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Though few in the Sembian capitd of Ordulin had the dightest inkling that the Red Wizards of
Thay desired to edablish an enclave in their far city, dl Ordulin was aware tha some wedthy, findy
dressed outlanders had been asking certain property owners if they'd be interested in sdling this building
or that -- in exchange for ready coin, in plenty.

The typicd Sembian response to such an offer is to narrow the eyes, rub the hands together
thoughtfully, and to wonder how high a price might be commanded before the desre to own
down-at-hedl Ordulin acreage is outstripped by limited funds or open disgust a such greed. But then,
such behavior is but the Sembian way, and what other placesin Faerlin matter but glittering Sembia?

Other Sembian ways have to do with etiquette, the display of wedth, and fine food and drink.
Wherefore one night in early fdl, when the chill was just beginning to nip in the ar, a coach of truly
enormous Sze and ogtentation of ornament drew up before the lantern-lit front steps of Halowmere
House, and four men infine robes got ouit.

Lady Hdlowmere was not to be met in town, no matter how many coins the Red Wizards
proffered or doors they murmured at. However, a solid tenday of such inquiries produced the
nigh-magicd appearance of glittering gilt-penned invitations at abodes the Red Wizards had thought
secret. The golden words invited them to eveningfeast at Halowmere House.

They journeyed to the countryside not far west of the city. Slently snging shidding spdls
surrounded bodies so abristle with magicd rings and wands and bracers and codpieces as to nearly
glow. Good food they'd enjoyed in plenty in their lives, and could find & will; moreover, venturing into
possible danger held little attraction. However, Lady Halowmere owned a generous three blocks of
warehouses, shops, coach houses, stables, and rather crumbling waled mansons in the very heart of
Ordulin that would be ided for the Thayan enclave.

"No scrying spells nor probes,” one of the wizards murmured to his superior. They watched a
dark-uniformed men with the wrinkles and slver har of fine old age, but the rippling physque of a titan
among warriors, come down those broad steps toward them. "My spdlls are certain of that.”

The Thayans gazed up the steps past the approaching man. The old stone manson -- huge,
many-turreted, and flanked by many tal, dark trees -- looked as ready to crumble as its owner's in-town
holdings. It was smdl wonder no one stood on those balconies watching them. What they could see of
the waled gardens, behind, looked like an enclosed dice of wild forest.

"However," the murmuring man added, "there are strong shiddings on the gate guards and this
seneschd -- and he doesn't look anything like the man | was told was Halowmere's seneschal .

The Red Wizard Thaerivel nodded, slently returned the servant's wave of sdute, and gestured to
the man to lead them up the steps.

As they ascended in the light of the flickering lanterns, the Thayan leader turned to the three
meges fallowing at his heds and said in a low voice, "Remember, no one is to use magic except a my

Theman acting as seneschd turned two steps above them, continuing to dimb without hesitation
or sumbling, gave them atight smile, and commented, "Wl said. That's dways prudent behavior, Lord
Wizards -- as wdl as the only acceptable conduct in polite society.”

The Red Wizards diffened, thar eyes blazing with anger, but ther guide was dready turning
away to tug on a huge tasseled cord. A bel rang out when he did so, deep and loud and low, and in the
ralling din of its echoes the Thayans reached the top step. The strange servant effortlesdy threw open an
ornate door that was as wide as four men and astdl as a dozen.

Beyond, the wizards could see alarge, high-domed hdl of stone, adorned with gdleries and hung
with rich maroon banners, great wal-shidds of gold, and tapestries and paintings as large as the sals of
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great caravels. Everything glittered under the warm fire of countless candles, hanging here, there, and
everywhere on gilt chain. Across a wide expanse of carpeted tile, a crescent formed table faced them,
with its ends toward them and alow step-through at its center. A tdl, dender lady in a dark, daring gown
stood in that gap, facing them.

Even gven the flattering glow of the candles, she looked larger and far younger and more
beautiful than they'd been led to bdieve old Lady Haugratha Hallowmere could hope to be, even with the
best of pampering and minor magics.

The muscular seneschd ushered the four guests into the hall with a broad sweep of his arm, and
then dipped past them to one side and announced grandly, "Emil Thaerive of Thay."

The Red Wizards diffened again, for they cetanly hadn't given the man ther names
Unperturbed by ther reaction, he continued, "Accompanied by the mages Yondro Beask, Imrith
Haavander, and Cdrauth Horthil. Red Wizards dll."

"Durnan, they are welcome in my house and may enter fredy," came a soft femae voice from the
gap in the center of the haf-moon table. Its owner took a step forward through that passage so smoothly
that she dmost seemed to drift. Her shimmering gown swept the floor as she came, and her long, glossy
fdl of har turned suddenly Slver.

"Lady Halowmere of Ordulin," the seneschad boomed.

The lady advanced to meet her guests with a pleasant smile "You may adso know me as the
Witch-Queen of Aglarond,” she said, as recognition made the Thayans gasp, tremble, and -- despite
Theerive's orders -- fraticdly dtart to cast spells, "or to use your most recent description of me,
Thaerive, 'that mad bitch' . . . but | prefer to be cdled "The Smbul.™

* k *k k %

Outside the crumbling wals of Hallowmere House, something hairy and long-tusked darted from
tree to tree -- and back again.

"This one" it hissed in a sharp, testy voice tha might have belonged to a man, and not to a
scarred and filthy boar. A muscular giat in leether armor brigtling with weapons pointed obediently,
turned to see that held got the right one, and then stalked forward, his grin showing tusks of his own. No
leash joined the haf-orc to the boar trotting beside him, though it sported a spiked war-collar. The boar
stopped hdfway to the tree, squinted up at it, snorted, and said, "No. Over herel”

"Youre lord here, Warpig,” the haf-orc replied in an amigble rumble.

"Lord Warpig," came the sour reply. " Such an honor.”

"Thet branch?"

"Thet branch," the boar confirmed.

The hdf-orc uncoiled the long rope from around his middle, unconcernedly tore off his mask and
tied it around the metal grgpnd adorning the end of the rope to muffle noise. Then he squinted up into the
night and threw.

Orokh had done this before. He might be about as bright-witted as the nearest hitching post, but
there were some things he was good at. Warpig watched him tug experimentally on the rope, nod his
head, and then bend to knot the cails of rope into a rough harness around the boar.

They hadn't made much noise -- yet -- but Warpig was swesting despite the cool ar. He did not
expect to survive to see the dawn.

The branch of the old duskwood, which stood just ingde the manson wal, proved stout enough.
The wdl logt only a stone or two under Orokh's boots, and the haf-orc's srength saw them up, over,
and down. Warpig made the journey dangling like a rather dirty sack of grain, and he knew one cold,
hard certainty: He couldn't depart by this route without the half-orc's help.

Orokh was illed at some things, but a others. . . .

"Not that way, you fool!" Warpig hissed. "Stay away from lanterns; light means people can see --
see us, that id"

The gardens were old and overgrown, and half-seen flagstones tilted by roots and statues loomed



out of untrimmed shrubbery like sentinds. Dark lawns and beds and bowers stretched away in one
direction, not yet touched by the light of the rigang moon. In the other direction, paths mounted a terrace
and then fdl away again dong a lantern-lit path. The path led sraight up to the rear doors of Halowmere
House. Thankfully, the garden was 4ill and slent.

Orokh turned to the boar for directions, and Warpig jerked his snout in the direction of the
nearest path toward the house -- one that lacked lanterns and was carpeted in the wet, long-falen leaves
of years past. Evidently the gardens were largely neglected; better and better.

Sedthily they rounded a bower seat built into a rock-lined wal, and then passed the glimmer of a
fishpond. Pale shapes glided in the shdlow waters, and Warpig had put a hoof up onto the terrace
beyond before he redlized he was advancing alone. The hdf-orc had turned back to --

Snatch fish out of the fishpond?

"Sop that!" Warpig snarled a him. "Y oull get us caught!”

One of the stone statues on the terrace in front of him sghed and then announced camly, "Ye
dready are”

Orokh and Warpig froze, cold fingers of fear denching around both their hearts -- and then the
boar backed away with a growl, lowering his head for battle, and the haf-orc solidy commenced to
draw forth and heft dl manner of weapons.

"I thought the human smdl was a bit srong!" Warpig snarled. "Think you can take us dive?'

"Aye, and a breath or two will see ye trussed on platters and ladled with sauce,” rumbled another
voice -- from behind them.

Warpig whirled. "Who -- 7'

"Mirt the Moneylender, at yer service" said the stout and hairy mountain of flesh now blocking
the path behind them. He was waving alarge sword and a larger axe rather casudly in ther direction.

The boar whirled around again at the sound of the haf-orc's growl. "Easy, Orokh," he snapped,
and then stared at the statue -- who now seemed to be not stone at dl, but a bearded man in rather dirty
gray robes. "And who might you be?’

"I," sad the statue dmogt jovidly, "am Elminger, and these are my friends." He waved an old and
long-fingered hand. A crescent of Sx or more slvery shadows rose out of the earth and bushes dl around
the haf-orc and the boar -- tdl, dender, ghodly warriors.

The boar grunted, and started to tremble. Nowhere to run; no way to hide These were
watchnorns.

"Asit happens," said someone dse as she stepped regdly out from behind a tree, "you've come
to the wrong place this night. Bent on thievery, perhaps?'

"Give me alittle credit, lady,” Warpig growled. "Do | look like a cregping thief? With Blunderfists
here?'

"Nay, that much istrue" Mirt rumbled. "Y e seem more like ataking beast and a hopelessidiot to
me"

"W, thank you. Thank you very much,” Warpig replied sarcagticaly. "It's not enough to doom
me -- you mugt insult me as wel! Wdl met, | think not! Warpig am |, and this brute who walks with me
isOrokh. | fear he's even stupider than he looks, so no quick movements, please. | don't know who you
are, Lord Mightygirth, but | recognize the High Lady of Slverymoon wel enough -- and if | do face
Aludrid, then this man daiming to be Elminger probably is. Oh, gods."

He made a brief sound deep in his throat that might amogst have been awall and turned to face
Alugrid. "Pray forgive me, Lady, if your title is now Queen of the Slver Marches or something dse
exdted; | don't mean to dight you." He nodded his head as if he was trying to bow, and added, "Nay, |
came here not to rob anyone, but to see the Smbul.”

"Few know my sgter iswithin," Alugrid said softly. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to demand a full
and honest answer to this smple query: Why?'

"Wl if you must know,” Warpig told her alittle tetily, "I was hoping to kiss her."

* * % % %



Thayan fingers wove spdls in frantic haste. Thayan lips hissed desperate incantations . . . and
nothing happened. Mystic words fal away into slence, and hands clawed the ar vainly and dowly sank
down again. Not a spdl had blossomed, and not a sngle magic taken hold.

Four men stood and trembled -- and then burst into action, dl & once. The wizard Halavander
toppled to the floor in a faint, Horthil turned and sprinted for the door, and the other two Red Wizards
snatched out daggers from their belts and drove them up at their own throats.

The running mage sprinted two swift steps, and then seemed to be running in some sort of thick,
invisble mud. Hislegs moved more and more dowly . . . until hefindly came to a complete hdt in midair.
He stood frozen in mid-dash, with eyes wide and arms flung wider.

The hilts in the hands of Thaerivd and Belask thumped againg ther throats and then chests
bruisngly. The blades projecting from them had flashed into flesh as if it was mere smoke -- not there a
adl. In fact, it wasn't the hilts that had stopped againg ribs, but the Thayan's own tight-clenched knuckles,
to their blades, their bodies were Smply . . . not there.

They waved their daggers around insde themsdves wildly, but took no harm -- until at last, both
inevitably and rluctantly, they gave up trying to work suicide and found themselves saring at the lady in
the gown.

The Scourge of Thay. The Foe. They were facing the Mad Sayer, the Bane of Red Wizards,
though her voice was not raised in its usud raw scream. Her slver hair was not a wild tempest curling
around her shoulders with alife -- and fury -- of its own, and her gown was not a careless, reveding
black thing of tatters.

She stood there amiling at them. She was tdl and regd and serene in the candldight, and her
gown was as magnificent as her hair.

"Please" the Smbul said gently, "be a peace. | mean no ham to you this night, and | would
prefer to have no unpleasantness between us, nor spell-battle. A splendid -- and, my lords of Thay, a
completdy safe -- repast has been prepared for usdl to St and enjoy together. It's my intention to enjoy
an evening of dining and relaxed, honest converse with you, rather than daughter and drife” She gestured
amaog timidly to the table behind her, and asked, "Will you join me?"

Shaking, Theerive let his knife-hand fdl to his Sde, and sammered, "L-lady, what trickery is
this?'

The Simbul gave him a wry, crooked amile that told him dl too wel that she knew her guests
expected to be torn apart horribly by her spdls the moment she desired ther deaths. "None, Lord
Theerivd," shetold him, as cdmly as before. "So long as you menace not this house nor any of us here
with spells or poison or blade, we shdl be the most gracious hosts we know how to be. Please, will you
dine?'

"Have we any choice?' Thaerivel asked hitterly.

"The door stands open," Durnan said from behind them. "Y ou are free to go. Unharmed.”

Thaerivel's eyes narrowed, and he looked dl about him. There seemed to be no servants, but he
could see a multitude of doors in the gloom beneath the many baconies and gdleries . . . and dl of them
stood just dightly gjar. When he turned right around -- how he dared turn his back on the Witch-Queen
of Aglarond, he could not think, but he found that somehow he had -- the leader of the Red Wizards saw
the seneschd slanding wdl to one side of the door they'd come in by. It did indeed stand open to the
night and was overhung by a gdlery shrouded in darkness.

At that moment the old seneschad moved, taking two quick steps across the doorway with the
catlike, gliding grace of a master swordsman. Thaerive blinked; held not seen such swift surety for years.
He moved to where the wizard Horthil was frozen in mid-run. Or rather, now gdarting to move again,
though very dowly.

The seneschal carefully took hold of Horthil's nearest forearm, and then things happened very
swiftly.

The Red Wizard was running again, a top speed, lurching as his foot struck the ground; the
seneschal ran dong beside him for two swift strides to keep him from faling over, and then let go and



drew away.

Horthil sprinted on through the open doorway, a despairing wall rigng from him.

"Horthil! Carauth Horthil'" Theerive's voice was as loud and as coldly furious as the other
Thayans had ever heard it. The running man's head snapped back as if hed been caught on a hook, and
he teetered at the head of the manson steps. "Return!™ his superior snarled.

After a dow, rductant and swaying moment, Horthil turned around again, his face as white as
bleached bone.

Durnan was bending over the sprawled form of the wizard who'd fainted, a goblet of wine now in
his hand. "Awaken, Imrith Hdavander," he murmured, cradling the man's head as gently as any mother
ever rased adegping child. "Awake, and be a ease, and have some wine"

Thaerive eyed this courtesy, gave Horthil a glare, and then turned dowly around to face the
Simbul once more. Meeting her eyes, he drew in a deep breath, took a careful step forward, and said,
"Lady, | -- | will be better company if | know two things Why you are guesting us thus . . . and how did
you fail our spells, with no word nor gesture.”

"I would like to better understand your motives here in Ordulin, Theerivd," the tdl -- and
terifyingly near -- ruler of Aglarond replied, "and | must confess that | am trying to win a wager: that |
could conduct mysdf with pleasantness toward you, unless or until you attack me. As for your magic, |
did nothing to stop that. They did."

She extended a long, dender arm to point over Theerive's head. Rductantly the leader of the
Red Wizards turned his back on her again and found himsdf now gazing not a darkness above the entry
door, but a a mindres gdlery where severd folk stood, looking down. One was a short, frail-seeming
df woman, who looked as old as Faer(in itsdf, and another was atdl, beautiful gowned woman every hit
asregd as the Smbul, who stood with tiny stars winking and drifting about in the darkness of her long,
unbound hair. Between those two floated severd slvery, wraithlike forms, like the ghosts of tal, dender
dves -- warriors, perhaps, or mages. Asthey drifted, shimmering dightly in the candidight, it was hard to
sy.

"The Srinshee," the queen introduced them to the dack-jawed Thayans, indicating the ancient df,
"severd watchnorns of this House, and Lady Daance Shareth of the Sembian Church of Mystra”

Theerive found his voice out of dishdief, and a thread of rage born of it. "The Srinshee? She of
long-falen Myth Drannor? Y ou expect me to believe such fancy?'

The Srinshee amiled down a him. "Bdieve what you like, Emril Theerivel, son of Noskar. Bdief
isadrengthinamage. Yet, see Your knife prevailed not, your contingencies hang unawakened, and dl
three of your persond shidding spells are down. | say again: Beieve what you like"

As Theerivd stared up a her helplesdy, trying to swalow with a very dry mouth and a throat that
was worse, Halavander quietly fainted again.

* * % % %

The risng moon reached its firg cool fingers into the gardens of Halowmere House. It touched
Mirt of Waterdeep, who was snorting with laughter at the boar's words. EIminger was chuckling, too,
but for a different reason.

"Hoah! What madnesd” Mirt said at last, sheking his head. "Wdl, wha shdl we do with these
two fools?'

Elmingter reached out and touched Alugtrid's arm. Then helaid hold of Mirt's bicep firmly enough
to qudll the merchant's mirth and asked the boar, "Brodaunt, is that ye?"

For a moment the beast glared up & himin slence.. . . and then stirred and spoke.

"Yes" Warpig sad shortly. "You know -- 7'

"I've heard. A curse was cast on ye at a MageFair by Samaerra, an gpprentice of Larloch, after
ye. . . became too familiar with her, shal we say?'

"Yes, yes" Warpig snarled. "l don't need reminding!™

"The kiss was the lagt unbinding, if | recal rightly, and it lets ye know when my -- when the



Simbul is near. So yeve eaten the thirteen rabid chipmunks?”

"Yes" the boar replied, sounding alittle Sck at the mere memory.

"Found the Hall of Thammask, and returned it to the Traders of Honor merchants guild in
Tdflamm, fuffilling the prophecy?"

"Yes" Warpig said, sounding suddenly on the verge of tears. "Gods, hitting that water hurt. |
broke . . . many bones."

"What prophecy?' Mirt growled.

"A boar dd| in its jaws bring the logt Hal of Thammask to the hand of a Rashemi Guildmaster
outsde the Land of Berserkers, atop a tower, and then legp over the battlements” Aludrid intoned
softly. "'I'd wondered about that. The harbor tower, | suppose?’

Warpig nodded, and so did she ere looking up at the boar sharply. "The war banner of the
Shattertusks?*

"Ingde” the boar said in that whiny man's voice, "on the feast table. Table linen of distinction.
Dyed with the blood of vanquished foes who were tusk-guited dive, and dl that. Orokh here sold it to
her, but not before I'd done what | was supposed to with it."

"Oh? What was that?' Mirt growled.

"Do we have to go through dl this?' Warpig asked wearily. "Youre going to stop me now, and
have your sport, no? And when you're done, if | dill live and hold this shape instead of being a toadstool
or astone or something, I'll be trapped like this urtil | get stuck and roasted by some hungry forester or
noble out for sport -- or cooked dive by the spdlls of some magein Aglarond while I'm trying to get into
the Smbul's throne room!™

"To undo the part of the curse that kept hm mute™ Elminger explained to Mirt, "he had to find an
orc or haf-orc who'd tie the banner around his head and dance naked in a human marketplace -- by day,
and with buying going on around him."

He looked a Orokh, and then back a Warpig, and grinned. "Ye bought him a cask of ae,
right?'

"Three casks,” Warpig said sourly. "He's stupider than he looks, but he's not a dullard.”

"I'd say this Samaerra wanted ye to die awarpig,” Mirt grunted.

"She's wanted me dead for a long time now,” Warpig replied softly, "amost as much as I've
wanted to die . . . but Larloch has kept me dive -- as a reminder to her of her pride and how not to
rachly cast curses, | think. He's probably watching us now.”

"Oho," Elminger said. "That makes me even more resolved.”

Warpig looked up a him suspicioudy. "About what?'

The Old Mage chuckled, threw his arms wide, and announced, "Brodaunt of Thay, this night you
gl kiss the Queen of Aglarond!”

* * % % %

"Thisisthe best wine I've ever tasted,” Thaerive said dowly, holding his goblet up to the light. "I
-- I wish | could believe that this won't be the last night I'm dive to drink anything. Forgive me, Lady, |
mean no discourtesy. | Smply can't. .. cant..."

"Bdieve we're dining together, and in polite converss?"

The Red Wizard nodded dowly, meeting her eyes, and swalowed. "If -- if you are going to
attack us, later, permit meto say that | gpologize for -- what | caled you, esewhere. You are both very
beautiful and very courteous.”

The Smbul smiled dowly. "I thank you, Lord Theerivel. It comes as hard for me to be avil to --
your kind -- asit does you, to dare compliment me."

She laughed suddenly: the full-throated, hearty laughter that so few women dlow themsdlves. The
sound made dl the Thayans tense visbly, and more than a little wine spilled from Horthil's goblet. Then
ghe leaned forward with an impish amile and asked the Thayan leader, "Shdl we dance, later?!

Theerivel darted a glance up a the mingreds gdlery, where women in black and dlver leather



who'd not been there earlier were now playing meodies on harp and songhorn and shaum, and
murmured, "Harpers?'

"I fear s0. Armed from hedls to throats, t0o," the Queen of Aglarond replied.

Theerive closed his eyes, shuddered dightly, and then opened them again to meet her gaze
directly. "I'd -- we'd dl be deeply honored, your Mgesty."

"Jug cal methe Smbul," she told him, eyes sparkling. "Or even 'ho there, mad bitch!" will do. I'm
finding this ddightful -- just setting aside my comfortable cloak of hate, for once."

The Red Wizard grimaced. "Yes. For once.”

* k *k k %

"H," sad Aludrid with alittle laugh, "I'm not so sure thisis such a good idea.”

"Why not, lass? I've kissed her often enough, and | live to stand here now and tdl the tale!”

"Yes but youre. . ."

"Her lover? | was once just a memory of grumbling old authority to her, and a rivd mage of
power to boot!"

"Yes but El, look a you! And a the boar! Now, redly, which do you think Alassra would
prefer to kiss?'

Mirt looked from the old wizard to the boar, as they stood bathed in the same fal of moonlight.
He scratched his jaw, shook his head, and rumbled, "I don't think there's much to choose between them,
medf."

Tuming on his hed to regard the ghosly watchnorns behind him, shimmering siver in the
moonlight, he asked, "Aye? What d'ye think, hmm?' He waved a hand at the boar and the Old Mage,
and added, "They could be cousns, right?'

Asif in answer, two loud snorts were heard. One -- from Warpig -- was of disgust. The other
came from Aludtrid, as she struggled to keep from burding into laughter.

Elminger snaked out a scrawny old arm and tickled her, just above one velvet-smooth hip. When
she looked at him, he snorted gently, very like a boar -- and she burst into open mirth, hooting at the
dars as shefdl forward to embrace him.

Warpig turned to the haf-orc, who was 4ill sanding uncertainly beside him, his glower gone,
puzziement on his face in its stead, and his smdl arsend of wegpons hdf-lowered. "I thought s0," the man
trapped in the shape of a boar snarled. "All mages are faling-down, moon-faced crazy!"

Orokh looked down a him, even greater bewilderment descending over his battered features,
and growled, "Thisis news?'

* % %k % %

Discussion had turned to wine, and enough different vintages had been sampled that the four Red
Wizards fdl deeply into animated converse with their hostess. Then a door opened and an unannounced
guest camein late to the feast. Severd faces peered through the door behind him to watch his progress.

Somewhat tentatively he approached the great table, dodging between the Harpers who quietly
carried platters and decanters to and fro, replacing hearty roasts with sweet pastries and fruit ices. If they
gave him nothing but smiles as he came, his appearance was probably to blame. They'd dl seen Elminger
of Shadowdale before -- though he did not seem to wear his usud smiling, winking mood.

When he reached the lagt pillar before the great domed center of the hdl where the feast table
stood, his form shimmered, sank -- and a scarred and filthy boar stood blinking in the candldlight.

The beast eyed the chating diners, noting the oarkling wine, the way the men admired the view
of their hostess afforded by her low-cut gown as she leaned forward to pour them more . . . and seemed
to draw in a deep breath.

Then the boar trotted forward, heading for a particular seat.

"Wdl met, my love" Elminger's voice said in the Smbul's ear, as a sudden startled look on



Theerivel's face made her aware that a boar -- dive, large, and smdly -- had rounded the table and was
trotting purposefully towards her, tusks gleaming above a davering snout! "Like my disguise? It got me
where | needed to be, this night!"

To the utter astonishment of the Red Wizards, the Queen of Aglarond laughed heartily as the
boar reached her and stretched its snout up to her. Throwing her arms around its great shaggy head, she
leaned forward and kissed it enthusiagticaly.

Light burgt into being before her. The solid and dinking porcine head swirled and shifted under
her handsin the heart of the swirling radiance, and from nowhere afant but furious femae voice could be
heard chanting, "I hereby curse thee, Brodaunt of Thay, tobe. . ."

The Smbul found hersdf daring into the terified face of a filthy, dinking naked man, so
besmeared and hairy that he might as well have been wearing a fur jerkin. He looked back at her, wild
hope and utter horror warring in his eyes, his mouth trembling as if he wanted to scream out something he
was too afrad to say -- and then a brighter, slver-tinged radiance came out of nowhere and swept
around him like a cloak, and he was gone.

The Queen of Aglarond fdt boar-spittle running down her chin and saw the filth upon her ams
She shot to her fedt, her tall-backed char crashing over on its Sde. Her Thayan guests moaned in
dismay, ainging back from her as she seemed to loom over them, taler than any mortd woman could
hope to be. All of the candles in the room drank down to nothing -- and then erupted in
calling-scorching pillars of flame.

“Is this YOUR doing?" she roared, in a voice that made ears bleed and might wel have been
heard back in the noises taverns of Ordulin. "Do you worms DARE -- ?"

The four Red Wizards sprang to their feet and scrambled away in dl directions -- and the room
erupted around them.

A gigantic hand of stone burst forth from the nearest wall and reached for Imrith Halavander,
who walled, flaling the air with helpless hands, and then fainted again. Balts of lightning crashed around
the room, hurling more than one writhing, shock-haired Harper the length of the gdleries. The floor
rippled like the waves of a storm-tossed sea, huling Carauth Horthil to his knees or onto his face
repeetedly as he tried to flee again, and flinging the sensdess body of Halavander about like a rag doll.

Yondro Belask snarled, snatched out two wands, and fired them at the Smbul, again and again
-- even after they turned into smal forests of skeletal hands that reached back to claw at him in a bony,
raking chorus.

All the doors of the hdll flewv open, and the Srinshee, Aludrid, Lady Shareth, the watchnorns,
and Elminger strode in, weaving Spdlls as fagt as they could. The ar of Hallowmere House crackled with
energy, singing faces like sorm-driven sat spray. The Smbul of Aglarond threw up her hands, her face
aflame of fury, and blasted the domed celing above her toward the stars with a magic that smote the
ears and eyes and old stone with equa searing rage.

Through a sorm of wrestling spdlls the frantic Harpers saw the wizard Horthil tackled amost
caaudly a the doors by Durnan of Waterdeep. The old warrior plucked up the Thayan in one hand and
sarted carrying him back towards his seat, sruggling againg swirling magic like a man leaning into the
teeth of a strong storm-wind.

Elmingter stood looking up thoughtfully, and thin white lines of force like tiny, wandering lightning
bolts stabbed out from his fingers, dawing up through the spelstorm to spin a dome of force across the
gaping hole the Smbul had just smashed through the roof. He was just in time to catch and hold scores of
stones and roof-tiles that had been flung high into the sky, and now were tumbling back down whence
they'd come.

The Simbul was dill snarling in fury, and fresh spells raced out from her, damming Harpers and
watchnorns dike back againg the walls. Thaerivel of Thay had a brief glimpse of the Srinshee standing
like atiny white beacon, shilded by her own mighty magics and so unmoved by the magicd gde. From
her and from Elmingter's dome of force and from Aludtrid and the Lady Shareth the spells hurled by the
Smbul rebounded, crashing back down on the Queen of Aglarond.

Thaerive saw her sway, stagger a few steps to one Sde as hungry lightnings encircled her like a



daver's lash, and shriek out sobbing rage as she was forced to her knees by the crackling backlash.

Without thinking, Theerivel legped to defend her, throwing the most powerful shidding spdl he
hed left around her like a cloak.

He saw it settle, and then saw her face change, and thought he had only another breath of life left
to him.

A regd hand waved, and the storm of spells was dilled. The Weave shined blindingly bright in the
ar of Halowmere House for an ingant that made everyone in the chamber blink and falter.

In the sudden dlence tha followed -- a dillness broken only by the sharp clatter of an errant
calingile burding as its long plunge ended in a sharp meeting with the floor -- the Smbul's soft,
astonished words were heard clearly by everyone present.

"Why, Theerivd," she said, dmogt timidly, "how sweet of you."

"I -- uh -- ahem. It seemed the right thing to do," the Red Wizard replied, alittle dazedly.

"Ah. Like building an enclave in the heart of Sembias capitd, hmm?'

Theerive diffened. "Is that what you brought us here to do, Lady? Get us to promise not to
proceed -- or youll day us on the spot?'

"Glory of the Weave, no!" the Queen of Aglarond replied, looking genuindy startled. "Build your
enclave, by dl meand Carpet Sembiawith them -- so long as you don't put one in the Dadands, we're
quite prepared to let Thay survive"

"Ah. .. generous of you," the Thayan said Hiffly.

"Don't crowd me, Thaerivd," the Smbul told him wamingly. "I'm il learning to be forgiving and
generous, and it's coming hard. | don't know who pulled that trick with the boar, but right now, I'm sill
feding like blagting someone into the middle of the next tenday!"

"Ah," ElImingter announced lightly, "the guilty party yere looking to blast would be me. | fear | --
wall, enjoy that sort of thing."

"I . .. know," the Queen of Aglarond told him, dropping both of those words into the feesting hdl
like dow, cold stones. "Do you redly think | don't know the touch of your magic, El? I've been waiting
for you to tdl me why!"

"Wdl, some years back, a young and foolish Thayan went to a MageFar and got himsdf
cursed,” the Old Mage began, "and as you were being so forgiving and wecoming towards Red Wizards
thiseven -- "

"You tried to make me lose our wager," the Smbul said in tones of soft menace, a dark light risng
inher eyes that made dl of the Red Wizardsin the room back away, faces paing. "Why, | ought to -- "

Elmingter was suddenly gone, and in his place stood the gtill-unclad, terrified-looking Brodaunt of
Thay, with a hdf-orc ganding beside him like a frowning, blinking mountain.

Asthe Smbul uncertainly lowered the claw-like hand sheld raised to hurl pdlls a her lover, her
eyes narowing and the Thayan dwindled suddenly back into boar-form. Asif lifted by a giant, invisble
hand, the beast rose, grunting and squeding in terror, towards her.

When its dripping, sniveing snout was a finger's length away from her lips, the boar came to a
whimpering hat and hung there in midair, trembling violently. With a startled roar of fear the hdf-orc was
a0 plucked from his feet, gliding through the ar sguirming and dawing, to dso end up nose-to-nose
with the Queen of Aglarond.

The Smbul glared at them both, her hands on her hips, and they shrank back from her burning
gaze.

Beyond them, she saw the Red Wizards were on their knees, wringing their hands and daring at
her with large, frightened eyes.

Suddenly the Queen of Aglarond threw back her head and laughed. "Wdl, as long as you dl il
fear me" she said lightly. "That's respect enough.” She threw her arms around the boar's head and kissed
it soundly, even after it turned back to a weeping, aringing Brodaunt -- and then turned and served the
haf-orc the same way.

"Wdl, wdl," Mirt murmured in wonder from across the room, shaking his shaggy head dowly.

"My thanks, Old Mage," the Smbul said fondly to the man who'd faded out of nowhere to stand



beside the stout and wonderstruck merchant, as the fifth Thayan wizard and the half-orc started to drift
away from her again. ™Y our motto gpplied”
Mirt turned and looked a Elminger. "Oh, Old Mad Goat? What motto would that be?’
Elminger amiled a him and then at his lady love, and said it with her: "Whatever you do, do it
with love"



