You expect themto believe that?"

"I'l'l tone it down . . . but we should ask for Elm nster, and say we've been
sent by some mage. How will they know we aren't telling the truth? Their
magi cs can't read the mnds of any of the blood of Ml aug!"

Argast nodded slowy. "Your plans are sound. Lead on."

And so it was, not long after, that two footsore wi zard's servants from

H |l sfar trudged i nto Shadowdal e al ong the Voonl ar road—and passed by three

| eat her-arnored folk who were quietly taking a woodcutter's trail out of the
dal e due east into Myth Drannor. The three rangers were refreshed and

reprovi sioned after a day-long sleep and a bath personally adm ni stered by
Lady Shaerl of Shadowdal e. Wth heavy packs on their hacks, they were setting
out on anot her patrol and wondering when they'd nmeet with |urking Ml augrym
By the humor of the gods, neither band saw the other
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Tower of Mortoth, Senmbia, Flamerule 27

"M Mercy," lrendue sobbed as they haul ed her up through the privy hole she'd
sat above so many tines before, holding her bound wists back behind her, over
her head, so that she could barely keep her bal ance. "Mercy!"

Bralatar smiled at her as his tentacles took her by the throat and around both
el bows, holding her so tightly she could barely breathe through her aching
throat. Her eyes were large and dark in terror as Lorgyn's tentacles untied
the ropes that cut into her wists. He thrust her back, back once nore into
the cold enbrace of the flanes that did not burn

I rendue' s body trenbled as the spell energy raced through it, and she

whi npered once before the surging energy drove away her wits once nore. "You
see?" Bralatar told her as the light in her eyes slowy died, "you are
untouched. This is nercy,"

He chuckl ed coldly while Lorgyn arranged the apprentice's linbs apart as they
had been earlier. The endl ess hum of the spell flanes grew stable once nore.



"The gate is unharnmed,"” he said at last. The two Ml augrym exchanged a snile
and went to the study, snaking out tentacles ahead of themto uncork the wine
and bring out some roast shadowbeast.

"Profitable, that," Bralatar said, flopping down in an old arnchair that unti
recently had been the exclusive preserve of Mrtoth, and raising one of
Mortoth's best glasses in salute to Lorgyn. "The wench certainly knows how to
talk with a wand nearly down her gullet."

"More to the point, she's seen Faerun shrewdly, and knows what |ies behind
what can be readily seen," Lorgyn replied, sipping at his own gl ass.

"Ah," Bralatar said slyly, "do | hear the tones of a Shadowraster |ooking for
a mat e?"

Lorgyn | ooked at himlevelly. "No," he replied, "you do
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not. | nerely meant that what she knows nakes her too valuable for us to
destroy. How el se woul d we have found out all that about the Real ns and the

wi zards in |l ess than a day?"

Bral atar nodded, levity gone. "You speak truth . . . she yielded nuch to us,
and swiftly. Enough for me to conclude we'd best avoid Thay, the islands
Lantan and Ninbral, and the slave keepers—€al i nshan, that was the name—unti

we know a | ot nore about Faerun. These Red W zards' 1l bear a | ot of watching.
They coul d be al nost as much trouble as El mnster was. The Zhen-tarim on the
ot her hand, seem nore persistent than conmpetent. Wuld you say that sums up
what she sai d?"

Lorgyn nodded. "I would . . . and so long as we keep these things in mnd, and
keep humans fromrealizing that there are shapeshifters anong them nothing
and no one stands between us and our ruling any part of Faerun that we pl ease.
You'll take your preferred lands, and 1'Il take nine."

"I want to see those lands for nyself first," Bralatar replied as they shared
a grin. "And what better way than to have sone real fun hunting this tine,
across half Faerun!"

"Chasi ng down w zards?"
"Chasi ng down and sl aughtering,'
eyes, "any humans we fancy."
247
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1(5 Shadoofs So Shacp

Only the eyes of the two guards moved to follow himas Lord Murngrym of
Shadowdal e strode past the door of the forecourt, heading for the kitchens.
He'd come straight in froma patrol in the northern reaches of the dale, and
there was fresh bl ood—2Zhent bl ood—en his nud-spattered arnor. He was

bar eheaded and unshaven, and his reddened, sunken eyes told of little sleep
and hard goi ng.

"Belner!" he called back, turning, as he went on. "Get sonething hot fromthe
kitchens, and a bottle of zzar, and take it to the A d Skull as quick as you
can. A lady guest is giving birth, and the father needs a good neal and a wal k
wi th someone who's been a father not |ong past—so the gods've chosen you!"
"Aye, Lord," Belmer said with a smle, and left his post just inside the front
doors to rush down the hall. Guthtar, who'd heard the exchange, was al ready
nmovi ng to take his place.

Mour ngrym stuck his head through the kitchen door, dipped a flagon into the
stew pot, brought it out dripping, put a towel underneath it, and turned back
down the hall, arnmor rattling in his haste.

"That too, Lord?" Bel ner asked, hesitating.

"No, this is my evenfeast," Murngrymtold himwith a grin. "Sylune tells ne

t he audi ence chanber is full of

folk with troubles, so Til be eating on the throne again. Just tell the cooks
to send someone to the chanber a little later on to see if any of the
supplicants are in need of sonmething hot to eat."

Bel ner turned pale at the mention of the Wtch of Shadowdal e, and nuttered
some prayer or other under his breath as he went into the steamfilled, noisy,

Bralatar said with a sudden flanme in his



bustling kitchens.

For a nonent, Mourngrym stopped beside Guthtar with the steaming flagon in his
hand. "Good Guthtar—tell Thurbal fromme that | want all of you men to do
hal f shifts until | order otherw se. You' ve been done out of a lot of sleep
and it's time someone gave sone back to you."

The normally terse Guthtar practically bounded into a salute. "Aye, ny lordr
he sai d.

Mour ngrym chuckl ed and cl apped himon the shoulder. "I thought you'd find
those orders rode easier than nost." He turned to the forecourt and nodded to
his two new guards as he stepped between them They stiffened in salute.

When t he doubl e doors of the audi ence chanber booned cl osed and they heard the
guards within thunk their spears on the stone floor, Argast turned his head to
be sure the forecourt was now enpty. Finding it so, he said to Andramar, "In
spite of nyself, | begin to respect this young lordling. If one is to be a
weakl i ng, why not go all the way and serve the people rather than comrandi ng

t hen?"

Amdr ammar nodded. "I like him too—but 'tis too early to tell. . . until we
can spend a session or two in there, hearing himsit in judgnment."

They fell hastily silent as GQuthtar noved closer to open the door for the
departing Bel mer. Though they'd slain two of the newy hired Westgate nmen and
taken their shapes, the two Ml augrym hadn't had a chance to hear either of
their victinms speaking—n a sober state, at |east—and didn't want anyone to
over hear
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t hem now and think the speech of Aunsible and Haratch had suddenly and
curiously changed.

Bel ner went out of the tower, and a magnificently robed, bearded nan of

m ddl i ng years canme in, with the Lady Shaerl on his arm The holy hamer of
Tyr, worked in silver, rode on a heavy chain around his neck. "I find
Shadowdal e dispirited for the first time since the Knights of Myth Drannor
rode into it for their first time," he was saying in a rich, sonorous voice,
"and that is ill. Have you had nuch trouble in this time of strife?"

"W are only days away fromturning back the arm es of zZhentil Keep, good
justicar," Shaerl said gently, "a victory that cost us greatly. The

W't ch- Queen of Agl arond—=

The two guards clearly heard the priest's hiss of indrawn breath as he was
turning to wal k between them at that nonent. He | ooked awed.

"—tells us that the Zhent troops were led by the god Bane hinself. In the
fight against him the tenple of Lathander, which formerly stood across the
way, was destroyed, along with the archmage El ninster and, some have testified
under oath, the goddess Mystra, herself."

The priest came to an abrupt halt. "You credit this to be true?" he asked, his
voi ce incredul ous.

"I do, holy lord, and can produce w tnesses whose testinony will, | know,

i npress you," Shaerl said firmy

The priest waved a dism ssive hand. "Wl |l enough, so let us grant that the
tales are true. Bane, Mystra, and Elninster all destroyed along with that
tenple over there." He drew a deep breath, shook his head, and bid gruffly,
"Say on."

"Over half of our soldiers fell in defending the dale," Shaerl told him "and
are now pyre ashes; scarce a farmin this dale did not | ose sonmeone. Moreover,
magi ¢ has gone wild here, and Storm Silverhand, the Bard of Shadowdal e, has
been m ssing for five days."
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The priest suddenly | ooked very old, and felt behind himfor the bench he knew
was there. Shaerl snoothly guided himto it, keeping hold of his hand as the
justicar of Tyr sank down onto the bench and whi spered hoarsely, "Storm |

we were very close, once. |I'd hoped to see her this night, after ny audi ence
with the youn—ai th your Mourngrym ™"



Shaer| patted his arm "She told us she was | ooking forward to your visit,
because you had been so noble to her," she said softly. "She spoke of your
val or and ki ndness."

For just a nonent, the proud priest |ooked |ike a young boy—a young boy on the
verge of tears. "She did?" he asked, his voice rising in wonder

"Yes," Shaerl said, "and |I've never known her judgnent to be wong yet. | fee
as if you are an old friend."

Argast leaned a trifle closer to Amdrammar and nuttered, "She's smooth, this
one."

Amdramar agreed with the slightest of nods, but just then the doors between
t he audi ence chanber and the forecourt scraped open and three farmfol k cane
out. "The gods bless him" the stout old woman in the forefront was saying.
"I'f he keeps his promi se," her hired hand said doubtfully as they went out,
not even seeing the two people on the bench

The old woman turned and poked out a bony finger. "Now ye list and |earn
Thurton! If there's one thing this young lord of ours does, it's keep his

word! When ny man, Undl ej ack, was still alive, he won a hand of card's off
Mour ngrym playin' the night away at the O d Skull, and the | ord asked himhis
price. ... A newroof, ny nman says, as bold as anything—cuz that's what we

needed, in truth—an' the next day, gods be blowed if the lord doesn't show up
with half a dozen guards, n' do the roof right then! The lord hinself, up on
our cottage, sweatin' along with the rest of 'eml And when he's done, he asks
if we want the fence set straight, seein' as
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they're here . . . an' up cones a cart, after, when we're tal kin'—and out of
it he serves us a feast, an' the neighbors what conme to watch, too! Tells us
it's no nore'n we deserve!"”

She turned and marched out of the forecourt, then pivoted back to face the
ast oni shed Thurton. "Ye find nme another |ord anywhere as does that for ne—an'
others what ain't high and mighty, an' can't do himanything great in return
Ye'll be lookin' fromthe Swrd Coast to the weird | ands past Thay, an' not be
findin' one, neither!"

Anot her two dal efol k strode out, one of them weeping, and the other wal ki ng
awkwar dl y beside her. "Now, Nan—he can't raise to |ife someone he can't find!
He did say he'd wal k you around those laid out in the tenple for burial, to
see if we can find him No one could do nore.”

The next person to cone to the door was Mourngrym his face pinched with
sorrow. Shaerl |eapt up and threw her arnms around him "M/ love," she said in
a low, tender voice as their arns tightened around each other. He kissed her
gently, as if they were alone in the room before I[ifting his head and sayi ng,
"Shaerl, ask Thurbal to pass the word. No one's seen Aglyn's grandsire since
the battle, and Nan's beside herself not knowi ng. If anyone . "

Mourngryml s gaze fell upon the priest of Tyr, waiting patiently to be

i ntroduced, and his face lit up. "Mst Holy Arbeth! Be wel come, please, in
Shadowdal e! I"'msorry | didn't see you at once! Have you eaten?"

"I'f we could talk for just a few breaths, Lord Mourngrym |'d be delighted to
dine with you and your beautiful lady. I'd hoped also to neet the Lady Storm
but | hear she's . . . not to be found."

"That is so, | fear," Murngrymsaid, "but come in, and we'll talk, the three
of us—eh, yes: ny lady and | rule as one." The priest's eyebrows were stil

rai sed as the doors of the audi ence chamber swung shut behi nd

the three of them

"He's a good ruler,"” Amdrammar said grudgingly.

"Al'l the better for us, then," Argast said. "Let himmanage our cattle unti
we're ready to rule here.”

"Qur foes the three bold rangers seemto have just departed on patrol... do we
chase after then®"
"No, let themgo. They'll return to us—and then we'll feed."

"Eat thenP"



"Yes—+ nean to eat themalive, linb by linb, slowy, while they plead. Wl
use our everfire wand to seal the joints and keep themliving. They may | ast
several days."

"And then?"

Then we'll reveal ourselves, and start on the rest of these cattle."

They had just time to fall silent and |look as if they'd been that way for sone
time when a tall, silver-haired figure strode through the front doors,

exchanged a salute, a wink, and a blown kiss that left old Guthtar bl ushing,
turned into the forecourt, and strode to the audi ence chanber doors.

Argast turned. "Ah, ny La—"

"Hist!" Amdrammar and CGuthtar said together, reaching to silence him Storm
turned, gave themall a cheery wave, and flung the doors wide.

That's Lady Storm " Quthtar snarled in a whisper. "Never stop her going
anywhere!" By common accord, the three guards had noved hurriedly to | ook

t hrough the closing doors—+n time to see Storm with a joyous |augh, sweep the
justicar of Tyr up into the air as if he was a boy, then bring himdown to her
lips.

"Ye gods," Argast said, for Guthtar's benefit. "Guarding folk around here's
going to be a lot nore interesting than |I'd dared hope!"

"Alot nore fun, too," QGuthtar whispered hoarsely, and trotted back to his
post .

The two Mal augrym exchanged gl ances. These fol k of
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Faerun seemed to care for each other a lot nore than any of the bl ood of

Mal aug ever had . . . and laughed a | ot nore, too.

'"f- his tentacles as she fought for calm

The Mal augrym sm |l ed softly. "Not yet, so long as you are obedi ent, Lady .

not yet."

Tower of Mortoth, Senmbia, Flamerule 29

Cold fire flickered, and Irendue was free of the endl ess nothi ngness and
blinking away tears to stare into the darkly handsone face of one of the crue
shapeshifters ... a human face whose eyes were two dark flames.

I rendue swal |l oned as he took her hand and | owered her gently to the privy
chanber floor. The air was cool on her bare skin. She shivered as the nonster
smiled at her.

"You won't hurt me?" she pl eaded, voice quavering despite herself.

"Not yet, Lady." He drew her firmy out of the room past the humming |ines of
white fire that held the suspended bodies of the naster and her two fell ow
apprentices.

"My name is Bralatar," he said as he guided her into the study and sat her in
the master's chair. Once she was seated, two tentacles slid gently around her
wrists, and another captured both of her ankles, but their coils held her

| oosely, al npst gently.

"What do you want of me?" she whispered. "And where is ... the other one?"
"Not far away, exploring this inpressive estate,"” Bralatar replied, "but we
can speak nore freely later . . . after you' ve shown ne howto do a certain

something with this."

He held up Mortoth's crystal ball. The gl ossy sphere, larger than a man's
head, shone back the fire of his eyes. His smle was not a pleasant thing to
see.

"You won't hurt me?" she pl eaded, trenbling under

Bl ackst af f Tower, Waterdeep, Flamerule 29

"1 understand Storm s concern about their living on to rise behind her and
slay again after the battle seems won," Khel ben nmuttered in exasperation, "but
when one uses Mystra's fire on anything, not a lot is left to work with!"

"Al assra turned a dozen or nore Mal augryminto nushroons at Irythkeep," Laera
rem nded him "and they fell froma height to shatter on rocks. Surely sone
residue remains there, however snall, that we could use...."

"Then go to the Cavern Perilous and cast whatever is needful to bring some of



that residue here!"

Laeral glided close to plant a fond kiss on the ear of the |lord mage of
Wat er deep as he stood staring and sweating into the heart of a slowy spinning
magi cal construct in the air before him She |left the chamber.

The construct wavered, billowed varicol ored snoke, and col |l apsed, flying apart
into spreadi ng notes of dust and l|ight. Khel ben "Bl ackstaff" Arunsun gave the
scattering residue his best scow, sighed, and strode to his favorite
arnchair. For nmore than a day now, with Laeral at his side, he'd been working
feverishly on a spell to trace Mal augrym or prevent them from shapeshifting
freely ... preferably both.

He sipped at the elverquisst in his glass, turning it slightly so that the
flecks of gold in the smooth, iridescent heart of the ruby |iquor sparkled in
the Iight of Laeral's latest spell—a spell that conjured a ring of dancing
radi ances that |ooked |ike candle flanes.

Briefly he wondered if he should watch over his |ady,
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to see that nothing ill befell her in the Cavern Perilous, a vast cave in the
heart of Mbunt Waterdeep, which they used when working magi cs that night prove
damagi ng to the surroundi ngs. Nowadays, with magi c gone w | d, Khel ben thought
sourly, just about any spell could prove damagi ng to the surroundi ngs.

He' d barely had that thought when the air across the room shi mered and
sparkled. H s beloved smled at himas she crossed the room a stone in her
hands, the black spatters of |ong-dried nushroom cl ear upon it.

Wth a smle, Khel ben bounded up out of his chair, feeling the famliar
excitement of the chance to work truly new magic.

Then he saw t he brightness of unshed tears in Laeral's eyes, and | ooked a
wor dl ess question at her as he came forward, arnms out to hold and confort her
H s | ady sighed as she came into his enbrace. "I wish Elmnster were stil
with us. Even nore than holy Mys-tra, his presence—gruff ways and al |l —sade ne
feel all was right in Faerun, underneath the troubles of the day."

El ven Court woods, Flanerule 30

"I"'msure | saw soneone wal ki ng through the trees just about.. . here," Shar
whi spered. The three rangers crouched together am d a cl ose-grown stand of
massi ve dark trunks—shadowt ops that had stood on this slope for nigh a

t housand years.

""What sort of someone?" Itharr asked her. "Human?"

"A youngi sh man, in robes, going fromdown there, along this slope, toward
somewhere that way. | think he was on his way back after a call of nature."
"On his way back to a canmp, or a halted group of wayfarers," Bel kram nused.
"Ei ther way, we'd best be cautious when going where this knave you saw was
headed, for fear of being seen by a sentry—er blundering into the heart of a
group of foes."

Sharantyr laid a silencing hand on his arm and pointed back the way they'd
cone. All three strained to see and hear sonething. After a nmonment, Itharr
caught sight of a furry animal noving away and said reassuringly, "Badger

a big one, but a badger."

"That's not reassuring," Shar said, her face inches fromhis, "because | saw
it, too . . . and what | saw go behind that tree stood on two | egs and had
several eyes, on stalks."

"Mal augrym " Bel kram sai d bl eakly. "Hunting us?"

"Way else would it be here, in the depths of the Elven Court woods, where
creatures to devour or hide anpbng are relatively few?" Shar replied.

"Doppel gangers like cities, where there's prey in every alley and folk to hide
anong on every corner. OF course it's after us."

"I"mvastly reassured to know we now know what's going on," Itharr said with a
grin. "I'"lIl be ecstatic if soneone details what, by the skulls of the Seven
Lost Gods, we do now ?"

Behind them fromjust about where they'd been peering at the probable



Mal augrym there cane a sudden shout of alarm and the sharp 'whunp' of a
spel | -burst, followed by a crackling of brush and sonebody crying out an

i ncantation in desperate haste.

"That's easy," Belkramsaid with a wolfish grin. He waved a hand in the
direction of the commotion. "W sit and watch."”

Thuruthein Tlar was deternmined to inpress his master. Orth Lantar was the

wi sest Red Wzard Thuruthein had ever net—and wi se Red Wzards guarded and
rewar ded those who were truly loyal to them for there was no nore rare
commodity in all of Thay.

Prestym lyrit, and the others were the sort of
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anbi ti ous, schemi ng apprentices that surrounded every Red Wzard; a seething
mass of fawni ng back-stabbers who were little better than fodder. Thuruthein
suspected Oth Lantar knew their true worth—and probably intended to spend the
lives of nore than a few of themin his stated attenpt to penetrate the ruined
elven city of Myth Drannor and find some of its fabled nmagic. Thuruthein was
determ ned not to be counted anong the expendabl e.

So when three humans in | eather arnor came skul ki ng around the canp—bri gands,
for certain—+n his watch field and during his sentry duty, Thuruthein knew
just what to do.

He' d stood up behind his tree and was aimng the wand very carefully at the
face of the woman, humming in anticipation and noting her wild beauty with the
bri efest of appreciative regret—shen he heard the snmallest of sounds close
behi nd hi m and whirled about, heart leaping into his throat.

To see hinself grinning back at him A Thuruthein Tlar with tentacles instead
of hands. Those tentacles were stretched out an inpossibly |Iong way, |ike two
hungry snakes, so as to be al nbst around Thuruthein's throat!

Oth Lantar's senior apprentice trenbled, swallowed, and fired his wand with
conmendabl e cal mmess—enly to have his foe collapse like a felled tree before
the spell-burst, falling beneath nost of its harm

It gathered itself and lunged at himwith a forest of tentacles.

Backi ng away in sudden real terror, Thuruthein stamered the nost powerful

i ncantati on he knew.

The bl azi ng beam of destruction seared the body that so resenbled his own

al nrost entirely away to ashes—but sonethi ng dark and huge and very fast

i ndeed reared up out of the leaves right in front of him and seven nouths
opened hungrily.

Thurut hein had barely time left to scream "No! Noooo! | was |oyal, Master! |
was | oyaaaaaah—
258

"A loyal Red Wzard' s apprentice?" Bel kram asked, raising his eyebrows. "A
rare gem i ndeed!"

"Belt up,"” Shar hissed at him "and let's get out of here! / don't want to get
caught between a Ml augrym | ooking for us and an angry Red Wzard!"

"You don't?" Itharr asked as they sprinted frantically away through the woods.
"Where's your sense of adventurer

The map held in mdair before him in the teeth of four floating skulls, was
finally beginning to make sense. If one placed the balefire rune in the
enptiness within the circle of nine black blades, a sequence of directions was
reveal ed, leading to, . . what, by the fires?

Oth Lantar's head snapped up fromthe map as his crystal ball flashed a
blinding red and began to shudder, rattling in the carved cup that formed the
head of his staff. At the sanme time, a binding in his nind shifted
uneasi | y—then snapped, flooding his thoughts with a brief, fading pain and a
frantic calling. . . .

Thurut hei n? By the Seven Serpents! Orth Lantar whirled, snatching up his nost
m ghty wand fromthe table. "To ne!" he called, and flung up his hand. His
nost powerful staff was |eaping across the tent toward it when he felt an



inward trenor, and sighed. Hi s best apprentice was dead.
The staff smacked into his palm and the Red Wzard spun around again to fix
the crystal ball with coldly furious eyes. Under his steady glare the scrying
sphere quieted and cleared—and in its depths he saw a wolf |ift bloody jaws
from Thuruthein's torn face. The creature tw sted horribly and becone a | arger
thing, like a bear with four |long, spidery arms, shaggy hair, and
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piercing talons. It raised its head and sniffed the air, gave a horribly human
| augh, and shanbl ed purposefully away, not even gl ancing back at the
apprentice's sprawl ed body and vainly lifted hands.
"An attack that robs nme of sonething so valuable rmust be swiftly avenged,"
Oth Lantar told the nearest skull, "lest sone rival behind it nmisread it as
weakness and send all sorts of petty annoyances in its wake."
"Swift strikes the avenger, and towers topple toward the sunset,"” the skul
i ntoned. The Red Wzard stiffened and stared at it in amazement. He shook his
head, feeling suddenly dangerously close to tears. This nust be one of
Thurut hein's | ast pranks!
He set the warding rod to guard the magic in his tent frominterlopers and
shot a last ook at the scene in the crystal. Rings wi nked on his fingers—and
he vani shed. Four skulls tunmbled to the floor, the conjured map fading away to
not hi ngness once nore. There cane a startled exclamation fromthe apprentice
on watch outside the tent.
"Master?" an anxious male voice called. "Mster?"
At the lack of reply, its owner was enbol dened enough to part the tent with
the rod that bore the hand of a dead man, and peer within. In eerie silence,
four human skulls rose to face him Radi ances deep within the rod on the table
and the crystal ball atop its staff wi nked in unison, faster, and faster.
Prudently, the apprentice withdrew, letting the hangings fall.
"Craven dullard,” one of the skulls nurnured as it sank down to the carpets
again. Thuruthein Tlar had been busy in the idle time he'd had earlier this
day, when the tent was up and his master was busy setting the wards around the
canp. Now his tinme was all gone.
The crystal sphere flashed a sudden scarlet, and another of the skulls began
t o noan.
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"Where, by the beard of Elninster, are we running to, anyway?" Bel kram gasped
as they topped a rise and headed down a fern-choked gully. "What nmakes one
part of this old forest any safer than another?"
"Ask her," Itharr grunted as, side by side, they rounded a riven stunp. He
jerked his hand back at Sharantyr, who was watching their rear, ready blade in
hand. "She's t—=
The rest of his words were lost in a sudden rush fromthe side of the gully, a
pl ungi ng fury of flashing talons and dark hairy bul k and gl eam ng fangs.
Bel kram was thrown off his feet to crash heavily through thorns and dead
branches, and heard Sharantyr scream as she charged. He snatched at his bl ade
as something | arge and dark and hairy clawed him. . . sonething that was
crouched atop Itharr, raking its talons and surging forward to bite down at
the ranger beneath it with a horrible wet crunching sound that nade Bel kram
wince as his blade finally grated free of its scabbard. Too | ate.
2.61
17 All Too Much Magic
Tower of Mortoth, Senmbia, Flanmerule 30
The fire was so cold, so utterly ... cold. Its chill made her linbs trenble,
hel pl essly and endl essly, as it rushed through her and on around the web.
I rendue gasped at its icy searing, feeling her teeth chatter uncontrollably as
she stared at the all-too-fanmliar walls and ceiling of the privy chanber

and wi shed she coul d die.
The one called Bral atar had prom sed her death . . . after he and his
conpani on were finished with her. She could still feel the cold slime of his



tentacles slithering into her ear and out her nose, and the casual way in

whi ch he'd pointed out, as she gagged and wept, that sinply expanding his
tentacle at this noment woul d cause her head to explode like a rotten fruit,
giving himhis nost favorite of nmeals ... still-warm human.

I rendue swal | owed, sick at the thought, and al nbst |et her head sink back into
the endless white fire. It would be so easy to just surrender.

Aye, surrender and die in slow, scream ng agony while the two shapeshifting
nonsters gl oated over her.

I rendue swal | owed agai n, and | ooked besi de her at the naster, hanging

sl ack-jawed and unseeing, virtually a
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skel eton, his hair falling out in clunps froma shriveled scal p. Mrtoth had
been vi gorous and strong, brusque even, but when he took her to his bed, he'd
shaken with passion long pent up. . . . She | ooked again at his shriveled ruin
and shuddered at what he'd becone.

It was the first tine she'd been free to see or think about anything w thout
one of the shapeshifters ordering her about. The one called Bral atar had been
careless in his haste, so confident of her trenbling fear that he'd thrust her
back into the web of fire and sinply pushed at her face as he turned away. But
her head had passed between two strands of the enchanted everfire, and so
remai ned free.

H s eagerness to be ahunting had | et Irendue Nuen-tar, nost favored but | east
power ful of the apprentices of Mrtoth the Mghty, keep her wits, but she
could take no advantage of that while she trenbled in the grip of the spell
She was caught in sone sort of gate that took the two nonsters to and from
their home. Even nore chilling than the thoughts that her |ife—and that of
the master and Turnold and Laret h—kept the gate open, that it sucked energy
out of themto do its work, was the thought of how many nore shapeshifters

m ght dwell at the other end of that gate . . . free to spill into Faerun at
any time, to take the shapes of kings and nerchant princes and wi zards ali ke,
and ruthlessly rise to rule all

And what if they disagreed, as nmen always seemto, and fell to war? They could
change shapes like flitting | eaves to suit their purposes. The nen, so

hel pl ess by comnparison, would fall in their thousands and stain all Toril dark
crimson with their spilled blood. . . . She had to get free.
So much depended on her. She sinply nust win free of this evil spell, but how?

Even now, one shapeshifter nust be tiring of the hangi ngs and statues and
little carved things Mortoth had gathered in his long Ilife of sorcery and be
turni ng
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back t hrough the |abyrinthine ring-shaped house, toward this tower. The other
nmust be hunting down the three grimrangers she'd seen himwatching on their
cautious creepings through an ancient forest.

The ball! The naster's scrying crystal! She'd never dared do this for fear of
Mortoth's wath, but. . . She | ooked at the thing of bones beside her, then

| ooked away agai n.

Slowy and carefully, Irendue lifted her head and called, "Buldiner! To ne!l"
There was a thrummi ng sound fromthe unseen doorway behind her, and |Irendue's
heart leapt. It pleased Mortoth to give names to the itens he'd personally

enchanted, that he mght sumon themin need. Wth this evil spell linking her
to the master, it seened the items would answer her call
To ne!" she called again, putting all her will behind it this time. The sphere

of crystal sailed into view around the fiery web, flying snoothly through the
air to cone scudding to a stop in the air before her, alittle to one side-the
master's side.

She could see into its depths, where there was a forest and tiny running
figures, and the flash of swords, and ... a bear that grew a human face and
hands. One of those hands rose froma fold of pelt holding sonme-tiling she
knew wel | : the master's wand of pain.



She'd seen himuse it on the cat that prow ed the garden, and on Lareth once.
She'd even felt its peculiar burning sting herself when she'd disagreed with
Mortoth on what beast shape he'd change her into, and what use of her he'd
make then. She'd never forgotten its |lash, or the softly spoken word the
master had used to nmake it hurt her so.

She spoke that word now. "Anamaut hree," she said, softly but clearly, staring
into the crystal, and feeling a sudden surge in the white fire around her as
the crystal flickered.

The only flesh the wand was touchi ng as she spoke
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was the grasping hand of the creature called Bral atar—and so, of course, its
magi ¢ was visited upon him She saw himstiffen and stagger. From out of the
forest beyond, sonething came roaring. Sonething blue-white and deadly, which
washed across the crystal with blinding fury, sending out a | ance of |ight

t hrough the web besi de her.

The endless fire faltered for a noment—and with a sob of desperation, |rendue

flung herself forward through a nmoment of twi sting, churning agony . . . and
fell free.

She' d never thought falling on her face on the cold, hard privy chanber fl oor
woul d be such a welcone thing . . . even with the sick, weak feeling in her

right arm She |ooked at it, shuddered, and bit her lip as fresh tears cane.
Her once snooth, shapely armwas now winkl es of skin over bones, fromforearm

to shoulder... a thing of death. She lifted it, and watched it move normally.
She fl exed the fingers of her unbl em shed hand, beyond the ruin, and watched
t hem respond as usual. She touched the floor with one . . . and felt nothing.

I rendue swal |l owed and | ooked back up at the web of fire, a thing of stars
through the tears on her | ashes. The master hung there nore dead than alive,
and Turnold and Lareth, too.

She knelt on the floor below it and shuddered, gathering all her strength for
what she knew she nmust do. The crystal ball flashed and spun silently above
her, but she did not bother to look at it. Watever befell in that distant
battl e, she nust prevail here and now

Here, and—ow. Gimy she wobbled to her feet, unbal anced by her shriveled
arm and swayed, fighting for cal mand stable footing. If she fell back into
the web, this would all be for naught.

She wept anew when she stared into the nmaster's sunken face. It was little
better than a skull, a skull with staring white eyes, no pupils to be seen in
t hose
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deep- sunken sockets.

I rendue swal l owed. Wth her good arm she reached out and tugged at his hair.
A good handful of it canme away; she flung it aside in revulsion and tried
again, twisting her fingers into what little hair was |eft and shaking him

H s scalp began to tear . . . and no blood welled forth!

"Master! Brave Mortoth! My master! Irendue calls thee!" she cried desperately,
her face inches fromhis own. H's |lips noved slightly, but no sound cane
forth. He made no further reaction. She shook himagain, and patted at his
forehead and shoul der—the only other places in the flowing fire that she dared
reach, earning an al nmost painful tingling in her fingertips as she did so.
There was no response at all this tine.

I rendue stepped back. Tears fell unheeded to the floor at her feet, and she
regarded her naster soberly. "Fare better than this, Mrtoth," she said
formally, once she'd fought down sobs to find a voice. Then, with a | ast great
sigh, she turned away. The great w zard was beyond her hel p.

H s hands were spread, the fingers awash with white fire. There was no way for
her to get themfree to open the spell books that would respond only to his
touch. The only spell she knew to bani sh nagic was in one of those books

and without its touch, this web of fire remained a doorway for |egions of
shapeshi fters, and Faerun stood unguarded.

The words seenmed to echo in her head, as if declained as a doom by a great



heral d. "Faerun stands unguarded,"” she whi spered al oud, and | ooked wildly
around the room half-expecting shapeshifters to curl out of the air in al
corners.

Not hi ng happened. The cold fires raged on, humni ng endl essly, and the crysta
ball hung in the air beside her, flashing and flickering. She | ooked once into
its depths, then at her two fellow apprentices, spread-eagled and sightless in
the grip of the spell.
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Lareth's hair was |ong enough, and one of Turnold's knees projected out of the
streamng fire. She stepped forward, calling their names in a soft but

i nsi stent whi sper, shaking themuntil the very flanes around themsnarled in
protest. She was rewarded at |ast with eyes swi mm ng open, questing dully
about for a nonment before fixing on her

"Lareth! Turnold!" she hissed. "I need you!"

Lareth's mouth worked silently, but Turnold licked his lips and said, slowy
and carefully, "I have always suspected this."

The words were followed by the faintest of snmiles. Irendue would normally have
answered such a gibe with stinging words, but now it made her eyes fill with
tears. Turnold's wits were still his own . . . sonething, at least, was as it

shoul d be in the Tower of Mortoth.

"Turnold,"” she said, ignoring the tremor in her voice, "do you know where the
mast er keeps scrolls or itens to dispel magic?"

Turnold's eyes held sorrow. "In his grimoires, only. He didn't want us
unweavi ng his wards and getting into things he wanted undi sturbed."

"How can | get you free?"

Turnol d managed the small est of shrugs in his bonds of flame and said, "I know
not, but this gate nmust be destroyed—er all Toril stands in danger."

I rendue nodded and with an inpatient hand wi ped tears from her cheeks. "But
how?" she' asked, thinking of all the unusable staves and rods and floating
scepters in the roonms around her. Either one of the shapeshifters night step
into the roomat any nonment. She had no tine.

"The web," Lareth said haltingly, his voice sharp and high with fear at what
he was suggesting, "lives through our life. Slay us, and it will fade."

Turnol d's eyes blazed with sudden fire. Irendue | ooked hel pl essly from one

i mprisoned apprentice to the other until her eyes were snared by those of the
ol der,
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Wi ser apprentice.

"Do it," Turnold whispered hoarsely, transfixing her with eyes of steel
"Tis the only way."

"I can't!" Irendue hissed hel pl essly, standing nude before him tears rolling
down her cheeks once nore. She could not | ook away from his bl azing eyes.
Hanging in the web of fire, Turnold said carefully, "You nust. Know, |rendue,
that | have always |oved you—tis why | baited you so often.”

"I can't harm anyone!" she wail ed, clenching her fists.

"Take the sword the nmaster keeps behind the door," Turnold said faintly. "Put
it in my nmouth—and then push. Please."

Her tears al nost blinded her as she found the sword in the study, funbled its
heavy | ength back through the passage, and cane to face Turnold once nore.

"I can't do this to you," she whispered. "I just can't."

"You must," he said fiercely, straining forward in the web of flanmes, "and you
will. Put the blade in my mouth."

I rendue shook her head, weeping wildly. The sword point danced and glittered
wildly in front of his-face until he growl ed, "I suppose one of ny eyes would
do as well, but | hardly think taking off ny ears will suffice.”

His famliar sarcasm steadied her. Irendue slid the steel between his teeth.
Resting it there, she asked quietly, "Turnold, are you sure?"

"OfF clorse hlyine shlure," he managed to say around the tip. "Do it!"

I rendue swal |l owed, bl ew hima kiss, closed her eyes—and thrust the bl ade



f or war d.

"Gods greet ye, Turnold," she said huskily, giving himthe formal farewell

Her stomach heaved, and she al npbst flung the blade away in her haste to tear
it free. Wien she opened her eyes again, she tried not to look at the Iinp
thing that had been Turnold, but his blood was bl azing up around himin fl ames
of orange and red, and the web of white fires was dim fading as she watched!
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Irendue |l et out a trenul ous breath and | ooked at Lareth. "Can—€an you pul
free?" she asked him and watched his face tighten as he struggled. Cold fire
flickered around his trenbling Iinbs, but after a long, silent battle he gave
up, sagging forward. H's teeth were chattering in fear as he raised a gray
face to her and said, "D-Do it."

She did. It was easier the second tine . . . and as the apprentices' bodies
slunped, the web of fire faded silently away, gone as if it had never been
Its passing was marked by the hollow clatter of Mrtoth's bones bounci ng on
the floor.

Wth dull eyes, Irendue stared at his grinning skull. She went to her knees
anong the dead nen, and the dust that had been the skin of her naster eddied
around her. The bl oody sword was cold and heavy in her hands as the world

di ssolved in tears again

The voice, when it canme, was menacingly quiet. "Wat have you done?"

Irendue lifted her head and the sword together, glaring up through tangled
hair at the other shapeshifter. He wore the form of a handsome, sandy-haired

man with a mustache . . . but his eyes glittered dark and deadly, |ike those
of a hawk.
"Freed us," Irendue gave himher fiercely whispered answer. "Freed us all."

"You shall die for this,"” Lorgyn said softly.
"I know," the woman replied calmy, enbracing the sword as if it was a babe in

her arms. "Kill ne, then, and have done . .. nonster."

Lorgyn showed his teeth in a smle. "Ah, no," he said in alnost friendly
tones. "Death need not be so fast and easy as all that. | shall use your
sorcery to help me raise another gate . . . and your body to power it. O
course, that body need not be whole ..."

Still wearing that terrible grin, he advanced on her.
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El ven Court woods, Flanerule 30

"Diel" Belkramroared in fury, forgetting all thoughts of stealth and nearby
Wi zards as he thrust his blade repeatedly into the shapeshifter's hairy,
many-tal oned bulk. If only it were still silver, he thought fiercely as he
drove his steel hone once nore and struck sonething hard within, making the
Mal augrym qui ver .

It snarled and shrank away, and Bel kram | unged after it, catching sight of
Sharantyr's bl ade flashing on its far flank. The |ady ranger's bl ade glistened
as it rose and fell with a green-hued, translucent slinme that nust be the
nonster's bl ood.

"Right," Belkramsnarled, "let's see all of your blood, beast! Al of it!"

H s blade thrust down to its hilt into the shifting bulk before him and the
Mal augrym recoil ed, drawing flailing tentacles back into itself in struggling
spasns of pain.

As it receded, it left Itharr behind, withing weakly on the ground, his

i feblood drenching the noss and dead | eaves around him The Harper's nouth
wor ked, and his eyes were bl ood-red; Bel kram knew his friend was sorely
wounded.

Del ude yoursel f not, Belkramtold hinmself sourly, he's dying.

Frantically he chopped and sl ashed at the shapeshifter, hearing Sharantyr's
sobbi ng as she did the sane thing. Her hair swirling around her, and she | eapt
high to throw all her weight behind her bl ade.

Sonet hi ng bl azed with sudden fire behind her. Arolling wave offeree, like a
wave she'd once waded through on the beaches of Senbia, took her behind the
knees and flung her forward onto the Shadownaster



Gray flesh opened up around her, seeking to suck her down in and snother her.
Sharantyr screaned in fear and fury, clawed her way clear, and wiggled off
the beasts's far side

She came up wild-eyed, with blade in hand and
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breast heavi ng—and gaped in astoni shnment at a col d-eyed nan in the robes of a
Red Wzard, who stood over Itharr with staff in hand, glaring at a

rai nbow hued radi ance in the air around him

"Must all spells go wild?" he snarled, leveling his staff in both hands as if
it were a |lance. Sparks raced down its length, and fromits end burst
brilliantly blue butterflies.

Bel kramwas still cutting at the heaving, roiling ten-tacled mass that was the
Mal augrym but trying at the sanme time to keep watch on this newconer. The
shapeshifter rose into a pillar of flesh, reached spade-shaped arns toward the
Red Wzard, slimed those arns into needlelike pincers ..

The Red Wzard said sonething soft and brief—-and fire seened to be born within
the Mal augrym hurling its flesh and tentacles apart in an eruption of hissing
st eam

The riven body fell back onto scorched noss, dwi ndling into sonething that was
al nrost human. Sonet hing facel ess and sprawl ed, which blazed with many snal |
fires.

Shar faced the Red Wzard across their snmoke and asked in a shaking voi ce,
"Way ... why did you aid us?"

The wi zard's cold eyes net hers, and Sharantyr was suddenly aware of how
easily he could destroy them Even with magic fraying wild, he bore severa
wands at his belt, sonething |longer and nore inpressive sheathed |ike a sword
at his hip, and the staff. Lights wi nked here and there along its carved

| ength, and were answered by gl ows from anong the many rings on his fingers.
The Kni ght swal | owed and stepped back, raising her sword. Bel kram noved to her
side, his blade al so ready.

The Red Wzard smiled thinly. "Another day we mght be foes to the death," he
said in a voice strong with confidence and power. "But agai nst such a one as
this ..."

The sorcerer gestured down at the collapsing ashes that had been the

Mal augrym and went on, "Against
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such a one, all nust stand together—er no man in Faerun will know freedom in
the end."

He did something to his staff, and a glass vial appeared in the air above
Sharantyr's hand. As it cane to rest gently in her palm he bowed to them both
and turned away.

The flash of his departure lit up the rune graven in the glass. "A healing
poti on of the utnost power," Sharantyr said wonderingly. She went to her knees
beside Itharr.

Bl ood was bubbling at his lips with every breath. She unstoppered the vial
with infinite care and tipped it deep within, feeling his teeth tighten on the
gl ass as a sudden spasm racked him

"May the gods ascend to their rightful places, so that we can pray to them
once nmore, 17 she said feelingly, holding the vial firmy in place as Itharr
bucked and withed in Bel kram s arns.

"May these accursed shapeshifters return to their rightful places," Bel kram
said to her, "so that we don't have to!"

"Gnorlgh,"” Itharr agreed weakly, frombeneath them "Gut thlisgh out ou
my—Aout h!" He spat out the vial and struggled to sit up.

"Itharr!" Shar said joyfully, and enbraced him covering his lips with her

own.

"Some men," Bel kram said, watching her weep and neeting one of Itharr's eyes

t hrough her hair, "are far luckier than they have any right to be." Then he

di scovered sonet hi ng must have gotten into his own eye. The world suddenly



glimered and blurred and a sound | arge and raw rose in his throat.

Tower of Mrtoth, Senbia, early M dsumrer Day

A crystal ball spun unheeded in a darkened roomin the Tower of Mrtoth. It
flickered fitfully, then cane to
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a sudden halt. As its inner glow died and it crashed to the privy chanber
floor, a woman screaned nearby, high and despairing, and drowned out the sound
of the crystal shattering.

Tilverton, early Mdsumer Day

A solitary lantern guttered outside the gates in the gray hour before dawn,

but its Iight was enough to reveal the Purple Dragon enbl azoned proudly on the
wri nkl ed surcoat of a yawning sentry. The armsnan canme alert with a grunt and
stepped back to lower the tip of his spear. Sonething small and sl eek and dark
slid around the gatepost.

He rel axed and gave it a grin. Surmal kin back fromnousing . . . and irritated
at a lack of success, by the | ook of him
"How now, little one?" the armsnan grow ed, bending over fondly. The cat gave

hi m a warni ng, defiant |ook and m nced past. The guard wat ched hi m go.
Ginning, the man | eaned on his spear. It nust be a nice, soft life, being a
cat..

Sonet hing that was strong and swift instead of nice and soft smashed him
across the back of the head. He stunbled forward, dazed—and was stil
gathering wits and breath to shout for aid when the same sonething took hi m by
the throat. It wung his neck.

Bl ood ran fromthe arnmsman's nose and nouth as the Ml augrym propped him

agai nst the gatepost, hooking the shoul der straps of his arnmor upon the gate
so he seened to be leaning on it, lost in slunber.

After that, it was the work of a few breaths to scale the crunbling stone
wal I s of the mansion that served the visiting high and m ghty of Cornyr as
hone in Tilverton. Fromits high site, Lorgyn could see the |lanmps of the town
wi nki ng bel ow as his tentacles pulled
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himonto the balcony. He slid easily into human form... or at |east, the
appearance of an elegant old Cor-nyrean courtier he'd once seen, but with
hands |i ke | arge, flexible webbed paddl es—akin to the hind feet of a beaver.
He glided into the room

The small blue glimering of the |ady's ward spun her awake in alarm

But he was already bending | ow over the bed and whi spering, "Good norning, ny
dear. Alanbrara, isn't it?"

Wth one of those broad hands, he snothered whatever reply she night have
made. His iron strength held her down until her sudden struggles subsided.
When she fell linmp under himand the tiny |ightnings of her collapsing ward
had finished jittering through him Lorgyn checked that she yet breathed. She
was alive.

He nodded in satisfaction and set about stripping away the gens she wore at
her ears, throat, and ankles. Wo knew what sort of tracing magic could be
linked to the jewelry of a powerful war w zard?

Her own bedcl ot hes—soft samite sheets, no |l ess—served adnirably to gag and
bi nd her, and he was gone fromthe roombefore the first |ight of dawn broke
the eastern sky, |ow beyond the gray walls of Tilverton

Breaths later, that wan, rosy light fell upon the wagon marked "Pendl e's Fine
Meats." Lorgyn unlatched its side door and thrust his bundle inside.

It was his wagon now, he thought as he nmelted into the heavy, grizzled form of
Pendl e once nore and undid the sheet that had covered his prize fromthe eyes
of any overly curious early risers.

Carefully drawi ng the door closed, he tore the sheet into strips and bound the
war wizard Al anbrara beside the fat Amian, Gorluth the Geat. He chuckl ed at
the contrast between the shapely |inbs of the Cornyrean, the fat and hairy
little mage from Am, and beyond him Irendue's slimbeauty. She was awake,



her eyes bl azing at himover the gag that was her only garnent.
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Lorgyn wi nked at her as he tightened a | ashing and stood back to survey the

t hree naked people bound to the meat bars.

The beginnings of a fine collection. If nore folk collected wi zards t hus,
there'd be less trouble all over Faerun, to be sure. Still, he'd be needing
nore if a new gate were to be a truly lasting thing. Two gates, with a hidden
one only he knew about, would be even nore secure.

Two mages that would be easily found were Jhessail and Uistyl, Knights based
i n Shadowdal e.

Gving Irendue a cheery wave and minming the biting off of a finger (he'd
devoured her thunbs thus far, while punishing her, and planned to make of her
fingers a long-lasting snack), Lorgyn replaced the padl ock that only he had a
key for, and went to the next wagon to rouse his nmen. He wondered briefly how
they could sleep through each other's snoring.

"Up, lads," he said, shaking and slapping with brisk enthusiasm " Tis time we
set off for Shadowdale. | think we're all due for a little rest. . . and
that's the place."

"Urggh," his cook said, "ye want dawnfry first?"

Lorgyn shook his head. The cook eyed himfor a nonent, then shrugged. Pendle
never refused an early meal, even when it was only cold partridge fromthe

ni ght before—but this was three days now. .

Lorgyn gave the man's back a soft smle, and resolved to elimnate himas soon
as the wagon was runbling along the |ast stretch, between Shadowdal e and t he
Tower of Modrtoth. Yes—+oasted alive on a spit in his own oversalty brown sauce
woul d be fitting, too.

The gate guards were al nost as sleepy and surly as his own grunbling nmen, but
at last they did their work with bars and chains. Pendle's three wagons
runbl ed out of Tilverton, the first farers forth onto the road.

Even the horses conpl ained as their burdens groaned and bunped al ong east
toward Shadowdal e. Pendle's nen rode all around themw th ready weapons
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and sl eepy faces, wondering what madness had taken their master this tine.
Pendl e smiled back at themall, and nore than one nman shivered at the soft
pronmise in that smle

The Castl e of Shadows, Shadowhone, M dsummer Day

The glimrer of the scrying portal faded as it sank into the shadows, spinning
away i nto nothingness. The face above its dissolution was a mask of wi ggling,
guesting worns, but owned eyes that blazed like two |anterns of raging
spellfire. Wrns beneath them parted, and a cal mvoice said to the vast,

| ong-enmpty chamber of the Castle of Shadows, "It is time to nove at last. Let
t he hunt begin in earnest.”

Faerun, Shadowdal e, M dsunmer Day

The horn had cried out peace and parley, so the guards at the bridge over the
Ashaba had not roused the folk of the tower in swift earnest. Lord Murngrym
and Lady Shaerl had been in the nmorning roomover a |leisurely dawnfry when
their heral ds brought word of the conming of a special envoy of Cormyr, Sir
Tant or Daunti nghor n.

Just as they were, the lord and | ady hastened down to the sward outside the
tower, intent on welcom ng the envoy and seeing to the needs of his large
escort of Purple Dragons and war w zards.

Wth a glint in his eye, Muurngrym assured the stiff and magnificently

nmust achi oed Sir Tantor that he was not now standing in a holding of Zhenti
Keep, and that all minds in the dale were free of insidious Zhentarim
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spells. He thanked Cornyr for its obvious intent to do battle with the Zhent
evil, given the handsonme array of battle m ght and ready sorcery, cone so |ong
and dusty a way fromthe Forest Kingdomto Shadowdal e—still proudly

i ndependent. He added that he hoped there woul d al ways be warm fri endship



bet ween Cormyr and Shadowdal e—eoupl ed with nutual respect for each other's
views, ains, and continued freedom

The lord of the dale invited all of Cornyr into the Tower of Ashaba for a

hi ghsun neal as he made hinself and his lady available to Sir Tantor, to hear
the nost inportant of nessages and views fromthe Forest Kingdom

The invitation was accepted. Bells rang to bring servants flooding into the
feast hall just steps ahead of the hard-striding armsmen of Cornyr—and
transformthe already-bustling kitchens into a frantic whirlw nd of steam and
rushing fol k and shouts.

"Pray come up to ny norning room" Lord Mourngrymsaid to Sir Tantor. He |ed
the way up the stairs. Shaerl followed beside the envoy's personal escort, a
seni or war wi zard, as they ascended fromthe tunult bel ow

"If we can speak bald truth for a breath or two— Murngrym added as they
stepped into a roomstill aromatic with the odor of buttered bread, sausages,
roast pheasant in sauce, nelted cheese with nmustard on biscuits, and the other
di shes of a light dawnfry, and he drew the door firmy closed "—pray tell ne
plainly why you're here."

Sir Tantor drew hinmself up to his full height and growed, "My lord, this is
nmost irregular! Wiile a free and open exchange of views is—=

"Mourngrym" said the old, gaunt war w zard standi ng at Shaei Ts side, "I am
Lut htor of Suzail, enmpowered to speak to you with the voice of Azoun and the
candor of Vangerdahast. We're here to investigate runors of Elmnster's death,
to make sure Zhentil Keep hasn't

ED GREENWOOD

gai ned control of, or influence over, this dale—and to strongly put forth the
sixtieth or so offer from Azoun that Shadowdal e becone a protectorate of

Cor nmyr . "

"My thanks for your candor," Muragrymsaid dryly. "Let us gently refuse
Cornyr's kind offer once nore, at once, so that no unpl easantness need foll ow

between us. | want to be Azoun's friend—but not his subject. He cannot have ne
continue as the one if he nust insist on the other."

"Well, if vie're being quite candid,” Sir Tantor growl ed, "what's to stop us
fromsinply seizing Shadowdal e?"

"Me," Shaerl said sweetly. They all turned to stare at her. "I have Azoun's

personal prom se," she told them "that 1'd have a free hand in Shadowdal e,
and that no Purple Dragon nor war wizard of fair Cornyr would neddl e east of

t he Ashaba until | gave themleave to do so."
"My lady," Luthtor said sternly, "you know very well that Azoun's word held
only so long as you were on your prom sed nission for the crown... a mssion

Vanger da- hast consi ders you abandoned on your weddi ng day, cleaving to this
man"—he bowed to Mourngrym—"rather than your sworn duty."

"My lord," Shaerl said, her eyes gleanming with a dangerous light, "you are
obvi ously unaware of the precise wordi ng of Azoun's bidding and my promise, so
I'"l'l not argue the point with you. Be assured that if you nove agai nst us,
Azoun will be foresworn."”

"And i f we know not hing of these ah, private words, and present the throne of
Shadowdal e to hi m anyway?" Sir Tantor huffed.

"It will be ny duty to resist you," Murngrymsaid, "and that of all the

Kni ghts of Myth Drannor."

"Their fame is not inconsiderable,” the war wi zard Luthtor granted. "But do
you seriously think a handful of adventurers, however bold, can stand agai nst
the forces acconpanying us? More than a dozen war w z-
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ards are watching over nore than two hundred and sixty veteran armsnen in your
feast hall right now "

"And just how long, Lord Luthtor,"” Shaerl asked sweetly, "do you think all of
them woul d | ast agai nst the Queen of Aglarond?"

Bot h Cornyreans paled slightly. The war wi zard shrugged and asked, "And what
evi dence can you give us you can even contact her, let alone command her to



battl e at your bidding?"

"None," Shaerl said softly. "As with other arnmed endeavors in life, goodsirs,
you'll just have to take that risk and find out the hard way. O back down, as
is far nore prudent, and go home wondering for the rest of your lives if we
were bluffing." She seenmed to think of sonething, and added calmy, "O
course, the second way, you will have a 'rest of your lives' to wonder in.
*Trforeover," Murngrymsaid pleasantly, "the second way preserves our
friendship, whereas the first |oses forever any hope Cornyr nay have that
Shadowdal e will not ally with Hillsfar, say, or Senbia, against the Purple
Dragon. "
" "
Lut htor.
The war wi zard nodded, smiled, and said, "Perhaps, indeed, we've specul ated
with extreme inprudence. Permit ne to tender our deepest apol ogi es, and pass
on to the other matters we nentioned, to whit—=*

"What ?" The envoy had turned a dangerous shade of purple. He glared at

Luthtor, and snarled, "You' re just going to—back down? Abandon our m ssion
just like that? Well, be advised that nmy first recomrendati on, upon seei ng
Vanger dahast at our return, will be to repl—=

"Enough of this,"” Shaerl snapped in tones that brought the envoy to instant
silence. "Wiy don't we involve Azoun and Vangy in this discussion directly?
I'd like to hear just what they intend." She held up one finger, and turned a
ring upon it so that its black sapphire caught
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the light. It winked with a blue-white radi ance as she stroked it—and both
Cornyreans stared at it in surprise.

Li ke two coldly |evel ed spears, Shaerl's eyes caught those of the war w zard.
"Shall | speak to them nyself, Lord—er will Vangy stop nerely listening

t hrough you, and have the grace to introduce hinself?"

Sir Tantor stared again at the war w zard, and Mourngrym | ooked as if he were
hiding a smle

Luthtor sat very still, his eyes suddenly ol der and sadder than they had been
When he spoke, his voice was deeper and rougher than before. "Well played,
li—=

Suddenly the scene before themnelted away into swirling msts of gold and
gray, and left the two Malaugrymstaring at the fetid insides of a dungeon
"By the bl ood of Malaug!" Argast snarled, "is every spell you cast going to
twist wild?"

Amdrammar shrugged. "I've another." He strode across the cavern and nuttered
an incantation, raising his hands to trace intricate gestures. The gol den
msts returned. They swirled around himfor a nmonent—and then turned into
bunches of grapes and fell.

Argast watched the fruit splatter on the stone floor and cast a quick | ook
behind him The torch in its sconce blazed as before, and there was no

wat chi ng hel med head nor shout of alarm They were al one in the dungeons of
the tower, on the worst guard duty one could draw . . . unless one were really
a Mal augrym and wanted a little privacy for sone spell-casting.

That is, if any spell would work. Amdrammar | ooked up fromthe grapes and
muttered, "We don't have time to study that spell again-half their talkingl

be done before we're ready."

Argast grow ed in slow anger, and said, "Then it's time for you to take the
shape of two guards for a while."

Amdramar lifted a questioning eyebrow His fell ow Mal augrym was al ready
blurring and dwindling . . . until a rat blinked at him w nked once, and then
ALL SHADOWS FLED

turned to dash away into the darkness.

Amdr ammar si ghed, sat down, and stretched into the senblance of two bored
guards sitting together on a crate, down here in the storage cavern. He
arranged weapons and arnor to conceal the place at the thighs where the two

Sir Tantor seenmed unsure of how to proceed. He | ooked quickly to



bodi es were joined, and settled down to wait, hoping Argast wasn't naking a
fatal m stake.

18

A Gathering in Shadooj dal e

From t he dungeons, old and dusty rat holes led up to the pantry. In the
confusion of all the cooks and scullery maids working in frantic haste and
doors everywhere propped open to keep the heat down, the rat was able to
streak through the kitchens and outside. The yard behind the tower was crowded
wi th youngsters peeling potatoes and carting away greens, but no one noticed a
rodent scuttling around the corner, into the tall grass.

In atrice, the rat becane a pigeon, and ascended hi a flutter of wings to an
open tower w ndow.

The casenment gave in to the end of a hall lined with tapestries, paintings,
and cl osed doors. At the far end of the corridor, where it opened out into a
meeting with other passages, daylight gl eaned on the arnmor of a tower guard.
The guard turned his head as the pigeon's w ngs bl ocked the sunlight, but
Argast hastily landed on the windowsill. The guard gave the pigeon a gl ance,

t hen | ooked away agai n.

It was sheer m schance that he yawned and | ooked back down the hall as the

pi geon was rising up into a man.

"Hol d!" the guard bell owed, leveling his spear as he broke into a charge.
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Argast snarled in disgust and ducked behind the nearest tapestry, shifting
shape as fast as he coul d.

Al too soon a spear point thrust through the hanging, its point skittering
al ong the stone wal |l —but the Ml augrym had shrunk down into a wadded mass by
the floor to watch the spear strike sparks overhead. He surged upright as it
wi thdrew. As he'd expected, it reappeared nore cautiously, draw ng the hangi ng
asi de. By then he was ready.

The guard found hinmself blinking at a buxom very bare female . . . the nost
beautiful woman he'd ever seen. He swallowed as she smiled at him and blinked
again as she held out her arms, beckoning...

An inconspi cuous taloned tentacle that had snaked across the floor rose up
behi nd his head, reached around, and tore his face off.

Argast stared down at the tw sted, bl ood-spattered body, satisfied the death
had made little noise. But what now? If he posed as the guard, he'd be
attacked if he left his post and was seen listening at doors . . . and this
body woul d be found soon enough. He positioned it against the wall behind the
tapestry, using the spear as a prop, but anyone who even gl anced into the
passage was sure to see the bulge . . . and the blood all over the floor

He shrugged then, and becane a rat again. They were only hunmans, after all

Bl ackst af f Tower, Waterdeep, M dsumrer Day
Khel ben | ooked up fromhis work, startled, as Laeral stiffened and laid a hand
on his arm "Ml augrym " she snapped, eyes closed, and clutched at her

forehead, listening to an inner voice. "Jhessail's found a guard nurdered in
the tower and suspects Malaugrymdid the killing. He was torn by talons on an
upper floor, where
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no beast could reach unseen and no strong magi ¢ has been worked | ately.

The sendi ng ended, and Laeral raised her head, her eyes grave.

"Aye, it would be in Shadowdal e," Khel ben said gl oomly, reaching out to
stroke her long, curly silver hair. "Have you never noticed: nothing much in
Faerun happens anywhere el se.™

Laeral gave hima tight smle, but said nothing. She was already bustling
about the room gathering cloaks, wands, and boots.

Khel ben stared down at his scribblings and litter of material conponents, and
admtted to hinmself what they both already knew his Ml augrym spell was going
nowhere, right speedily. He pushed back fromthe table and sprang to his feet.
"I"'mnot trusting teleporting in this, mnd," the Blackstaff told his |ady



irritably.

"I know," she replied brightly. That's why |I'mrushi ng about gathering things
i nstead of being there already." She held out a wand.

Khel ben stared down at it for a long, silent breath. Then the corners of his
mouth curled up slightly, and he took it fromher. Stepping into the boots she
was hol di ng ready, he took both their cloaks over his arm strode w thout
pause to the door, and held it wi de. Laeral gave hima twi nkling snmle and
brushed his cheek with a kiss as she went out.

One of their younger, newer apprentices, Paershym Wodstoke of Neverwi nter

was trotting excitedly along a passage, his head down and a precious spel

tome clutched in his hands. Its covers, two polished plates of ever-bright
silver, flashed suddenly as the lord and | ady nage of WAterdeep stepped out of
a side door, spilling light into the dimhallway. They | eapt across the
passage |like a pair of pranksome apprentices. Wth a softly spoken password,

t hey opened the door of a closet that had to be tiny, crunched between two
flanking roons, and crowded into it together, giggling.
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Lady Laeral w nked at Paershym just before the door closed behind her—eaving
the apprentice, who' d halted to gape in astoni shment, quite alone in the
passage. He blushed a brilliant crimson and stared in disbelief at the closed
door of the tiny closet. Slowy, alnost reluctantly, he stole up to it and
tried the handle. It was | ocked.

He turned away feeling al nost relieved—and stiffened as the doorknob behi nd
himemtted a faint, girlish giggle.

Cutching the book very firmy, he hurried away, wondering how his father
woul d take the news if he wote a letter hone explaining that he'd changed his
m nd about becoming a w zard...

In a chanber deep within Twilight Hall, a |lady |aughed. "W've nore than
earned this, beloved," she purred to the person in the heart of the canopied
bed. H's reply was a wordl ess grow that left her giggling—until the closet
door beside the bed burst open

"Pl ease excuse the intrusion," the lord mage of Waterdeep said gravely to the
ast oni shed Har per couple as he marched briskly across the roomto the closed
door of another closet.

Laeral nouthed, "Sorry," to the shocked faces above the covers, waved a
farewel |, and stepped into the closet behind Khel ben

There were a |l ot of dusty cloaks inside, and she sneezed nore than once before
Khel ben found the catch on the secret door and |led her on into a lightless
passage that zigged, zagged, and opened into the back of yet another closet.
As the Bl ackstaff briskly opened the closet door, they saw a bored Harper
guard sitting in the room beyond, sharpening his blade. No intruders ever got
this far, after all, and
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The guard sprang up as the wi zards strode into the room He waved his sword
nmenacingly. "Halt, by the silver Harp and the blood spilled for it!" he
charged sternly—but the two nages were already past him heading for one of
the doors across the room

The Harper gaped. "But you're—you're Khel ben!™"

The archw zard sighed. "Has the disguise spell failed again? Onh, dear ..." He
rolled his eyes theatrically.

Laeral chimed in breathlessly, "W've tried everything.
As she spread her hands in despair, Khelben touched the door in a certain
spot—and it flared into a blinding glow The Harper threw up his hand to
shield his eyes, just intime to see the two nmages fade away.

The Castle of Shadows, Shadowhone, M dsummrer Day

In a roomwhere shadows were rarely still, two tenta-cled things net,
exchanged grunts of recognition, and rose into manlike forns.

"It's even worse than |I'd thought,” Hulurran said w thout preanble or
greeting. "Since Dhal grave was slain and the intruders first cane, over sixty



of the kin have perished or disappeared . . . perhaps as many as seventy!"
"Seventy!" Gathran sighed gloomly. "WIIl we live to see the House of Mal aug
dwi ndl e to nothing, and the shadowbeasts finally slither in to tear the | ast
few of us apart?"
Hul urran shrugged. There's just one good thing," he said. "MI|hvar was wor ki ng
on a cloak that shielded himfromthe prying magi cs of the mages of Faerun

a 'cloak of shadows,' he called it in his notes. If any-thing' s befallen
them the secret of its making is gone with him™"
ALL SHADOWNS FLED
"You saw his notes?" Gathran did not bother to hide his astonishnent.
Hul urran smiled. "M I hvar was so old that he sonetines forgot that others of

us have seen just as nany years. . . . He hid sone of his notes—and the
finished cloak; | saw himtesting it—+n a hideaway Anduthil created for safe
storage. Since Anduthil's passing, | believe he thought only he remenbered its
exi stence." He turned slightly, and nade a gesture. "It's right here," he
added, "and—

Hul urran fell abruptly silent. Gathran peered over his shoul der to see why.
The hi deaway was a small roomwith a cot, a chair, a desk, and a chanberpot. A
few bl ank scraps of parchnent were strewn on the desk, but the cot—where his
conpani on was probing enptiness—was quite bare. " Twas right here," Hulurran
said, frowning, "and he wasn't wearing it when he nmet his end+ saw himdie."
"Then where is it?" Their eyes net and held in silence for a long while.

Hul urran sighed. "Let us hope one of us is wearing it in Faerun right now"
"A prudent one of us," Gathran agreed.

They both sighed then, and left that place.

When the worl d stopped whirling, they were sitting together on a bench in
Shadowdal e, with Elmnster's Tower rising crookedly in front of themand a
startled guard scranbling up fromwhere he'd been | oungi ng on the bench beside
them He swung his gl eani ng pi ke down.

Khel ben calmy struck it aside and twisted it out of the arnsman's hands.
Laeral said mldly, "Perhaps it's the clothes we're wearing...."
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"Wth all due respect, sir nmerchant," the guardcap-tain said firmy, "no one
bri ngs wagons i nto Shadow dal e without our |ooking inside them"

The paunchy, unshaven nerchant glared at him "Aye, | know your sort of
searching. Wiat's the point o' my conming all the way fromfair Cornyr"—ene of
his men gave hima strange | ook, and the guardcaptain al nbst smled—if you
steal half ny stock, eh? Pendle's Fine Meats are known from Suzail to

Sel gaunt, and I'Il be damed by all the gods if | let some uniformed thugs in
a backwater dale rob me of what |'ve worked so hard for!"

"Then turn your wagons about, merchant, and go around Shadowdal e," the
guardcaptain said softly, his hand on his sword.

"This one's open, sir," one of the guards spoke out, pointing at the second
wagon back. Wthout taking his eyes fromthe guardcaptain, Pendle grew a
tentacle thirty feet long that snapped like a |ash around the arnmsman's

t hr oat .

There was a coll ective gasp of horror and fear from nen on both sides of the
roadbl ock. The guardcaptain stared hard at Pendle as his sword flashed out.
"What are you?" he asked, white to the lips.

Lorgyn smled a wintry smle at himas tw tentacles snmashed the man's sword
away, and a third rose with a bony spear to stab himin one eye. "I wondered
when you'd get around to asking that," he said softly.

Men were screaning on all sides now There was a general rush fromthe wagons
into the woods. Pendle's outriders turned their horses and spurred westward as
fast as the horses woul d go.

The Mal augrym reached out and calmy slew another man, and anot her, reaching
al ways for those trying to flee or raising horns to arouse the dale. Sone of
t he guards got their bows out, and arrows hissed and hunmed. Lorgyn ignored
them as he went on killing.

By the time all the guards were dead, lying tw sted
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and broken in the road around him the Ml augrymwas feathered with many

arrows. Heedl ess of the blood streaming fromhimin a dozen places, Lorgyn

shifted to oxen formto drag the | ead wagon aside; its draft horses had taken

even nmore arrows than he had, and lay dead in the traces.

The wagon of w zards was all that mattered now. Lorgyn led the frightened

horses past all the blood, into Shadowdal e. The tine for skul ki ng was past
now, let all in Faerun beware the Ml augrym and cringe in fear

"There it is again," Bel kram said, pointing at Sharan-tyr's pack. "You'd

better see what it is!"

The | ady ranger set down her pack with nore haste than grace, and drew her

swor d.

"I"1l open it," Bel kram of fered, "and you keep bl ade ready, right?"

She nodded, and Itharr stood back to keep watch on the woods around as Shar

bent over her pack. Something had quivered in its depths ... at least twice
now. Bel kram was cautiously turning out the kindling, her candles, her spare
boots and undershift, her gloves . . . "There!"

Two bl ades fl ashed down—to hover above a small cloth bundle. "Lhaeo was
hol di ng that before we left," Shar said slowy. "Wat is it? And why woul d he
put it in nmy pack?"

The tip of Belkram s blade touched it very cautiously. Then the ranger
grinned, reached over, and unw apped it, revealing—a stone.

A ghostly vapor swirled up fromit as it said, "Finally! Draw together, all of
you, and bide here until | return—I only hope we're not too late!"
Open-mout hed, the three rangers watched Syl une of Shadowdale fly off through
the trees.
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"She can | eave her stone?"

"Storm or Lhaeo must have worked some magic," Bel-kram said, grunting as he
reached beyond confort's stretch to pluck up Shar's gloves. "Let's get you
packed again," he said. "Wien a mage tells you to stay together, she usually
nmeans it's teleport tine."

Itharr nodded agreenent—+then they all gaped again as the air shimered. The
Red Wzard was standi ng before them again, Sylune's head floating above his
open palm He gave the three a curt nod of greeting.

The Wtch of Shadowdal e asked crisply, "Have we a bargain, then?"

Oth Lantar nodded again. "W do,"

"Right. Know then that the Lost Ring of Blaestarn |ies beneath the third
flagstone south of the unicorn fountain, in the house where you've been
searching; the white dragon d andananglar is no nore, and her treasure lies
under her bones in a cave on the east side of Munt Ahaeragh—ts nmouth is
covered by an illusion, but lies belowthe tallest horn; and the ioun stones
of Thavilar Hal contar are buried a |long pace to the south of the duskwood tree
in the northwestern corner of his garden. I'Il tell you where the rest of the
treasures lie after you've sent these three safely to Shadowdal e.”

The Red Wzard bowed. "It will be my pleasure to so serve." He raised his
hands and began, and the three rangers saw a bl ue-white radi ance stream from
Syl une to surround his head and shoul ders, steadying hi magai nst the nagic
twi sting wild.

Soberly and carefully the Red Wzard worked a nmass tel eport spell, and the
worl d began to whirl into blue-white msts.

"Holy Mystra, aid us," the three rangers heard Syl une say as the magic took
effect.

Then the floating head of the Wtch of Shadowdal e gasped, and her ghostly eyes
wi dened. "Wh-Who are you?"

"M dnight," canme the reply, echoing in all their

+ 200

ALL SHADOWNS FLED



heads.

Sudden force flooded into Sylune; her fading spectral formflickered, and then
grew strong and bright. "But you can call me Mystra—for so | am henceforth.”
Syl une gaped at a face only she could see—and beside her, the Red Wzard went
to his knees, babbling a prayer.

He had not prayed to the Lady of All Mysteries since he'd been a young
apprentice, and that had been very | ong ago.

The worl d danced, and the three rangers suddenly found thensel ves standi ng at
the crossroads by the Add Skull Inn in Shadowdale, with startled arnmsnmen and
villagers staring at themfromall sides.

They peered around, wondering why Sylun6 had been so suddenly adamant t hat

t hey be here, now

"I's that the Blackstaff?" Itharr asked, eyes wi de. He pointed toward

El minster's Tower.

Bel kram peered. "Aye—+ spoke to himonce, and to Laeral several tinmes; that's
her, too, beside him"

Khel ben Arunsun was casting a spell—er rather, mscasting it. A shower of blue
furry jungle plants abruptly rained down around him He cursed loudly, Iike
any nerchant who's nmade a nistake, and strode toward the road. Two | aborers,
who were wal king along it with heavy hods on their shoul ders, |ooked back
They let the hods fall, and boiled up into things out of nightmare.

A smal |l forest of tentacles reached for folk all around, and the street becane
a chaos of screaming, fleeing people, with arnmsnen trying to wade through
them Tentacles grew many-fanged nouths and bit down mercil essly.

"Mal augrym " the three rangers shouted, breaking into a run

Laeral hurled a spell—-and the two nonsters were
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girt with an anber radi ance, out of which darted dozens of butterflies.

Laeral stared in disgust at the clouds of insects, unbelted her robe, and |et
it fall to the turf behind her. Beneath it she wore a short kirtle bristling
wi th daggers. Drawing one in either hand, she raced across the meadow toward

t he road, Khel ben | unbering al ong beside her

Horns were ringing out fromthe Tower of Ashaba, and arnmored nmen were
streaming fromits gates—en who wore the Purple Dragon of Cornyr.

The Mal augrym were undul ati ng al ong the road toward the three rangers. As the
three hefted their blades and eyed reaching tentacles, they heard the deep
bubbl i ng voi ce of one tentacl ed nonster ask, "Argast, what's that?"

They all stared at what was rising up fromthe road in front of the tower—a
gigantic black dragon, clutching a wagon in its cl aws!

"By all the blinded, crawing gods ..." Shar cursed in disbelief, watching the
dragon spread its great wings. One beat sent it over the meadow, where it set
t he wagon down as tenderly as a newWly laid egg. It banked and roared down at

t he crossroads, jaws gaping.. . .

Jhessail | ooked up sharply as a roar split the air outside. "Wat was that?"
she snapped.

[1listyl beat her to the window "Gods!" she gasped. "A dragon!"

Jhessail thrust her head past her apprentice's shoul der and glared out. "Qut
of nowhere? | npossible!"

She snat ched sonet hing out of her bodice and tugged. A fine gold chain parted,
and Jhessail held up a pendant that was shaped |ike a sphere, with w ndows
encl osing a smaller wi ndowed sphere—and another, and yet anot her
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IlIlistyl stared at it. Elm nster had given her that, and she'd never said what
it was for. .. ,

Jhessail thrust it out the w ndow and whi spered a single word—and the pendant
was gone in a flash of spreading light that all but blinded t hem bot h.

The swoopi ng dragon flashed with that sanme |light, and was suddenly no huge

bl ack scaled wnn at all, but a small, manlike thing trailing tentacles as it
fell fromthe sky



Laeral |eapt desperately out of the way as the twi sting, changing thing
crashed to earth.

Bot h Mal augrym hi ssed, "Lorgyn!"

Around the cursing lord nage of Waterdeep, spells were going awy in a
continuous swirl of radiances and odd mani festati ons. Laeral scranbled through
a shower of green lizards, the snapping fangs of Ml augrymtentacles close
behi nd her.

"CGods," Sharantyr said, her face paling as the three rangers charged together,
poundi ng al ong the road toward the two gigantic snake-things that were
writhing and snapping in earnest now, crushing guards and sweepi ng horses and
men into the air with their lashing tails, "Are we really going into that"?"
"OfF course," Bel kram shouted merrily. "W're reckl ess, crazed heroes,
remenber ?"

"More than that," Itharr bellowed, "we're the Rangers Three!"

"The Rangers Three!" they shouted in chorus as their blades struck hone.

The worl d rapidly becane a place of constant slashing and hacking, with

Mal augrym t ent acl es smashi ng and sl appi ng from everywhere as arnmsnen shout ed
and di ed.

The | ady nage of Waterdeep was stabbing with silver-bladed daggers, and

Mal augrym tentacl es were shriveling at their touch or cringing away before
her. To avoid the bite of silver blades, the nonsters began to hurl hapl ess
armsnen and villagers at her, seeking to crush or
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suffocate her beneath broken bodi es. Khel ben stood over Laeral, the broken
haft of a pike in his hands, trying to protect his |ady against too many

st abbi ng tentacl es.

An annsman was flung through the air, his broken linbs flailing |like snashed
twi gs. Sharantyr ducked under him slashed aside one |last tentacle, and drew
back her blade to plunge it deep into one gigantic yell ow Mal augrym eye.

Qut of the eye burst Amdrammar's face, pleading: "Stay your blade, Sharantyr!
Know that | |ove you—=

Shar gazed at the Ml augrymin astoni shed horror, blade raised. She never saw
the scorpionlike tail that rose behind her, lifting froma broken thing that
had once been a dragon

The bony spur stabbed down—and burst out through the lady ranger's breast in a
rain of bl ood.

Itharr and Bel kram shrieked in horror and went nmad with their bl ades,
scream ng and stabbing in all directions.

The | ady ranger stiffened, and bl ood sprayed from her sagging lips.

A great roar of anguish rose over the fray as the nonster that was Andramar
cried, "No! Lorgyn, you fool! She was to be ny mate! SharantyrF
Storm Sil verhand was al nost home from patrol now, and contentnent welled up
within her. The famliar woods rose green and deep around her. She did not
hurry. Her boots followed trails she hadn't wal ked in a while, and chances to
rel ax were few enough, these days.

A roaring sound rose into the air ahead, nuffled by the trees. Storm frowned
and stopped to listen. Were those shouts? Yes!

Shadowdal e nust t* under attack! Wth a soft curse, the Bard of Shadowdal e
drew her bl ade and broke into a
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trot, weaving through the trees as quickly as she coul d.

Laeral darted through a danci ng chaos of tentacles, desperately stanmering a
healing spell. Too |ate.

The rearing tail of the Malaugrymthrust the linp | ady ranger high into the
air, then smashed her into the dust of the road. Again it rose, Sharantyr
dangl i ng, and again flung her down.

Itharr and Bel kramall but clawed their way through a forest of withing
tentacles to get at that tail.

A tentacle struck Laeral. She rolled in the dust herself, slashing her way



free and scranbling up—to find the air in front of her shimrering! She drew
back her hand to hurl a spell of searing destruction

But two white-faced wonen in robes appeared—Kni ghts of Myth Drannor. They
rai sed their hands and snapped out incantations. Their magic twisted wild as
they hurled it, and the tentacles swept down at them too...

"Here!" Laeral called. She tossed two of her silver-bladed daggers to the

Kni ght s—ho fiel ded them expertly, waved in thanks, and set to work.

The Mal augrym Amdramar was writhing under the blades of the two furious

Har per rangers, and the other one—the one he'd called Argast—was shrinking
into a xornlike beast with many nmassive clawed arnms instead of tentacles. The
shifting body of Argast was flickering with strange nagi cs as Khel ben

Bl ackstaff struggled to control spell after spell hurled at the shapeshifter
Itharr was weeping incoherently now. He stood hip-deep in a gory hole he'd
hacked i n Andramar, and stabbed down endl essly.

None of the armsnen of Connyr saw Storm Silver-hand burst out of the trees,
runni ng hard, but they all saw her swarm up the scorpionlike third Ml augrym
and plunge her sword deep into ffne of its eyes. It shuddered and convul sed
madl y under her, and she grinmy
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clung to it as she tunbled to the ground, one arm around Sharantyr's broken
body.

"Burn it! Burn the things with oil!" she bellowed at the armsnen. She found

her feet amd withing ropes of shapeshifting flesh—+opes that rose to fling
Khel ben and Bel kram together in a helpless tangle into the gathered arnsnen.
The soldiers stared at Storm who was this woman? An old worman staring at the
fray fromthe door of the AOd Skull suddenly tossed away her tankard, plucked
down one of the lanterns frombeside the inn door, and flung it.

It shattered, spilling oil down the tentacled bul k of Amdramar—and I11i styl
nmurmured the sinplest fire spell she knew.

Fl anes flared. The oil caught, boiling up with a roar. The Ml augrym convul sed
and reared, shrieking, and the air was suddenly full of oil as every arnsman
scranbled to find and fling any | anps they coul d.

The Mal augrym shrieked as flames rose around them and through the grow ng
roar of the flanes, Belkramcried, "Khelben! Can't you do somnething for Shar?"
He practically dragged the |lord mage of Waterdeep to his feet. Khel ben blinked
at him then said grinmy, "Er—eh-well, 111 try."

The archwi zard | ooked at Sharantyr's sprawl ed body and raised his hands to
cast a spell—enly to pitch forward, falling on his face in the dirt.

Bel kram stared at the nman whose pi ke had struck Khel ben down from behind: a
warrior of Cornyr, who smiled coldly, shivered slightly for an instant.

and becane soneone el se

Soneone who wore doonstars at his wist, and answered to the nane of
Dhal gr ave.
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Bl ue stones flashed and pul sed, spitting out beans that cut the air to strike
Laeral and Storm The two silver-haired wonen stiffened as blue fire raged
around them—and then fell linply to the ground, their eyes dark

"Wth the Chosen out of the way," Dhal grave said al nost pleasantly, "I can
really enjoy what | cane for."

The Shadowmraster Hi gh ignored an armsman's sword that thrust through him and
when another warrior thrust a torch in his face, he grew a bone spur and
casual ly stabbed the man through the face. All the while wearing that deadly
snmle, the senior Ml augrym advanced |eisurely toward the weary, panting
rangers.

Bel kram and Itharr watched himconme; they grimy stood their ground, |eaning
on battered bl ades. The three Ml augrym burned behind them and fromthe
flickering flanes a weak voice called, "Shadowmaster Hi gh! Aid, please, in the
nane of Mal aug! |'m burning! Geat Dhalgrave, aid ne!"

Dhal grave never took his eyes fromthe two rangers, and never paused in his



sl ow, nenaci ng advance. Ar-gast soon fell silent . . . and joined Ardrammar
and Lorgyn in death.
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Deep in the Castle of Shadows, in a place where thinking shadows glided, was a
grotto. At its heart were two stone seats that faced each other in the
bone-white glow. On one of them sonething blazed briefly, then burst.

A hand promptly reached down out of darkness to pick up the | argest of the
fragnments and sweep the seat clean , . . and a soft chuckl e echoed through the
grotto.

Dhal grave stopped just beyond the reach of the two weary rangers and sniled a
gloating snile at the fearful warriors, noting many Purple Dragon surcoats.
"Al'l the way from Cormyr, just to die?" he asked in nock sorrow, shaking his
head.

From anong the warriors, lightning | ashed at the Mal augrym and on his other
flank something that | ooked Iike a white mist driven by churni ng human bones
rose and drifted speedily toward him

Dhal grave sinmply watched those deaths conme for him The spells faded away as

t hey reached him and he sketched a nocki ng bow.

"My thanks, Ladies," he said. "Jhessail and Illistyl, isn't it?" He gestured
lazily down at hinself. "Unfortunately for your valiant endeavors, | wear a
cl oak of shadows that wards all your spells . . . and hides ne even fromthe
Chosen. | had to 'die' for atine to get it, but watching ny underlings

scranble to try to take nmy throne was richly entertaining conpensation."

The doomstars | ashed out again, and four armsnmen were hurl ed back agai nst

their fellows, their bodies trailing blue fire. Blades fell fromtheir hands .
bl ades that shone with silver. Sir Tantor Dauntinghorn peered at the dead

and trenbled with anger, reaching for his own bl ade.

"No, envoy, keep your life," the Malaugrymtold him "I shall need your

services to inform Azoun that the

Purpl e Dragon throne is mne now My realmw |l take in Senbia, too, of course

but you won't be bored. 11l be sending all the brave warriors of both
| ands agai nst Zhentil Keep—and none of you shall rest, nor fail ne, until that
city and all its folk are eradicated."

He took another slow pace forward. "Before all of that, however, | nust attend
to the business that brought all of the blood of Malaug lately to Faerun ... a
little matter of revenge."

Dhal grave | ooked at Bel kram and Itharr and smled again. "Your deaths will be
slow," he said softly, "very slow" A frown crossed the handsone human face he
wore, and he asked the world at large, "I wonder if | can transformthemto

mushroons, as that wonman di d?"

He rai sed his hands slowy, nodding in sudden satisfaction, and said, "Yes!"
The doomstars humed, di med, and grew still. The Mal augrym began the gestures
of a spell—-and the two Harper rangers erupted into a | ast desperate charge,

swi nging their blades as they cane.

The cl oak Dhal grave wore spoke.

"Yes, indeed," it agreed, and two gnarled old hands grew out of it on the
shapeshifter's flanks, and dug fingers deep into Dhal grave—fingers that blazed
with spellfire!

The Mal augrym screanmed. Hi s hands faltered, the doonstars w nking wldly, and
the hands literally tore himapart.

Dhal grave convul sed, struggling to throw out a tentacle here and an eyestal k
there am d the spreading spellfire—and as the two Harpers cane to hasty halts,
bl ades held ready, the Ml augrym sported the long, jagged jaws of a crocodile
for just a noment. . . before collapsing into a swirling cloud of ash. Wat
remai ned was a ragi ng, man-high colum of spellfire, with the hands that had
sl ain Dhal grave protruding fromit.

The doomstars spun and wi nked by thenselves in mdair for a breath, then
drifted obediently into one of
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t hose ol d, waiting hands.

As they settled, all of the spellfire seemed to roar down into them-and burst
in a flash that nmade unwary nmen cry out and clutch at their eyes.

Those stricken did not see the beans that |anced out fromthe destruction of
the doomstars to touch Storm Laeral, and Khel ben, and awaken themto vibrant
life.

As the Bard of Shadowdal e came unsteadily to her feet and reached down to help
her sister up, a famliar voice said disgustedly, "Do | have to do everything
nysel f, | ook ye?"

"Elmnster!" Laeral cried delightedly.

The O d Mage puffed one last time on his pipe before calmy tapping out its
coals onto the ash that had been the Shadowraster Hi gh

"But you—you died!" Murngrym said, |aughing, as he shoul dered through the
arnmsmen, Shaerl at his side.

"Reports of ny death,"” the A d Mage said solemmly, "have been—ahem-greatly
exagger at ed. "

The scrying portal shook as Hulurran's rage al nbst ended his control over it.
"No!" he snarled, but the other two who stood in the shadows wi th hi m kept
silent. One of themlaid a silent tentacle against his cheek for a noment.
After they'd stood staring into Faerun for a long time, Gathran stirred.

"I'f we could get that cloak," he began, "we—

He fell silent again as, below, Elmnster stirred the ashes, held up a
tattered scrap—and firmy burned it to nothingness with a jet of spellfire
fromhis finger.

"By the blazing blood of Malaug,"” Hulurran raged in a voice that trenbled with
enotion, "111 never rest un—

"Hol d your wi nd!" snapped the youngest and snallest of the Malaugrym "This

di saster is born directly of reckless overconfidence . . . even on iy father's
part."
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Huerbara's eyes blazed with resolve as she scattered the scrying portal with
one slimtentacle. "W nust not act—we nust never act-against folk of Faerun
until we are strong, and prepared . . . even for the unexpected. Revenge can
be won, yes . . . but it may take years. W nust rebuild the House of Mal aug
first. To do it, 111 need your help."

"You?" Hulurran asked, slack-jawed in disbelief.

Gat hran, however, said quietly, "Command me, daughter of Ahorga.
Huer bara nodded to himbefore turning to the el der shapeshifter. "Are you with
me al so, Hulurran of the Wnds?" The query was soft w th nmenace.

After a long silence, Hulurran nodded. "Aye. Aye, you have fire enough to be
Shadowraster High. | amyours." He turned to neet her gaze squarely, and
added, "But we nust nove very carefully, |lest our house be torn apart by
strife between you and rivals for the throne.™

"Teach ne, then," Huerbara said to themboth, gliding nearer, "how to nove
very carefully. "

"Lady, we will,
and entw ned.
The fol k in Shadowdal e fortunate enough to survive the events of that norning
had seen wonder upon wonder . . . but there were still gasps and mutterings
and a shrinking back as a ghostly, silver-haired head came floating over the
grass. Gawki ng dal efol k and weary Cormyreans alike nelted out of its path, and
stared at the three naked, bedraggled folk who followed it.

"It seens one of the Mal augrymwas collecting wi zards," Sylun6 told El mnster
"And as both you and Mystra seemto be back with us, we'd best be using these
three to bring Sharantyr back."

The O d Mage stared searchingly at the short, fat
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man and the two wonen, and they all nodded their agreenment. Jhessail and

they agreed in chorus, and three sets of eager tentacles net



I1listyl pushed through the cromd, and Sir Tantor was jostled aside by Lord
Luth-tor, firmMy leading a line of war w zards.

"What did you say?" Itharr hissed to Syl une.

Bel kram put an arm around his shoul der. Weping, the rangers watched Khel ben,
Laeral, and even Stormjoin the circle of wi zards. The mages joi ned hands
around Sharantyr's broken body, then |ooked to the A d Mge

El mnster said softly, "Do it."

For a breath or two, it seened nothing was happening. In silence the w zards
stood, unnoving, as warriors craned their necks to | ook. Next came gasps here
and there as folk noticed the radiance silently formng in the air above the
circle. Small nmotes of |ight tw nkled, grew, and shone nore brightly. Swiftly
the light swelled until a great sphere of white radi ance bl azed above the

wi zar ds.

They heard El minster and Khel ben grunt in unison—and a shaft of |ight stabbed
down fromthe sphere to strike the still form of Sharantyr.

The wi zards trenbl ed, and on the bodies of the three unclad nages the watchers
could see sweat stream ng. The wi zards strained as the beamslowy rose from
the ground, taking the lady ranger's body with it.

Through their tears the two Harpers held each other, wild hope | eaping within
them and saw the body of their |ady di sappear into the light.

One of the war wi zards cried out, and slunped over, but Luthtor firmy held
one of his hands and Irendue clung like grimdeath to the other, and the
circle was not broken. The mages wavered. Mre than one sagged to his knees,
but held fast to the hands of the chain.

Then a great, collective gasp went up fromthem the |Iight faded, and out of
its heart something sprang.

Sonet hi ng soft and shapely and whol e—and al i ve!

Sharantyr fell fromthe sky as naked as the day she
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was born, and sonething seened to boost her abruptly sideways—eof all the
assenbly, only Murngrym saw El -minster's nonentary grin—n her fall, so that
she | anded, heavily, atop Bel kram

He went to the ground with a startled "Wwunpf!" A noment later, Itharr

Bel kram and Sharantyr were rolling over and over in a happy enbrace, weeping
and ki ssing and | aughing for joy.

Khel ben | ooked down at them and frowned. "Mist they?" he conplained to his

| ady. "And her without a stitch on, too!"

Laeral grinned happily up at the I ord nage of Water-deep through the sweat
glistening on her face—and bow ed himover with her own sudden enbrace.
"Whunpf!" Khel ben said as he hit the ground. "Get off!" he shouted when he had
breath enough to speak again. Ginning faces of arnsmen and dal ef ol k
surrounded him "I said get offT

Shadowdal e, M dsumer N ght

The fire spat sparks in the kitchen hearth, and Sharantyr put her bare feet up
on Storm's kitchen table, crossed one shapely ankle over the other, and sighed
in satisfaction. A huge tankard of strong honme brew was ready at her el bow,
and she was | eani ng back against Bel kram Itharr sniled and reached out a hand
to stroke her foot.

"Ann, " Sharantyr said happily,
for now, too!"

"We are," Stormagreed. "Elmnster rode the shadows through their castle this
afternoon, and tells me it is a place of confusion and back- st abbi ng di sorder
Only three of them know what befell here, and plan any sort of revenge."

"Ch, joy," Belkram said, raising his tankard.
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"Ch, joy, indeed,” Stormsaid with a smle, turning fromher cooking caul dron
and crossing her arns. Itharr decided not to tell her that her |adle had
decided to drip all down her hip. "That nmeans, Harpers bold," she continued
briskly, "that it's time for your next assignment."

Bel kram choked, and brought his tankard down onto the table with a crash as he

all this, and we're done with the Ml augrym



sputtered and coughed. There were titters fromsone of the other Knights at
the table.

"Which is?" Itharr asked, giving his conpani on an anused | ook

Stormnoticed the spill, ran a finger up her hip, and licked it. "Aid
enbattl ed Randal Modrn in Daggerdale,” she told her |adle.

"A sinmple matter," Belkramsaid with airy dignity.

"Well, after battling Mal augrym aye," Murngrym agreed, "but you'll no doubt
have the lord-devouring Sir Tantor and Luthtor's war w zards to contend with."
Shaer| dealt her lord's shoul der a nock bl ow, and he put an arm around her
with a chuckl e.

"Does this mean your students are taught, and they'll be |eavinng Shadowdal e?"
Sharantyr asked quietly.

St orm nodded. "It does."

Sharantyr swung her feet down fromthe table and stood up. "Then | have to
tell all of you something." She | ooked around the table at the assenbl ed

Kni ghts, fromFlorin and Dove at one end to Jhessail and her new apprentice,
the shyly silent Irendue, at the other. "Wether it costs me my place anong

you or not, | will go with Belkramand Itharr . . . because"—-her voice sank
al nrost to a whisper, but she stared across the roomat El minster's encouraging
snmle, where he sat in a dark corner, and continued steadily—=I can't bear to

be parted fromthem"

And as the roomerupted with cries of "Well saidl"™ "O course!"™ and "A Kni ght
forever, wherever you go!" the tears cane.
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Sharantyr | eaned on the table and wept until two pairs of strong arnms went
around her, and Bel kram and Itharr said into her ears in unison, "The Rangers
Three—forever!"

The crystal ball glimered, and Laeral turned away fromit with msty eyes and
a sigh of satisfaction. "She did the right thing," the |ady mage of Waterdeep
tol d Khel ben happily. "She's follow ng her heart."

"That's nice," Khelben said absently, his attention deep in a spell tone.
Laeral | ooked at him shook her head fondly, and grinned inpishly as she rose.
Three gliding steps brought her to the table, and a little junp and turn
brought her behind down firmy atop the open book, even before her arns went
around her man in a fierce enbrace.

She fondly kissed the balding pate of the lord nage of Waterdeep, and felt his
nmuf fl ed roar as he snarled into her bosom "Get off! |I said, get off!"

It was very late when the floating, disenbodied head said to El m nster, "You
prom sed nme anot her body of my own, O d Mge."

"Aye," he said as they stood together in the dusty, paper-choked main room of
his tower. "Wuld n—=

The front door flew open, startling themboth, and a w | d-eyed woman, garbed
in the black tatters of a once fine gown, strode in. Wthout slow ng, the
Sinmbul smiled at Sylune, took Elm nster's hand in her own, and practically
snatched himup the stairs to the bedchamnber.

"My body?" Syl une asked softly.

"It will be the first act | set himto when we awaken," the Sinbul told her
sister as they vani shed around the
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first curve of the stair. "I'll see to it."

"Perhaps | should get to it now," Elmnster's voice canme floating down the
stairs, sounding a trifle anxious.

"I have other uses for you first," the Sinmbul told himfiercely. "Gods, E,
|'ve mssed you!"

Her arnms went around himhungrily. In the room below, Sylune listened, a snile
growi ng on her face. Then she chuckled softly, and flew out into the night.
Lhaeo bid her a pleasant night as she drifted down the path. The floating head
turned to face him "Lhaeo? | thought you were abed!"



"I was," Elmnster's scribe said dryly, "until the Queen of Aglarond arrived.
Then | suddenly found nyself dressed, awake, and out here—with this bottle of
el verqui sst to keep ne conpany." He sipped at the glass in his hand and si ghed
appreciatively. "Superb stuff."

Syl une hesitated, |ooking out over the noon-drenched, placid pool toward the
flickering torches on the walls of the Tower of Ashaba. "Wuld you mnd if |
stayed to talk for a bit?"

The scribe | ooked up at her. "Lady," he said softly, "I would be honored. Stay
with nme so long as it pleases you." He drained his glass and added slyly, "You
can tell me what it's like to get a head in this world!"

The floating head grow ed at him "You may be surprised to learn,” the Wtch
of Shadowdal e said sweetly as she drifted nearer, "that | can still tickle."
"Ah, no," Lhaeo said with a groan, putting his glass carefully out of harms
way. "No . . ."

The farmhouse shook, and the night outside was briefly as bright as day.

"What was that?" Murngrym snarl ed.

There was a confused snatching at weapons and a rush to the door

The Rangers Three, Storm and the lord and | ady of

Shadowdal e reached the flagstone path outside Stornmis house in time to see a
bright streamof stars rising fromE mnster's Tower, in the wake of a radi ant
orb in which two famliar figures danced and swam They heard a happy,

wordl ess cry before the sphere that held El minster and the Sinbul turned
suddenly and streaked away northward, into the stars.

"Gods above," Itharr said wonderingly. He turned his head and saw Sharantyr's
awed face | ooking up into the sky beside his. Leaning close, he asked quietly,
"Do you think we could try that?"

Still watching the distant sphere dwindle into the night, Sharantyr drew back
her arm and punched hi m ent husi astically.

Shaer|l and Storm hooted with | aughter.

The noonl i ght of another night washed down over the ruined pillars and
wal I's of Irythkeep. Itharr | ooked up at Selune, yawned, and said, "Hi gh tine
for slum\ ber. "

' A slimlady rose frombanking the fire beside him took his chin in her
hands, and kissed himfondly. "The *. watch is mne, of course, O King of
Snorers,"” the Wtch of Shadowdale told him and patted his arm "Go on."

"Are you sure?" Bel kram asked sl eepily, coming out of the tent with
Sharantyr's | eathers and his own, to drape themover a line for the night.

"I don't need to sleep, renenber?" Sylune told him

Bot h Har pers nodded, nore asl eep than awake, and said, nmore or less in chorus,
"May the night be good, then." They turned together to go into the tent where
Shar was already |ost in slunber—and bunped toget her

"Ugliness first," Bel kramsaid, indicating the tent nouth.

"Stupidity first," Itharr countered, waving his friend
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toward t he sl eeping furs.

"Pi gheaded Harpers first," a smling Sylune said in both their ears, and
shoved at their backs. They fell into the tent in a chuckling heap, and the
Wtch of Shadowdal e turned away to | ook out over Daggerdale, a smile on her
face.

"Sharantyr's first child, at least," Azuth said softly as the two gods stood

together by the fire, magically hidden fromnortals and Chosen, "will be
t hi ne. "
M dni ght nodded. "She'll need to be strong, and soon . . . magic nmay be

bi ddabl e again, and the gods back in their places."

The goddess sighed then, and added al nost in a whisper, "Mre than that:

El m nster cannot |ast forever."
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