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Prologue

It was a time of mounting strife in the fair realm of Cormanthor, when the lords and ladies
of the oldest, proudest houses felt a threat to their glittering pride. A threat thrust forward by the
very throne above them; a threat from their most darkling youthful nightmares. The Sinking
Beast That Comes In The Night, the Hairy Lurker who waits his best chance to day, despail,
violate, and pillage. The monster whose grasp clutches at more realms with each passing day: the
terror known as Man.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Silver Blades And Summer Nights:
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"l did indeed promise the prince something in return for the crown,” said the king, drawing himsdlf
up to hisful height and inhaing until his chest trembled. He adjusted the dlittering circlet of gems and
golden spires that adorned his brows a trifle self-conscioudy, amiled at his own cleverness in providing
himsdf with this dramatic pause, and added, voice dropping to underline the nobility of his words, "I
promised I'd grant his greatest desire.”

Those gathered to watch drew in awed bresths in a chorus that was mockingly loud. The fat
monarch paid them no heed, but turned away in a gaudy swirl of doth of gold and struck a grandly
conquering pose, one foot planted on an obvioudy fdse dragonskull. The light of the purple-white
driftglobes that accompanied him gleamed back from planly visble wire, where it coiled up through the
patchwork skull to hold the roya sword that had supposedly tranfixed bone in a mighty, fata blow.

Every inch the wise old ruler, the king looked out over vast distances for a moment, eyes flashing
gravey at things only he could see. Then, dmost coyly, he looked back over his shoulder at the kneding
servant.

"And what, pray tel," he purred, "does he most want? Hmmm?'

The steward flung himsdf full length onto the carpet, driking his head on the stone pave in the
process. He rolled his eyes and writhed briefly in pain-as the watchers tittered-ere he dared to lift his
gaze for the fird time. "Sire" he said at ladt, in tones of wondering doom, "he wishes to dierich.”

The king whirled about again and strode forward. The servant scrambled up on one knee and
cowered back from the purposeful monarch-only to freeze, dumbfounded, at the 9ght of a merry amile
upon the regd face.

The king bent to take hishand and raised him up from the carpet, dapping something that jingled
into the steward's padm as he did so.

The servant stared down. It was a purse bulging with coins. He looked a the king again, in
dishelief, and swalowed.

The royd amile broadened. "Die rich? And so he shdl-put that into his hands and then dide your
sword through him. Severd timesisthe current fashion, | believe.”

The titters of the audience broke into hoots and roars of mirth, laughter that quickly turned to
gpplause as the costume spells dloaking the actors expired in the traditiond puffs of red smoke, Sgnding
the end of the scene.

The watchers exploded into maotion, swooping and darting away. Some of the older revelers
drifted off more sedately, but the young went racing through the night like furious fish chasing each other
to eat-or be eaten. They exploded through groups of languid gossipers and danced in the air, flashing



aong the edge of the perfumed spdl fidd. Only a few remained behind to watch the next coarse scene of

The Fitting End of the Human King Halthor; such parodies of the low and grasping ways of the
Hary Ones were amusng a fird, but very ‘one note,' and above dl dves of Cormanthor hated to be
bored-or at least, to admit their boredom.

Not that this wasn't a grand revel. The Erdadden had spared no expense in the weaving of the
field-spdls. A constant array of conjured sounds, smels and images swirled and wafted over the
revelers, and the power of the conjured fied dlowed everyone to fly, moving through the ar to wherever
they gazed, and desired to be. Most of the revelers were floating doft now, drifting down occasondly to
take in refreshments.

This night the usudly bare garden wadls bristled with carved unicorns, peged, dancing even
maidens, and rearing stags this night. Every statuette touched by a reveler split apart and drifted open, to
reved teardrop decanters of parkling moonwine or any one of a dozen ruby-hued Erladden vintages.
Amid the spires of the decanters were the shorter spikes of crysd gdauntra whose domes covered
figurines sculpted of choice cheese, roasted nuts, or sugarstars.

Amid the rainbow-hued lights drifting among the merry dves were vapors that would make any
true-blood light-hearted, restless, and full of life Some abandoned, ggging Cormyth were dodging
through the ar from cloud to cloud, their eyes gleaming too brightly to see the world around them. Haf a
hundred giggles rolled amid the branches of the towering trees tha rose over dl, twinkling magestars
winking and dithering here and there among their leaves. As the moon rose to overwhem such tiny
radiances, it shone down on a scene of wild and joyful celebration. Haf of Cormanthor was dancing
tonight.

* k *k k %

"Surprisngly, | dill remembered the words that would bring me here.”

The voice came out of the night without warning. Its wecoming tone dared him to recdl earlier
days.

Hed been expecting it, and was even unsurprised to hear its low, meodious tones issuing from
the shadows in the deepest part of the bower, where the bed stood.

A bed he ill found most restful, even with age beginning to creep into his bones. The Corona of
dl Cormanthor turned his head in the moonlight, looking away from the mirror-smooth waters that
surrounded this garden ide, and said with a amile that managed to be happier then his heart fdt, "Be
welcome, Great Lady of the Starym.”

There was dlence for a moment in the shadows before the voice came agan. "'l was once more
then that," it said, dmost wigtful.

Hltargrim rose and held out his hand to where his truesight told him she stood. "Come to me, my
friend." He stretched out his other hand, dmost beseechingly. "My Lyntra”

Shadows shifted, and Ildilyntra Starym came out into the moonlight, her eyes il the dark pools
of promise that he recdled so vividly in his dreams. Dreams that had visted him down dl the long years
to this very night. Dreams built on memories that could Hill unsettle him... .

The Coronad's mouth was suddenly dry, and his tongue fet thick and dumsy. "Will you-?" he
mumbled, gesturing toward the Living Seat.

The Starym held themselves to be the dest and mogt pure of the families of the One True
Redm-and were certainly the proudest. Their matriarch glided toward him, those dark eyes never leaving
his

The Coronal did not have to look to know that the years had not yet touched her flawless white
skin, the figure so perfect that it dill took his breath away. Her blue tresses were dmost black, as dways,
and lldilyntra dill wore them unbound, fdling a her heds to the ground. She was barefoot, the spells of
her girdle kegping both hair and feet inches above the dirt of the ground. She wore the full, formad gown
of her house, the twin fdling dragons of the Starym arms bold in gdlittering gems upon her ssomach, thar
scul pted wings cupping her breastsin a toothed surround of gold.



Her thighs, reveded through the waig-high dits in the gown as she came, were girt in the
black-and-gold spirds of a mantle of honor. The ends of the mantle drew together to support the
intricately carved dragontooth scabbard of her honor blade, bobbing like a amdl lamp, wrapped in the
deep, solemn red glow of its awakened power. The Ring of the Watchful Wyvern gleamed upon her
hand. This was not an informd vigt.

The moon was right for a chat between old friends, but no matriarch comes aglow in dl her
power for such things. Sadness grew in the Corond. He knew what must lie ahead.

And 0, of course, she surprised him. Ildilyntra came to a hdt before him, as hed known she
mug. She drew apart her gown, hands on hips, to let him see the light of the full, gathered power of her
honor blade. This dso he expected, and likewise the deep, shuddering intake of bregth that followed.

Now the stcorm would come, the snarled words of sarcastic fire or cold, biting venom for which
she was famous throughout Cormanthor. The twisted words of harmful spells would lurk among them, to
be sure, and he'd hav-

In smooth slence, the matriarch of the Starym knelt before him. Her eyes never left his

Hltargrim swallowed again, looking down at her knees, white tinged with the dightes shade of
blue, where they were sunk into the cirdle of moss at hisfest. "lldilyntra” he said softly. "Lady, I-"

Flecks of gold had dways surfaced in her dark eyes when she was moved to strong emotion.
Gald glinted in them now.

"I an not one used to begging,” that melodious voice came again, bringing back a flood of
memoriesin the Coronal, of other, more tender moonlit nights in this bower, "and yet 1've come here to
beg you, exated lord. Reconsider this Opening you speak of. Let no being who is not a trueblood of the
People wak in Cormanthor save by our leave. Let that leave be near-never given, that our People
endure!”

"lldilyntra, rise. Please" Eltargrim said firmly, stepping back. "And give me some reasons why |
should embrace your plea.” His mouth curved into the ghost of a smile "You can't be unaware thet 1've
heard such words before."

The High Lady of the Starym remained on her knees, cloaked in her hair, and looked into his
eyes.

The Coronal amiled openly thistime. "Yes, Lyntra, that dill works on me. But give me reasons to
wegh and work with ... or spesk of lighter things”

Anger snapped in those dark eyes for the firg time. "Lighter things? Empty-headed revery, like
those fools indulging themsdlves over a Erladden Towers?' She rose then, as swift as a coiling serpent,
and pulled open her gown. The blue-white deekness of her bared body was as much a chdlenge as her
levd gaze. lldilyntra added coldly, "Or did you think 1'd come for ddliance, lord? Unable to keep mysdf
one night longer from the charms of the ruler of us dl, risen to such aged wisdom from the srong and
ardent youth | knew?"

Bltargrim let her words fdl into slence, as hurled daggers that missther target spin into empty air.
He ended it caAmly. "This spitting fury is the High Lady of the Starym | have grown familiar with these
past centuries. | admire your taste in undergarments, but | had hoped that you'd set aside some of what
your junior kin cdl your 'cutting bluster' here; there are only the two of us on this ide. Let us spesk
candidly, as bents two elder Cormyth. It saves so much .. . . empty courtesy.”

lldilyntrals mouth tightened. "Very wel," she said, planting her hands on her hipsin a manner he
wel remembered. "Hear me then, Lord Eltargrim: 1, my senior kin, and many other families and folk of
Cormanthor besides-| can name the principasif you wish, Lord, but be assured they are neither few nor
eadly discredited as youths or touch-headed-think that this notion of Opening the relm will doom us 4ll,
if it is ever made redity.”

She paused, eyes blazing into his, but the Corona slently beckoned at her to give hm more
words. She continued, "If you follow your mad dreams of amending the lawv of Cormanthor to Al
non-elves into the redlm, our long friendship must end.”

"With the taking of my life?' he asked quietly.

Agan slence fdl, as Ildilyntra drew breath, opened her mouth, and then closed it. She strode



angrily away across the moon-drenched maoss and flagstones before whirling around to face him once
more.

"All of House Starym,”" she said firmly, "mugt needs take up arms againgt a ruler so twisted in his
head and heart-so tainted in his even bloodlines-as to presde over, nay, esgerly embrace the
destruction of the fair reslm of Cormanthor.”

Ther gazes met in sllence, but the Coronal seemed carved of patiently smiling marble. lldilyntra
Starym drew in a deep breath and went on, her voice now as imperious as that of any ruling queen. "For
make no mistake, Lord: your Opening, if it befals, will destroy this mightiest reslm of the People.”

She stalked impatiently across the garden, flinging her hands up at the trees, shrubs, and sculpted
banks of flowers. "Where we have dwelt, loved, and nurtured, the beauties of the forests we have tended
will know the brutal boots and dirty, careless touch of humans” The Starym matriarch turned and pointed
a the Coronal, dmogt spitting in her fury as she advanced upon him, adding a race with each step. "And
hdflings”" She came on, face blazing. "And gnomes™ Her voice sank with anger, trembling into a harsh
whisper as she delivered the gasp of ultimate outrage: "Even . . . dwarves!”

The Coronal opened his mouth to speak, as she thrust her face forward dmost to touch his, but
she whirled away again, sngpping her fingers, and turned back immediately to confront him again, hair
swirling. "All we have driven for, dl we have fought the beast-men and the orcs and the great wyrms to
keep, will be diluted-nay, polluted-and in the end swept away, our glory drowned out in the damoring
ambitions, greater numbers, and cunning schemes of the hairy humans!”

That lagt word rose into aringing shout that tore around thelr ears, setting the blue glass chimesin
the trees around the distant Heartpool anging in response.

As their fant dlamor drifted past the Living Seat, Ildilyntra stood facing the Corond in slence,
breast heaving with emotion, eyes blazing. Out of the night a sudden shaft of moonlight struck her
shoulders, setting her agleam with cold white light like a vengeful banner.

Hltargrim bowed his head for a moment, as if in respect to her passion, and took a dow step
toward her. "l once spoke amilar words,” he said, "and thought even darker things. Yet | have come to
see in our brethren races-the humans, in particular-the life, verve, and energy we lack. Heart and drive
we once had; we can only see now in the brief glimpses afforded by visons of days long gone sent by
our forebears. Even the proud House of Starym, if dl of its tongues spoke bare truth, would be forced to
admit that we have lost something-something within ourselves, not merdy lives, riches, and forest
domains logt to the spreading ambition of others.”

The Coronal broke into restless pacing as lldilyntra had done before him, his white robe swirling
as he turned to her in the moonlight and said dmost pleadingly, "Thismay be away to win back what we
have lost. A way where for so long there has been nothing but posturing, denid, and dow decline. |
believe true glory can be ours once again, not merdly the proud, gilded shdl of assumed greatness we
ding to now.

More then that: the dream of peace between men and dves and dwarves can at last be upon ud
Maerd's dream, fulfilled at lagt!"

The lady with blue-black hair and darker blazing eyes moved from her dillness like a goaded
beast, driding past him as a forest cat encircles afoeit remains wary of ... for a little while yet. Her voice,
when it came, was no longer melodious, but ingtead cut like aludtily waved razor.

"Like dl who fdl into the grip of elder years, Eltargrim," she snarled, "you begin to long for the
world as you want it to be, and not asit is Magrd's dream isjudt that-a dream! Only fools could think it
might become red, in this savage Faerun we see around us. The humans rise in magecraft-brutal,
grasping, redm-burning magecraft-with each passng year! And you would invite these-these snakes into
our very bosoms, within our armor . .. into our homes!"

Sadness made the Corond's eyes allittle bleak as he looked a what she'd become, reveded now
in her fury-far and very far from the gentle even maid held once stroked and comforted, in the shy tears
of her youth.

He stepped into the path of her raging stride and asked gently, "And is it not better to invite them



in, win friendship and through it some influence to guide, than it would be to fight them, fdl, and have
them stk into our homes as amashing, trampling conquerors, griding amid the streaming blood of dl our
people? Where isthe glory in that? What isit you are riving to keep so sacred, if dl our people perish?
Twigted legendsin the minds of the humans and our hdf-kin? Of a strange, decadent people with pointed
ears and upturned noses, whose blinding pride was their fatd fally?'

lldilyntra had been forced to hdt, or her angry progress would have carried her into him. She
stood ligening to hisrain of questions dmost nose to nose, white-clenched figts a her sSdes.

"Will you be the one to let these-these beast -races into our secret places and the very seat of
our power?" she asked now, her voice suddenly harsh. "To be remembered with hatred by what few of
our People will survive your fally, as the traitor who led the dtizens he was pledged to serve... our very
race... into ruin?'

Hltargrim shook his head. "I have no choice; | can see only the Opening as a way in which our
People may have afuture. All other roads I've looked down, and even taken this redm alittle way adong,
lead- and speedily, in the seasons just ahead-to red war. War that can only lead to deeth and defeat for
far Cormanthor, as dl the races but the dwarves and gnomes outnumber us twenty to one and more.
Humans and orcs over-muster us by thousands to one. If pride leads us to war, it leads us dso to the
grave-and that is a choice I've no right to make, on behdf of our children, whose lives I'll be crushing
before they can fend, and choose, for themsdves.

lldilyntra spat, "That fear-ladling argument can be made from now urtil forever grows old.
Therell always be babes too young to choose their own wayd™

She moved again, stepping around him, turning her head to dways face hm as she went, and
added dmogt casudly, "There is an old song that says there is no reasoning with a Corona of firm
purpose. . . and | see the truth of it now. Thereisnothing | can say that will convince you."

There was something old and very tired in Eltargrim's face as his eyes met hers. "I fear not,
lldilyntra ... loved and honored Ildilyntra" he said. "A Corona must do what is right, whate€er the cost.”

She gave an exasperated hiss, as he spread his hands a little and told her, "That is what it means
to be Coronal-not the pomp and the regdia and the bowing."

lldilyntra walked away from him across the moss, to where a thrusting shoulder of stone barred
her way and gave a home to lavender creepers. She folded her ams with savage grace, and looked
south out over the placid water. It was a smooth sheet of white now in the moonlight. The Slence she Ift
in her wake grew deep and deafening.

The Corond let his hands fal and watched her, waiting patiently. In this redlm of warring prides
and dark, never-forgotten memories, much of a Corona's work consisted of waiting patiently. Y ounger
eves never redized that.

The High Lady of the Starym looked out into the night for what seemed a very long time, her
ams trembling dightly. Her voice was as high and as soft as a sudden breeze when she spoke next.
"Then | know whet | mugt do."

Bltargrim raised his hand to let his power lash out and trammd her freedom-the gravest insult one
could give to the head of an dven House.

Yet he was too late. Sudden fire blossomed in the night, a line of sparks where his power met
hers and wrestled just long enough to let her turn. Her honor blade was in her hand as her eyes met his

"Oh, that | once loved you," she hissed. "For the Starym! For Cormanthor!™

Moongleam flashed once dong the keen edge of her blade as she buried it hilt-degp in her bresst,
and with her other hand thrugt its dragon tooth scabbard into the bright fountaining blood there. The
carved fang seemed to flicker for a moment, and then, dowly, mdted away into the river of gore. More
blood was pouring from her than that curvaceous body should have been able to hold.

"Htar ..." she gasped then, dmogt beseechingly, her eyes growing dark as she swayed. The
Corond took a swift step forward and raised his hands, the glow of heding magic blazing dong his
fingers-but a the sght of it she snatched forth the gligening blade and drove it hard into her throat.

He was running now, across the little space that remained between them, as she choked,
sumbled forward-and swept her gore-soaked arm up once more to drive the blade of her honor deep



into her own right eye.

She fdl into his arms, then, lips frozen trying to whisper his name again, and the Corond et her
down gently onto the moss, despite the growing roar of magic tearing past him, streaming up into the
night sky like bloody smoke from where the dragon tooth had been. Magic that he knew sought to dam
hislife

"Oh, Lyntra" he murmured. "Was any dispute worth your find degth?’ He rose from her then,
looking at the blood gligening on his hands, and gathered hiswill.

Her gore was a weakness, a route the magic mugtering above him could take past his gathered
power if he banished it too late.

Ashe stared at his spread hands, the dark wetness faded from them, until they blazed blue-white
with risen magic, racing dong his skin like fire. The Corond looked up, then, at the sudden darkness
above him-and found himsdf gazing straight into the open, dripping jaws of a blood dragon.

It was the most deadly spdl of the elder Houses, a revenge magic that took the life of its
awakener. The Doom of the Purebloods, some cdled it. The dragon towered above him, dark, wet, and
terrible in the night, as slent as a breeze and as deadly as a rain of enchanted venom. Living flesh would
mdt before it, twiging, withering, and shriveling into grey rot and tangled bones and sinew.

Theruler of dl Cormanthor stood robed in his aroused power, and watched the dragon strike.

It crashed down around him, in a ran that shook the entire idand, setting leaves to rudling dl
around and shattering the dillness of the lake into a hundred racing wavelets. Rocks rolled and maoss
scorched away into smoking ash where it touched. Thwarted in its gtrike by the dome of empty air his
risen power guarded, it swirled and roared, flowing in a hungry circle around the dven ruler.

Eltargrim stood unmoving, untouched in the circle his power protected, and watched it run into
oblivion. Once moreit raised its head to menace him, a tattered shadow of its former sdf. He stood his
ground grimly, and it fdl away to drifting smoke againg the blue-white fire of the Coronal.

When it was dl gone, the old df ran a trembling hand through hiswhite hair and kndt again at the
dde of the sprawled lady. "Lyntra" he sad sadly, bending to kiss lips where dark blood ill bubbled
forth. "Oh, Lyntra"

Blood spat into smoke on her throat then, touched by his power just as the daying spdl shed
cdled up had been. More smokes rose, as histears began to fdl in earnest.

He struggled againg them, as the glass chimes sounded again, and the fdtering of his shidding
sodisletin aburgt of digant laughter and wild, high music from the Erladden reve. He struggled because
he was the Coronal of Cormanthor, and his duty meant he had one more thing to say before the blood
stopped flowing, and she grew cold.

Eltargrim threw back his head to look once at the moon, choked back a sob, and managed to
say huskily, looking into the one garing eye that remained, "You shdl be remembered with honor.”

Andif hisgrief overmastered him theresfter, as he cradled the body of the one who was 4ill his
beloved, there was no one ese on the idand to hear.

Part |
Human

One
Savage Trails And Scepters

Nothing is recorded of the journey of EIminster from his native Athalantar across half a
world of wild forests to the fabled elven realm of Cormanthor, and it can only be assumed to have
been uneventful.

Antarn the Sage



from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

The young man was busy pondering the last words a goddess had said to him-so the arrow that
burst from the trees took him completely by surprise.

It hummed past his nose, trailing leaves, and Elminder peered after it, blinking in surprise. When
he looked adong the road in front of him again, men in worn and filthy leathers were scrambling down
onto it to bar his way, swords and daggers in their hands. There were Sx or more of them, and none
looked kindly.

"Get down or die" one of them announced, dmogt pleasantly. Bl cast quick glancesright and Ieft,
saw no one charging him from behind, and murmured a quick word.

When heflicked hisfingers, an indant later, three of the brigands facing him were hurled away as
if they'd been struck hard by the empty air. Blades flew spinning aoft, and startled, winded men crashed
into brambles and rolled to dow, curang hdts.

"I believe a more traditiond greeting conssts of the words ‘well met, " ElIminger told the man
who'd spoken, adding adry amile to his dignified observation.

The brigand leader's face went white, and he sprinted for the trees. "Algan!" he bellowed.
"Dracel A rescuel”

In answer, more arrows came humming out of the deep green forest like angry wasps.

H dove out of his saddle a scant ingant before two of them met in his mount's head. The fathful
gray horse made an incredulous choking sound, threw up its fordegs asif to chalenge an unseen foe, and
then rolled over onto its Sde to kick and die.

It came within a fingerlength of crushing its rider, who rolled away as fagt as he could, hissing
curses as he tried to think which of his spells would best serve a lone man scrambling through ferns and
brambles, surrounded by brigands hiding behind trees with ready bows.

Not that he wanted to leave his saddlebag, anyway. Panting in his frantic haste, B reached the far
gde of a stout old tree. He noticed in passing that its leaves were beginning to turn, touched gold and
brown by the firg daring frogts of the Year of the Chosen, and clawed his way up its mossy bark to
stand gasping and peering around through the trees.

Crashings marked the routes of the hurrying outlaws as they ran to surround him. Elmingter Sghed
and leaned againg his tree, murmuring an incantation he'd been saving for a time when he might be faced
with hungry beasts on anight held have to spend in the open. Such a night would never come, now, if he
didnt put the spdl to more immediate use. He finished the cagting, amiled at the firg brigand to peer
waily around a nearby tree a him-and stepped into the duskwood he was leaning againg.

The brigand's startled curse was cut off aoruptly as El melded into the old, patient slence of the
forest giant, and threw his thoughts aong its spreading roots to the next tree that was large enough. A
shadowtop, in that direction. Well, 'twould have to do.

He sent his shadowy body flowing dong the taproot, trying not to fed choked and trapped. The
closed-in, buried feding drove some mages mad when they tried this spell-but Myrjda had considered it
one of the most important things for him to master.

Could she have foreseen this day, years later?

That thought sent a chill through the prince of Athdantar as he rose ingde the shadowtop. Was
evarything that happened to hm Mystras will?

And if it was, what would happen when her will clashed with the will of another god, who was
guiding someone e se?

Hed have been flying in falcon-shape over this forest, after dl, if shed not commanded him to
"ride’ to the fabled dven redm of Cormanthor. A bird of prey would have been too high for the arrows
of these brigands to reach even if they'd fdt like wadting shafts.

That thought carried EImingter out into the bright world again. He mdted out of the dark, warm
wood into the bright sunlight with the Skuldask Road a muddy ribbon on his left-and the dusty leather of
abrigand not two paces away to hisright. Elmingter could not resist doing something he'd once delighted



in, years ago, in the streets of Hagtarl: he plucked the man's belt dagger out of its sheeth so softly and
deftly that the brigand didn't notice. Its pomme bore the scratched outline of a serpent, risng to strike.

Then he froze, not daring to take a step for fear of crushing dead leaves underfoot, and betraying
his presence. He stood as dill as a stone as the man stalked away, moving cautioudy toward where the
young mage had run to.

Could he get his saddlebag and flee without being noticed? Even if they hadn't had arrows and
some kil infiring them, he redly didn't want to waste spells on a handful of desperate men, here in the
heart of the Skuldaskar. HE'd seen bears and great forest cats and deep-spiders dready on his journey,
and heard tdes of fa more fearsome beasts that hunted men dong this road. HEd even found the
gnawed bones and rotting, overturned wagons of a caravan that had met death dong the road, some time
ago . . . and he didn't want to become just one more gridy traillsde warning.

As he stood, undecided, another brigand strode around the tree, head down and hurrying, and
walked right into him.

They fdl to the leaves in startled unison-but the young Athdantan aready had a blade in his hand,
and he used it.

The dagger was sharp, and his dash laid open the man's forehead with asngle stroke as H rolled
to his feet and sprinted away, meking sure that he ssomped on the bow that the man had dropped. It
snapped under his boots, and then he was running hard for the road, startled shouts following him.

The man held cut would be blinded by the sreaming blood until someone helped him, and that
made one less brigand to chase Elminder of Athdantar. The Berduskan Rapids were dill days
away-longer, now tha he had to walk-and Elturd was an even longer trip back. He didn't reish going
ether way with a band of cutthroats hunting him, day and night.

He reached his horse, scrambling back down onto the road, and used his borrowed dagger to
cut free his saddlebag and the loop that held his scabbard.

Snatching up both of them, he ran hard aong the road, seeking to win alittle distance before he'd
have to try some other trick.

Another arrow hummed past his shoulder, and he swerved abruptly into the forest on the far Sde
of the road. So much for that brilliant tactic.

He was going to have to stand and fight. Unless...

In frenzied haste he dropped his burden and snatched out his sword, the daggers from both
boots, and the knife sheathed down his back, its hilt hidden under his har at the ngpe of his neck. They
joined the borrowed dagger on a dump of moss, dattering into a heap-and he added his fire-blackened
cooking fork and broad-bladed skinning knife to them even as he began the chant.

Men were legping and running through the trees, fast gpproaching, as EIminger muttered his way
through the spell, taking each blade in turn and carefully nicking himsdf so that drops of his blood fdl on
the stedl. He touched each blade to the tangle of feathers and spiderweb strands held scooped out of his
pouch-lined badric, thanking Mystra that sheld whispered to him to mark each pouch so he knew thar
contents at a glance, and then clapped his hands.

The gpdl was done. EIminger snatched up his saddiebag to use as a shidd againg any swift
arrows that might come hisway, and crouched low behind it as the seven weapons held enchanted rose
restledy into the ar, skirled agangt each other for a moment as they drifted about as if siffing for
prey-and then legpt away, racing pointsfirg through the forest air.

The firg brigand shrieked moments later, and E saw the man spin around, dutching a one
eyebdl, and fdl down the bank onto the road. A second man spat out a curse and swung his blade in
frantic haste; there was aringing of sted on stedl, and then the man redled and fel, blood spurting from
his opened throat.

Anocther man grunted and clutched at his side, snatching out the cooking fork and flinging it down
with a groan. Then he joined the frantic retreat, outpaced by some of his fdlows who were sprinting
desperately to stay ahead of blades that were rushing hungrily after them.

Whenever sted drew blood, his enchantment fled from it. Elmingter dropped his saddiebag and
went forward cautioudy to retrieve his daggers and fork from the men who'd falen. It would be easy to



dip away now, but then hed never know how many survived to stalk him-and held never get his blades
back.

The two B had seen fdl were both dead, and a heavy tral of blood told him that a third men
wouldn't run much farther before the gods gathered him in. A fourth man made it back to Elminger's
horse before the young Athdantan's sword plunged itsdf into his back, and he fdl over it onto his face
and lay ill.

Elminger retrieved dl but his borrowed dagger and one of his bdt knives, finding two more
bodies, before he gave up the grim task and resumed his journey. Both of the dead men had weapons
marked with the crudely scratched serpent symbol. El scratched his jaw, where his unshaven stubble was
beginning to itch, and then shrugged. He had to go on; what did it matter which gang or felowship
damed these woods as its own? He was careful to take dl the bows he saw with him, and thrust them
ingde a hallow log alittle farther on, startling a young rabbit out of its far end into bounding flight through
the trees.

H looked down at the clugter of bloody bladesin his hand and shook his head in regret. He never
liked to day, whatever the need. He cleaned the blades on the firg thick moss he found and went on,
south and east, through the darkening wood.

The skies soon turned gray, and a chill breeze blew, but the rain that smelled near never came,
and Elminger trudged on with his saddlebag growing heavier on his shoulder.

* %k %k * %

It was with weary rdief that he came down into allittle hollow just before dusk, and saw chimney
smoke and a stockade wall and open fidds ahead.

A sgnboard high on the cornerpost of what looked like a paddock, though it held only mud and
trampled grass just now, read: "Be Welcome At The Herdd's Horn." Underneath was a bad painting of
an dmog circular dlver trumpet. Elminder amiled at it in rdief and waked dong the stockade, past
severd stone buildings that reeked of hops, and in through a gate that was overhung with someone's
badly forged iron replica of the looped herald's horn.

This looked to be where hed be spending the night. I strode across a muddy yard to a door
where a bored-looking boy was peding and trimming radishes and peppers, tossng his work into
water-filled barrels, and kegping watch for guests at the sametime.

The boy's face sharpened with interest as he surveyed Elminger, but he made no move to drike
the gong by his ebow, medy gving the weary, hawk-nosed youth an expressonless nod of
acknowledgment. B returned it and went insde.

The place smdled of cedar, and there was a hearth-fire somewhere ahead to the left, and voices.
Elmingter peered about, his shoulder-borne saddlebag swinging, and saw that he stood in the midst of yet
another forest-this one a crowded tangle of treetrunk pillars, dm rooms, and flaggtones strewn with
sawdust, complete with scurrying beetles. Many of the planks around him bore the scars of old fires that
hed been put out in time, long ago.

And by the amdll of things the place was a brewery. Not just the sour smdl beer that everyone
meade, but the source of enough brew to fill the smal mountain of barrels B could see through a window
whose shutters had been fastened back to let in a little light and air- and a face that stared in a him,
wrinkled bushy brows, and growled, "Alone? Afoot? Want a med and a bed?’

Elmingter nodded a slent reply and was rewarded with the gruff addition, "Then be & home. Two
dlver a bed, two slver for meds, extra tankards a copper apiece, and baths extra. Taproom's on the |éft,
there, keep your bag with you-but be warned: | throw out dl who draw sted in my house . . .
graightaway, into the night, without their weapons. Got it?'

"Understood," B replied with some dignity.

"Got a name?' the stout owner of the face demanded, reging one fat and hary am on the
windowsll.

For a brief moment El was moved to reply merdy "Aye" but prudence made him say instead,



"H, out of Athdantar, and bound for the Rapids.”

The face bobbed in a nod. "Mines Drelden. Built this place mysdf. Bread, dripping, and cheese
on the mantdl. Draw yoursdlf a tankard and tdl Rose your wants. She's got soup ready.”

The face vanished, and as the grunts and thuds of barrels being wrestled about floated in through
the window, Elminger did as held been bid.

A forest of wary faces looked up as he entered the taproom, and watched in Slent interest as the
youth quietly adorned his cheese with mustard and settled into a corner seat with his tankard. Elminger
gave the room at large a polite nod and Rose an enthudadtic one, and devoted himsdf to filling his
groaning belly and looking back at the folk who were sudying him.

In the back corner were a dozen burly, sweaty men and women who wore smocks, big
shapeless boots, alat of dirt, and weary expressons. Loca farmers, come for amed before bed.

There was a table of men who wore leather armor, and were strapped about with weapons.
They dl sported badges of a scarlet sword lad across a white shidd; one of them saw Elminger looking
a hisand grunted, "We're the Red Blade, bound for the Cdishar to find caravan-escort work."

Elmingter gave his own name and destination in reply, took a swig from his tankard, and then held
slence until folk lost interest in him.

The conversation that had been going on in a desultory way before his entrance resumed. It
seemed to be a"have ye heard?' top-this contest between the lagt two guests bearded, boisterous men
in tattered clothes, who wore stout, well-used swords and amdl arsenas of danging cups, knives,
mdlets, and other amdl toals.

One, Kalmuth Hauntokh, was hairier, fatter, and more arrogant then the other. As the young
prince of Athdantar watched and listened, he waxed eoquent about the "opportunities that be bailin' up
right now- jugt bailin', | tdl thee-for prospectors like mesdf- and Surgath here.”

He leaned forward to fix the Red Blades with wise old eyes, and added in a hoarse, confidentid
whisper that must have carried clear out back to the stables, "It's on account o' the dves, see? They're
moving away-no one knows where-jus gone. They cleared out o' what they cdled Elanvee.. . . that's the
woods whet the River Reaching runs through, nor'east o' here ... last winter. Now dl that land's ours for
the picking. Why, not a tenday back | found a bauble there-gold, and jools stuck in it, clear through-in a
house that had fdlenin!”

"Aye" one of the faamers said in a voice flat with disbelief, "and how big was it, Hauntokh?
Bigger'n my head, thistime?"

The prospector scowled, his black brows drawing together into a fierce wdl. "Less o' that lip,
Naglarn," he growled. "When I'm out there, swingin' m'blade to drive off the wolves, it's right sedom |
see thee dridin' boldly into the woods!"

"Some of us," Naglarn replied in avoice that dripped scorn, "have honest work to do, Hauntokh
... but then, y'wouldn't know what that was, now would you?' Many of the farmers chuckled or grinned
intired slence.

"Il let thet pass, farmer,” the prospector replied coldly, "seem’ as | like the Horn so well, an' plan
to be drinkin' here long after they look at thy weed fidds an' use thy own plow to put thee under, in a
corner somewheres. But I'll show thee not to scoff at them as dares to go where thee won't.”

One hary hand darted into Hauntokh's open shirt-front with snakelike speed, and out of the
gray-white har there drew forth a fis-szed cloth bag. Strong, stubby fingers thrugt its drawstrings open,
and plucked into view dl it held: a sphere of shining gold, inset with sparkling gems. An involuntary gasp
of awe came from every throat in the room as the prospector proudly held it up.

It was a beautiful thing, as old and as exquigte as any dven work Elmingter had ever seen. It was
probably worth a dozen Herald's Horns, or more. Much more, if that glow betokened meagics that did
more than merdly adorn. Bl watched its inner light play on the ring the prospector wore-a ring that bore
the scratched device of a serpent rigng to dirike.

"Have ye ever seen the like?' Hauntokh gloated. "Aye, Naglan?' He turned his head, gaze
sweeping across the Red Blade adventurers, who were leaning forward so far in their hunger and wonder
thet they were dmogt out of their chairs, and looked &t hisriva prospector.



"And thee, Surgath?' he charged. "Have ye brought back anything to match hdf o' this, hey?'

"Wdl, now," the other bearded, weatherbeaten man said, scratching his head. "Wel, now." He
shifted in his seat, bringing one booted foot up onto the table, while Karlmuth Hauntokh chuckled,
enjoying his moment of clear superiority.

And then the ragtag prospector drew something long and thin out of his raised boot, and grew a
gin to match Karlmuth's own. He hadn't many teeth |eft, Bl noticed.

"I wasn't goin' to lord it over thee, Hauntokh,” he said jauntily. "No, that's not Surgath Ilder's
road. Quiet and sure, that's my way ... quiet and sure He hed up the long, thin cylinder, and lad his
hand on the crumpled black sk that shrouded it. "I've been in the Elanvae too,” he drawled, "seain’ what
pets-an' treasure- might come my way. Now years ago-probably afore you were born, Hauntokh, |
wouldn't doubt-"

The larger prospector snarled, but his eyes never Ieft the silk-shrouded object.

"--| learned that when you're in a hurry, and in dven woods, you can generdly find both those
things beasts and loot together, in one place: atomb.”

If the room had been hushed before, that last word made it grainingly slent.

"It's the one place that hunting elves tend to leave be, y'see” Surgath continued. "So if y'don't
mind fighting for your life every so often, you might-just might-be lucky enough to find something like
this." Hejerked the glk away.

There was a murmur, and then slence again. The prospector was holding a chased and fluted
slver rod. One of its ends tapered into a wavering tongue like a gylized flane, and the other ended in a
sky-blue gem as large as the ggping mouth of the nearest Red Blade adventurer. In between, a dender,
amod lifdike dragon curled around the barrel of the scepter, its eyes two glowing gems. One was green,
and one amber- and at the tip of its curling tail was yet another gem-stone, this one ae-brown in hue,

Elminger stared at it for some seconds before remembering to raise his tankard and cover the
eagerness in his face. Something like that, now, if he had to dud with even guards, would come in very
handy indeed ... It was even work, had to be, that smooth and beautiful. What powers did it have, now?

"This here scepter,” Surgath said, waving it-there was a gasp and a clatter, then, as Rose came
into the room with a platter of hot tarts, and dropped them on her own toes in Sartled amazement-"was
lad to rest with alord of the elves, I'm thinking, two thousand summers ago, or more. Now, he liked to
play a impressing folk-just like certain lazy, loose-tongued retired prospectors | can rest my eyes on,
right now! So he could make this here rod do things. Watch."

His awed audience saw him touch one of the dragon's eyes at the same time as he touched the
large gem in the butt of the scepter. A light flashed as he pointed it a Kalmuth Hauntokh-who
whimpered and dove for the floor, shivering in fear.

Surgath threw back his head and guffawed. "Less fear, Hauntokh," he laughed. "Stop your
groveing. That's dl it does, y'see: throw off that light.”

Elminger shook his head dightly, knowing the scepter mugt be doing more than that-but only one
pair of eyesin that room noticed the unshaven youth's reaction.

Asthe riva prospector rose into view again, mounting anger in his eyes, Surgaeth added grandly,
"Ah, but there's more.”

He pressed the dragon's other eye and the butt-gem in unison-and a beam legpt across the
taproom and sent Elminger's tankard spinning. The young man watched it clatter dong the wall, smoking,
and his eyes narrowed.

"We're not done yet," Surgath said galy, as the beam died out and the tankard rolled out of the
room. "Theresthis, yet!"

He touched the tail-gem and the butt-gem, thistime, and the result was a humming sphere of blue
radiance in which smdl sparks danced and spun.

Elminger's face tightened, and his fingers danced behind his cheese. He looked down, as if
peering for his tankard, so that the others wouldn't see him muttering phrases. He had to qudl this last
unleashing quickly, before red harm was done.

His 3ol took effect, apparently unnoticed by the other occupants of the taproom, and EIminger



sank back in his seet in relief, sweat gathering at his temples. He wasn't done yet; there remained the
amdl matter of somehow getting the scepter away from this old man, too. He had to have that scepter.

"Now," Surgath crooned, "I'm thinking thet this little toy wouldn't look out of place in a king's
fig-and I'm tryin' to decide which one to offer it to, right now. I've got to get there, do the dickering, and
get out again without being killed or thrown in a dungeon. I've got to choose me the right king first off,
y'see . . . because it's got to be one that can pay me a leadt fifty rubies, and dl of them bigger'nmy
thumb!”

The prospector looked smugly around at them, and added, "Oh, and a warning: | dso found
some ussful magic that will take care of anyone who triesto snaich this off me. Permanently take care of
'em, if y'take my meaning.”

"Hfty rubies” one of the adventurers echoed, in awed dishdief.

"D'ye mean that?' Elminger blurted out, and something in his tone drew every eye in the room.
"Yed sl that, right now, for fifty rubies?'

"Wadl, ah-" Surgath sputtered, and his eyes narrowed. "Why, lad? You have that saddlesack o
yours suffed with rubies?

"Perhaps,”" ElIminger said, nervoudy nibbling on a piece of cheese and dmogt hiting off the tips of
his own fingersin the process. "l ask again: isthy offer serious?"

"Wdl, praps | spoke a mite hadily," the prospector sad dowly. "I was thinkin' more of a
hundred rubies.”

"Ye were indeed,” EIminger said, his tone dry. "I could fed it, clear over here. Wdl, Surgath
[Ider, I'll buy that scepter from ye, here and now, for a hundred rubies-and dl of them bigger than thy
thumb."

"Hah!" The prospector leaned back in his chair. "Where would a lad like you get a hundred
rubies?'

Elmingter shrugged. "Y e know-other people's tombs, places like that.”

"No one gets buried with a hundred rubies" Surgeath scoffed. "Tdl me another, lad."

"W, I'm the only living prince of arich kingdom .. ." Elmingter began.

Hauntokh's eyes narrowed, but Surgath laughed derisvely. Elminder rose, shrugged, and
reached into his saddlebag. When his hand came out, he was holding a wadded-up cloak-to conced the
fact that his hand was in fact empty-and to hide the Sngle gesture that would rel ease hiswaiting, "hanging’”
spdl.

As the adventurers leaned forward, watching him closdy, Elminger unrolled the cloth with a
flourigt+ and gems, cherry-red, &fire with the reflected flames of the hearth, spilled out across the table
before him.

"Fick one up, Surgath,” Elminger said gently. " See for thysdf that it'sred.”

Dumbfounded, Surgath did so, halding it up to the light of the whirling scepter. His hands began
to shake. Karlmuth Hauntokh snatched one, too, and squinted &t it.

Then, very dowly, he set it back on the table in front of the hawk-nosed youth, and turned to
look around the taproom.

H dropped his gaze to the man's hairy hands. Yes, his ring definitdly matched the symbol borne
by the brigands.

"They're red," Hauntokh said hoarsdy. "They're more red'n'that.” He jerked his thumb a the
scepter, looked down a his own golden bauble, and shook his head dowly.

"Boy," Surgath said, "if you're serious ... this scepter is yours.”

Men and women were on ther feet dl over the room, goggling at the table strewn with sparkling
gems. One of the Red Blades strode forward until he loomed above EIminger.

"I wonder where a youngling gets such riches," he said with dow menace. "Have you any more
such baubles, to see you down the long, perilous road to the Repids?’

Elmingter smiled dowly, and put something into the warrior's hand.

The man looked down at it. A dngle coin glimmered in his pdm. A large, olden coin of pure
platinum.



Elmingter took the scepter from its soft midair twirling, and waved his other hand in invitation at
the table of gems. Surgath scrambled for it.

The hawk-nosed youth watched him feverishly raking rubies together and leaned forward to
speak to the adventurer, in a soft whisper that carried to every corner of the taproom. "There's just one
thing to beware of, good sir-and that's coming to look for more"

"Oh?" the man asked, as menacingly as before.

Elmingter pointed at the coin-and suddenly it stirred, risng as a hissng serpent in the man's hand.
With a curse the man hurled it away. It struck a wal with a metdlic ring, dropped, and rolled away, a
coin once more,

"They're cursed, ye see" Elminger said swestly. "All of them. Stolen from a tomb, they were,
and that awakened it. And without my magic to keep the curse under contral...”

"Wait a bit," Surgath said, face darkening. "How do | know these rubiesre red, hey?"

"You dont,” Elminger told him. "Yet they are, and will reman rubies in the morning. Every
moming after that, too. If you want the scepter back-1'll be in the room Rose has ready for me”

He gave them dl a polite amile and went out, wondering how many folk, whether they wore
serpent rings or not, would try to day the spell image that would be the only thing degping in El's bed
tonight, or turn the room indde out searching for a scepter that was not there. The turf-and-tile roof of the
Herdd's Horn would do wdl enough for the repose of the lagt prince of Athdantar.

Orf dl the eyes in that taproom that wonderingly watched the young man from Athdantar leave,
one pair, in afar corner, harbored black, smoldering murder. They did not belong to the man who wore

the serpent ring.

* k *k k %

"A hundred rubies” Surgath said hoarsdy, spilling a amdl red rain of glittering gems from one
hand to the other. "And dl of them red." He glanced up at the reassuring glow of the wards, amiled, and
dirred his bowl full of rubies once more. It had cost him the same worth as two of these jewels to buy the
wardstone, years ago-but it was worth every last copper tonight.

Sill amiling, he never saw the wardstone flash once, as aglent spdl turned itsfiery defenses on its
owner.

There was a muted roar, and then the prospector's skeleton toppled dowly sdeways onto the
bed. Surgath Ilder would grin forever now.

A few rubies, shattered by the heat, tinkled to the floor in blackened fragments. The eyes that
watched them fdl held a certain satisfaction-but dill smoldered with murder yet to be done. Revenge
could sometimes reach from beyond the grave.

After amoment, the owner of those eyes smiled, shrugged, and wove the spell that would bring a
figful of those rubies hence.

We mug dl diein the end-but why not die rich?

Two
Death And Gems

The passing of the Mage of Many Gems might have doomed the House of Alastrarra, had
it not been for the sacrifice of a passing human. Many elves of the realm soon wished the man in
guestion had sacrificed everything instead. Others point out that in more than one sense-he did.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Siver Blades And Summer Nights:

An Informa But True History of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of the Harp



As he went on through the endless wood, the land began to rise again, sprouting crags and huge
mossy overhangs of rock amid the ever-present trees. There was no tral to follow, but now tha
Elminger was past the line of mountains that marked the eastern boundary of the humen redm of
Cormyr, wherever south and east the trees rose tdlest mug be the right direction to head for
Cormanthor. The hawk-nosed youth with the saddiebag on his shoulder walked deadily toward that
unseen destination, knowing he must be getting close by now. The trees were older and larger, hung with
vines and mosses. He'd long since left dl traces of woodsmen's axes behind.

He'd been waking for days-months-but in a way he was glad brigand arrows had deprived him
of his mount. Even in the lands damed by the men of Cormyr, now behind him, the hills had been so
trackless and heavily wooded that held have had to let his horse go, thus willfully bresking Mystras
directive.

Long before the terrain would've forced that disobedience on him, held have been coinless from
buying hay for the beast to eat, and weary-armed from hacking at tree-limbs to cut a way large enough
for the horse to squeeze onwards-presuming, of course, that the horse would've been willing to be ridden
into woods too thick to move about in. Woods roamed by things that snarled and howled at night, and
caused many unseen things to scream and wall as they were dain.

H hoped not to join ther ranks overly soon.

He kept holding spdlls handy; they dlowed him to freeze rabbits and sometimes deer where they
stood, and get close enough to them to use his knife. He was getting tired of the bloody, messy
butcherings that followed, the congtant rustlings and cdls that meant he was himsdf being watched, the
londiness, and of feding lost. Sometimes he fdt more like a badly amed arrow rushing blindly off to
nowhere, rather than a powerful, anointed Chosen of Mystra. Occasiondly he hit something, but dl too
often-though things seemed easy and graightforward enough-he plunged right into one blunder after
another. Hmm. No wonder Chosen were rare beasts.

No doubt there were rarer beasts lurking somewhere in dl these trees right now, hunting him.
Why couldn't Mystra have given him a spdl that would whisk him right to the Streets of the dven city?
The Moonsea lay somewhere ahead and to hisleft, ending these trees that were even territory-and if his
memory of overheard merchant chatter and glimpses of maps in Hastarl served him rightly, it was linked
by ariver to an am of the vast and sprawling Sea of Fdlen Stars, which formed the eastern boundary of
the dven rem he sought. The mountains behind him were the western edge of Cormanthor-so if he kept
walking, and turned right whenever he found ariver, hed stay in dven lands. Whether or not hed ever
find the fabled city at its heart was another matter. B sghed; theréd been no glows of torchlight or the
like a night to mark a digant city-and held not seen an df snce leaving Athdantar, let done found one
snce passing the line of mountains. Something as SImple as afdl over a tree root out here could kill him,
with no one but the wolves and buzzards to know about it. If Mystra attached such importance to his
getting himsdf to the city, couldn't she guide him somehow? Winter could find him Hill wandering-or long
dead, his bones cracked and forgotten by some owlbear or peryton or skulking giant spider!

Elminger sighed and waked on. His feet were beginning to ache so much-a deep bone-ache,
that made him fed sick-that the pain overwhemed the ever-present ging of broken blisters and raw skin.
His boots weren't in good shape now, ether. In taes heroes just got to wherever the excitement was
without ddlay or hardship-and if he was a Chosen of Mystra, surdy he qudified as a hero!

Why couldnt dl of this be easier? He sghed again. As the wood went on around him, footfdl
after weary footfdl, mushroom-cloaked roots rose out of the earth everywhere, like contorted wadls, and
ful sunlight became rare. Deer were a common sght now, lifting their heads to watch him warily from
afar, and ruslings and flutteringsin the ever-present shade around told him that other game was growing
more plentiful, too.

Elminger ignored most snags and shrubs and dinging creepers, for fear of lurking danger; not
wanting to be hunted by anything hungry that had a nose, held long ago cast a spdll that left him treading
ar afoot or so clear of the ground. He left no trace of his passage, keeping to where gnarled forest giants
choked out sgplings and thorn-thickets, and the way was rdaively clear. He was making good progress,



when he grew weary he rested in the shape of a cloud of mis dinging to high branches in the night.
Someone or something was fallowing him, of course.

Something too wary, or cunning, to let him get a look at it. Once held even cloaked himsdf in a
spd| of invighility and doubled back on his route. He found the tracks of his pursuer hedtily turning aside
to end in a stream. Al the last prince of Athalantar learned was that the being shadowing hm was a lone
human-or some other sort of being that wore hard-soled boots. On two fet.

So held shrugged and pressed on, heading for the fabled Towers of Song. The dves suffered no
human to see ther great dity and live, but a goddess had commanded B to go thence, in his firg service
to her. If evesdinging fiercdly to their privacy didn't approve, that was just too bad.

Too bad for him, if his alertness or spdls faled him. Once aready there had been a burst of blue
light in the dusk off to hisleft one evening, as atrap el damed the life of an owlbear. EIminger hoped
such magics were specific in ther triggerings . . . and weren't waiting for humans who used spells to keep
clear of the ground.

One thing was increesngly clear to him, now: even dves eager to be friendly, if Cormanthor
boasted any such, weren't likdy to welcome an intruding human with amiles if that lone vistor was
carying a scepter of power looted from an even tomb.

The atention hed attracted back at the Horn had been a mistake, whatever danger that
prospector's ignorance of magic had posed. Hed logt a night's deep, and had to use hasty sodls to
snaich himsdf clear, when at least four folk with spells and daggers had separately attacked his degping
chamber. The lagt one had come cregping across the roof, blade in hand, right to where Bl was ligening
to the sounds of two of the others knifing each other to death in the darkness below.

Now he was carrying a beautiful-and no doubt very recognizable-thing of gems and chased dlver
that an df who saw it might be able to awaken from a distance to turn its powers on Elminder ... a
scepter that might bear a curse or spit magics that harmed anyone arousing them. A scepter that had
belonged to an df whaose surviving kin might day any human who dared to touch it. A scepter someone
might be tracing even now.

How could he have been so stupid? H dghed again. Somewhere on this journey he had to hide
the scepter, in a place where he-and, barring tracing spells, only he, not some mysterious follower or
dven patrol-could find it again. And that meant a digtinctive landmark; in this endless wood, something of
the land benesth the trees, not a tree itsdlf. He kept a watch for something suitable.

Soon after sunrise, on the day after Elminger waked above the dark waters of his twelfth
swamp, he found it. The land rose sharply in aline of pointed crags, the last one a bare stone needle like
the prow of some gigantic ship eager to sall up to the sun.

Elminger chose the crag next to the prow. It was a lower-tree-girt haght, with a duskwood tree
he liked the look of dinging to one of its edges. Twould do. In among its roots he knelt, scooping up a
hendful of earth and crumbling it in his fingers until it fel away to leave him holding a few stones.

Out of his bag he took the Slver scepter, glanding at it briefly as he lad it on his pdm amid the
stones. It was a beautiful thing, one end tapering into the shape of a tongue of flane. Elminger shook his
head in admiration, and whispered a certain el over his hand. Then he thrugt the scepter into the hole
hed created, smoothed dirt over it, and plucked up a nearby dump of moss to lay atop the disturbed
earth. A handful of leaves and twigs completed the concedlment, and he hurried to the next crag dong the
line There he dropped one of the stones, and went on to another three of the tree-clad heights, to leave a
done a each. Pausing at the last, he murmured another spell thet left im feding weak and sick indde, as
hislimbs tingled with blue-white fire for the space of along, lesurdy breath.

He took that breath, and another, before he fdt strong enough to make the second casting. It was
asmplething of gestures, asngle phrase, and the mdting away of a hair from behind his ear. Done.

The Athdantan kept ill for a moment, ligening, and peered back the way hed come for any
ggns of movement. Nothing met his ears and eyes but the scuttlings of amal forest creatures . . . moving
invarious wrong directions, and ignoring him. B turned and went on with his journey. He didn't fed like
waiting for hours just to see who was fallowing him.

Mystra had sent him to Cormanthor on a misson. Just what he was supposed to do there she



hadn't revealed yet, but hed be needed there, sheld said, "in time to come" It didn't sound like anything
one had to hurry to, but Bl wanted to see the legendary dity of the dves. It was the most beautiful placein
dl Faerun, the mindrels said, ful of wonders and dven folk so handsome that looking upon them took
one's breath away. A place of revels and magicd marves and Snging, where fantastic mansions thrust
Spires to the stars, and the forest and the dty grew around each other in a vast, ralling garden. A place
where they killed non-elves on sght.

WEéll, there was alinein an old ballad about stupid brigands that had become a wry saying anong
Athdantans "Well just have to burn that treasure when we get our hands on it It would have to serve
himin the days ahead. Bl rather suspected that held be spending alot of time drifting around Cormanthor
as awatching, ligening mig.

Better that, he supposed, than spending the eterna oblivion of death by spdls, to snk forgotten
into the earth of an dven garden somewhere, his service to Mystra unfulfilled.

The young man paused a the base of a shadowtop as large around as a cottage, swung his
saddlebag from one shoulder to another, stretched like a cat, and set off south and east again, walking
fadt. His boots made no sound as he trod the empty air. He glanced at the gill waters of alittle pool as he
passed, and they reflected back the image of an unshaven, straggle-bearded youth with keen blue eyes,
black tangled hair, a sharp beak of a nose, and along, gangly build. Not unhandsome, but not particularly
trusworthy in gppearance, ether. Wel, he was going to have to impress some df, sometime.. . .

Had he looked back at the right moment, El would have seen a cloud of dinging mushrooms rise
from the damp forest floor as something unseen disturbed them, and settle softly again as whatever it was
whispered a curse and turned hadtily aside. Was the young man ahead going to blunder straight into the
guarded heart of Cormanthor?

Then the forest gloom to the south and east gave sudden birth to spreading rings of fire, and the
ground shook. Yes, it seemed he was.

Elminger hurried forward, running on the air, swinging his saddlebag fore and aft in one hand to
gve him the momentum to surge forward in earnest. That had been a battle spdl, hurled in haste.

Leaves were dill flaming in dancing branches ahead, and a tree crashed down somewhere to the
wes, in answer to the deep, ralling force of the explosion that had shuddered past im moments before.

Elminger dodged around along sde-limb and over arise, descending into a rocky, fern-filled dell
beyond. At its bottom, a spring weled up between old and mossy boulders-one of which was just
tumbling back to earth, trailing flames and the spinning bones of something torn apart.

Figures were trotting and scrambling and hacking among those boulders. Elves B saw, who
were fighting burly red-skinned warriors whose mouths jutted tusks, and whose black leather armor
brigtled with daggers and axes and maces.

Hobgoblins had surprised the dves at the stream and dain most of them. As B raced closer
above the ferns, his bag sending them dancing and waving in his wake, an ven sword flashed with spell
light asiit rose and fdl. Its quarry fdl away, snarling in pain and dutching a a ravaged neck, as an iron bar
wielded by another hobgoblin came down on the head of the dven swordsman with a solid thud that
echoed across the ddll, sckeningly loud.

The df s head collapsed in a spray of gore, and his twitching body fdl againgt his companion.
Thislast survivor of the even patral, it seemed, was a tdl df who wore a shoulder mantle adorned with
rows of ovd, gem-adorned pendants that flashed and sparkled as he dodged. A mage, B guessed,
rasng a hand to hurl a spdll.

The df was fagter. One of his hands blossomed into a ball of fire, which he thrust into the face of
the staff-widding hobgoblin. As his foe staggered backwards, roaring in anger and pain, the fire sprouted
two long tongues of flame, like the horns of a bull. The flames stabbed out a the red-skinned ruukha,
searing away leather armor to lay bare scorched grey hide. The iron gaff clanged to the rocks as the
hobgoblin spun away, howling in earnest-and the even mage swept his horns of flame across the face of
another assailant.

Too late. The fire was dill 9zzing across the bat-eared, snarling face of one ruukha when another
reached over it to thrugt the dark and wicked tines of a longfork clear through the even mage's upper



body.

The seeking bolts EiIminger had hurled were 4ill streeking through the ar as the trandfixed df
struggled hisway clear of the bloody tines, shrieking in agony, and dumped into the stream. Hobgoblins
were svarming down around the rocks now, stabbing at the writhing even mage. B saw his fine-boned
face thrown back in agony as he gasped out something- and the ar above the stream was suddenly full of
countless stresking slver sparks.

Hobgoblins jerked and spasmed, arching in agony, as the df sank back into the railing waters.
Falen ruukha weapons crashed down around him as his magic raged. Therr former owners were il
reding as Elminger's bolts tore into them, spinning them around and filling them with blue-white fire.

Spdlflames roared out from hobgoblin mouths and noses, and the eyes above them bulged and
then burg into blue-white, spattering mists. The scorched corpses staggered amledy into rocks and
trampled ferns until they fdl-leaving a moaning df lying in the waters, and more angry ruukha crashing
down the far dde of the dell with axes, longforks, and blades in their hands.

Blven bodies lay arched and sprawled around Elminder as he came to a hdt above the mage.
Pain-wracked emerald eyes blinked up a him through swesat-tangled white hair, and widened in
agonishment at seeing a human.

"Il stand with ye," the Athaantan told the df, lifting his head clear of the blood-darkened water.
Tha deed caused hisargriding spdl to fail, and he promptly discovered that one of his boots lesked, as
they settled into the cold, rushing waters.

He aso discovered that he redly didn't have time to care, as ferns rustled around him and more
ruukha rose into view, wearing nasty grins of triumph at their deception. The dven patrol had camped in
the midst of a hobgoblin haven, or more likdly been carefully and completdy surrounded as they dept.

The entire ddll, it seemed, was full of yellow-tusked, menacing ruukha, raising shieds before them
as they crouched low and stumped cautioudy forward. They seemed to have dready learned that mages
are dways dangerous ... and to have survived that lesson. Which meant they'd killed mages before.

Elminger stood over the weskly coughing df and darted a quick glance behind him. Aye, they
were there, dodng in dowly, faces grinning in anticipation. There must be seventy or more. And the
spdls he had |eft were few enough for that to be ared problem.

The prince cast the only magic that might buy him time to think of a proper way out of this. He
tore asde a lesthern flgp of his saddlebag, plucked forth dl Sx of the revealed daggers in an untidy
cluster, and hissed the words he needed as he tossed them into the air, sngpping his fingers. They took
wing like aroused wasps, darting away in unison to circle the young prince, dashing and spinning across
the face of a ruukha who was too close.

That awoke a generd ydl of rage, and the hobgoblins surged down a Elminger, coming from 4l
sdes. The daggers whistled and bit at dl who intruded into their tight circle, but there were only five of
them, againg many burly ruukha shouldering to get a the young mage.

A hurled spear struck E numbingly on the shoulder as it tumbled past, and a stone grazed his
nose as he staggered back. The unfortunate thing about the flying blades spdll was that its rushing daggers
gave the ruukha ideas. Why brave that wal of sted when you can just bury its creator under a hall of
hurled weapons?

Another stone hit his forehead, hard. ElIminger staggered, dazed. An exultant roar rose from dl
around him, as the ruukha charged. Sheking his head to drive away the pain, B sank down over the df
and spat out the words of a spdl he hadn't expected held have to use yet. He hoped held beintime,

* * % % %

Eyes that glowed with mage sght looked at the tree-clad crag before it, and then at the next one.
And the next. Gods curse the usurper! He'd been to dl of them!

Had he left the scepter at the firg one, and set the others as decoys? Or did it lie in the second
crag, or-?

The owner of those smoldering eyes logt fath in the will of the dlent gods to curse the young



mage-prince properly, and embarked on a thorough and heartfdlt job of persondly curang EIminger.

When the snaling was done, a Spdl was cast. As expected, it reveded a humming web of force
lines linking dl the crags, but didnt lay clear the location of the scepter. Bresking the web needed
Elminger's assenting will... or his degth.

Wi, if the one was impossible, the other would just have to serve. Hands moved again to weave
another enchantment. Something rose like heavy smoke from the forest floor, something that hissed and
whispered softly and unceasingly asiit took shape. Something whose every movement was a menace that
bespoke hunger.

Something that suddenly grew solid, rearing upright as it dithered, and flalling the air before it with
dozens of raking claws. A magekiller.

Murderous eyes watched it go forth, seeking the lagt prince of Athdantar. As it whispered its
way out of view through the trees, a amile grew benegath those watching eyes . . . from a mouth that did
nat often smile. Then the mouth moved again, bestowing more curses on Elmingter's head. Had they been
ligening, the gods would have been pleased a some of the more inventive phrasing.

* k % % %

There was an indant of swirling blue migts, and the sensation of fdling-and then Elmingter's boots
scraped on broken rock, and alimp, ldling éven body was in his hands.

They stood on afla rock partway up the dell, with bent and broken fernsdl around, and startled
shouts behind them as the ruukha peered this way and that, seeking them-or were diced by the ring of
daggers taking sudden and urgent flight to El's new locale, to take up ther protective drding again.

Wadking into Cormanthor with a dead or dying dfin his ams might not be such a good idea,
ather, but right now he had little choice. The prince of Athdantar swvung the dim, light body over his
shoulder with a grunt and began to walk up out of the ddll, trudging carefully amid the fernsto avoid a fdl
on the uneven ground. There were more shouts from behind him, and Elminger smiled thinly and turned
around.

Stones crashed and rolled short, and one spear hissed through the ferns wel off to one side, as
the ruukha came after him. Bl chose his spot and made the second journey of his five-jump spell.

Suddenly he was in the very midst of grunting, hurrying hobgoblins, with the df weighing on his
shoulder. Ignoring the sudden oaths and grunts of amazement, El stood tdl, turning on one hed to find the
next clear spot for the magic to take him to, over- there!

Blades dashed out too late, and he was gone again.

When the swirling migs fdl away this time, there were screams from behind him. The whisling
daggers had cut a bloody swath through the hobgoblins to reach and encirdle B where hed just
been-and now they were trying to reach him again, dashing through the main group of ruukha. The
Chosen of Mystra watched hobgoblins see him, turn, and roar out fresh fury as they charged anew-and
he awaited them petiently.

None of the ruukha were throwing things now. Ther blades and axes were out, each hobgoblin
hungry to persondly chop and hack this infuriaing human. B shifted the even mage on his shoulder,
found the right moment, and jumped again-back to the other side of the rushing ruukha.

There were fresh screams as the daggers swerved to fallow him, didng through the hobgoblins
once more. H watched one lumbering warrior lose his throat and spin to the ground not knowing what
hed dain him, hacking vainly and feebly at an unseen enemy as blood spurted. Many were staggering or
limping, now, as they turned to follow their dusve foe. One last jJump remained, and Elminger saved it,
turning instead to trudge up out of the dell with his dangling burden. Only a few grim ruukha followed.

H went on waking, seeking some vantage point where he could see a digant feature. The ruukha
dill on histrall were growling back and forth now, reassuring each other that humans tire quickly, and
they'd day this one after dark if he didn't fal earlier.

Elminger ignored them, seeking a long view. It seemed an endless, daggering time before he
found one-a thick stand of shadowtop trees across another ddl. He made the last jump and left the



hobgoblins behind, hoping they'd not care to follow.

His daggers would soon mdt away, and when they were gone, held little left to fight with.

It was then that a high, fant voice by his ear sad in broken Common, "Down. Put-down.
Please"

Elminger made sure of his footing in the gloom under the shadowtops, and swung the df gently
down onto a bed of moss. "I speak your tongue™” he said in dvish. "I am Elminger of Athaantar, on my
way to Cormanthor."”

Agionishment touched those green eyes again. "My people will kill you," the df mage replied, his
voice fainter. "Theré's only one way for youto .. ."

His voice traled away, and EIminger thrust his hand to the Iaboring throat and hestily murmured
the words of hisonly heding spell.

The response was agmile. "The painis less, have my thanks,”" the mage said with more vigor, "but
| am dying. lymbryl Alastrarraam 1, of..." His eyes darkened, and he caught a EIminger's arm.

H bent over the df, hdpless to do more heding, and watched long, dim fingers crawl like a
sheking spider up hisarm, to his shoulder, and thence to touch his cheek.

A sudden vidon burst into EIminger's mind. He saw himsdf on his knees, here under the
shadowtops where he kndlt now. There was no lymbryl dying under him, but only dust, and a black gem
gligening among it. In the vison, Bl took it up and touched it to his forehead.

Then the vison was gone, and B was blinking down at the pain-wracked face of lymbryl
Alagtrarra, purple a his lips and temples. His hand fdl back to twitch like a restless thing on the dead
leaves. "You-saw?' the df gasped.

Trying to catch his breath, EIminger nodded. The even mage nodded back, and whispered, "On
your honor, Elminger of Athdantar, do not fal me" A sudden spasm took him, and he quivered like a
dry, curled lesf rocksin winds that will whip it away in a moment. "Oh, Ayaeglarune!” lymbryl cried then,
no longer seeing the human above him. "Beloved! | come to you at lagt! Ayaeglartr .. "

The voice tralled away into a long, deep rattle, like the echo of a digant flute. The thin body
shook once, and then was 4ill.

Elmingter bent nearer-and then recoiled in horror as the flesh under his hands gave forth a queer
dgh, j and dumped into dust.

It curled and drifted, there in the shade, and at its heart lay a black gem. Just as in the vison.
Elmingter looked down at it for along moment, wondering what he was getting himsdf into, then glanced
up and looked &t the trees dl around. No hobgoblins, no watching eyes. He was done.

He sghed, shrugged, and picked up the gem.

It was warm, and smooth, atogether pleasant to the touch, and gave off a fant sound, like an
echo of harp drings, as heraised it. Bl looked into its depths, saw nothing-and pressed it to his forehead.

The world exploded into awhirling chaos of sounds and amells and scenes. B was laughing with
an dven maiden in amaossy bower; then he was the even maiden, or another one, dancing around a fire
whose flames sparkled with swirling gems. Then somehow he was wearing fluted armor and riding a
pegasus, swooping down through the trees to drive a lance through a snarling orc ... its blood blossomed
across his view, and then flickered and shifted, becoming the rose-red light of dawn, gleaming from the
dender spires of a proud and beautiful castle. ... Then he was spesking an elder dven tongue, thick and
dilted, in a court where the made eves kndt in slks before warrior-maidens clad in armor that glowed
with strange magics, and he heard himsdf decreeing a war of extermination on humankind...

Mystra, aid mel What is this?

His despairing cry seemed to bring back the memory of his name; he was Elminger of Athdantar,
Chaosen of the goddess, and he was riding through a whirling sorm of images. Memoaries, they were, of
the House of Alastrarra. Thinking of that name snatched him back down into the maglstrom of a thousand
thousand years, of decrees, family sayings, and beloved places. The faces of a hundred beautiful even
maids-mothers, sigters, daughters, Alastrarrans dl-amiled or shouted a him, ther deep blue eyes
svimming up to his like so many walting pools . . . Elminder was swept into them and down, down,
names and dates and drawn swords flashing like striking whips into his mind.



Why? he cried, and his voice seemed to echo through the chaos urtil it broke like a wave
crashing over rocks on something familiar: the face of vanished lymbryl, regarding him cdmly, a
hauntingly beautiful elven maiden at his shoulder.

"Duty," lymbryl replied. "The gem is the kiira of House Alagtrarra, the lore and wisdom held by
its heirs down the years. As | was, so Ornthdas of my blood is now. He waits in Cormanthor. Take the
gemto him."

"Take the gem-?" EIminger cried, and both the dven heads amiled a him and chanted in unison,
"Takethegemto him."

Then lymbryl said, "Elminger of Athaantar, may | make known to you the Lady Ayaeglarune
of-"

Whatever ese he said was swept away, dong with hisface and hers, under a fresh flood of loud
and bright memories-scenes of love, war, and pleasant tree-girt lands. EIminger struggled to remember
who he was, and to picture himsdf on his knees under the shadowtops, here and now-the ground his
knees could fed.

He dapped a the ground, and tried to see what his hands fdt, but his mind was full of shouting
voices, unicorns dancing, and war-horns glinting in the moonlight of other times and distant places. He
rose, and staggered blindly with arms outstretched until he ran into a tree trunk.

Clinging to its solid bulk, hetried to see it, but it and the other trunks, so tdl and dark around it,
fdt sckeningly wrong. He stared at them, trying to speak, and found himsdf looking at lymbryl, who
was dhrieking as the black tines of the longfork burst through him again-and then he was lymbryl, riding a
red tide of pain, as ruukha laughed harshly dl around and raised crud blades he could not stop...

They swept down, and he tried to twist away, and- struck something very hard, that drove the
breath out of him. Elminger rolled on it, and redized dimly that he was on the ground, amid the treeroots,
though he couldn't see the dirt his face was pressed againgt.

His mind was showing him lymbryl again, and a young, handsome, haughty-looking dfin rich
robes rigng from a floating, teardrop-shaped char that hung in a room where blue webs chimed with
musc. The young df was rigng with a gmile to greet lymbryl, and into El's mind came the name
Ornthalas. Of course. He was to make haste to Ornthalas and surrender the gem. Along with hislife?

Or would it tear hismind out of his skull, flesh and dl, when he pulled on the gem?

Writhing in the dirt, EIminger tried to pry the gem from his forehead, but it seemed part of him,
warm, solid, and attached.

He mugt get up. Hobgoblins could ill find him here. He must go on, before a tree spider or
owlbear or dirge found him, ahelplessand easy med, and ... hemust . . . EIminger clawed fegbly at the
forest floor, trying to remember the name of the goddess he wanted to cry out to. All that came into his
head was the name lymbryl.

lymbryl Alastrarra. But how could that be? He was lymbryl Alastrarra. Heir of the House, the
Mage of Many Gems, leader of the White Raven Patrol, and this fern ddl looked like a good place to
canp. ..

Elmingter screamed, and screamed again, but there was no one else in his mind to hear. No one
but thousands of Alastrarrans.

Three
Fell Magic And A Fair City

It israre for any man to make many foes, and strive against them, only to find a victory so
clear and mighty that he vanquishes them forever, and is shut of them cleanly, at a single stroke.
Indeed, one may say that such clarity of resolution is found only in the tales of mingtrels. In the
endlesdy unfolding tapestry that is real life in Faerun, the gods plague folk with far more loose
ends-and all too many of these prove as deadly as the decisive battles that preceded them.



Antarn the Sage
from The High History of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

"You'd chdlenge the power of the dves? That is hardly . . . prudent, my lord." The moon dven
face that spoke those words was cam indgde its dragon hem, but the tone made them a sharp and biting
warning.

"And why not?' the man in gilded armor snarled, his eyes flaghing in the shadow of his raised
lion-head visor as his gauntlets tightened on the hilt of a sword that was longer than the df he confronted.
"Have eves stopped me yet?'

Thevigon of two armored war captains facing each other on that windswept mountaintop faded,
and ElIminger moaned. He was <0 tired of this. Each dark or furious or merry scene gave way to the
next, exhaugting him with the ongoing tide of emotions. His mind felt like it was afire. How by dl the gods
mercy did the heir of House Alastrarra stay sane?

Or did the her of House Alastrarra stay sane?

It began then as a gentle whigper; for a moment B thought it was another of the innumerable,
softly speaking, caressing even maidens the visons had brought to him. Call on me.

Who, now? B dapped at hisown face, or tried to, griving to bring himsdf back to Faerun in the
present. The present that had hobgoblins, mysterious followers, and mage ords and other perils that could
S0 eadly day him.

Call on me; use me. The young mage-prince dmost laughed; the seductive whisper reminded
hm of a certain fat lady night-escort in Hastarl, whose voice was the only thing dluring she had left. Sheld
sounded like that, whispering huskily out of darkened doorways.

Call on me, use me. Fed my power. Where was the voice coming from?

And then it began; a warm throbbing above his eyes. He probed at it with tentative fingers. The
gem was puldng ... Call on me. The voice was coming from the gem.

"Mystra?' Elminger caled aloud, requesting guidance. He felt nothing but warmth. Spesking to it,
a least, wasn't forbidden ... it seemed. He cleared his throat.

Call on me.

"How?" Asif in response to his exasperated query, fresh visons uncoiled in ElI's mind. Energies
flowed endlesdy within the gem, stored magics that served to hed and shapeshift and change the heir's
body, from weghtless to able to seein the dark, to...

The visons were tugging him away from such reveaions now, leading him through scenes of
vaious Alagrarran hars cdling on the gem to shift their shapes. Some merdy changed their faces and
heights to dude foes others assumed different genders to lure or eavesdrop; one or two took
beast-shape to escape rivds who had blades ready to day dven hers with, but no interest in hacking a
timid hares or curious cats. El saw how the shift was done, and shown how it could be undone-or would
undo itsdf, regardless of hiswill. Right, then; he knew how to change shape by caling on the powers of
the gem. Why was it showing him this? Suddenly he was saring a lymbryl Alastrarra, ganding amiling at
himin the deep shade under the shadowtops. The face wavered, and became his own- and then shivered
agan, and was once more the har of House Alastrarra, emerald eyes under the white harr dl Alastrarran
hers had, or quickly acquired. The vison changed again, showing him a rather familiar lanky,
raven-haired youth with a hawk-sharp nose and blue eyes, naked above a bahing pool-a body that
flowed and sank into the Smilarly nude body of an df, dl dender hairless deekness. By its face, lymbryl.
Right; the gem wanted him to change.

With an inward sgh, Elminger cdled on the powers of the gem to summon up the likeness of
lymbryl. A peculiar surging feding washed over him, and he was lymbryl, in hopes and memories and ...
he looked down a his handsthe rather battered hands of a man whod lived and fought hard,
recently-and willed them to become the long, dim, blue-white, smooth hands that had crawled so
laborioudy up his arms to touch his cheek, nat long ago.

And the hands dwindled, twisted, and . . . became dim, and ddlicate, and blue-white in hue. He



wiggled them experimentally, and they tingled.

H drew in a deep, shuddering breath, cdled lymbryl's face firmly to mind, and willed his body to
change. A dow, cregping feding rosein him, in his back and up his spine. He shivered involuntarily, and
grunted in disgust. The visons fdl away and he was blinking around at the unchanging, patient trunks of
shadowtops that had stood here for centuries.

He looked down. His clothes were hanging from him; he was smdler and dimmer, his smooth
skin now blue-white. He was a moon df. He was lymbryl Alastrarra.

That had been ussful enough. Now was there a teleport or homecdling spel in the gem, perhaps,
that could take him right to Cormanthor? He did into the whirling memories once more, seeking. It was
like rushing through a busy battlefidd peering for just one familiar face among dl the hacking, rushing
svordsmen . . . no, it didnt seem tha there was. Bl dghed, shook himsdf, and looked at the
ever-present trees. His clothes flgpped loosely as he turned, and that reminded him of his saddlebag.

Looking around for it, he suddenly recdled that hed left it somewhere back in the ddl of
countless ferns and even more hobgoblins. Bl shrugged and turned to walk south and east. If the ruukha
didnt tear it gpart or scatter the contents completely, held be able to find it later with a spdll; not that he
expected to have the leisure for that sort of thing again this year. Nor, perhaps, next season, either. He
shrugged again; if that was what service to Mystra meant-well, others endured far worse.

Wearing the shape of an df would certainly get him into the cty of Cormanthor with more ease
then he'd taste if he charged in as a human. Elminger sniffed the air; to an dven nose, the woods smdled
.. . gronger; his nose took in, or noticed, many more scents. Hmm. Best to think on such things while
moving. He st off through the trees, touching the gem on his forehead once to be sure his shifting hadn't
loosened or harmed it.

Upon his touch, the kiira made him aware of two things only braggarts displayed House
lore-gems openly-a Smple caling on the stone would hide it; and now that he wore lymbryl's shape, the
memoriesin the gem dill awaited him, but no longer overwhemed.

He hid the kiirafirgt, and then turned to the doorway in hismind that streamed with the vivid lights
and colors of waiting memories. This time, they seemed like a duggish stream through which he waded,
going where he desired, and letting the rest dide past. B sought through them for the most recent
remembrances of Cormanthor, and for the firg time saw its soaring spires, the fluted baconies of homes
built in the hearts of living trees, the ornate, freefloating lanterns that drifted about the city, and the
bridges that soared from tree to tree, crisscrossing the air. Those spans were arched, and some of them
curved as they went. None of them had side rallings. B swallowed; it would take some time before heldd
fed comfortable sralling dong such bold contrivances.

Who ruled this city? The Corondl, the gem showed him-someone chosen rather than born to the
office. An 'old wise on€ and chief judge in dl disputes, it seemed, who hed sway not only over
Cormanthor the city, but its entire deep woods reddm. The office carried magicd powers, and the current
Corond was one Eltargrim Irithyl-old and overly kindly, in lymbryl's view, though the Alastrarran heir
knew that some of the older, prouder families held far poorer views of ther ruler.

Those proud old Houses, in particular the Starym and Echorn, hdd much of the red power in
Cormanthor, and considered themselves the embodiment and guardians of "true’ dven character. In their
view, a"true’ df was ...

Elminger broke off that thought as the idea reminded him uncomfortably of what he'd just done.
He'd had no choice-unless held been a man utterly without mercy. Yet should he have touched the gem
a dl, ance hed pledged his service to Mystra?

He came to an abrupt hdt beside a particularly gigantic shadowtop, drew in a deep breath, and
cdled doud, "Mysra?’

Then he added in awhisper, "Lady, hear me. Please.”

Into hismind he brought his most griking memory of Myrjada, laughing in aroused ddight as they
soared through the air together, and of the subtle changes in her eyes tha betrayed her divinity as her
passon rose . . . sazing on that image, he hdd it, breathed her name again, and bent his will to cdling on
her.



There came a coldness at the edges of his mind-a thrilling, verge-of-a-shiver tingling-and he
asked, "Lady, isthisright for me to do? Have I... your blessng?'

A surge of loving warmth rolled into his mind, bringing with it a scene of Ornthdas Alagtrarra,
ganding in afar, sun-dappled chamber whose pillars were living, flower-bedecked trees. The view was
out of the eyes of someone gpproaching the heir-and when they'd drawn very close to the df, who was
looking dightly puzzled, the viewer's hand rose into the image, reaching for an unseen forehead, above.

The eyes of Ornthdas sharpened in astonishment, and the viewer moved closer, and closer ill.
To ... kiss? Touch noses? No, to touch foreheads, of course. The eyes of Ornthaas, so close and wide,
wavered like a reflection in water disrupted by ripples. When the disturbance passed, the face had
become that of the kindly old Corond, and the viewpoint drew back from him to show Elminger himsdf,
bowing. Somehow, B knew that he was invoking the Corond's protection againg those of the People
who were horrified to discover that a human had penetrated into the very heart of ther city, wearing the
shape of an df they knew. An df he might well have murd-

A sudden wash of warning fire blazed across his mind, sweeping the visons away, and Elminger
found himsdf under the trees, being spun around-by Mystras grace, he supposed-to face . . . something
that was sweeping around roots and gliding among the trees like alarge and eager snake. Something that
hissed bubblingly and tirdedy as it came, whispering what might have been words. Whispering ...
snaches of spdl incantations? The body of this strange beast or conjured gpparition was sometimes
tranducent and aways indiginct, unfocused. It veered toward him with a triumphant chuckle, raking the
empty air with dozens of claws asit came. It was clearly seeking him.

Was this some dven guardian? Or some fdl beast-lich kept dive by ancient magic? Whatever its
nature, its intent was clear, and those claws looked deadly enough.

H amog retreated, but the thing was so fascingting to watch-one part of it awkward but tirdesdy
dithering, the other an endless swirling of what looked like the torn, tattered remnants of spdls. Eyesj in
plenty swam and circled in that shifting and re- | forming body. It had to be a thing of magic. Mystra |
would take care of it, surely. After dl, she was goddess of magic, and he was her Ch-

Claws stabbed out, and though they fdl far short of driking, they Ieft in ther wake an eerie
tingling. His mind ft a little numbed; he couldn't seem to focus hiswill on his spells.

What spdls did he have left, anyway?

Oh, Mystra. He couldn't remember.

Asthose claws swept at him again, closer now, sudden panic blazed up in his mind like a bright
bolt of fire. Run! Bl turned and darted away through the trees, sumbling as shorter legs than he was used
to carried dong a body that was far lighter than it should be. Gods, but dves could run fast!

He could sprint with ease around and around this dithering whatever-it-was. On impulse he
dodged back toward the way held come. The monster followed.

He turned around again, risking the time to cast a Imple dispd. Almog the last magic of any
consequence he had, though the gem seemed to hold much more. A beast so chaotic, so made of
tumbling magics, would surely fdl apart at the touch of ...

His magic blazed forth. The many-clawed, dithering thing flickered once, shook itsdf, and kept
coming.

H ducked his head and dtarted to run in earnest, sorinting through the trees, ducking around
maossy rock outcrops and legping over roots and suspicious-looking mushrooms. The hissng and burbling
never ceased behind him.

The lagt prince of Athdantar fdt a little chill as he redized how much fagter it was than hed
thought it could be.

W, he had one little weapon of magic left-a el that sent a jet of flane legping from the
cagter's hand. It was athing for sarting fires or Sngeing beasts into retreating, not a bettle magic, but. . .

H stepped behind a tree, caught his bregth, and started to dimb it. His new longer, dender
fingers found fissures in the bark his human hands couldn't have entered, and his lighter body dung to
holds that could not have hedd Elminger the human. The hissing, dithering thing was close behind, now, as
H reached a bough he judged large enough.



When the thing came around the tree, it seemed to sense him, looking up without hestation.
Elminger put his little jet of flame right into its many eyes, and swvung back up out of the way of any
legps.

He expected a squdling and thrashing, or a least a recoiling-but the thing never hedtated,
sapping at his hand right through the flame. If anything, it seemed larger and more vigorous, not harmed
or inany sort of pan.

Claws cut the ar in a whidling frenzy; B took one look and decided a higher branch would be
prudent. HE'd bardy begun to dimb when the tree quivered beneath him. The thing had dashed through
bark and wood benegth as eadly as it had cut the air, carving out a claw-hold. A sngle raking blow cut
another as he watched, and without pause the thing hauled itsdf up the trunk to cut more. Bl watched in
fascindion; it was dashing itsway up the tree as fast as an armored man could dimb a rope!

It would reach hmin a few breaths. In the meantime, it was right under him, and would have to
take whatever he dropped on it. Not that he had anything left but a few odd spells not concerned with
meatters of war & dl, nor time to learn what the gem could do.

It looked like he'd be jumping soon. On impulse he dodged around the trunk. The many-clawed
thing followed rather dumdly, gouging itsway around the curve of the tree. Good; he'd not have to worry
about it scrambling across the trunk in time to catch him as he fdl past. H went back to his former
branch-a better perch-and hed tight. When the thing clawed its way back into view around his sde of
the tree, he hurled alight spdll right into its eyes.

Light blazed forth, and then faded ingantly. The clawed thing never hestated, and El's eyes
narrowed. Yes, it did seem even larger, and somehow more ... solid.

Asit dimbed toward him, he cast aminor detection el &t it-to gain lore he did not need.

The spell reached it ... and faded away, granting him none of the informetion it was supposed to.
The clawed thing grew dightly larger.

It fed on spelld This thing must be a magekiller, something held heard of long ago, in his days
with the Brave Blades adventuring band. Magekillers were creations of magic, wrought by rare,
suppressed spdlls. Ther purpose was to day wizards who only knew one way to do battle-hurl spells a
things

His magic, no matter how desperate, could only make it stronger, not ham it. Sayer of
Magdords and Chosen of Mystra he might be-but he was dso unable to stop making mistakes, it
seemed, one piled atop another with all-too-fervent energy.

Enough andysis such thinking was a luxury for mages . .. and just now, he'd best forget about
being a mage. He had only a few breaths left to experiment before hed have to legp down, or die.
Caefully El drew one of his bet daggers, and dropped it, point-first, into the many daring eyes of tha
hissing, burbling head.

It fdl fredy to the earth far below with a solid thump, leaving a shaft of dark emptinessin its wake
right through the heart of the many-clawed thing. The magekiller shuddered and squalled, its tone high
and fearful and furious, but somehow fainter than before.

Now it was done keening and was moving again, dimbing after Elminger with murder in its eyes.
The hole through it had gone, but the entire beast was visbly smdler. The last prince of Athaantar
nodded camly, planted one boot againg the trunk below him, and kicked off.

The ar whidled past him for a moment before his hands crashed through branchlets, snapping
themin aswirling of leaves, and caught hold of the bough hed amed for. He dung there for a moment,
hearing that urgent squalling sound ringing out again, close above, and then svung out and down, twisting
to snatch at alower branch.

It seemed he wasn't much of amingrels hero, either. Instead of the branch they were seeking, his
hands found only leaves thistime, and tore through them.

An ingat later, the Chosen of Mydtra hit the ground hard on his behind, rolled over into an
unintentiond backflip, and found his feet with an involuntary groan. His rear was going to be sore for
days.

And his running was going to be an unganly limp now. EIminder Sghed as he watched the



dithering thing racing back down the tree in a giddy spird, to come and kill him.

If he used the lone spell held Ieft ready, held be whisked back to the scepter . . . but that would
leave imwith dl the waking through the woods to do over again, with this hissng monster and perhaps
his mysterious follower lurking between him and Cormanthor.

He plucked up his dagger. He had another at his bdlt, a third sheathed up one deeve, and one in
each boot-but was that enough to do more than annoy this thing?

Soitting out a very human curse, the df who was not lymbryl Alastrarra sumbled southward,
dagger in hand, wondering how far he could get before the magekiller caught up with him.

If he could only win himsdf time enough, perhaps there was something the gem could do ...

Preoccupied with his haste and wild plans, Elminger dmog ran right out over the edge of the
diff.

It was cloaked in bushes: the crumbling edge of an ancient rockface, where the land dropped
away into a tree-filled gorge. A tiny rivulet chuckled over rocks far below. B looked dong it and then
back at the magekiller-which was coming for him as fast as ever, dithering around trees and their
sorawling roots with its tirdless dlaws raking the air.

The prince glanced dong the lip of the diff, and chose a tree tha leaned a little way out into
space, but seemed large and solid. He ran for it, one hand outspread to test it-and only the whispering
warned him.

The magekiller could burgt into a charge of astonishing speed when it desired to, it seemed. H
looked back in time to see the foremost, lunging claws reaching for his head. He ducked, dipped on the
loose stones, and made a desperate grab for aroot as he went over the edge.

In a bruisng dlatter of ralling stones he swung againg the diff, dammed hard into it, and got his
other hand onto the root, just as the long, serpentine body hissed past him into the gorge below.

There was a jutting rock some forty feet down, and the magekiller made a twisting grab for it.
Claws squedled briefly on rock, traling sparks, and then the jutting rock pulled free of its ancient berth
and fdl, its unwilling passenger flaling the air beneath it.

Together boulder and spectra beast crashed into the rocks below. They did not bounce or rall;
only the dust they hurled up did that. Bl watched, eyes narrowed.

When the dugt settled again, he saw what hed been watting for: a few claws, flaling away
tirdesdy around the edge of the boulder that had pinned the magekiller againg the rocks.

So it was solid enough to dash with its claws, and to be pinned down by rocks-but dl tha
harmed it was metd. Or more probably, just cold iron.

Elminger looked down at the crumbling diff below him, sighed, and darted trotting dong it,
looking for away down.

About twenty paces dong, the way found him. The ground under his boots muttered, like a man
taking in his deep, and did sdeways. B leapt fraticaly awvay from the gorge, and then did hdpledy
down into it, bumping dong atop ariver of moving earth and ralling, bouncing rocks.

When he could see and hear again, held been coughing on dust for what seemed like hours, and
he hurt dl over.

He was back in his own form again. Had he lost the gem?

A quick touch reassured him that it was dill there, and its powers were dill waiting for him. He
mus have changed back without thinking, to get more reach and try to ride the moving rocks. Or
something.

Elmingter got up gingerly, winced at the pain of putting his weight squarely on a foot that seemed
to have been hit by severd hundred ralling stones during his unintentiond journey, and started to pick his
way dong the rocky bottom of the gorge to where the magekiller had been.

It might, of course, have clawed its way through the rock to freedom by now. It might be waiting
for m somewhere among dl these rocks, very near. In that case, held just have to use tha spel, and
dart off through this dangerous part of the woods dl over again . . .

Then he saw it: a forest of spectra claws waving awkwardly around the edge of that massve
boulder, in atumbled forest of rocks ahead. He till-somehow-had his dagger in his hand, and he went to



work cautioudy, stabbing over the edge of the rocks at one daw and then another, watching them mdt
away like smoke under his blade.

When they were dl gone, he ventured past them, to lie atop the boulder that pinned the strange
mongter, reaching down again and again to stab at the helpless body beneeth. His blade never fdt
anything, but the frantic whigpering from beneath hm grew dowly fainter and fainter, until a lagt it
stopped, and the boulder settled againg the rocks benegath with a dacking sound.

Elmingter straightened dowly, bruised but satisfied, and looked back up &t the lip of the gorge.

A man was ganding there. A man in robes whom he'd never seen before-but who seemed to
know him. He was gmiling as he looked down at Elminder of Athdantar, as he raised his hands and
mede the fird careful gestures of what EIminger recognized as a meteor swarm. But the amile wasn't
friendly at dl.

H sghed, waved to the man in sardonic greeting- and with that gesture released hiswaiting spell.

When the four bdls of raging fire raced down into the gorge and burg, the last prince of
Athdantar was gone.

The wizard who'd followed Elminger so far clenched his figts as he watched the fire hed wrought
roar away down the gorge, and cursed bitterly. Now held have to spend days over his books, casting
tracing spells, and trying to find the young fool again. Y ou'd think the gods themselves watched over him,
the way luck seemed to cloak him like a mage-mantle. He'd avoided that daying sodl a theinn . . . old
Surgath Ilder had hardly been afitting alternative. Then held somehow trapped the magekiller-and that
spd| had taken days to find components for.

"Gods, look down and curse with me" he muttered, his eyes sill murderous, as he turned away
from the gorge.

Behind him, unseen, pae shapes rose from hdf a dozen peaces in the gorge-stone cairns that the
fire had scorched in its passing.

They drifted in eerie slence to where a certain massve boulder lay among the stones, and
moved ther hands in gestures of spellcadting, though they uttered not a word. The boulder rose
ungteedily. The wraithlike, floating forms thrust impossibly long tendrils of themselves into the reveded
darkness beneeth the lifted stone, and plucked forth a many-eyed something that dill clawed at the air
with feeble talons.

The muttering wizard heard the boulder thunder back into place, and lifted an eyebrow. Had the
Athdantan managed only a short jump spdl and now set off something nearby in the gorge? Or had the
meagekiller findly won free?

He turned around, pushing back his deeves. He 4ill had a chain lightning spell, if the need arose

Something was rigng out of the gorge-or rather, severd somethings. Wraiths-ghostly remnants
of men, their legstrailing away into wisps of white migt, their bodies mere white shadows in the shade.

They could day, yes, but he had theright Sodll to., . he peered a them again. Elves? Were there
dven wraiths? And held between them, gill waving its talons as they dragged it dong-his magekiller!

It was a that moment that Heldebran, last surviving apprentice to the Magelords of Athdantar,
fdt the firgt touch of fear.

"And you are?" one of the spectral dves asked, as they swept toward him.

"Keep your distance!” the wizard Heldebran snapped, rasing his hands. They did not dow in the
dightest, s0 he hadtily spun the spdll that would blagt dl undead to harmless dust, forever, and waiched it
flash out to enfold them like a web.

And fade away, unheeded.

"Sylish," another of the wraithlike eves commented, as they settled down to the earth in a ring
around him. Their feet remained indigtinct, and their bodies seemed to pulse, shifting continuoudy in and
out of brightness.

"Oh, | don't know," said a third spectra df, in heavily accented Common. "These humans dways
make such anoise and show of things A ample word and alook would have been enough. They dways
exult so, in the unleashings of their power - like children.”



"They are children," afourth replied. "Why, look at this one."

"I don't know who you are," Heldebran of Athdantar snapped, "but | - *

"See? All thrests and bluster!" the fourth df added.

"Wadl, enough of it," the firg df said commandingly. "Human, fire magics are not tolerated here.
Y ou have roused the undegping guardians of the Sacred Vae, and mug pay the price”

Nervoudy Heldebran glanced around. The ring did seem tighter, now, though the dves dill
regarded him cadmly, and made no move to lift ther aams from ther sides. He spat out the words he'd
need and raised his handsin hasty claws.

Lightning crackled from the tips of his fingers, dancing bright lines of hungry sparks into the
gpectrd eves. It shot through them, to daw vanly among the trees beyond. Smoke curled up from bark
here and there.

One df turned his head to regard it, and the lightning abruptly vanished, leaving only a few wisps
of smoke behind.

Thering stood unchanged. The eves looked, if anything, dightly amused.

"Worse than that," the fird df said sternly, asif the interruption had never occurred, "you created
something that feeds on magic and sent it to the very heart of our oldest castings. This."

The ghodlly guardian's tone was one of utter disgust. His chest bulged, gave off amdl streams of
bright radiance, and then burst as the magekiller drifted into view through it, dlaws waving feebly a the
dvesdl around. Heldebran fdt a sudden, wild surge of hope. Perhaps his creature could be set agangt
these df-wraiths, and he might yet defeat them, or ...

"Let the punishment be fitting and find, nameless human,” the stern df added, as the magekiller
turned its head, and saw its cresator.

Darkness swam in the many orbs Heldebran stared into, and claws scratched the ar with sudden
vigor. Whigpering faintly, the tattered remnant of his creature drifted forward purposefully.

"No!" the apprentice Magelord shrieked, as those feeble claws cut a his eyes. "Noooo!™

The ring of dven guardians was solid around him now, and ther eyes were cold. The human
wizard rushed at them, and found himsdf driking a solid, very hard wal of unseen force. He threw
himsdf dong it, sobbing. Then the seeking claws reached him, and dragged him down.

"Anyone important?' one of the elves asked, as the sounds died and they stretched out their
hands to drain the magekiller away to nothingness.

"No," another replied smply. "One who might have become a magdord of Athdantar, had their
rule not been broken. His name was Heldebran. He knew nothing of interest.”

"Was there not another intruder, fighting this hungry thing?" the third guardian asked.

"One of our folk; one who wore alore-gem.”

"And this human was hunting such a one, in our vae?' The spectrad df looked down, eyes
sudden flames in the ever-present tree gloom, and said, "Cdl him back to life, that he can be dain again.
More dowly."

"Elaethen," the stern df said, in shocked reproof. "I shdl do the reading spells next time. In
touching the mind of this human, you become too much like him."

"It's something we dl had to guard againg, Norlorn, when first they came to the forests where |
fird saw the sun. Humans adways corrupt us; that istheir true danger to the People.”

Then perhaps we should destroy any human who passes thisway," Norlorn said, drawing himsdf
up into a tower of cold white flame. "That other, who used a spdll to escape the flames he may have
borne a lore-gem, but he was human, or seemed s0."

"And that is the true danger of such beasts, to themsdves" Elagthan said softly. "Many of them
seem human, but never manage to become s0."

* * % % %

He stood in front of the familiar root. The scepter was benegth it, invisble under the earth and its
scattering of twigs, leaves, and dumps of moss held arranged so hedtily. Elmingter peered dong the line



of crags for nearby danger, found nothing, and used the powers of the lore-gem to check on his spdll.
Memories swirled briefly, but he wrestled them back from hismind and stood shaking his head to clear it.

He could come back here-or rather, to the scepter- twice more. Not that he wanted to ... so
how to avoid attacks that would drive him here?

The mygterious wizard, or any magekillers he chose to send would be bound to find a certain
Chosen of Mysdtra stupid enough to follow the same route held origindly taken from this place. So his
way from here now would lie east dong the crags, then south dong the firg creek he found heading in
that generd direction, until it strayed too far from where the trees grew tallest.

In the woods, the light tread and heightened senses of an df outstripped those of a human, and
any dven patrols he encountered would be less likdy to attack lymbryl Alastrarra than an intruding
humean ... unless lymbryl was some persond foe of theirs. Yet held seen no trace in the lore-memories,
thus far, of lymbryl being a particular foe of anyone.

It was the work of but a moment to dide into lymbryl's shape, this time. Elminger thought briefly
of the spellbook logt in his saddlebag, and sighed. He was going to have to get used to the lesser, often
odd dven spdls stored in the gem, which had evidently served the Alastrarran heir as a persond
spellbook. He hadn't time to study them now; ‘twas best to get well and promptly away from the scepter,
in case hiswizardly foe came seeking him here.

Elminger 9ghed again and set out. Would it be best to trave by night, in mist form, and use the
daylight hours to study spdlls? Hmm . . . something to think on as he walked. 1t could be days before he
saw Cormanthor. Did he have days to spend, or did this gem et at the vitdity or mind of its wearer?

If it was edting away a him ... He smote his dven forehead. "Mysdira defend me!" he groaned.

Of course. The unexpected voice in his mind sent him to his knees in thankful awe, but the
goddess spoke only eight words more: The gem is safe. Get on with it.

After a moment of shocked slence and then a few more spent chuckling weakly, Elminger did
0.

* * % % %

The drange purplish light of the musky grove of giant mushrooms gave way to risng ground at
last, and Elminger trudged up it with afull load of spells and a weary heart. Hed been waking for days,
and met with no one more exdting than a giant stag, with whom held been eyeball-to-eyeball at dusk two
days ago. He'd come a long, long way from the modest wharves and towers of Hastarl, and even from
holds where farm folk had heard of the redim of Athdantar, but he was getting close to the dven cty
now, judging by the tinglings of warding spells and the occasond glimpses of dven knights in the sky.
Solendid they were, in fluted armor that gleamed purple, blue, and emerdd as they swooped past in the
saddles of flying unicorns whose hides were blue, and who had no wings nor reins to guide them.

Severd such patrols banked close to the lone waking df, saring closdy a him, and Bl got a
good look at their reedy javeins and amdl hand-crossbows. Unsure of what to do, he gave them slent,
respectful nods without dowing histravel. All of them nodded back and soared away.

Ahead now, in these trees, there were open clearings cloaked in moss and ferns. Risng Slently
up from concedlment among them, was the firg foot patrol held seen. Their amor was magnificent, and
every one of them hed a ready longbow as he stepped toward them, not changing his pace. What else
could he do?

One, who was tdler than the rest, let go of his bow as H approached. It stayed where held
released it, floating in the air. The df stepped forward to meet Elminger, hand lifting in a 'stop' gesture.

Elminger stopped and blinked at him. Best to seem weary and dazed, lest his ignorance put his
tongue wrong.

"For some days you've been walking this way," the even patrol leader said, his voice gentle and
melodious, "and yet you give no cdl of passage to patrols... as you have offered none to us. Who are
you, and why do you journey?'

"l ..." Elminger fatered, svaying dightly. "I am lymbryl Alastrarra, her of my House. | must



return to the city. While on patrol, we were beset by ruukha, and | done survived-but my spels attracted
ahumen wizard. He set amagekiller on me, and | am . . . not well. | seek my kin, and heding.”

"A human mage?" the dven officer snapped. "Where did you mest with such vermin?’

Elmingter waved his arm, gesturing back to the northwest. "Many days back, where the land rises
and fdlsmuch. | ... | have waked too long to recdl dearly.”

The dves exchanged glances. "And what if something came upon lymbryl Alagtrarra as he
walked, and devoured him, and took his shgpe?' one of them asked softly. "Weve met with such
shapeshifters before. They come to prowl in our midst, and feed.”

Elminger stared a him with eyes that he hoped looked dull and tired, and raised his hand very
dowly to his forehead. "Could one who was not of the People wear this?' he asked, letting weary
exasperation sharpen hisvoice, as the lore-gem faded into view on his brow.

A murmur passed around the patrol, and the dves stepped back without a word from ther
leader, making way for him to pass. El gave them a weary nod and sumbled forward, trying to look
exhausted.

He did not see the patrol leader, behind him, look hard a one of the dven warriors and nod
deliberately. The warrior nodded back, kndlt in the ferns, touched his hand to the breast of his armor-and
faded away.

Now tha he was among eves who were afoot, unhurt, and not rushing about in battle, El thought
with a shiver, hed best see how they moved. Did he stand out as an impostor? Or do dl who wak
upright stagger dike, when weary?

Adding a sumble or two, lest the patrol be watching him, B went on through the trees; huge
forest giants soared to the sky, ther canopy a hundred feet above him, or more. The ground was risng,
and there was an open, sunlit area beyond.

Perhaps here he could . . .

And then he stopped, dumbfounded, and stared. The sun was bright on the far towers of
Cormanthor before him. Ther dender spires rose wherever no gigantic tree stood-and there were many
such-and stretched away farther than he could see, in a splendor of legping bridges, hanging gardens, and
eves on flying steeds. The blue glows of mighty magic shone everywhere, even in the brightness of full
day, and gentle music wafted to him.

H let out a deep 9gh of admiration as the mugc swelled around him, and started walking again.
Hed have to be on his guard every moment that he walked amid the Towers of Song.

Now that was a change, eh?

Four
Home Again The Hunter

More than one ballad of our People tells of EIminster Aumar of Athalantar gawking at the
splendors of beautiful Cormanthor upon his first sight of them, and how he was so breathtaken
that he spent an entire day just walking the streets, drinking in the glories of the Cormanthor that
was. Sometimes 'tis a pity that ballads liea lot.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Siver Blades And Summer Nights

An Informa But True History of Cormanthor
publishedin The Y ear of the Harp

In the floating dome of varicolored glass, sunlight shot the ar through with beams of rose-red,
emerdd, and blue. A hdmed head, turning, flashed back purple, and that burst of light was enough; its
wearer did not have to speak to bid his comrade come and |ook.

Together the two dven guards peered down & the northern edge of the city, beneath ther



floating post. A lone figure trudged into the streets with the air of dazed weariness usudly displayed by
captives or exhausted messengers who'd lost their winged steeds days ago, and been forced to continue
afoot.

Or rather, not so "lone™ not far behind the staggering df came a second figure, following the fird.
This one was a patrol warrior cloaked in magicd invighility that might wdl serve to fool the eyes of
anyone not wearing hems like those of the two wetching guards.

Guards who now exchanged meaningful glances waved together at a crystd sphere tha floated
near a hand, and leaned forward to ligten.

The crystd chimed softly, and there was suddenly noise in the dome: a hubbub of various muscd
ars, oft voices chattering, and the rumble and clatter of a digant cart. The guards indined ther heads
intertly for atime, and then shrugged in unison. The weary df wasn't talking to any of the folk hurrying
past him. And neither was his shadow.

The guards exchanged glances agan. One of them spread his hands in a "what can we do?'
gediure. The intruder-if it was someone not of Cormanthor-had an escort dready. That meant some
patrol leader who'd had a chance to speak with the lone df, and see hm more clearly, had been
suspicious. Perhaps two senior members of the Watchful and Vigilant should be too.

Y et this could be no more than a private intrigue, and the lone df had walked straight through the
vl of revdation spdl without it reacting in the dightest.

The other guard answered the spread-hands gesture with a dismissve wave, and turned to the
querph tree behind him, plucking some of the succulent sapphire-hued berries. The firg guard held out his
open hand for some, and passed over the duty-bowl of mint water. A moment later, the df with the
invisble escort was forgotten.

* * % % %

He knew what he was looking for. The lore-gem showed it to him: a manson cloaked in dark
pines ("broody affectations” according to the mads of some rivd houses, lymbryl knew), whose tdl,
narrow windows were masterpieces of sculpted and dyed glass, girt with enchantments that periodicaly
soun ghogly images of mindrery, dancing unicorns, and rearing sags across the moss-carpeted
chambers within. Those casements were the work of Althidon Alagtrarra, gone to Sehanine some two
centuries and more, and there were no finer in al Cormanthor.

The grounds of House Alastrarra had no wals, but its hedges and plantings spun themsalves out
to form a continuous barrier dong paths marked by irndar trees that bore the facon gl of the House.
After dusk, these living blazons glowed blue, clear to the eye-there were many such across the proud
city-but by day a certain disguised human mage would just have to wander until he found a place that
meatched the image in his mind.

Mogt folk thought the servants of gods knew everything and could see dl that went on, regardiess
of how many wadls or night glooms were in the way. EH amiled wryly at the thought. Mystra hersdf,
perhaps, but not her Chosen.

He stood and marveled amid trees that seemed to have grown into fantastic spired castles of
spidery grace. The kiira told him of spells that could combine live trees and shape their growth, though
neither lymbryl nor his forebears knew much of how such magics were worked, or who in the city today
was capable of them.

Amid the tree castles were lesser mansions of spired stone and what 1ooked like blown, sculpted
glass. However it seemed by the hanging gardens that sprawled over such edifices that dves could not
bear to live unless growing plants or trees shared the same space with them. Elminder tried not to stare a
the circular windows, the carefully crafted views, and the legping curves of wood and stone dl around
him, but he'd never seen anything built for folk to live in that was so beautiful. Not just this building here,
or that, but street upon street upon winding lane, a city of growing trees linked overhead, and a lush
plendor of plantings and vistas and megicaly animated sculptures that casudly outstripped the most
exquiste human-work B had seen, even in the private gardens of the mage-king Ilhundyl.



Gods. With every step he could see new wonders. Over here was a house crafted like a
bresking wave, with a glass-bottomed room hanging beneath the overarching curve-itsdf a garden of
carefully shaped shrubs. Over there was a cascade of water plucked up tower-high by magic, so that it
could plunge down, laughing, from chamber to chamber of a house whose rooms were dl ovoids of
tinted glass within, the dven inhabitants srolled about, glasses in ther hands. Down that lane of
duskwoods wound a little path, to an ending a a amdl round pool. Seats circled the water in a gentle,
hovering dance, ther enchantments making them bob and rise as they went.

B shuffled on, remembering to stagger from time to time. How was he ever going to find House
Alegrarraindl this?

Cormanthor was busy this bright afternoon. Its streets of trodden moss and the bridges, doft, that
legpt from tree to tree, held many eves-but none of the dirt and red crowding of human cities. . . and no
creature more intdligent than cats and their winged cousins, the tressym, who was not an df.

It hardly seemed a city. But then, to El, cities meant stone and humans, crammed together in thar
filth and shouting and seriousnesses, with a scattering of hdflings and hdf-dves and a dwarf or two
among the crowd.

Here were only the blue tresses and blue-white, deek skins of proud eves who glided dong in
plendid gowns; or in cloaks that seemed entirely fashioned of the quivering green leaves of live plants; or
in dinging leathers enspelled so that shifting rainbow hues drifted dowly around wearers bodies; or in
costumes that seemed to be no more than coyly cloaking clouds of lace and baubles drifting around dven
forms. These latter were called driftrobes, the kiira let him know, as Bl tried not to stare at the dender
bodies revedled by their drding movements. Driftrobes emitted a constant song of chimings whose
descending runs sounded like many tiny, skillfully struck bellsfaling down the same staircase.

Elminger tried not to stare at anything, or even to look up much, and sighed dolefully from time to
time whenever he sensed someone daring a him. This mdancholy manner seemed to satisfy the few
passersby who spared hm much atention. Most seemed logt in ther own thoughts or shared
enthusaams. Though the voices tended to be higher, lighter, and more pleasant on the ears, the dves of
Cormanthor chattered every bit as much as humans a a market. E was able to covertly waich what he
wanted mogt to see as he went dong: how eves walked, so he could imitate them.

Most seemed to have alilt and swing, like dancers. Ah, that was it-none strode flat-footed; even
the tallest and mogt hurried of the dtizenry danced forward on their toes. In his borrowed shape, H did
likewise, and wondered when his sense of unease would lighten jugt atrifle,

It refused to, and as he went on, turning this way and that among the gigantic trees that rose like
cadtle towers from the mossy ways, it began to dawn on him: he was being watched.

Not the countless casud ingpections, the glances of laughing eves and sprawled cats and even
winged steeds whedling overhead, but by asngle pair of eyes that was aways on him, following him.

H began to double back on his route, hoping to catch a glimpse of whoever was fallowing him,
but the feding grew more intense, as if the source of the scrutiny was drawing closer. Once or twice he
stopped and whedled around, as if to take in the view back aong a sweeping avenue-but redly to see
who shared the path under the arching trees with him, trying to notice any face that was there more than
once.

Some dves looked a him oddly, and B turned quickly away. Odd looks meant the lookers
thought he was behaving oddly. He musin't earn attention, at dl costs. He'd just have to go on as before,
trying to shrug off the odd prickling feding between his shoulder blades that warned him of the ongoing
scrutiny.

Did this open city have some snister means of identifying intruders not of the People? They mug,
H supposed, or they'd soon be awash in the shapeshifters men called dunsree, or dopplegangers . . .
hmm, but wasn't "dunsreg” an dven word? The dves must have faced such problems when humans were
dill grunting at each other in caves and mud huts.

So he'd been spotted by someone. Someone concerned enough to stalk after him dl this time, as
he wandered down dmost every street and lane of Cormanthor. What could he do?

Nothing but what he was doing-seeking House Alasirarra without sseming to be anxioudy



looking for anything. He dared not ask anyone where it was, or attract enough atention by his manner
that someone might ask him if he needed ad . . . and he dared not cdl on the magic in the lore-gem
unless he was desperate.

Desperate: surrounded by angry dven mages, dl seeking his death with risen magic blazing in
their hands. Bl glanced around the street asif such perils might come drifting toward him from dl sdes in
abreath or two, but the scene remained dmogt like the revels of a feast-day. Folk were dancing in small
groups or dedlaming grandly as they swept dong wrapped in their own sdlf-importance. The fluting cdls
of horns heralded fresh songs, and off to the east apair of pegas riders chased each other across the sky
inloops, rolls, and dartings that often sent leaves swirling in their wakes.

If hed dared to, Bl would have sat on one of the many benches and floating highsests that flanked
the mossy ways, and watched Cormanthor's comings and goings, openly fascinated. Yet if his true form
were reveded, he might wel be dan on the spot, and he had a misson to fulfill for lymbryl. Where in al
these endless trees was House Alastrarra, anyway? He'd been waking for hours, it seemed, and the light
told him that the sun was diding down the western sky. With its descent, the feding grew in Bl that his
mysterious shadow would attack.

After darkness fdl? Or whenever things grew private enough? Where he stood now, the network
of crossing trails was growing sparse, and the lights, bridges, and sounds were becoming fewer. If he
continued on, held probably be heading into the deep green heart of the woods beyond the city, to the . .
. southwest. Aye, southwest. He peered that way, and saw hanging creepers, and thick stands of gnarled
trees, and a ddl full of ferns. That decided him. Fern dells weren't high in his persona ranking of scenic
beauty spots just now.

H turned around and picked up his pace, dancing softly forward on his toes as it seemed Al
Cormanthan dves did. He was moving purposefully now, asif heading for a known degtination. His hand
wasn't far from the hilt of the dagger that rode hidden in his deeve. Was he charging straight toward an
invisble, wating foe? One who could draw a blade and hold it out, so that a hurrying fase lymbryl
Alagrarraimpded himsdf on it?

The ddlicate drikings of a harp arose from a garden of hanging plants to hisleft as he went on. He
hed to go on; what else could he do?

After the misson the dying lymbryl had set im stood his firg task for Mystra. Bl shook his head
in exagperation. This place was s0 beautiful; he wanted so much to just sroll and enjoy it.

Jugt as held wanted to grow up in Athdantar with his mother and father, not shiver in the wilds as
an orphan outlaw, hunted by magelords. Aye, there was dways someone with magic lurking about to
ruin things. Bl set his jaw and went northeast. He'd strike clear across the city, and then try to circle
around its outermogt trails from there-he reckoned held trudged mogt of its Iabyrinthine heart dready,
with nary aSgn of the falcon ggil of Alagtrarra.

No unseen blade fdled him, but the feding of being watched didnt fade, either. The glows of
enchanted symbols were growing stronger around El, now, as he waked. The gleam of the sgtting sun
touched the tree-tops into golden flame, but down here in the dappled gloom its lances never penetrated.

The dven games and music went on unabated as twilight came down over Cormanthor. E
walked on, trying not to show how anxious he was becoming. Could the lore-gem have played him false?
Had it shown him an older House Aladtrarra, or was the manson wel outside the city? Yet it held no
scenes of another family holding, nor any sense that it was esewhere in Cormanthor. Surely lymbryl had
known where he lived.

Aye, known too wdl for it to matter and be set forth dearly in the gem's stored memories. The
wheregbouts of House Alastrarra were a known, everyday thing to the bearers of the gems, not
something . . .

But wait! Wasn't that a-no, the facon symbol he was seeking?

H turned aside, pace quickening. It was!

Hiscdl of thanks to Mystra was no less fervent because of its slence.

The arched gate stood open, blue and green spdl-glows winking and crawling up and down its
filigree of living vines. H stepped ingde, took two paces into the gloom of the twilit garden beyond, and



then turned to survey the street behind him.

No df stood there, but the unssen gaze remained unbroken. Sowly Bl turned around again.

Something gleamed in the ar ahead of him, floating above the winding garden path. Something
that hadn't been there moments before. It was the gleaming hem, arms, and shoulders of an df in armor.

Or the semblance of such a guard-because those arms and shoulders and head were dl he faced.
The body that should have been beneath them was missing, the dark, gleaming armor trailing away like
smoke below the breast of the slent apparition. As H dared a it, Something rose menacingly from
behind a bush off to the left: another armored form, just like the firgt.

H swdlowed. So hed awakened the magica defenses of this place. Blaging them with spdlls
was probably not the wisest choice. So he turned dowly on his heds as guardian after guardian rose
dlently out of the dusk-cloaked garden, to ringhiminon dl sides.

Fire kindled then, behind the eye dits of one hdm, as B found himsdf facing the one who'd firg
blocked his way. The mangon rose beyond it, just as in the scene the gem had shown him. The soft
glows of moving lights showed from the tall, narrow windows the Alastrarrans were so proud of.

Right now, some of them might be glancing out those windows to see what manner of creature
thar guardians were daying.

AsH stood quietly, wondering what to do, and searching franticdly through the gem's visons in
search of some guidance, thin beams of amber fire suddenly reached out from the fire raging within the
hdm before him to touch the disguised prince of Athalantar.

H fdt no pain; the beams were sweeping through him, leaving behind a tingling, rather than
burning or tearing. There was a sudden warmth on his brow and a burst of light that dmost blinded him.
He narrowed his eyes until he could see again.

The lore-gem had blazed into life, glowing like a legping flane in the darkness of the garden. Its
eruption seemed to sidy the guardians. The searching beams winked out, and the menacing hdms
began to ank into the darkness on dl sides, until El faced only the firg one. It hung, hdm dark now, in his
way.

Elminder made himsdf walk camly toward it, until the smokdike trail that marked where its body
faded should have been tickling his nose.

But it wasn't. As he took the step that would have brought him into collison with the glent
senting, it vanished, winking out of exisence and leaving hm daring a the front door of House
Alastrarra. Musdic came fantly to him through that portal, and tiny traceries of golden light formed endless
and intricate patterns on one of its panels.

The lore-gem told him nothing about traps or door gongs or even servants of the portal, so H
strode toward the doors and extended a hand to the crescent-shaped handle that hung like a bar in the
ar before them. Mystra grant that they be unlocked, he thought.

As he took thet last step and laid his hand on the bar, B redized that something fdt different. For
the firg timein hours, the ever-present pressure of those unseen, watching eyes was gone.

A feding of cool rdief washed over himrdief that lasted dmogt an entire breath before the
handle under his hand glowed with sudden savage blue fire, and the doors rolled soundlesdy open, to
leave im garing into the Startled eyes of severd dvesin the hdl beyond.

"Oho," ElIminger whispered, dmogt audibly. "Mother Mydira, if ye love me at dl, be with me
now'

An old trick practiced by thievesin the dty of Hadtarl is to act with cool condescenson when
caught where one has no business being. Lacking time to think, Bl used it now.

The five dves had frozen in the midst of opening fluted bottles of wine and pouring them over
hegps of diced nuts and greens on severd platters that seemed content to float in the absence of any
table. H stepped around them with a calm, superior nod of recognition-something he was very far from
feding, for the gem held no images of servants, lymbryl had evidently spent litle time noticng
underlings-and swept on into the back of the hdl, where smdl indoor gardens sprouted. Behind him, the
servants hadlily sketched salutes and murmured greetings that he did not stop to acknowledge.

A sudden burgt of laughter from an open doorway on the right made the servants hasten in their



tasks and forget him. E amiled with rdief and a the good fortune Mystra had sent him. Along the
passage he hadn't chosen, an array of unattended bottles was flying, approaching a chest height and
spectacular speed, in obvious answer to a servant's summons.

His amile froze on his face when an dven mad danced out of a crescentiform archway ahead
dong the right-hand wall and looked him full in the face. Her large, dark eyes filled with surprise as she
gasped, "My lord! We did not expect you home for another three dawng™

Her tone was eager, and her arms were risng to embrace him. Oh, Mystra.

Agan El did what histimein the backstreets of Hastarl bid him. He winked, spun away from her
on down the hdl, and raised afinger to hislipsin ady "slent, now" gesture.

It worked. The lass chuckled in ddlight, waved to him in a way that promised future ecstasies,
and danced away down the passage toward the front hdl. The sash of her brief garment swirled behind
her for a moment, displaying its glowing falcon gil.

Of course. That ggil, like those the five by the doors were wearing, was the livery of the gteff;
they otherwise wore whatever befitted the Stuation, not any sort of uniform.

And from the memories he was borrowing swam up the face of the lass who'd now danced out
of 9ght around the corner, and her name Ydanilue. In lymbryl's remembrance, sheld been chuckling just
like that, face close to his. But she hadn't been wearing any clothes at the time,

H drew in a deep breath, and released it dowly and ruefully. At leest the lore-gem steered him
through the nuances of dven speech.

He went on down the passage, finding an archway to the left leading into a room where reflected
gars glimmered in the deserted waters of a pool, and another to the right opening into a darkened room
that seemed to house a sculpture collection. Thereafter the passage displayed closed doors down both
wadls on itsrun to an ending in a round room where glowing spheres of light floated, drifting gently about
like deepy fireflies as they lit a dender spird Hair.

H took it, wanting very much to be out of the passage before one of the Alastrarras found him.
He ascended past a chamber where dancers were dretching into and out of twists and backflips,
obvioudy warming up for a performance to come. Of both sexes, they wore only ther long hair, flowing
free. Tiny bells were woven into some of the locks, and their bodies were painted with intricate and
obvioudy fresh designs.

One of them glanced a the df hurrying past on the stair, but El put a finger to his chin as if in
deep thought and hastened on, pretending not to have noticed the arching bodies of the dancers a dl.

The gair took him then to alanding festooned with hanging plants-or rather, with spire-bottomed
bowls enspdlled so as to float at varying heights above the landing, to let the trailing leaves of their living
burdens just brush the iridescent tiles underfoot.

H ducked between them toward an archway visblein the dimness beyond, Hill affecting his "lost
inthought" pose. Then he came to an abrupt hat as something barred his way.

It blossomed into cold, white brightness, curling up to illuminate the chamber from its source: the
naked edge of aleveled sword blade.

The blade hung by itsdf in midair, but a few drifting motes of magicd radiance drew El's eye from
it to an even hand-an upraised right hand in a back corner, near the archway.

It belonged to a handsome, dmost burly df who must be accounted a muscle-bound giant among
Cormanthans. The df rose with easy grace from the gleaming black gaming board on the floor a which
held been playing spdllcircles, here in the darkness, againg a frail-seeming servant-a maid who'd have
been beautiful if there hadn't been so much fear in her eyes. She was losing, badly, and no doubt saw
ahead the whipping or other punishment her burly opponent had promised her. E wondered for a
moment if winning or losing would grant her the grester pain.

The lore-gem told H that the burly df facing hm was Riluaneth, a cousin taken in by the
Alagtrarras after his parents died, and a source of trouble ever snce. Resentful and with a crud stresk
that was sddom far from governing him, Ril had delighted in teesing and occasonaly tormenting the two
young Alastrarran brothers, lymbryl and Ornthaas.

"Riluaneth,” Bl greeted him now, voice leve. The glowing blade turned dowly inthe air to point a



him; ElIminger ignored it.

There was a el the kiira urgently wanted him to examine a spell lymbryl had linked with his
image of Riluaneth, binding the two together with a surge of anger. B followed its bidding, standing
motionless as his burly cousin glided toward him. "As dways, lym," purred Riluaneth, "you blunder in
where you aren't wanted, and see too much. That'll get you hurt some day... possbly sooner.”

The glow around the blade faded abruptly, and out of the sudden darkness the blade hissed right
a El'sface.

He ducked aside, followed by Riluaneth's quiet laughter. The sword swooped overhead and
raced off into the gloom, seeking its true quarry. The servant sobbed once, utter terror making her too
breathless to do more, as the blade raced a her mouth.

Grimly B bought her life & the possible cost of his own. A quick spdl plucked the blade out of
its flight and wrestled it around to fly away from the dven maiden. Riluaneth grunted in amazement. His
hand swept to his belt, to the hilt of the knife he wore there.

Well, a humean intruder could do at least one good deed for House Aladtrarra this day. H et his
teeth and fought off the burly ef's dawing, dumsy mentd attempt to regain control of the blade. The
attempt ended abruptly as Hl lifted the stresking blade a little, over Riluaneth's drawn dagger, and let it
dide through the df s midriff.

Riluaneth staggered, doubled over the hilt lodged againg his convulang bdly, and clutched a the
hilt of his dagger, trying to snarl out some words. The dagger winked as he began the unlesshing of
whatever fdl magic it held. El, not wanting to be caught in something as deadly as it was likdy to be, used
the spd| lymbryl had intended for Riluaneth the next time there was "trouble.”

The burly df let out dl his breath in a gasp of white smoke, and reded. More white vapors
billowed out of his ears, nose, and eyebdls. Riluaneth's brain was dire indgde his head, something that
lymbryl had predicted, with uncharacteristic dark humor, would be "aswiftly ended blaze, to be sure”

It was. Elminger barely got out of the way in time as the big, deek body toppled past him,
darting its headlong plunge down the gair. It bounced twice, wetly, on the way down.

Someone screamed & the bottom of the stair. Bl sorted impatiently through the magics that the
gem was proudly displaying, brushing asde images of the deft cagtings of eves who wore superior
gmiles, and found what he needed.

A bloodfire spell, to burn away a burly troublemaker to nothing. A pyre without a barge might be
the dwarven way, but EiIminger had no time to be fussy about such things; dready a triple-chiming gong
hed struck forth a strident chord on the floor below.

Brief brightness told him Riluaneth's remains had caught fire. El glanced over at the gaming board
and found it gone-servant, pieces, and dl. He wasn't the only onein this house who could move swiftly.

He might have been the only human ever to day an df here, though. Curses upon dl crud and
arrogant bloods. Why couldn't he have run into Ornthaasin this corridor, and not into more trouble?

Bdow, the fire died and the blade clanged to the floor. There mugt be nothing left of Riluaneth
now but tralling smoke and ash.

Time for im to be away from here, esewhere in this grand house. Word of his part in Riluaneth's
passing would spread soon enough. If he could somehow get to the heir firdt, and passonthegem .. .

H bounded through the archway and down the passage beyond, sprinting with a lack of grace
that would have raised dven eyebrows, but which certainly covered ground faster than they would have
cared to. He snatched open a door and legpt into the high-callinged chamber beyond, finding hmsdf in a
place of floor-to-cealling screens of filigreework and lecterns with animated hands sprouting from their
tops-hands that proffered open books to him as he darted past.

The Alagirarran library? Or reading room? He'd have liked to spend a winter here, or more, not
dash past things without even looking at th- But there was another door. El dodged around a floating,
redining chair that looked more comfortable than any other seating held ever seen and made a dive for
the door handle.

He was 4ill two speeding paces awvay when the door suddenly swvung away from Mm, opening
to reved a dtartled dven face now inches from his own! He couldn't stop or swerveintime...



"He fdl right here, Revered Lady!" the dancer gasped, pointing. His oiled body glisened in the
flickering light of the brazier-bowls that circled around them both in obedience to the will of the matriarch
of House Alagtrarra

The plum-hued gown she wore displayed every tdl, curvaceous inch of Namyriitha Alastrarra
from time to time, as portions of it flowed like smoke to wresth this part of her or that part of her in
gligening rainbow droplets, and left other parts bare. An expert eye could tdl she had no longer been
young for many centuries, but few eyes bothered to practice any expertise when faced with such
smooth-flowing beauty.

Fewer dared to look her way at dl, when her face was as dark with fury as it was right now.
"Keep back!" she snarled, sweeping an arm out to reinforce her order. Her gown rose into an elaborate
sculpture of rigng, interlaced spines standing up from her shoulders, but her hair burst through them now,
asure 9gn of unbridled rage. A servant whimpered softly, somewhere nearby. They'd only seen her thus
thrice before - and each time, some part of the manson had paid dearly to win her cam.

She wove her magic this time, though, with a few curt words. The sword rose obediently,
quivering with the power racing through it, and then set off through the air, point fird, up the dtair. It
would lead her, like a sure-strike hunting arrow, to Riluaneth's dayer. No doubt his gambling, dark
schemes, or philandering had earned him his fate, but no one entered House Alastrarra and struck down
one of her own without paying the price, twice over and speedily.

The Lady Namyriitha undid something as she hastened to the dtairs, and the lower hdf of her
gown fdl away; she kicked it asde and set off up the gairs, bare legs flashing among wisps of patterned
lace. Hafway up, her fingers, dliding dong the rall, did through something dark and sticky.

She looked back at the dark blood on the rail without dowing, and then lifted her dripping fingers
and looked at them expressonlesdy. She made no move to wipe them clean, or to dow her pursuit of the
blade cutting through the ar before her.

Bedow, the dancer picked up the discarded skirt uncertainly, and then handed it to a servant and
whirled back to the dtair to follow the Lady of the House. In his wake, hestantly, severd servants
followed.

By the time they reached the landing at the top of the stair there was no sgn of Namyriitha or the
sword. The dancer began to runin earnest.

* k *k k %

H dropped one arm to touch his knee at the lagt indant, and so it was his ralling shoulder that
smashed into the even servant and the door. Both flew back againg the wdl of the passage beyond with
a mighty crash and rebounded into the passage in Elminger's wake. The df sprawled on the furs
underfoot in a tangle of limbs and did not move again.

Panting, Bl caught his balance again and ran on. Somewhere beneath him, the gong chimed its
chord again. The passage forked ahead-this mangon was big-and B turned I€ft this time. Perhaps he
could double back.

A poor choice, it seemed. Two éves in glowing aguamarine aamor were hagtening down the
passage toward him, buckling on their swords as they came. "Intruderd” B cdled, hoping his shout was
close enough to lymbryl's voice to serve. He pointed back the way the guards had come. "Thieves They
ran thence!”

The guards whedled around, though one gave El a hard, head-to-toe look, and ran back the way
they'd come. "At least it wasn't Lady Hersdlf just meking sure we were awake," B heard one of them
multter, as they raced dong the passage together. Ahead was a chamber dominated by a life-szed satue
of a gowned dven lady, arms lifted in exultation. On its far Sde was another dair, curving down. A
cross-corridor ran out of it, flanked by lounges on which the guards had obvioudy been redining. Ornate
double doors were adong this passage; ElIminger chose one he liked the look of, and veered toward it.
He was into the passage and only afew running steps from its handles when shouts from the gtair told him
the two guards had noticed he was no longer with them.



He yanked on the ring handles, and twisted. The doors clicked open, and he whirled ingde,
drawing them closed as swiftly and as quietly as he could.

When he turned to see what manner of peril hed hurled himsdf into this time, he found himsdf
daing a an ova bed floating in midair in the middle of a dark, domed chamber. A leefy canopy floated
above it, flanked by severd platters carrying an array of fluted bottles and glasses, and a soft emerad
gow was spreading across those leaves as the occupant of the bed sat bolt upright and stared at the
intruder in her bedchamber.

She was dim and exquisitdy beatiful, blue-black har tumbling fredy about her. She wore a night
shift conggting of a collar and a thin gtrip of sheer, gauzy blue-green sk that fdl from it down her
front-and presumably down her back, too. Bare flanks and shoulders gleamed in the growing light as her
large eyes changed from darm to ddight, and she somersaulted from the bed in a graceful sweep of bare
limbs to bound forward and fling her arms around El.

"Oh, dearest brother!" she breathed, saring up into his eyes. "Y ou're back, and whole! | had the
mog terrible dream about you dying!™ She hit a her lip, and tightened her arms around him as if she'd
never let im go. Oh, Mystra.

"Wdl," Elminder began awvkwardly, "there's something | must tdl you. . . ."

With a boom, a door on the far Sde of the room burst inward, and a tal, angry-eyed dven
maiden clad in agmilar night shift stood in the doorway, conjured fire blazing around her wrigts. Behind
her crowded guardsin glowing armor, the falcon Sgil of Alastrarra on their breasts, and the winking lights
of ready magic flickering and racing up and down the bared bladesin their hands.

"Hlaurd!" she cried. "Stand away from yon im-poster! He but wears our brother's shape!™

The dven maiden diffened in El's arms, and tried to draw back. Bl dung to her as tightly as shed
clutched him, uncomfortably aware of the deek softness of the body pressed againg his, and murmured,
"Wait- pleasel” With one sster held againgt him, the other might not be so quick to blast him with spdlls.

Her arms quivered with rage as she lifted them to do judt that. She paused, seeing that shed
endanger Filaurd. But if she dared not hurl magic just yet, there was no such congdraint on her tongue.
"Murderer!"

"Médarue" Flaurd sadinasmdl voice, trembling againgt Elminger's chest, "what shdl | do?"

"Bite hm! Kick him! Let hm have no time to work spdlls, while we come a him!" Mdarue
snarled, griding forward.

Anocther door boomed, and its thunder was out-shouted by a magicaly augmented voice uttering
aclear, crisp command. "Be ill, dl!”

The room fdl slent and motionless, but for the heaving bosom of Filaurd, pressed againg the one
who held her.

And for the sword, gliding smoathly through the air at EIminger. It rose, above the head of the df
maiden, urtil dl it could imperil was the tense face of the fase df, who watched it dide draight for his
mouth, nearer . . . and nearer . ..

Beyond it stood an dven matriarch in the upper haf of a courtly gown, her face cam. Only her
apping eyes betrayed her outrage, as she stood with her hands raised in the gesture that had
accompanied her order, A lady used to her will being absolutely obeyed within this House. This must be
the Lady Namyriitha, lymbryl's mother.

H had no choice-cdl on the gem, or die. With an inward sgh he awakened the power that would
turn the sword to flakes of rugt, and then dust ere it hit the floor.

"You are not my son," the matriarch said coldly, her eyes like the points of two daggers as she
locked gazes with EIminger.

"But he wears the kiira" Flaurd said, dmost pleadingly, saring up a where it glowed on the
brow of the one who held her-the one who fdt like her brother.

Namyriithaignored her younger daughter. "Who ore you?' she demanded, gliding forward.

"Ornthdas” Elminder said wearily. "Bring Ornthalas to me, and ye shdl have the answer ye

The lady matriarch stared a him, eyes narrow, for a long, slent time. Then she whirled, exposed



lace swirling about her legs, and muttered orders. Two of the guards bent their heads and turned, holding
their blades high to ensure they harmed no one in the crowd of bodies, and dipped out the door. Though
he could see little of their departure, El did not think they were heading for the same destination.

The tense dlence that followed did not last long. As the guards behind Lady Namyriitha spread
out into an arc on both sides of her and put away ther swords to pluck out hand darts instead, Mdarue
led her own guards forward to ring Elminger about completely.

"Revered mother," she said, pdlflames dill chasing each other in circles about her wrigts, "what
danger do we now dance with? This impostor could be spdlbound to day at dl costs-a sacrifice whose
body holds magics mighty enough to blast us dl, and this house asunder around us Dare we bring the
heir of Alastrarra here, into the very presence of this-this shapeshifter?”

"l am always aware of the perils awaiting us dl, Mdarue," her mother said coldly, not turning her
head to take her eyes off Elminger for a second, "and have spent centuries honing my judgment. Never
forget that | am head of this house."

"Yes, mother,” Mdarue replied, in a respectful tone that twided just enough in weary
exagperation that Bl dmost amiled. It seemed humans and dves were not o very different at heart after
dl.

"Please believe” H sad to the df mad in his arms, "thet | mean no harm to you, or to House
Alagtrarra. | am here because of a promise | made, upon my honor."

"What promise?' Lady Namyriitha asked sharply.

"Revered Lady," H replied, turning his head to her, "I shdl reved dl when wha | mugt do is
done-it is too precious a thing to endanger with dispute. | assure you that | mean no harm to anyone in
this house"

"Surrender unto me your name!" the matriarch cried, usng magic on the last word to compe
him. Bl shook like a leef In the thrall of her power, but the gem steadied him, and Mystras grace kept
hm standing. He blinked at her, and shook his head. There was a murmur of respect from the ring of
warriors, and Namyriithas face tightened in fresh anger as she heard it.

"l am come," a deep yat muscd voice said from the doorway. An old df stood there, clad in the
cape and robes usudly affected by human archwizards. The facon device of the house was worked into
the sash he wore, repeated many times, yet Bl knew this was no servant. Rings gleamed on his ancient
fingers, and he bore a short wooden scepter in his hands, its Sdes carved with spird grooves.

"Naeryndam,” the matriarch said curtly, nodding her head in Elmingter's direction, "ded with this”

The old df met El's gaze, and his eyes were keen and searching. "Unknown one," the even mage
sad dowly, "I can tdl ye are not lymbryl, of this House. Y et ye wear the gem that was his. Think ye that
possession of it gives ye rightful command over the kin of Alastrarra?’

"Revered dder," B replied, bowing his head, "l have no desire to command anyone in this fair
city, or do any harm to ye or thy kin. | am here because of a promise | made to one who was dying.”

In his arms, Flaurd sarted to shake. B knew she was weeping dlently, and automaticaly
stroked her hair and shoulders in futile soothings. The Lady Namyriithas mouth tightened again, but
Mearue and some of the warriors looked more kindly upon the intruder in their midst.

The old df nodded. "Thy words ring true. Know, then, that | am going to cast a spdl that is not
an attack, and conduct thysdf accordingly.”

He lifted his hand, made a drding motion, spread and crooked two fingers, and blew some dust
or powder over his wrigt. There was a 9nging in the air, and the warriors on dl sides hedlily fdl back.
The dnging air-some sort of spell-barrier, Bl guessed-ringed him around closdly.

He merdly nodded to the old df mage, and stood waiting. Filaurd was crying openly now, and he
swung her fully againg his chest and murmured, "Lady, let metdl ye how thy brother died.”

There was suddenly utter dillnessin the room. "By chance | came upon a patrol lymbryl was part
af, in the deep wood-"

"A patrol he led,” Lady Namyriitha dmost spat.

H indined his head gravely. "Lady, indeed; | meant no dight. | saw the lagt few of his fdlows fal,
until only he was left, beset on dl sdes by ruukha, in numbers enough to overwhem his spdls, and mine



owvn."

"Your sodIs?' she sneered, her tone meking it clear she doubted his words. Filaurd's face,
however, wet with tears, was raised and intent on his every word.

"As| fought my way to him, he was pierced through by a ruukha longfork, and fdl into a stream
there. My spdlls took us both away from our foes, but he was dying. Had he lived longer, he could have
been my guide to bring him hence. But he had time only to show me that | should put the kiira to my
brow before hefailed ... and was gone to dug.”

"Did he say anything?' Filaurd sobbed. "His last words: do you remember them?" Her voice
rosein anguish, to ring in the far corners of her bedchamber.

"He did, Lady,” B told her gently. "He cried out a name, and that he was coming at lagt to its
owner. That name was .. . Ayaeglarune”

There was a generd groan, and both Mearue and Flaure hid their faces. Their mother, however,
stood like white-faced stone, and the old df mage only nodded sadly.

Into this grieving swept new arivas, dim and sraight-backed and proud. Rich were ther
costumes, and haughty their manner, as they came in at the door and stood gtaring: four she-elves and
two much younger maids, with a proud, youthful even lord at their head. El recognized him from the
gem-visons, though there was no floating char nor tree-pillars and sun-deppling here. This was
Ornthaas, now heir-though he did not yet know it-of House Alastrarra.

Ornthalas looked at B in some puzzlement. "Brother," he asked, one degant brow lowering in a
frown, "what means this?'

He glanced about the chamber. "The House is yours, there's no need to chdlenge our kin about
anything." His gaze fdl to Filaurd, and darkened. "Or have you taken our S-"

"Hold peace, youngling," Naeryndam said gternly. "Such thoughts demean us al. See yon gem
upon thy brother's brow?'

Ornthalas looked at hisunde asif the old mage had logt his senses. "Of course,” he said. "Is this
some sort of game? Be-"

"Sill for once" the Lady Namyriitha said crisply, and someone among the ring of warriors
chuckled.

At that sound, the young dven lord drew himsdf up, looked around the room in an attempt at
dignified slence (Bl thought he looked like a fat merchant in the streets of Hastarl who has dipped in
horse-droppings and falen hard on his behind on the cobbles; he has scrambled up, and is now looking
around to seeif anyone witnessed his pratfdl, pretending dl the while that there is no horse-dung on his
backside-no, none at dl, as dl well-bred people can plainly see . . .), and announced to his uncle, "Yes,
Revered Uncle, | see the kiira"

"Good," the old df said dryly, and there was another chuckle from the warriors, this one better
suppressed. Naeryndam let it die away, and then said, "Ye are sworn to obey the bearer of the kiira, as
aewedl"

"Yes" Ornthdas nodded, his puzzled frown returning. "I have known this since | was a child,
Unde”

"And remember it yet? Good, good,” the old mage replied softly, evoking several chuckles this
time. Both Lady Namyriitha and Mdarue stirred, exasperation plain on their faces, but said nothing.

"Then do ye swear by the kiira of our House, and dl our forebears who live within it, to lift no
hand, and cast no spell, upon thy brother as he approaches ye?' Naeryndam asked, his voice suddenly
as hard and ringing as a sword blade griking metdl.

"I do," Ornthdas said shortly.

The old ef-mage took hold of the young df s arm, towed him forward through the snging barrier,
and then turned to B and said, "Here be he. Do what yeve come to do, sr, before one of my
hot-blooded kin does something foolish."

H indined his head in thanks, took Flaurd gently by the dbows, and sad, "My humble
gpologies, lady, for trammding thy freedom. It was needful. May the gods grant that it never be so, upon

thee, ever againindl thy long days."



Hlaurd shrank away from him, eyes very large, and put her knucklesto her lips. Yet as he turned
away, she blurted out, ™Y our honor goes unblemished with you, unknown lord.”

H took two quick steps toward Naeryndam, stepped smoothly around him, and bore down upon
Ornthaas with a polite amile.

Theyoung df looked a him. "Brother, are you renouncing-?"

"Sad news, Ornthaas," said Elminder, as their noses crashed together, and then their brows. As
the tingling and flashing begun, he hdd like grim death to the df s shoulders, and added, "I'm not thy
brother."

The memories were surging around him, then, in a magstrom that was sweeping him away, and
Ornthalas was screaming in shock and pain. A white, roaring surge of magic was tugging a him asit rose,
and B couldn't hold on any longer.

"May the law of the redlm protect me" he cried, and then gasped in a hoarse whisper, "Mydira,
gand by me"

The room spun around him then, and he had no breath left to cry anything. His body was
dretching, everyone was shouting in anger and darm, and the lagt thing the prince of Athdantar saw, as
he soun down into tentacles of darkness that came sweeping greedily up to take him, was the furious face
of the Lady Namyriitha, dwindling away behind the one solid thing in dl this the leveled wooden scepter,
hdd firmly in Naeryndam'’s old hand. He dung to that image as utter darkness damed him.

Five
To Call On The Coronal

And s0 it befell that EIminster of Athalantar found the elven family he had so inadvertently
joined and did that which he was sworn to do. Like many who fulfill an unusual and dangerous
duty, he received scant thanks for it. Had it not been for the grace of Mystra, he might easily have
died in the Coronal's garden that night.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

Ornthalas Alastrarra sumbled across the chamber, dutching his head and screaming, his voice
raw and ugly. Crackling lightnings of magic trailed from the gem that shone like a new star upon his brow,
back to the one from whom it had come the sprawled body on the floor, so young, and ugly-and
human.

Filaurd's bedchamber wasin an uproar. Warriors hacked at the barrier thet repelled their armor
and their blades, and were repulsed. They clawed their way dong it, shouting in pain amid bright clouds
of sparks, only to stagger back, magter thair trembling limbs, and try again. Under their high-booted feet
Méearue lay sprawled, her har outflung like a fan around her, sunned from her own attempt to burst
through Naeryndam'’s barrier. Sheld forgotten the manifold enchantments upon her jewery.

Not s0 her mother. Lady Namyriitha was standing well clear of the anging air and grimly bringing
down the barrier with spdl after spdl of her own, mdting away its essence layer by layer. As those
meagics crashed and swirled, Flaurd and mogt of the other women screamed a the Sght of Elminger’s
true nature and at the agony of Ornthalas. Servants crowded in at every door to see what was befdling.

The old df-mage camly stepped over the motionless body of the hawk-nosed human and stood
adride it, drawing a sword seemingly out of the empty air. Magic winked and chased itsdf up and down
that rune-marked blade as he raised and shook it a little doubtfully, as many an old warrior readies a
wegpon he finds heavier than he remembered. He raised his scepter in the other hand. When the barrier
faled in a wash of white sparks an indant later, and the warriors of House Alastrarra surged forward
with an exultant shout, he was ready.



Bluefire swirled out from the tip of Naeryndam's blade, so hot and quick that warriors bent over
backward in mid-charge, and fdl in awkward, diding hegps. A sweep of that same blue fire dong the
furs underfoot, a sweep that left the furs unscorched, sent them ralling and scrambling away again, back
to where they'd stood before. One df flung his blade as he fled, soinning hard and fagt through the ar at
the motionless human. The scepter spat forth its own fire, a stabbing, sivery needle of force, and the
thrown blade exploded into a rainbow of sngpping sparks that spun and flew urtil they were no more.
One or two of them bounced dmogt at Naeryndam's feet.

"Wheat treachery isthis?' Lady Namyriitha spat at the old mage. "Are you crazed, aged brother?
Has the human some sort of spdlhold over you?

"Bedill," the old mage replied in cdm and pleasant tones-but as she had done earlier, he put his
risen power behind his words. The only sounds that followed ther ralling, imperious thunder were fant
groans from where Ornthaas lay in a corner, his head againg the wadl, and sobbings here and there
where women who'd been screaming struggled to catch thar breaths again.

"Therés entirdy too much shouting and spdlhurling in this House, these days” Naeryndam
observed, "and not nearly enough ligening, caring, and thinking. In a few generations more, well be as
bad as the Sarym.”

The warriors and servants stared at the old mage in genuine agtonishment; the Starym held
themsdlves to be the pinnacle of dl that is noble and fine anong the People, and even ther age-old rivas
acknowledged them firs among dl the proud Houses of Cormanthor.

The corners of Naeryndam's mouth crooked in what might amost have been a gmile as he
looked around the room ét dl the astonished faces. With blade in hand he mationed his kin and the
servants dl to stand before him, on one side of the room. When no one moved, he let fire rall forth from
the blade again, in long, snarling arcs of clear warning. Sowly, amog dazedly, they obeyed.

"Now," the old mage told them, "just for this once, and for a short enough time, yell lisen-ye too,
Ornthalas, risen Heir of House Alagtrarra”

A groan was hisonly reply, but those who turned to look saw Ornthadas nodding, his white face
dill held in his hands.

"This human youngling,” Naeryndam said, pointing down a the body benesth him with his
scepter, "invoked the law of the redm. And yet dl of ye-save Flaurd and Sheedra and young
Nanthleene-attacked him, or tried to. Ye disggust me”

There were murmurs of protest. He quelled them with fire legping in his old eyes and continued,
"Yes, disgus me. This House has an har right now because this man risked his life, and kept to his
honor. He made his way into our city, past a hundred eves or more who might have killed him-would
have dan him, had they known his true nature-because lymbryl asked him to. And because he keeps his
word to those not of his kin nor race, those he barely knows, and dared this task, the memories of this
House, the thoughts of our forebears, are not lost, and we can keep our rightful place in the redm as a
fird House. All because of this human, whose name we don't even know."

"Nevertheless™" his sster Namyriitha began, "w-"

"I'm not finished,” her brother said, in tones that cut like stedl. "Thou ligen even less wel than
the young ones, sger.”

Had the moment been less important, the ar less full of tenson and awe, the gathered House
might have enjoyed the Sght of the sharp-tongued matriarch opening and dosing her mouth like a gasping
fishin slence, as her face flooded crimson and purple. No one, though, so much as looked & her; ther
eyes were dl on Naeryndam, the oldest living Alastrarran.

"The human invoked our law," the old mage sad flaly. "Younglings heed wdl: the law is just
that-the law, athing not permitting of our tampering or setting aside. If we do, we are no better than the
most brutd ruukha or the mogt dishonest human. | will not stand idle and see ye of the blood of
Thurruvyn fall the rightful honor of our House .. . and of our race. If ye would attack the human, ye must
fird defeat me."

The dlence tha followed was broken by a groan from beneath the old mage; the raven-haired,
hawk-nosed human youth gave an involuntary cry of pain as he stirred. One tanned and rather dirty hand



closed blindly on the booted even ankle hard by it. At the Sght a warrior of House Alagtrarra cried out
and threw his blade.

End over end it flashed, sraight at the touded head of the human, as he started to daw his way
up the leg of the df who stood over him.

Naeryndam cdmly watched it come, and a precisely the rignt moment swept his own blade
down to gtrike the whirling sted aside into a corner of the room. "Thou lisen but poorly, do thou not?" he
asked with soft sadness, as the warrior who'd thrown the blade cowered away from him. "When is this
House going to start usng its wits?'

"My wits tdl me that Alastrarra shdl be forever stained and bdittled by Cormanthans from end
to end of our far reddm, as the House that harbored a humen,”" the Lady Namyriitha sad bitterly, rasing
her hands dramaticaly.

'Yes" Mearue chimed in, risng from the floor with the pain of her griving againg the barrier ill
etched on her face. "Youve logt your wits Unde™”

"What say ye, Ornthalas?" the old mage asked, looking past them. "What say-our ancestors?"

The haughty young df looked sadder and more serious than any in the room remembered him
ever seeming. His brow was ill pinched with pain, and sirange shadows yet swirled in his eyes, as
memories that were not his own plunged past them in the endless, bewildering flood. Sowly, rductantly,
he said, "Prudence bids us conduct the humean to the Coronal, that no sain be upon us™ He looked from
one Alagtrarran to another. "Yet if we harm so much as a hair upon his head, our honor is bereft. This
men has done us more service than any df living, save you, noble Naeryndam.”

"Ah" the old mage said, stisfied. "Ah, now. See, Namyriitha, what a treasure the kiira is?
Ornthalas wearsiit for but moments and gains good sense.”

His sgter diffened in fresh annoyance, but Ornthalas amiled ruefully, and said, "I fear you speak
bad truth, Uncle. Let us quit this fidd before battle comes to it, and return to our Snging. Let the songs
be of our remembrances of lymbryl my brother, until dawn or dumber. Sisters, will you join me?"

He held out his arms, and after a moment of hestation Melarue and Flaurd took them, and the
three sblings swept out of the chamber together.

Asthey went out, Flaurd looked back at the human, just as the strange man found his feet, and
shook her head. Fresh tears glisened in her eyes as she cdled, "Have my thanks, human ar.”

"Eiminger am |, the hawk-nosed man replied, lifting his head, his dvish now srangdy accented.
"Prince of Athdantar.”

He turned his head to look at Naeryndam. "I stand in thy debt, revered lord. | am ready, if yed
take me to the Corond."

"Yes, brother,” the Lady Namyriitha snarled, face pinched in disgus, "remove that from our
hdls-and stop staring a him, Nanthee; you demean us before an unwashed beast!”

The young lass thus addressed was garing in open awe a the human, with his stubbled face, and
subby ears, and-otherness. H winked at her.

That brought gasps of outrage from both Lady Namyriitha and Sheedra, the mother of
Nanthleene, who snatched a her daughter's hand, and practicaly dragged her from the chamber.

"Come, Prince EIminger," the old mage said dryly. "The impressonable young ladies of this
House are not for thee. Though 'tis to thy credit that thou're not disgusted when faced with folk of other
races than thine own. Many of my kin are not so large of mind and heart, and so there is danger for thee
here He held out hiswinking sword, hilt first. "Carry my blade, will thou?'

Wondering, ElIminger took hold of the enspelled sword, feding the tingling of strong magics as he
hefted the light, supple blade. It was magnificent. He raised it, garing in admiration at its fed and a the
way its sed-if it was sted-shone bright and blue in the light of the bedchamber. More than one of the
warriors gasped in darm at the dght of the mage aming this human intruder, but Naeryndam paid them
no heed.

"Thereisdso adanger to us, if a human should see the glories and defenses of our redlm, which
iswhy we suffer few of thy blood to catch even a glimpse of our city, and live Wherefore my blade will
cloud thy sght, even asit binds thee to accompany me."



"Itisnot needful, Lord Mage. | have no mind to cross thee, or escape thee" H told him truthfully,
as migts rose to enclose them both in aworld of swirling blueness. "And even less of a mind to sorm this
far city, done, intime to come."

"I know those things, but others of my kind do not,” Naeryndam replied camly, "and some of
them are very swift with their bows and blades" He took a step forward, and the blue migts rolled away
behind them, dwindling to nothingness.

H looked around in wonder; they were now standing not in a crowded bedchamber, but under
the night sky in the green heart of a garden. Stars glittered overhead. Benesath ther feet two paths of soft,
lush moss met beside the gtatue of a large, winged panther that glowed a vivid blue in the night. Will
owisps danced and drifted here and there above the beautiful plants around them, swaying above
luminous night-flowers to the accompaniment of faint strains of unseen harps.

"The Corond's garden?' Bl asked in a soft whisper. The old mage amiled a the wonder in the
human's eyes.

"The Corond's garden,” he confirmed, his voice a soft rumble. The words were bardly said when
something rose out of the ground at their very feet-spectral, and graceful, and yet deadly in appearance.

Blue-white it glowed, dl deek nude curves and long flowing hair, but its eyes were two dark
holes againg the stars as it said in their minds, Who comes?

"Naeryndam, eldest of the House of Alastrarra, and gues,” the old mage said firmly.

The watchnorn swayed to meet his gaze, and then back to look into the eyes of ElIminger, from
only inches away.

A chill crackled between living flesh and undead essence as those dark eyes stared into his, and
H swallowed. He'd not want to see that serendy beautiful face angry.

Thisis a human. Blue-white hair swirled severdly.

"Aye" the old df told the watchnorn in dry tones. "I can recognize them too."

Why bring you a forbidden one where the Coronal walks this night?

"To see the Corond, of course,” Naeryndam told the undead maiden. "This humen brought the
kiiraof my House from our dying heir to his successor, aone and on foot through the deep heart of the
foreg."

The swirling spirit seemed to look a Elminger with new respect. That is something a Coronal
should see; there can never be too many wonders in the world. The blue-white, ghodly face came
close enough to brush againg Elminger's once more. Can you not speak, human?

" did not want to inqult alady,” B said carefully, "and know not how to properly address thee.
Yet | think now we are wdl met." He threw back one booted foot and sketched a sweeping bow. "l am
Elminger, of the land of Athaantar. Who art thou, Lady of Moonlight?*

Wonder upon wonder, the ghodly thing said, brightening. A mortal who desires to know my
name. | like that "Lady of Moonlight" you entitle me; it is fair upon the ears. Yet know, man
called EIminster, that | was in life Braerindra of the House of Calauth, last of my House.

Her voice began astonished and pleased, yet ended with such sadness that EIminger found tears
wadling up in him. Roughly, he said, "Y«t, Lady Braerindra, look ye while ye abide here, the House of
Cdauth yet stands, and is not forgotten.”

Ah, but who is to remember it? The voice in ther heads was a sad sgh. The forest grows
through roofless chambers that once were fair, and scatter the bones and dust that were my kin,
while | am here, far distant. A watchnorn, now. Cormanthans term us "ghosts,” and fear us, and
keep away. Hence our guardianships here be lonely, and bid fair to remain so.

"I shdl remember the House of Cdauth,” Elminder said quietly, his tone firm. "And if | live and
am dlowed to walk far Cormanthor fredy, | will return to talk with thee, Lady Bragrindra Ye shdl not
be forgotten.”

Blue-white hair swirled up around Elmingter, and a chill prickled through him.

A never thought to hear a mortal do me honor in the world again, the voice in his head
replied, full of wonder. Still less a human, to speak so fair. Be welcome whenever ye can find the
time to come hence. EIminder fdt a sudden wrenching cold on his cheek, and he shivered involuntarily.



Naeryndam caught hold of his shoulder as he redled.

My thanks to thee also, wise mage, the spirit added, as Elminger struggled to smile. Truly, you
bring wonders to show our Coronal.

"Aye and so we mug pass on. Fare thee well, Braerindra, until next our paths cross,” the old df
replied.

Until next, the voice replied faintly, as blue-white wisps sank into the ground and were gone.

Naeryndam hurried ElIminger dong one of the mossy paths. "Truly, ye impress me, man, by the
way ye take on the weight of others cares. | begin to hope for the human race yet."

"I-I can scarce speak,” Hl told him, teeth chattering. "Her kisswas 0 ... cold.”

"Indeed-had she meant it to do so, ‘twould have driven the life from thy body, lad," the old df
told him. "It iswhy she serves thus, she and those of her kind. Yet be of heart; the chill will pass, and ye
need not fear the touch of any undead of Cormanthor, forevermore. Or rather, for as long as thy
‘forevermore' lags”

"Our lives mugt seem fledting to dves™ Bl murmured, as the path took them up into smdl bowers
of curved seats amid shrubs, and past trickling streamlets and little pools.

"Aye" the dven mage told him, "but | meant rather the peril ye stand in. Speak as farly in the
time just ahead as ye did to the watchnorn, lad, or death may yet find thee this night.”

The young man beside him was slent for some time. "Is the Corond one | should kned to?" he
asked findly, as they came up some stone steps and between two strange, spiral-barked trees out onto a
broad patio lit by luminous plants.

"Be guided by hisface" the mage replied smoothly as they advanced, not hurrying.

An df sat on nothing at the center of the paved space, with an open book, a tray of tal, thin
bottles, and a footrest floating in the air around him. Two cloaked eves who wore power asif it crowned
them stood on ather Sde of him; a the Sght of the human they glided swiftly forward to bar Elminger's
path to the Coronal, dowing only dightly at the Sght of Naeryndam Alastrarra behind the human.

"You mugt have helped this forbidden one win past the watchnorns" one of the dven mages sad
to the old df-mage, ignoring EIminger asif he were no more than a post or bird-spotted stone sculpture,
His voice was cold with anger. "Why? What treachery, reved unto us, could reach the heart of one who
hes served the redm so long? Have your kin sent you hither for punishment?’

"No treachery, Earynspiair,” Naeryndam replied camly, "nor punishment, but a maiter of state
requiring the judgment of the Coronal. This human invoked our law, and survives to stand here because
of it

"No human can dam rights under the laws of Cormanthor,” the other mage snapped. "Only
those of our People can be dtizens of the redm: elves, and df-kin."

"And how would ye judge a human who has in dl honor, and not through battle-spoil, worn a
kiiraof an eder House of Cormanthor, and walked the streets of our city until he found the rightful heir to
surrender it to?"

"I'd believe that tde only when it could be proven to me, beyond doubt,” Earynspiair replied.
"What House?'

"Mine own," Naeryndam replied.

Into the little Slence that his soft words made, the old dfin the chair said, "Enough tongue-fencing,
lords. Thisman is here, that | may judge; bring im to me"

Elminger ducked around the mage who stood nearest and strode boldly toward the Corond. He
never saw the mage whed and cast a deadly spdl at him, or Naeryndam nulify it with a scepter held
ready for just such an occurrence.

The second mage was hurling another dark magic when Elminger kndt before the ruler of al
Cormanthor. The Corona raised a hand, and that magic, rushing toward his face like a dark railing in the
ar, ceased to be. "Enough spdl-hurling, lords dl," he commanded gently. "Let us see this man." He
looked into Elminger's eyes.

El's mouth was suddenly dry. The eyes of the dven king were like holes opening into the night
sky. Stars swam and twinkled in ther depths, and one could fdl into those dark pools and be dragged



down, down, and away . . .

He shook his head to clear it, clenched histeeth at the effort required, and set one booted foot on
the pave. It seemed asif he were lifting a castle tower on his shoulders when he tried to draighten that
leg, and surge to his feet. He growled, and set about doing so.

Behind him, the three dven mages exchanged looks. Not even they could forge on againg the
Corond's will, when mindlocked with the ruler of dl Cormanthor.

White-faced and trembling, sweat running in rivers down his cheeks and chin, the raven-haired
young man rose dowly, gaze dill locked with the Coronal, until he was sanding beside the seated df.

"Doyou resst meyet?' the old df whispered.

The young man's lips moved with agonizing downess as he tried to shape words. "No," he said a
last, dowly and deliberately. "Y e are welcome in my thoughts. Were ye not trying to make merise?'

"No," the Corond said, turning his head o that the link between their gazes was cut off, asif by a
knife. "grove to keep you on your knees, to master your will." He frowned, eyes narrowing. "Perhaps
another works through you."

"My lord!" the mage Earynspieir cried, thrugting himsdf between Elminger and the Coronadl. "This
is precisely the peril you mugt be shidlded against! Who knows what deadly spell could be worked upon
you, through this lad?'

"Hold himin thrdl, then, if you mug," the Corond said wearily. "All three of you-and Earynspier,
let there be no "accidentaly’ broken necks, or frozen lungs, or the like. | shdl reveal whom he serves with
the scepter, and read his memories of the matter of the kiira thereafter.”

From one of the trays floating near a hand the white-robed df took up what looked like a long
claret-hued glass rod, smooth and draight, no thicker than his smdlest finger. It seemed dmost too
delicate to hold together.

B found himsaf lifted off his feet to hang motionless in the ar, hands spread out diffly from his
sdes. He could move his eyes, his throat, and his chest; al €lse was gripped asif by unyidding iron.

A light grew in the glass rod, and raced dong its length. The old df camly pointed it a Elmingter's
head, and they both watched the thin ray of radiance dide out of the rod and move through the air, with
amogt lazy downess, to touch El's forehead.

A great coldness crashed through the Athdantan, shaking hm to his very fingetips As he
quivered therein midair he could hear the clatter of his teeth chattering uncontrollably, and then gasps of
amazement from dl four eves.

"What isit?" he tried to say, but dl that came out through his frozen lips was a confused gurgling.
Abruptly he found that his mouth was freed, and that he was turning-being turned-in the air, around to
face a ghoglly image that was towering over the patio. The spectral outlines of a face he knew.

A cdm, serene face regarding them dl with mild interest. Its eyes lit upon Elminger, and
brightened.

"Isthat who | think it is, man?' the Coronal asked gently.

"ItisHoly Mystra," H told him smply. "I am her servant.”

"So much | had come to sugpect,” the old df told him a trifle grimly. A moment later, he and the
young human melted away together, leaving the floating chair, and the air above and before it, empty.

The three mages stared at those emptinesses, and then a each other. Earynspieir whirled around
to look up into the sky again. The huge human face was fading, the ghostly tresses curling and whipping
like restless snakes as it seemed to draw dightly away from the Corond's garden.

But what made the df-mages cower and sammer out the names of their gods was the way the
beautiful female face looked at each of them in turn, as a broad and satisfied amile grew acrossiit.

A few moments later, the face could no longer be seen at dll.

"Some trick of the young human, no doubt," Earynspieir hissed, visbly shaken. Naeryndam only
shook his head in sllence, but the other court mage plucked at Earynspieir's am to get his attention, and
pointed.

Tha vast amile had suddenly regppeared. There was no face around it this time, but dl three
mages knew what it was. They would see it in their memories until their dying days.



As they turned ther backs on the stars and hastened toward the nearest doors that led into the
paace, another sght made them dl pause and stare in Slence once more.
All over the gardens, the watchnorns were rigng slently to watch that amile fade,

Six
TheVault Of Ages

Beneath the fair city of Cormanthor, in some hidden place, lies the Vault of Ages, sacred
storehouse of the lore of our People. 'Let Mythal rise and Myth Drannor fall,' says one ballad, ‘and
il the Vault remembreth all." Some say the Vault lies there yet, unplundered and as splendid as
before, though few now know the way to it. Some say 'tis the Sinshee's tomb. Some say she has
become a terrible mad thing of clawing magics, and has made the Vault her lair. And there are
even some who admit that they do not know.
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There were no mids, this time, only a soft moment of purple-black velvet darkness, and then
Elminder was esawhere,

The white-robed dven ruler stood with him, in a cool, damp stone room whaose celing arched
low overhead. Luminous crystas were st in the places where the crisscrossing stone ribs of its vaults
met, one with the next.

The df and the human stood in the brightest spot, a clear space a the center of the domed
chamber. In four places around its circular arc the wal was pierced by ornate arches that gave onto long
vaulted passages running-El peered down one, and then another-to other domed chambers.

A narrow, winding path had been Ieft clear down the center of each passage, but dl of the rest of
the space was crammed with treasure: a spreading sea of gold coins and bars and statuary, holding in its
frozen waves ivory coffers that spilled pearls and rainbows of glittering gems.

Chests were stacked sx high dong the wals, and chased and worked metd banner-poles leaned
agand them like falen trees. Nearer a hand, a dragon as tdl as Elminger, carved from a angle gigantic
emerdd, leaned amid the branches of a tree of solid sardonyx; its leaves were of dectrum covered with
tiny cut gems. The prince of Athaantar turned dowly on his hed to survey this treasure, trying to look
expressionless and very much aware tha the Corond was watching his face.

There were more riches here, in this one chamber, than held ever seen before in dl hislife The
wedth here was truly saggering. The entire treasury of Athdantar was outshone by wha would lie
beneath him, were he to Smply fdl on his face in the nearest hegp of coins. Right by his foot gleamed a
cut ruby as large as his head.

B dragged his gaze up from dl the wedth to meet the searching, starry eyes of the Corond.
"What is dl this?' he asked. "I-that is, | know what I'm looking at, but why keep it here, underground?
The gems would dazzle far more in sunlight.”

The old df amiled. "My People didike cold metd, and keep little of it to look at and touch on a
daly basis, something gnomes and dwarves and humans never seem able to grasp. The gems we need to
serve us as homes for magic, yes, those we keep about us, the remainder rests in various vaults. That
which belongs to the Coronal-or rather, to the court, and thus, dl Cormanthor-conies here” He looked
down one of the passages. "Some cdl this the Vault of Ages™

"Because yeve been piling up riches here for so long?'

"No. Because of the one who dwells here, guarding it dl.” The Corond raised a hand in greeting,
and B stared down the passage that the old df was facing.



There was afigure there, tiny in the dm distance, and as thin as a post. A very graceful post,
svaying as it came toward them.

"Look a me" the Corona said suddenly. When Elminger turned, he found himsdf looking into
the fdl, awakened might of the ruler of Cormanthor. Once again his boots rose helplesdy from the floor,
and he hung in the air above the old df as irresstable probes raced through him, cdling up memories of a
ferny dell, his spellbook left behind, lymbryl gasping, and a certain scepter.

The Corona stopped at that, and then sent El's mind racing back, through brigand battles and
The Herald's Horn, to a certain encounter outside the city of Hastarl, where- Now the amiling face of
Mystra was back again, blocking the Corona's probings. She raised a reproving eyebrow at the df, and
amiled to soften her rebuke as the dven ruler reded and shook his head, grunting in mindshock and pain.

H found himsdf abruptly back on the floor, dumped like a sack of grain.

When he looked up, he found himsdf garing into the tiny, shrunken face of the oldest df hed
ever seen. Her long slver-white hair brushed the tiles below her dippered feet-feet that trod air, inches
above the smooth-worn paving stones underfoot-and her skin seemed draped over her bones . . . bones
S0 petite and shapdly that she looked exquiste rather than grotesque, despite the fact that except where
her digphanous gown intervened, Bl could amost see her skeleton.

"Seen enough?’ she asked impishly, caressing her hips and turning dluringly, like a tavern dancer.

B dropped his eyes. "I-my gpologies for gdaring* he sad quickly. "I've never seen one of the
People who looked so old before.”

"There are few of us as old as the Srinshee" the Corond said.

"The Srinshee?"

The old dven lady indined her head in regd greeting. Then she turned, held out her hand over
some empty ar, and sat on that air, redining as if she was lying in a pillow-padded lounge. Another
sorceress.

"Her tdeis her own to tdl you," the Corona said, holding up a hand to stay further words from
Elminger. "Hrd mugt come my judgment.”

He walked a little away from the young man, treading the ar above the floor. Then he turned
back to face the Athdantan and said, "Y our honesty and honor | have never doubted. Y our aid to House
Alagtrarra, without thought of reward or rank, done is worthy of an armathor-in human words, a
knighthood, with ditizenship-in Cormanthor. So much | fredy grant, and bid you welcome.™

"Yet-7' H asked ruefully, at the old df s guarded tone.

"Yet | cannot help but conclude that you were sent to Cormanthor by the divine one you serve.
Whenever | try to learn why, she blocks my inquiries.”

Elminger took step toward the old df, and looked into his eyes. "Read me now, pray ye, and
know that | speak truth, Revered Lord," he said. "I am sent here by Great Mydira to 'learn the rudiments
of magic,’ as she put it, and because she foresaw that 1'd be needed here 'in time to come.” She did not
reved to mejust when, and how, and needed by whom or what cause.”

The white-robed df nodded. "I doubt not your belief, man; 'tis the goddess | cannot fathom. |
wdl beieve she said just those words to you; yet she bars me from learning your true powers, and her
truedesgns. . . and | have aredm to protect. So, atest.”

He amiled. "Think you | show every outland intruder riches that could wel bring every hungry
humen from here to the western sea damoring through the trees of Cormanthor?”

The Srinshee chuckled, and put in, "Elven ways may outstrip the comprehension of men, but that
does not make them the ways of fools"

H looked from one of them to the other. "What tegding do you plan? I've little somach Ieft for
more spell duds or wrestlings mind-to-mind.”

The Coronal nodded. "This| dready know; were you such a one, you'd never have been brought
here. To risk mysdf in your presence is to imperil a strong wespon of Cormanthor; to endanger the
Srinshee needledly is to toy with a treasure of the redm.”

"Enough flattery, Eltargrim,” the sorceress said primly. "Youll have the lad thinking you a post,
and not the rough warrior you are.”



H blinked at the old Coronal. "A warrior?'

The white-haired df sghed. "'l did inmy time down some orcs-"

"And a hundred thousand men or so, and a dragon or two," the Srinshee put in. The Corond
waved a dismissve hand.

"Speak of such things when | am gone, for if we tarry overlong well have the court mages
bladting apart hdf the palace seeking me"

The Srinshee winced. "Those young dolts?' The Corona sighed in exasperation. "Oluevaera,
how can | pass judgment on this man if you shatter our every attempt at dignity?'

The ancient sorceress shrugged in her ary ease. "Even humans deserve the truth.”

"Indeed." The Corond's tone was dry as he turned to Elminger, assumed a stern face, and said,
"Hear, then, the judgment of Cormanthor. that you remain in these vaults for a moon, and search and
converse with ther guardian as you will; she will feed you and see to your needs. Folk of the court,
mysdf among them, will come for you at the end of that time, and bid you take but one thing out of these
vaults to keep."

H indined his head. "And the dangerous part?' The Srinshee chuckled at the young human's tone.
"Thisis hardly the time for levity, young Prince," the Coronal said severdly. "If you choose the wrong
thing to bring forth-that is, something we judge to be wrong-the pendty will be your death.”

In the dlence that followed he added, "Think, young human, on what the mogt fitting thing you can
acquire here might be. Think well."

Winking lights were suddenly occurring about the Corond's body. He raised his hand to the
Sinsheein sdute, turned within the rigng lights, and was gone. The radiances streamed toward the caling
for amoment more, and then slently faded away.

"Before you ask, young Sir, a moon is a human month,” the Srinshee said in dry tones, "and no,
I'm not his mother.”

H chuckled. "Yetdl me what ye are not-tell me, | pray, whet ye are.

She adjusted the ar until she was gtting upright, facing him. "I am the councilor of Corondls, the
secret wisdom at the heart of the redm.”

H glanced a her, and decided to dare it. "And are you wise?"

The old sorceress chuckled. "Ah, a sharp-witted humen a last!" She drew hersdf up grandly,
eyes flashing, conjured a scepter out of nowhere into her hand, and snarled, "No."

Shejoined in El's gtartled shout of laughter, and let hersdf down to walk toward him, seeming so
fral that Bl found himsdlf reaching out to offer her a seadying arm.

She gavehim alook. "I'm not so feeble as dl that, lad. Don't overreach yourself, or youll end up
like yonder worm."

H looked about. " "Y onder worm'?' he asked hestantly, seeing no beast or trophy of one, but
only rooms of treasure.

"That passage,” the Srinshee told him, "is vaulted with the bones of a degp-worm that rose up
from gnawing in the deep places and came tunnding in here, hungry for treasure. They eat metd, you
know."

H stared at the vaulting along the indicated passage. It did look like bone, come to think of it,
but. . . He looked back at the sorceress with new respect. "So if | offer you violence, or try to leave this
place, you can day me by lifting one finger."

The old df shrugged. "Probably. |1 don't see it hgppening, unless youre far more foolish-or
brutish- than you look."

H nodded. "I don't think | am. My name is Elminger . . . Elminder Aumar, son of Elthryn. |
am-or was-a prince of Athdantar, a amdl human kingdom that lies"

The old sorceress nodded. "I know it. Uthgrad mugt be long dead by now."

H nodded. "He was my grandsre.”

The Srinshee tilted her head consderingly. "Hmmm."

H stared a her. "You knew the Stag King?'

The Srinshee nodded. "A ... man of vigor,” she said, amiling.



Elmingter raised an incredulous eyebrow.

The old sorceress burst out laughing. "No, no, nathing like thet . . . though with some of the maids
| danced with, such could have befadlen. In those days, we amused ourselves by peering at the doings of
humans. When we saw someone interesting-a bold warrior, say, or a grasping mageling-wed show
oursalves to him by moonlight, and then lead him on a merry chase through the woods. Some of those
chases ended in broken necks, some of us let oursdves be caught. | led Uthgrad through hdf the
southern High Forest until hefdl exhausted, at dawn. | did show mysdf to him once later, when he was
wed, just to see hisjaw drop.”

H shook his head. "I can see that it's going to be along moon down here" he observed to the
caling.

"Wdl!" The Srinshee affected outrage, and then chuckled. "Your turn; what pranks have you
played, EIminger?'

"I don't know that we need to go into that, just now . . ." EIminder said in dignified tones.

She caught hiseye,

"Wadl," he added, "I survived for some years by thieving in Hagtarl, and there was this.. . ."

Elminder was hoarse. They'd been taking for hours. After the second coughing fit took him, the
Srinshee waved her hand and said, "Enough. You must be getting tired. Lift the lid of that platter over
there" She indicated a Slver-domed tray that rested atop a hegp of armor, amid a saill of octagona coins
stamped from some bluish metal EImingter had never seen before.

H did s0. Benegath the lid was seaming sag meset, in a nut-and-leek gravy. "How came this
here?' he asked in astonishmen.

"Magic," she replied impishly, plucking a half-buried gilded decanter from the heart of a hesp of
coins a her ebow. "Drink?" Shaking his head in wonder, Bl extended his hand for it. She tossed the
decanter cardesdly in his direction. It spun toward the floor, and then swooped smoacthly up into his
hand.

"My thanks™" B said, taking firm hold of it with both hands. The Srinshee shrugged, and the
young man suddenly felt something cold atop his head. Reaching up, he found a crysd glass there.

"Your hands were both full,” the sorceress explained mildly.

As H snorted in amusement, a bowl of grapes appeared in his lap. He laughed helplesdy, and
found himsdf diding down the coins held been leaning againg, as they dumped onto the floor. One rolled
away, and he smashed it to the floor with his boot hed, to stop it.

"You're going to get avfully Sck of those" the even sorceress told him.

"I don't want coins" H told her. "Where would | spend them, anyway?'

"Yes, but youll have to shift them dl to get a what's buried,” the Srinshee said. "'l keep the best
duff packed about with coins, you see”

H stared at her, and then shook his head, smiled wordlessy, and gpplied himsdf to eating.

"So what brings an dven sorceress who can advise Coronds and blow away deep-worms and
leed crowned kings on wild wood chases to some vaults underground no one ever sees?' he asked,
when he'd eaten dl he could.

The old sorceress had eaten even more, gorging hersdf on platter after platter of fried
mushrooms and lemon dams without seeming discomfort. She leaned back on empty ar again, crossed
her legs on some invisble floating footstool, and replied, "A sense of belonging, at las.”

"Bdonging? With cold coins and the jewels of the dead?’

She regarded him with some respect. "Shrewdly said, man." She set her glasson empty ar a her
elbow and leaned forward. "Y et you say that because you don't see whet ishere as | do."

She plucked up atarnished Slver bracelet, chased about with the body of a serpent. "Pay heed,
Elminger. Thisis what you need me for: to make the choice the Coronal charged you to, and win your
life Thisarm ring is al Cormanthor has left of Princess Elvandaruil, logt in the waves of the Falen Stars
three thousand summers ago, when her flight spell falled. It washed up on Ambra 1de when Waterdeep
was yet unborn.”

Elminder fished a gleaming piece of shdl out of the heap beside him. It was pierced a dl four



corners, and from there fine chains led to slver meddlions set with sea-horses picked out in emerads,
with amethyst eyes. "And this?'

"The pectora of Chathanglas Siltrd, who styled himsdf Lord of the Rivers And Bays before the
founding of your relm of Cormyr. He unwittingly took to wife a shapechanger, and the monstrous
descendants of thar offgoring lurk yet, tentacled and deadly, in the waterways of Marsember and what
humans call the Vast Swamp.”

H leaned forward. "Y e know the provenance of every lagt bauble in these vaults?!

The Srinshee shrugged. "Of course. What good is a long life and an adequate memory if you
don't use them?'

H shook his head in wonder. After a moment, he sad, 'Y et forgive me ... the folk who wore or
fashioned these can't dl be kin to yeif this Sltrd fathered no eves, for ingance. Yet you fed you
belong... to what?'

"To the redm of my kin, and others of the People," the sorceress said camly. "I am Oluevaera
Egtelda, the last of my line. Yet | rise above the family rivaries of House againg House, and consider dll
Cormanthans my kin. It gives me a reason for having lived so long, and another to go on living, after
those | firg loved are gone."

"How londly isiit, a the worst?' B asked quidly, ralling forward to look deep into her eyes.

The withered old df met his gaze. Her eyes were like blue flames againgt a sorm sky. "You are
far kinder, and see far clearer, than any human I've ever met before,” she said quietly. "I begin to wish the
Corond's judgment did not hang over you."

H spread his hands. "1'd rather not be here, @ther,” he said with agmile

The Srinshee answered it with one of her own, and said briskly, "Wel, we'd best be getting on
with it. Dig out that sword by your knee, there, and I'll tdl you of the line of dven lords who boreit. . ."

Some hours later, she said, "Would you like some nightglade tes?"

H looked up. "I've never had such adrink, but if it isn't dl mushrooms, aye.”

"No, there are other thingsinit, too," she replied smoothly, and they chuckled together.

"Yes, there are mushrooms in it, and no, it's not harmful, or that different from what haughty
ladies drink in Cormyr and Chondath,” she added.

"Oh, you meen it's like brandy?' El asked innocently, and she pursed her lips and chuckled again.

"Il make some for us both,” she said, rigng. Then she looked back over her shoulder a
Elminger, who was patiently digging a breastplate out from yet another pile of coins. It was fashioned of
a gngle piece of copper as thick as his thumb, and sculpted into a pair of fine femde breasts with a
snaling lion's jaws below them. "Don't you ever deep, man?' she asked curioudy.

H looked up. "I get weary, aye, but | no longer need to deep.”

"Something your goddess did?'

H nodded, and frowned down &t the breastplate. "This lion," he said. "It has eyes set into its
tongue, here, and-"

The bust of the long-lost Queen Eldratha of the vanished dven rem of Larlotha was of solid
marble, and astdl as the length of Elmingter's arm. It cameflying a him a just the right angle, and struck
him amost gently behind hisright ear. He never even knew it had hit him.

He awoke with a salitting headache. It fdt as if someone were jabbing a dagger into his right ear,
pulling it out, and then thrugting it home once more. In. Out. In. Out. Arrrgh.

He rolled around, groaning, hearing coins dither as his boots raked across them. What had
happened?

His eyes settled on the soft, unchanging lights above him. Gems, set in a vaulted celing. Oh,
aye-he wasin the Vault of Ages. With the Srinshee, uniil the Corond came to test him on his choice of
whet to take out of here.,

"Lady? Lady-uh-Srinshee?’ he asked, and followed his words with another groan. Spesking had
awakened afresh throbbing in his head. "Lady . .. ah, Oluevaera?'

"Over here" aweak, ragged whisper answered him, and he turned toward the sound.

The old sorceress was lying spreadeagled on a hegp of treasure, her gown in tatters and smoke



rigng lazly from her body. A body, largey bared now, that featured many wrinkles and age-spots, but
seemed unmarked by recent violence. B crawled toward her, holding his head.

"Lady?' he asked. "Are ye hurt? What befel?"

"| attacked you," she said ruefully, "and paid the price.”

H dtared at her, bewildered. "Ye-?'

"Man. | am ashamed,” she sad, lips quivering. "To find a friend, after so long, and throw
friendship aside for loydty to theredm ... | did what | thought right- and find my choice was wrong."

H lad his pounding head on the coins beside the Srinshee so that he could look into her eyes.
They were full of tears. "Lady,” he said gently, stricken by the sadness in her voice, "for the love of thy
gods and mine, tel me what happened.”

She stared into his eyes, forlorn. "' have done the unforgivegble”

"And that was?' Bl dmogt pleaded, gesturing weserily at her to let words pour from her mouth.

She dmog amiled at that as she replied sadly, "Hltargrim asked me to try where he falled; to learn
dl | could from your mind while you dept. But time passed, a day and a night, and ill you were sorting
through the treasures, with nary a sgn of diding into dumber. So | asked you, and you said you never
dept.”

H nodded, coins shifting under his cheek. "What did you hit me with?'

"A bugt of Eldratha of Larlotha" she muttered. "Elminder, I'm so sorry."

"Soam|," hetold her fedingly. "Can even magic banish headaches?'

"Oh," she gasped, putting a hand to her mouth in chagrin. "Here" she reached out with two
fingertips, touched the sSde of his head, and murmured something.

And like cool water lapping down his neck, the pain washed away.

H gasped his thanks, and did down the coins until he was stting on the floor again. "So ye st to
work on my mind once | was stunned, and-"

Remembering, he whirled and rose to bend anxioudy over her. "Lady, there was smoke coming
from yel Were ye hurt?'

"Mysdira was waiting for me, just as she waited for the Corond," the Srinshee told him with the
ghogt of agmile on her lips. "She cares for you, young man. She thrust me right out of your mind, and told
me she'd placed a spdl in your mind that could blast me to dugt.”

H stared & her, and then let his mind sink down to where, for so long, no pells had lain ready.
He was going to have to do something about that. Without even a single spdll to hurl, and no gem to call
on, he was defensdessin the midst of dl these proud dves,

Aye, there it was. A deadly magic hed never known before-so mighty, and so smple. One
touch, and even blood would bail in the body he'd chosen, mdting it to dust in a few breaths regardiess
of armor and defensve magics, and....

He shivered. That was a daying pdll.

When his senses returned to the here and now, cool fingers as andl as a child's were tugging a
hiswrig, towing his hand to rest on smooth, cool flesh. Hesh that fdt like-

He stared down. The Srinshee had bared her breast and placed his hand firmly upon it.

"Lady," he asked, garing into the sad blue flames of her eyes, "what-?"

"Use the spdl,” shetold him. "'l deserve no less”

B gently shook his hand free, and lifted what was left of her gown back into place. "And wha
would the Corona do to me then?" he asked her, in mock despair. That's the trouble with ye tragic
types-no thought for what happens next!"

He amiled, and saw her struggling to give im one in return. After a moment, he saw that she was
crying, Slent tears wdling from her old eyes.

Impulsively he bent and kissed her cheek. "Ye did the unforgivegble, aye," he growled in her ear.
"Ye promised me nightglade tea-and I'm till waiting!”

Shetried to laugh, and burst into sobs. B dragged her up into hisarms to comfort her, and found
that it was like cradling a crying child. She weighed nothing.

She was dill sobbing, arms around his neck, when two steaming cups of nightglade tea appeared



inthe ar in front of his nose.

* k % % %

Elminger had long since lost count of the things that he thought most clever. There was a crown
thet let its wearers appear as they had done when younger, and a glove that could resculpt the skin of
battered or marred faces with its fingertips. The Srinshee had st these, and other things he mogt fancied,
adde in a chest in the domed central chamber, but held seen less than a twentieth of the treasures held
here, and the Srinshee's eyes were growing sad again.

"H," she sad, as he tossed aside aflute that had belonged to the dven hero Erglareo of the Long
Arrow, "your time grows short.”

"I know," he said shortly. "What isthis?' "A cloak that banishes blight from trees whose trunks it
iswrapped around, or plantsit is draped over, lft to us by the dven mage Raeranthur of..."

He was dready trudging away from her, toward the chest for things he fancied. The Lady Estelda
fdl slent and sadly watched him walk away from her. She dared not aid him even by shifting coins, for
fear one of the court mages, eager for this human intruder's death, was scrying her from afar.

Elmingter returned, looking weary about the eyes. "How much longer?' he asked.

"Perhaps ten breeths,” she said softly, "perhaps twenty. It depends on how eager they are.”

"For my death,” B growled, leaning past her. Was it an accident that she'd rested her hand on
this crystd sphere thricein the lat little while? "What's this?* he asked, scooping it up. "A crystd through
which one can see the course of waterflows through the redm, on the surface or underground; every
handspan of ther travel, dearly lit for your eye to see beaver dams, snags, and sources of foulness” the
Srinshee told him, quickly, dmogt breathlesdy, "crafted for the House of Clatharla, now fdlen, by the-"

"Il take it" B growled, sarting past her. He stopped in midstride and kicked at the hilt of a
blade buried under the coins. "This?'

"A sword that cuts darkness, and the undead things cdled shadows-though | believe wraiths and
ghosts dso-"

He waved a dismissve hand and set off back down the passage toward the chest. The Srinshee
adjusted the jeweled gown hed unearthed and ingsted she put on-it persisted in diding off one aged
shoulder-and sghed. They'd be here at any moment, and they-

Were here now. There was a soundless flash of light in the domed centra chamber, and H
diffened, finding himsdf suddenly ringed with unfriendly looking even sorceresses. Sx of them there
were, dl holding scepters trained a him. Tiny sparks winked and flowed dong those deadly things
Along the passage B saw the Srinshee coming up behind him. She snapped her fingers as she came, and
aseventh scepter was suddenly in that hand, leveled and ready.

He turned his back on her dowly, knowing who'd be awating him in the other direction. Rulers
aways liked to make entrances. Behind two of the sorceresses was an old df in white robes, with eyes
like two pools of stars. The women did sideways smoothly to make a place for him in the ring of death.
The Corond.

"Wdl met, Revered Lord," ElIminger said, and gently set the crystal sphere he held down into the
open chest.

The df looked down a the treasures it held, and raised an agpproving eyebrow. Things of
nurturing, not things of battle. His voice when it rolled forth, however, was stern. "I bade you choose one
thing only, to take forth from these vaults. Let usdl now witness that choice.”

Elminger bowed, and then walked to the Corond, hands spread and empty.

"Wd|?" the dven ruler demanded.

"I have made my choice" Bl said quietly.

"You choose to take nothing?' the Coronal asked, frowning. "Tis a coward's way of trying to
evade death.”

"Nay," Elminder replied, voice just as gern. "I've chosen the most precious thing in thy vaults”

Scepters hung quivering in midair dl around him, abandoned by sorceresses who were now



weaving magics for dl they were worth. B turned dowly, one eyebrow raised, as they whispered
incantations in a murmuring chorus. Only the Srinsheg's hands were 4ill. She hdd her scepter tipped
back so that its point touched her own breast, and her eyes were anxious.

SodIsfdl upon Elminger Aumar then, spdlls that searched and proved and scryed, vainly seeking
hidden items or disguisng magics on the young man's body. One by one they looked to the Corond and
gave andl shakes of their heads; they'd found nathing.

"And what is that mogt precious thing?' the Corond asked findly, as two of the sorceresses
dowly drew in front of him to form a shield, raised sceptersin their hands once more.

"Friendship," Elminger replied. "Shared regard, and my fondness for a wise and gracious lady.”
He turned to face the Srinshee and made a deep bow, such as envoys did to kings they truly respected,
inthe kingdoms of men.

After along moment, as the other dves stared at her, the old sorceress smiled and echoed his
bow. Her eyes were very bright, with what might be tears.

The Coronad's eyebrows rose. "Youve chosen more wisdy even than | might have done" he
sad. More than one of the Sx court sorceresses looked stunned. There were open gasps of astonished
horror around their circle when the ruler of dl Cormanthor bowed deeply to Elminger. "I am honored by
your presence in this fairest of reddms, you are welcome here, as desarving of residence as any of the
People. Be one with Cormanthor.”

"And Cormanthor shdl be one with theg" the sorceresses chanted in unison. There was
dumbfounded awe in more than one of those voices. EIminger amiled a the Coronal, but turned to
embrace the Srinshee. Tears were shining on her withered cheeks as she looked up a him, so he kissed
them away.

As the velvet darkness came down again, and rolled away to reved a huge and shining hall
crowded with evesin ther splendor, the Corond's magic made the chant rall forth again.

Amid the astonished faces of the Court of Cormanthor, dl heard it ring dear: "And Cormanthor
ghdl be one with thee."

Part |1
Armanthor

Seven
Every Pool Its Party

When Elminster first saw it, Cormanthor was a city of haughty pretence, intrigue, strife,
and decadence. A place, in fact, very like the proudest human cities of today.

Antarn the Sage
from The High History of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

By the time Ithrythra had clicked her way ungteadily up the wooded path to the pool in her new
boots, the party was wel under way.

"Frankly, gentlest,” Duilya Evendusk confided to someone, loud enough to shake leaves off the
moon-bark trees overhead, "I don't care what your elders say! The Corona is mad! Completely med!™

"You'd know madness better than the rest of us™ Ithrythra muttered under her breath, setting her
own glass on afloat-platter to unlace her thigh-high siver boots. It was a rdief to step out of them. The
piked heds made her tower over the servants, yes, but ohh, how they hurt. Human fashions were as
crazed as they were brazen.

Ithrythrahung her lacy gown over a branch and shook out the ruffles of her undergown until they



hung as they were supposed to. She checked her reflection in the hanging glass under the shadowtop
tree, an ova mirror taler than she was.

As she stared into its depths and saw just a hint of swirling things there, she recdled that some
Cormanth ladies whispered that this mirror sometimes served the Tornglaras as a porta into dark and
dirty gtreetsin the cities of men. The Tornglara lords went to do business that Cormanthor frowned upon,
trading with humans. The Tornglara ladies, now ...

She clucked her lips a those thoughts and set them firmly aside. Fashions were what Alaglossa
Tornglara went seeking; fashions, and no more.

Ithrythra gave the legendary mirror a little smile. Her new hairdo had held its sdeswirl, firmly
woven about the hand lyre, 9gil of her House. Her ears stood up proudly, therr rouged tips unmarred by
over-gaudy jewery. She turned, so as to survey one Sde of her body, and then the other. The gems
glued down her flanks were dl in place. She struck a pose, and blew the mirror a pouting kiss. Not bad.

After the highsun med of every fourth day, the ladies of five Houses gathered a Satyrdance Pool
inthe private gardens behind the many-towered manson that was House Tornglara. There they bathed in
the wannest of the pools, in which spiced rosewater had been poured for the occason, and sipped
summer-mint wine from tal, green fluted glasses. The platters of sugared confections and the judly
famous Tornglara vintages flowed fredy, and so did the red reason the ladies came back to the same
place time and time again: the gossp.

Ithrythra Mornmist joined her chattering companions, making her grestings with her usua Slent
amiles As she dipped her long legs into the pool, sghing with pleasure a the soothing warmth of the
waters, she noted that her glass was the only one not yet empty. Where were the servants?

Her hostess noticed Ithrythras glances, and hated in midchatter to lean forward conspiratoridly
and say, "Oh, I've sent them away, dear. Well have to fill our own glasses this time-but then, ‘tin't every
day one discusses crown treason!”

"Crown treason? What treachery can the Corona have practiced? That df s too old to have any
wits left, or gamina either!” Ithrythra exclamed, evoking shrieks of laughter from the ladies dready in the
pool.

"Oh, you're out of touch, dearest Ithrythral 1t mugt be dl that time you spend in your cdlars
grubbing up mushrooms to earn a living!" Duilya Evendusk said cuttingly; Alaglossa Tornglara had the
grace to rall her eyes a this rudeness.

"Wdl, at least it proves to my elders that | can work if | have to," Ithrythra replied, "and s0
escape being a complete loss to my House-you should try it, dear ... or, wel, no, | suppose not..."

Cilivren Doedance, the quietest and mogt polite of them dl, sputtered briefly over the glass she
was filling, and decided the prudent thing to do was to put it down. Setting the glass back on its
float-platter, she stoppered the decanter and did it back into its usud recess in the litile stream in the
bushes beside her.

"The word's dl over the caty," she explained camly. "The Corond has named some human an
armathor of the relm! And a man human at that! A thief who stole the kiira of a First House, and broke
into their city residence to sted spels and despoil their ladied™

"It wasn't House Starym, was it?" Ithrythra asked dryly. "Theré's never been much love logt
between old Eltargrim and our haughtiest of Houses.”

"House Starym has served Cormanthor a thousand summers longer than a certain House | could
name" Phuingara Lhoril sad diffly. "Those Cormanthans of truly noble spirit do not find ther pride
excessve"

"Cormanthans of truly noble spirit do not indulge in prideful behavior a dl," Ithrythra replied
slkily.

"Oh, Ithrythral Always cutting a us, asif that tongue of yours was a sword! | don't know why
your lord puts up with you!" Duilya Evendusk said pettishly, annoyed at having the center of attention
wrenched from her grasp.

"I've heard why," Alaglossa Tornglara observed quietly to the leaves overhead. Ithrythra blushed
as the other ladies in the pool tittered. Duilya added her own grating guffaw and then hastened to seize



center stage once more. The tips of her ears were dmost drooping today under the weight of dl the gems
dangling from thar rows of studs.

"Pride or no pride, ‘twasn't the Starym,” she said excitedly, "but House Alastrarra. They're saying
a court that both the court mages would like to chalenge the Eltargrim with blades before the dtar of
Cordlon, rather than let a human wak among us and livelet done be named armathor! Some of the
younger armathors, those not lords of Houses, mind, and with little to lose, have been to the paace
dready to break their blades and hurl the pieces at the Coronad's feet! One even threw his blade right at
Htargrim!"

"So how long will it be, | wonder," Ithrythra pondered aoud, "before this human meets with an ...
accident.”

"Not long a al, if the looks of the court elders are anything to go by," Duilya gushed on, eyes
bright. "If were very lucky, they'll chalenge him at court-or have seeing-pells cast beforehand, so we
can dl see him torn apart!”

"How very avilized," Cilivren murmured, her voice just audible to Alaglossa and Ithrythra. Duilya,
deafened by her own glesful words, didn't hear.

"And then," she continued, il infull flood, "the First Houses might cdl a Hunt, for the firgt timein
centuries, and they'll force old Eltargrim into stag shape and hunt him down! Then well have a new
Corond! Oh, what excitement!" In her exuberance, she snatched up a decanter and drained it without
benefit of aglass.

Reding, she promptly dumped back in the pool, shuddering and gagging. "Gods above, dear,
don't drown here,” Phuingara growled, holding her above the waters, "or dl our lordsll be at us about
talking to those of rival Houses without their leavel”

Ithrythra took greet ddight in thumping the coughing Duilya solidly in the back. Gems flew across
the pool and tinkled againg a float-platter.

Alaglossa gave the reigning lady of House Mornmigt a tight amile thet told Ithrythra her hostess
knew quite well that the force of her hdpful blow had been quite deliberate-and that slence on tha
meaiter might carry a price, later.

"There, there, gentle doe," Alaglossa said solicitoudy, putting an arm around the shuddering Lady
Evendusk. "Better now? The sweetness of our wine often mideads folk into thinking it has no fire-but it's
stronger even than that, ah, ‘tripleshroom sherry' our lordsre dways roaring a each other about!”

"Oh," Phuingara purred, "So you've had some of that, have you?'

Alaglossa turned her head and favoured the lady of House Lhoril with a look that had Slent
daggersin it; Phuingaramerdly smiled and asked, "Wel? How wasiit?'

"You mean, you want to know what leaves our lords fdling into pillars, gggdling like younglings
and hooting as they lie on the floor and try to shake hands with themsalves?' Cilivren said suddenly,
laughter in her voice. "Wdl, it tastes terrible!”

"You've drunk tripleshroom?' Phuingara asked, her voice incredulous.

Cilivren gave the Lady Lhoril a catlike amile and said, "Some lords don't leave their ladies out of
dl thefun"

All of the others, even the dill-coughing Duilya, looked at the Lady Doedance as if shed
suddenly grown severd extra heads.

"Cilivren," Duilya said in shocked tones, when she could speak again. "I would never have
thought..."

"That's just the problem,” snarled Ithrythra, "you never think!"

Mouths opened in shock dl around the pool, but before Duilya could erupt in rage a this inault,
the Lady Mormmist leaned forward, her eyes serious, and sad into Duilyds face, "Listen, Lady
Evendusk. How do you think Cormanthor chooses a Corona? You can't wait for the excitement, you
say? Would you fed that way if | told you that naming a new Corond is likdy to mean poisonings, duels
in the streets, and mages working nights in their towers to send daying pdls a ther rivas dl over the
aty? Human or no human, Eltargrim an addle-brained idiot or not, do you want to die-or see your
children dain, and feuds begun that will rend Cormanthor forever, and let all the humans into our city



over our warring bones?"

She gasped for breath, figs clenched in aroused fear and rage, glaring at the four faces that were
daing back at her. Couldn't they see?

"Gods watch over usdl,” the Lady Mornmigt went on, in a voice that trembled, "I find the idea of
a human walking our fair relm revolting. But I'd take that human for a mate if need be, and kiss and
serve him day and night, to keep our realm from tearing itsdf apart!”

She clenched her fids breast heaving, and dmost shouted, "You think Cormanthor stands so
gplendid and mighty that none can touch us? How s0? Our lords strut and sneer and tel tales of what
heroics their fathers fathers did, when the world was young and we fought dragons barehanded moon in
and moon out. And our sons boast of how much bolder theyll be, and can't even down a flagon of
tripleshroom without fdling over! Every year the axes of the humans nibble at the edges of our far
forests, and their mages grow stronger. Every year ther adventurers grow bolder, and fewer of our
patrols pass through a season without losing blood!™

Alaglossa Tornglara nodded dowly, face white, as Ithrythra caught her bregth, swallowed, and
added in awhisper, "'l don't expect to see the fair towers of our dity ill sanding when | die. Don't any of
you ever worry about thet?'

In the slence that followed, she defiantly snatched up a full decanter of summermint and drained
it, dowly and ddiberatdy, whilethey dl stared at her.

"Redly,” Duilya sad, laughing uneesly, as they watched Ithrythra Mornmist, apparently
unaffected by the wine, set aside the empty decanter and pick up another one to ddlicatdly refill her glass,
"I think you indulge in wild fancies overmuch, Ithrythra-as usud. Cormanthor endangered? Come, now.
Who can threaten us? We have the spdls to turn any number of barbarians into-into more mushrooms for
the making of sherry!”

She laughed marrily a her own jest, but her mirth fdl away into thoughtful slence. She whirled
around to confront Phuingara for support. "Don't you think so?"

"I think," Phuingara said dowly, "that we gossp and prattle the days away because we don't like
to tak of such things Duilya, ligen to me now: | don't agree with everything Ithrythra fears, but just
because no one speaks so openly, or we don't like to hear it, doesn't make her wrong. If you didn't hear
truth in her words, | suggest you kiss her and ask her very nicdly to repeat them again ... and ligen harder
thistime™

And with those words, the Lady Lhoril turned and began to dimb out of the poal, leaving a
sombre slencein her wake.

"Wat!" Alaglossa said, catching at one of Phuingaras wet wrigts. "Stay!™

The Lady Lhoril turned blazing eyes upon her hostess, and said softly, "Lady, by dl you hold
dear, pray make your case for handling me good.”

The Lady Tornglara nodded curtly. "Ithrythras right,” she said earnestly, leaning forward. "Thisis
too important to just pass off as an awkward moment, and go on joking and sparring and watching as the
aty comes to blows over this human. We mus work on our lords to keep the peace, tdling them over
and over again that a mere human isn't worth unseating the Coronal, and drawing blades, and darting
feuds."

"My lord never ligensto me" Duilya Evendusk said in atragic whisper. "What can | do?'

"Make himligen,” Cilivren told her. "Make him notice you, and pay heed.”

"He only does that when we're. . " "Then, dearest,” Phuingara told her in a voice that cut like a
whip, "itstime you got a little better at turning your lord to your will. Alaglossa, you were right to keep
me from sorming off; we've work to do right here. Do you have any tripleshroom sherry?'

The Lady Tornglara stared at her in surprise. "Why, yes" she said, "but why?'

"One of the few ways | can think of that would win the respect of Lord Evendusk," the Lady
Lhoril said crisply, "when he's groaning of a forenoon because of what he's drunk the night before-and
cursng a his sons because of what they broke the night before, raging and giggling; you did have to
choose a prize oaf, didn't you, Duilya?is to snatch up aful bottle of that sherry, drink it down in front of
him, and then St there not roaring or staggering about. While he's geping at his gentle lady turned lion,



you can tdl him off good and proper, and announce that you see no need for dl the roigtering.”

"And then what?' Duilya said, face white at the very thought of facing down her lord.

"And then you could drag him off to bed in front of the whole household,” Phuingara said firmly,
"and tdl him that drinking every night's no excuse for sumbling about like an idiot, making a mockery of
the honor of the House, while you're neglected.”

There was a moment of slence, and then laughter began around the pool-low at firgt, but then
rigng swiftly as the full import of Phuingaras words hit home,

It was Cilivren who stopped fird. "You want us to practice drinking tripleshroom sherry until we
can drain a bottle without showing it? Phuingara, well die." She winced. "l mean it; that suff burns the
in-gdeslikefird"

The Lady Lhoril shrugged. "So well magter it enough to down a few glasses without tears or
trembling, and work up a spdl, just for oursalves, that'll turn what passes our lips to water as we down it.
It's the respect we're after, not to drown our worries about the redm the way our lords do. Why d'you
think they drink the way they do? They've seen what Ithrythra has, and just don't want to face it

"So | get my lhimbraskar up to the bedchamber, after humiliaing him in front of the entire
household," Duilya said in a smdl voice, "and what then? Hell srike me glly, toss my bones out the
window, and go seeking a new and younger lady in the morn!™

"Not if you gt im down and give him the same blazing words Ithrythra gave us™ Alaglossa told
her. "Evenif he doesn't agree, hell be so astonished a your thinking about such things, that helll probably
argue with you like an equa-whereupon you tel him that such disputes are precisdy what you're for, and
then take him to bed.”

Dullya stared at her for a moment, and then started to laugh wildly. "Oh, Handi bless us dl! If |
thought | had the strength to carry it through . . ."

"Lady Evendusk," Ithrythra said formaly, "would you mind terribly if the four of us were linked to
you with apdl or two, to-ah, assst with the words you need, at the awkward moments?*

Duilya gaped a her, and then looked dowly around the poal. "Y ou'd do that?'

"We dl might benefit from such a spell,” Phuingara said dowly. "Clever, Ithrythra” She turned to
Alaglossa. "Get that sherry, Lady Tornglara; | can fed atoast coming on.”

* * % % %

"Though in time to come | and others shdl teach you some of the spells of our People” the
Srinshee said, "atime of great danger awaits you now, Elminger.” She amiled. "You didn't need meto tdl
you that."

H nodded. "That's why ye brought me here" He looked around at the dark and dusty wadls and
asked, "But what isthis place?’

"A sacred tomb of our people-a haunted tower, once the home of the firg proud and noble
House to try to make themselves greater than the rest of us. The Dlardrageth.”

"What happened to them?'

"They courted incubi and succubi, seeking to breed a stronger race. Few survived such dedings,
fewer ill the birthings that followed, and dl dven peoples turned againg them. The few survivors were
walled in here by our strongest spells, until the end of their days." The Srinshee dusted her hand across a
pillar thoughtfully, uncovering a relief carving of a leering face. "Some of those spells 4ill linger, though
daring young Cormanthan lords broke in more than a thousand years ago to despoil this castle of the
riches of House Dlardrageth. They found little of value, and took away what they did find. They aso took
back word of the ghods that linger here.”

"Ghogts?' Elminger asked camly. The Srinshee nodded.

"Oh, there are a few, but nothing that need be feared. What matters mogst is that we won't be
disturbed.”

"Y ere going to teach me magic?'

"No," the Srinshee said, drawing close s0 that she stood looking up a him. "You're going to



teach me magic."

H raised both brows. "I-?"

"With this" she said camly, as she spread her empty hands and they suddenly filled with-his
spellbook.

She staggered a trifle, under its weight, and he automaticaly took it from her, peering at it. Aye, it
was his Left in a saddlebag, back in afernfilled ddl in the trackless forest where the White Raven Petrol
hed met with far too many ruukha

"My deepest thanks, Lady," Elminder said to her, going to one knee so that he was below her
and not towering over her. "Yet a the risk of sounding ungrateful, won't those of the People who are
upset by one of my race being named armathor be turning Cormanthor over stone by tree, looking for
me? And won't the other eves of thy relm expect me to take up some duties to go with my rank ... in
other words, to be seen?’

"Seen you will be, soon enough,” the Srinshee said grimly. "The center of plots and schemes
golenty, even by those who do not wish you ill. We are jaded, in the fair city of Cormanthor, and each
new interest becomes something to be sported over by the great Houses. All too often, their sport mars
or destroys that which they toy with."

"Elves begin to seem more and more like men," H told her, Stting down on the broken sump of a
pillar.

"How dare you!" the old sorceress snarled. He looked up in time to see her amile and reach out
to toude his hair. "How dare you speak truth to me" she murmured. "So few of my race ever do ... or
have done. Tis arare pleasure, to ded in honesty for a change.”

"How, now? Are not eves honest?' B asked teasingly, for there was a brightness that might have
been rising tearsin her old eyes again.

"Let us say that some of us are too worldly for our own good,” she said with a amile, dralling
away from him on air. She whirled about and added, "And the others are too world-weary.”

At her words, a darkness rose behind her, and sudden claws flashed down. Bl started up with a
cry, but the claws flashed through her and raced on through the gloom between them, trailing a thin, high
walling that faded away asif into vast distances.

B watched where it had gone, and then turned back to the amdl sorceress. "One of the ghosts?'
he asked, brow raised.

She nodded. "They want to learn your magic too."

He amiled, and then, seeing her expression, let the grin dowly fade from his lips "Yere not
jeding,” he said roughly.

She shook her head. The sadness was back in her eyes. "You begin to see, | hope, just how
much my People need you, and others like you, to breathe new ideas into us and awaken the flame of
spirit that once made us soar above dl others in Faerun. Consorting with humans, with our haf-kin and
the little folk, and even with dwarvesisthe Corond's dream. He can see s0 dearly wha we mugs do-and
the great Houses refuse so adamantly to see anything except the dreaming days stretching on forever,
with themsdves at the pinnacle of dl."

H shook his head, acquiring a very thin amile. "I seem to bear a heavy burden,” he said.

"You can cary it," the Srinshee told him, and winked at him impishly. "Tis why Mystra chose
you."

"Are we not met to decide what best to do?' Sylmae asked coldly. She looked around the circle
of solemn faces that hovered above the baefire her own and the other five sorceresses who'd
accompanied the Corond to the Vault of Ages after the High Court Mages, Earynspieir and Ilimitar, had
refusad to do so.

Holone shook her head. "No sdter; that is the mistake we mudt leave to the Houses and the other
folk of the court. We mug wait, and watch, and act for the good of the redm when the rash acts of
others make it needful to do so0."

"So which rash act requires that we take action in our turn?' Sylmae asked. "The gppointment of
ahuman to standing in the realm as an armathor-or the responses that will inevitably follow?"



"Those responses will tdl us who stands where," the sorceress Ajhdanda put in. "The next set of
actions on the part of those players, as this unfolds, may wel require that we act."

"Strike out, you mean,” Sylmee said, her voice risng. "Agang the Coronal, or one of the great
Houses of the redm, or-"

"Or againg dl of the Houses, or the High Court Mages, or even such as the Sinshee” Holone
sad camly. "We know not what, yet-only that it is our duty and desire to meet, and confer, and act as
one”

"It is our hope, you mean," the sorceress Y athlanae said, spesking for the fird time that night,
"that we work together, and not be split asunder, hand againgt hand and will againgt will, as we dl fear
the redim will be."

Holone nodded grimly. "And so we mugt choose carefully, ssters, very carefully, not to fdl into
dispute among oursalves.”

More than one face above the flanes sighed, knowing how difficult that done was going to be.

Ajhaanda broke the lengthening silence. "Sylmae, you wak among dl folk, high and low, more
then the rest of us. Which Houses mugt we watch-who will leed where others follow?!

Sylmae sghed gudtily, so that the balefire quivered beneath ther chins, and said, "The spine of the
old Houses-those who despise and stand againg the Coronal, and lady sorceresses, and anything thet is
new these past three thousand years-are the Starym, of course, and Houses Echorn and Wadlvor. The
peth they cleave, the old Houses and dl of the timid new oneswill follow. They are the tide: dow, mighty,
and predictable.”

"Why watch the tide?' Y athlanae asked. "However hard you scrutinize it, it changes not-you only
invent new motives and meanings for it, as your watching grows longer.”

"Wdl said," Sylmee replied, "and yet the tide aren't those we mugt watch. They are the powerful
newer proud ones, the rich Houses, la by Maenddlyn and Nlossae."

"Are not they judt as predictable, intheir way?' Holone put in. "They stand for anything new that
might break the power of the old Houses, to let them supplant or a least stand as equas. Asdl dves do,
they grow tired of being sneered a."

"There is a third group,” Sylmae said, "who bear the closest watching of dl. They are a group
only in my spesking of them; in Cormanthor they hew their own roads, and wak to diffeing stars. The
reckless upstarts, some term them; they are the Houses who will try anything, merdly for the joy of being
part of something new. They are Auglamyr and Edoeth, and lesser families such as the Faanae and
Uirthur."

"You and | are Auglamyr, sgter,” Holone stated camly. "Are you then tdling us we Sx should or
will try anything new?'

"We are dready doing s0," Sylmee replied, "by meeting thus, and driving to act in concert. It is
not something the proud lords of any House but those I've named last would tolerate, if they knew about
it. She-elves are only for dancing, bedecking with gems, and begetting young on, know you not?!

"Cooking," Ajhdanda said. "Y ou forgot cooking."

Sylmee shrugged and smiled. "'l was ever a poor dutiful she-df.”

Y ahlanae shrugged. "There are maesin this land who are poor dutiful lords, if it comes to that.”

"Aye, too many of them," Holone said, "or making one human an armathor would be no more
thenidle news.

"I see Cormanthor in peril of destruction, if we act not wisdy and swiftly, when the time comes,”
Sylmee told them.

"Then let us do s0," Holone replied, and the others dl echoed, "Aye, let us do s0."

As if that had been a cue, the baefire went out; someone had sent scrying magic their way.
Without another word or light, they parted and dipped away, leaving the air high above the paace to the
bats and the glittering stars . . . who seemed quite comfortable there until morning.

Eight



The Uses Of A Human

The elves of Cormanthor have always been known for their calm, measured responses to
perceived threats. They often consider for half a day or more before going out and killing them.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
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"They're s0 beautiful,” Symrustar murmured. " See, coz?'

Amaranthae bent to look at the slktalls, arding and wriggling in the glass cylinder as they danced
for the best position below Symrustar's fingers, from which they knew food would soon fdl. "I love the
way the sun turns their scales into tiny rainbows," she replied diplomaticaly, having resolved long since
that whatever it took, her cousn would never learn just how much Amaranthee hated fish.

Symrugtar had over a thousand finned and scaled pets here. From the crowning bowl where she
now scattered morsdls of the secret food she mixed hersdf (Amaranthae had heard it said that its chief
ingredients were the ground flesh, blood, and bones of unsuccessful suitors), Symrustar's glass fish tank
descended more than a hundred feet to the ground, in a fantagtic sculpture of pipes, spheres, and larger
chambers of hollow glass shaped like dragons and other beasts. Amaranthae wanted to be around-but
not too close-on the day Symrustar's father discovered that a certain large tank, out near the end of the
branch, resembled himin dl-too-unflattering detail.

Lord Auglamyr was not known for his gentle temper. "A thundercloud of towering pride,
sweeping dl before it was the way one senior lady of the court had once described him, and her words
had been overgentle.

Perhaps that was where Symrustar had acquired her utterly amord ruthlessness. Amaranthae was
very careful to remain supportive and hdpful to her ambitious cousin a dl times, for she had no doubt
that Symrusar Auglamyr would betray her in a twinkling indant, best friends notwithganding, if
Amaranthee ever got in her way in even the smdlest degree.

I'm no more free than all these fish, Amaranthae thought, leaning out from the bowl-shaped
bower where they sat, a the base of the longest branch Ieft in this westernmost shadowtop of House
Auglamyr. Pipe after column after sphere of glass gleamed back the morning light, in the fantastic
assamblage that housed Symrugtar's finned pets. The servants knew better than to disturb them-or rather,
Symrustar-here, and used the spesking chimes insteed.

Morning after morning they spent here, redining on cushions and Spping cool fermented forest
fruit juices, while the Auglamyr heiress schemed and plotted doud how to further her every ambition-and
some of them seemed to heart-weary Amaranthae to be no more than manipulaing acquaintances for the
sake of deft manipulaion-and her cousin listened and said supportive things at the right moments.

This morning Symrustar was truly excited, her eyes flashing as she set aside the food, waving a
dismissve hand at the tiny gasping mouths in the bowl as she turned away. By all the gods, but she's
beautiful, Amaranthae thought, staring at her cousin's fine shoulders and the long, smoothly curving lines
of her body inits slk robe. A driking eyes and face, even among the beauties of the court. No wonder
0 many dven lords sraightened their ears at the Sght of her.

Symrugter lifted one perfect eyebrow and asked, "Are you thinking aong the same lines as | am,
coz?'

Amaranthae shrugged, amiled, and said the safe thing. "I was thinking about this human mae our
Corond has named armathor . .. and wondering what you'd do with this most unlikely of surprises, most
Sporightly of ladied”

Symrugtar winked. "You know me wdl, 'Ranthae. What do you think a human would be like to
ddly with? Hmmm?'



Amaranthae shuddered. "A man? Ughhh. As heavy and lumbering as a stag, with the stink to
match . . . and dl that hair!"

Her cousn nodded, eyes far awvay. "True. Yet | hear this unwashed brute has magic-human
meagic, far inferior to our own, of course, but different. With alittle of that in my hands, | could surprise a
few of our over-proud young mages. Even if the human's spells are but little wisps of things suitable for
impressng gullible younglings, I've one such who could use a little impressing: Lord Her Most High
Elandorr Wadvor."

Amaranthae shook her head in rueful amusement. "Haven't you tormented him enough?”

Symrugtar raised one shapely brow again, and her eyes flashed. "Enough? There is no ‘enough’
for Elandorr the Buffoon! When he's not grandly prodaming to dl the dity that this or that sodl he's
created is greater than anything that bad-tempered maid Symrustar Auglamyr can craft, he's crawling in
my bedchamber window with fresh blandishments No matter how firmly-"

"Ruddy," Amaranthae corrected with a amile

"-| refuse him," her cousin continued, "he's back a few nights later trying again! In between, he
hints to his drinking companions about the unmatched sweetness of my charms, remarks to ladies in
passing that | worship him in secret, and flits about the libraries of men-men-geding bad love poetry to
pass off as his own, wooing me with dl the syle and grace of a laugh-chasing gnome clown!”

"He came lagt night?'

"Asusud! | had three of the guards throw him from my bacony. He had the brazen gdl to try
transforming spells on them!™

"You countered them, of course," Amaranthae murmured.

"No," Symrugtar said scornfully, "I left them as frogs until morning. No guard worthy of my
bedchamber bacony should be unprepared for a smple twice-trying transformeation!™

"Oh, Symma" Amaranthae said reproachfully.

Her cousin's eyes flashed again. "Y ou think me harsh? Coz, you spend a night in my bed, and be
pestered by the Love Lord of the Waelvors come cdling, and well see how charitable you fed to the
guards who should have kept him out!"

"Symma, he's a master mage!”

"Then et them be master guards, and wear the turnback amulets | gave them. What matter if they
mugt draw blood to work? They'll turn back Elandorr's oh-so-masterful spdlls on himsdf! A few scars
should be worth that-to say nothing of their professed loydty to House Auglamyr!™

Symrugtar rose and paced restlesdy across the little bowl-shaped hallow, the morning sun glinting
on the gem~adorned chain that spiraled up her left leg from anklet to garter. "Why, three moons ago,” she
burgt out, waving her arms, "when he got as far as the very curtains of my bed, | found a guard hiding and
watching, by the Hunt! Watching, to see me swoon in the ams of Elandorr! Oh, he clamed he was
there to protect me againg the 'last humiliation,” but he was lying atop the very canopy of my bed, clad in
black velvet so as not to be seen, and wrapped about with so many amulets that he practicdly staggered!
He got them from my father, he said, but 1'd not be surprised to find that some of them came from House
Wadvor!"

"What did you do to Aim?' Amaranthae asked, turning her head away to hide a yawn.

Symrugtar smiled chillingly. " Showed him what he'd been trying to see, took off every lagt thing he
was wearing, too, and-the fish."

Amaranthae shuddered. "You fed hm to-?"

Symrugtar nodded. "Umm-hmmm, and sent off dl his gear in a bundle to Elandorr the next day,
with a love note tdling him that such trappings were dl that was Ieft from the last dozen lords who thought
themsealves worthy of wooing Symrustar Auglamyr.” She sighed theatricadly. "He was back trying the next
night, of course.”

Amaranthae shook her head. "Why don't you just tdl your father, and let him go roaring to Lord
Wadvor? Y ou know how the old Houses are; Kuskyn Waeglvor would be so mortified that a son of his
was wooing a lady of such an 'unknown’ House as ours-or wooing any high-house lady, without his
permission- that Elandorr would find himsdf in a spell cage for the next decade, before you could draw



another breath!”

Symrudar stared a her cousin. "And where, 'Ranthae, would the fun bein that?'

Amaranthae shook her head, amiling. "Of course. Let prudence never get in the way of fun!”

Symrugtar smiled. "Of course.” She reached for the speaking-chimes. "More dawnberry cordid,
coz?'

Amaranthae gave her an answering amile and reclined againg the leafy boughs that ringed ther
bower. "And why not? Hurl dl pdls behind us, and soar howling into the moon!™

"A fitting sentiment,” Symrustar agreed, stretching her magnificent body, "congdering my plans for
this human, 'ElIminger.’ Yes, Il see to it that humans have ther uses.” Extending her empty cordid glass
in her toes, she struck the speaking chimes with it.

Astheir gentle chord resounded, Amaranthae Auglamyr shuddered at the cold, careless pleasure
inher cousin's voice. It sounded somehow hungry.

* k % % %

"I'd not be in the boots of this human, no matter how mighty a sorcerer he may be" Taeglyn
murmured from below, where he was sorting the gems carefully on velvet with the aid of a magnification

spdl.

"I care not a whit for this human-a beast of the fidds, after dl,” Demuth growled, "but it's the
boots of the Corona I'll want to seefilled by a new owner, after | do what | mug.”

"'Do what you mugt'? But, Lord, the Lesser Hith is dmost complete! 1t lacks but a ruby for the
dar Esmd, and two diamonds for the Vraden!" The servant gestured at the glittering star map filling the
domed upper hdf of the chamber. In response to the star names he uttered, the spdl Dmuth had cast
earlier awakened two precise pointsin the empty ar into winking life

They flashed dlently, awaiting their gems, but Demuth Echorn was descending smoothly out of
the midgt of hislife work, the congtelations held modeled in gems dlittering around him. "Yes, do what |
must- destroy this human. If we let this go unchdlenged, well have them in here by the thousands, a sea
of rabble around our ankles, begging or threatening us whenever we go out, and despailing the forest as
fadt as they s0 aly know how!" His boots touched the glossy black marble floor. "Why, if they could
touch the stars," he snarled, pointing up at his miniature heavens, "we'd have found one or two missng by
now!"

Ddmuth glared up at the winking points of light, which obediently went out. He handed Taeglyn
his gloves, with their long, talonlike metd points, stretched like a great and supple cat of the jungles, and
added, dill angry, "Yes, our far and mighty Corona has gone mad, and none of us seem ready enough to
raise our hands and voices agang him. Well, I'll take the firg step, if no other Cormanthan has the
somach to. The pallution he has dlowed to walk right into the very bosom of our far Cormanthor must
be eradicated.”

Face set, he strode out of the room, smashing its double doors aside with his enchanted bracers.
They boomed, splintered, and shuddered back from where they'd struck the wal, but Demuth Echorn,
griding hard, didn't even hear them.

A few bregths later, he was passng through the high, many-baconied front hal, his best boar
sword glowing green in his hands from its many enchantments, when his uncle Neldor leaned down over
adair ral and exclamed, "By the unseen beard of Corellon, what are you about? There's no Hunt called
for this even, and it's ill morn yet!"

"I'm not going on a Hunt, Uncle" Ddmuth replied, without dowing or looking up. "I'm out to
cleanse the redm of a human.”

"The one named armathor by our Corona? Lad, where are thy senses? No trumpet has cried
your challenge! No charge has been delivered before the court, or to this man! Duds mugt be formaly
declared. Tisthe lam"

Ddmuth stopped at the tdl front doors to give a scrambling servant time to swing them open, and
looked up and back. "l go to day one who is vermin, not a person with any right to be treated as one of



us, whatever the Corona may say."

He cast the sword spinning up into the ar and followed it outsde; just before the doors boomed
ghut behind him, Neldor saw him caich the blade and set off through the mushroom garden, teking the
shortest route to the hawthorn gate.

"You're meking a mistake, lad,” he said sadly, "and taking our House with you." But there was no
one left in the forehdl of Castle Echorn to hear him except the frightened servant, whose white face was
raised to heed Neldor.

Instead of ignoring him or snapping out a curt order, the eldest living df of the blood of Echorn
sadly spread his empty hands in a gesture of helplessness.

By the doors, the servant began to cry.

* %k %k % %

The df in black leathers turned an exultant somersault in the air, crashed through the curtain of
ever-creeper leaves, and flung the sword in his hand exuberantly into the trunk of a bludesf tree as he fdl
past. It struck deep and thrummed, nestly cutting an errant lesf in two on its brief journey.

The pieces were dill fluttering down when the df sprang up through them and snatched his sword
back, crying joyoudy, "Ho ho, a cat has cartainly been set loose among dl the deepy doves at court this
time!"”

"Easy, Athtar; they can probably hear you right down south by the sea” Gaan Goadulphyn was
caefully aranging amdl heagps of glass beads on his cloak, spread out atop the sump of a shadowtop
that had falen when Cormanthor was young. Only he knew that they represented the loans paid out to a
certain phantom mushroom-growing concern by severa too many proud Houses of the redm. Gdan was
trying to work out how to pay off some of the stiffer-lipped House keymasters by borrowing more from
others.

If he couldn't come up with a deft pattern by nightfdl, it might be necessary to leave Toril for a
lifeime or two. Or however long it took for dves to find oells enough to build completely different,
mind- and spel-fooling identities for themsdves. A gloomhunter spider wandered onto the cloak, and
Gdan scowled @t it.

"S0? Everyone in the reddm knows as much!”

"l don't,” Gdan said, garing intently into the eyes of the spider. They looked at each other for a
moment, one eye to a thousand. Then the spider decided that prudence wasn't dways only for others,
and scrambled off the cloak as fast as its spindly legs could carry it. "Enlighten me”

Athtar drew in a deep and ddighted breath. "Wéll, the Corond has found a human somewhere,
and brought him to court, and named him his her and an armathor of the relm! Our next Corond's going
to be aman?’

"What?' Gdan shook his head asif to clear it, soun away from his cloak, and snatched at his
friend's throat lacings. "Athtar Nlossae," he snarled, shaking the leather-clad df asif Athtar was a large
and floppy dall, "kindly speak sensel Where in the name of dl the bastard gods of the dwarves would the
Corond find a human? Under a rock? In his vaults? In a discarded dipper?' He let go of Athtar, who
staggered back until he found a tree trunk to lean againgt, and took refuge there.

Gdan advanced on him, growling, "I'm engaged in something very important, Athtar, and you
come to me with wild talesl The Corond'd never dare name a human armathor even if someone brought
him a hundred humand Why, held have dl the stiff-necked young lads and old warriorsin the realm lining
up to spit on ther swords and throw them back a him!"

"That's just whet they're doing,” Athtar replied delightedly, "right now! If you stand up on yon
sump and ligen, Gal-like thid-you'll-"

"Athtar-nooo!"

Gdan's dutching hands came down just an indant too late. Beads bounced, rolled, and flew.
Breathing heavily, the tdl, one-eyed df found his hands locked around Athtar's throat, and the
leather-clad df looking at him rather reproachfully.



"You're very intense these days, Gd," Athtar said in hurt tones. "A smple’l find | fed deeply for
you' wouldve sufficed.”

Gdan let his hands fdl. What was the use? The beads were scattered, now, save for the few
that...

There was a crunching sound under Athtar's right boot.

...remained on the cloak, under their feet. Gadan sghed, took a deep breath, and then sghed
agan. When he spoke again, his tone was wearily pleasant. "You came here to tdl me that our next
Coronal, athousand yesars after they kill the both of us for our deeds and forget where our graves lie, will
be a humartis that it? I'm supposed to fed deeply' about that?"

"No, dolt! Theyll never let a human be Corond! The redmll be torn gpart fird," Athtar said,
sheking him by one shoulder. "And with the laws swept away and every House floundering, lowskins like
you and mewill hold the ready blades at last!" He thrust up his sword in celebration, and laughed again.

Gdan shook his head sourly. "Itll never get that far. It never does. Too many mages lurking
about to control minds and threaten the high and mighty into obeying whatever they can't force them into
supporting. Oh, therell be an uproar, sure. But the redm torn apart? Over one human? Hah!" He turned
away to step down off the sump, trying to shake off Athtar's grip.

Athtar didn't let go. "Even so, Gd," he sad urgently, lowering his voice to underscore his
excitement. "Even so! This human knows magic, they say, and the folk at court are wild with tales of how
helll shake things up. Whatever happens to himin the end-and itll happen, never fear; the young bladesl|
see to that-thisis the best chance well ever see to break the old guard's strangehold on what's done and
not done in Cormanthor! Settle some old scores with the Starym and Echorns, if we don't get trampled in
the rush of other Houses trying to do the same thing! Who do you owe the most money to? Who are
gving you the hardest time over it? Who can be put down in the forest mud where they belong, forever?

As the df in leathers ran out of breath with his last query echoing back from the trees around
them, Gaan looked at his friend with true enthusasm for the first time.

"Now you'e interesting me," he breathed, embracing Athtar. "So settle down, and get yoursdf
some hitterroot ae; it's over by the duskwood that's losing its bark-there. We have to tak."

Elminster, aid me. The mind-cry was fant, but somehow familiar. Could it be, after dl this
time? It sounded like Shandathe of Hastarl, whom Bl had carried into the bedroom of a certain baker, to
find unintended bliss, and later tested the mind powers Mystra had honed in him by eavesdropping on ...

Elmingter sat up, frowning. Though it was highsun, their work together had been exhaugting, and
the Srinshee was adeep, floding on ar across the chamber, the faint glow of her keep-warm spdl
eddying around her. Were the Dlardrageth ghodts playing tricks on him?

He closed his eyes and shut out the dark chamber and the weight of his full roster of freshly
memorized spdlls, leting dl stray thought and distraction drain away, drifting down into the dark place
where mind voices were wont to echo.

Elminster? Elminster, can you hear me?

The voice was fant and digant, yet oddly flat. Strange. He sent a single thought toward it:
Where?

After atime of echoing emptiness an image came svimming up to him, spinning dowly like a
bright coin on edge. He plunged into it, and was suddenly at its glowing heart, Saring into a dark, sormy
scene: somewhere in Faerun, with wind tralling across a rocky height, and treetops below. A woman was
spread-eagled face down on that rock, wrists and ankles bound apart on sgplings, her festures hidden by
the swirl of her unbound hair. It was a place he'd not seen before. The woman could be Shandathe.

The viewpoint could not be made to move. It was time to decide.

H shrugged; as aways, there was only one decison he could make, and ill be Elminger. The
fod wizard.

Smiling in bleak saf-mockery at that last thought, he rose, holding firmly to the image of the peak
with the bound woman-a griking trap, held grant its weaver that much-and crossed the room to touch the
Srinshee's teaching crystd. It could store mind images, and so show her where héd gone. The stone
flashed once, and he turned his back on itslight and stepped away, cdling up the spdl held need.



When his foot came down again, he stood on the rocky height with the cool breeze diding past.
He wasin the center of avast forest that looked suspicioudy like Cormanthor. The bound womean at his
feat was fading and shrinking, her form flowing like pale smoke. Of course. EIminger cdled up what he
hoped was the best spdll for the occasion, and waited for the attack he knew would come.

In a dark chamber, a floaing figure sat up and frowned at where her human charge had last
stood. Some battles mugt be faced done, but... SO soon?

She wondered which dven foe was so swift in cdling him to battle. Once news of the Corond's
prodaming spread across the redm, yes, El would find no shortage of opponents, but. . . now?

The Srinshee sghed, cdled up the spdl sheld cast earlier, and gathered her will around the image
of EIminger in her mind. In a few breaths time she'd be seeing him. Gods grant that it not be to witness
his desth now, before their friendship-dong with the Corond's dream and the trall that led to the best
future for Cormanthor-was truly begun.

Without looking a her crysta, she beckoned it, and touched it when it came. The image of a
rocky height amid the Cormanthan forest legped into her mind. Druindar's Rock, a place none but a
Cormanthan was likdly to choose for amoot or spdl duel. The Srinshee sent her spdll sight racing toward
it, seaing a familiar young, hawk-nosed man standing above a bound woman, who was no bound woman
adl buta..

The woman and the spars she'd been bound to were both flowing and dwindling. Elminger
camly stepped back from the changing magic and glanced over the edge of the rock on which he stood.
It was along, long way down on two flanks, with a prow-like point between. In the third direction rocks
rose into broken, tree-cloaked ground. It was from the conceding branches of those trees that cold
laughter came as the lady captive shrank at last into a long, wavy-bladed boar sword thet flickered and
glowed green asit rose smoothly from the ground, turned on edge, and flew toward him point firg.

Knowing what is about to kill you doesn't dways make it easier to evade the waiting degth, as a
philosopher - dead now - among the outlaws of Athdantar had once said.

There was little space in which to dodge, and amog no time for Bl to act. This blade might be
only animated by a smple spell, or it might well bear enchantments of its own. If he assumed the former
and was wrong, held be dead. So ...

Elminger carried in his mind only one of the mighty spells known as Mystras unravding, and
didiked cadting it SO soon when he stood in danger, but-

The blade raced at his throat, turning smoothly as he sidestepped, and fallowing his every move
as he bobbed and crouched. At the last moment he hissed the sngle word of the spdl and made the
necessary flick of his cupped hand.

The swift-flying sword shivered and fdl gpart in the ar in front of him. Green radiance sputtered,
tumbled away, and was gone as the blade became fdling flakes of rust. Dugt kissed Elminger's face as it
rushed past ... and then nothing at dl.

The laughter in the trees broke off aoruptly, into a shout of, "Cordlon ad me-human, what have
you done?"

A findy dressed, youthful df lord with hair like white Slk and eyes like two red and furious flames
came legping out of the trees with the flames of rigng magic growing ever-brighter around hiswrists.

As the df came snaling to a hdt on the last rock above Elminger, dmost weeping in his rage,
Elminger looked up a him, used a el echo to momentarily cdl up the image of the glowing green
sword's destruction, and camly asked, "Is this dven humor, or some sort of trick question?”

With awild shriek of rage the df sprang at B, flames legping from his hands.

Nine
Duel By Day, Revel By Night

Few who've witnessed a spell battle forget the very old saying among humans: "When
mages duel, honest folk should seek hiding places far away.” Though mantles and arae-myths



make elven wizardly duels more a matter of anticipation and dowly unfolding complexity than
human struggles, 'tis till a good idea to be at a safe distance when sorcerers make war. Out of
the realm, for instance.

Antarn the Sage
from The High History of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

"Youryou wretchr thedf snarled, hurling fire from his hands in a web of sngpping flames. "Thet
blade was a treasure of my House! It was old when humansfirg learned to spesk!”

"My," Elminger replied as his warding spdl took effect, sending the flames splashing down
around imin aring, "that's alot of dead boars. How old did any of them live to be, | wonder?"

"Insolent barbarian human!" the df hissed, dancing around Elmingter's ring. His fair har bounced
about his shoulders as he went, flowing in the passing breeze asif it were the flames of a hungry fire.

Elminger turned to keep himsdf facing this angry foe, and said camly, "I tend not to be overly
pleasant to those who try to day me, but | have no red quarrd with ye, nameless df lord. Can we not
part in peace?’

"Peace? When you're dead, human, perhaps, and the mages of whatever godiess grubbing
kingdom spawned you have been compelled to replace the sacred sword you destroyed!™

The angry df drew back, raised both ams above his head with his hands ill pointed at
Elminger, and spat angry words. Bl murmured a angle word in response and flicked his fingers, dtering
hiswarding into a shidd that would send hostile magics back whence they'd come.

A trio of racing blue bolts, each with its own nimbus of lightning encirdling it, roared out of the df
shands and came screaming at the last prince of Athdantar. Insde his shidd Bl crouched ready, bringing
another spdl to mind but not cadting it.

The bolts struck, washed over his shidd in a soundless fury of white light, and raced back at ther
source.

The df's eyes widened in amazement, and he shut his eyes and grimaced as the blue bolts
crashed into an invisble shidd that surrounded him. Of course, thought El. Every magic-hurling
Cormanthan probably wore a conjured mantle of defensive magics when he went to war.

And this was war, Bl thought, as the even lord fdl back a few paces and snarled out another
incantation. With an attacker who'd chosen the ground and had a defensive mantle up and ready on one
hand, and the freakish and widdy hated humen intruder on the other. Oh, joy.

This time the | that came a Elminder consisted of three disembodied jaws, thar long fangs
apping as they swerved and split apart to come a him from three directions. H fdl flat on his somach
and raised his left hand, waiting, as the firs soundless flash marked the meeting of his shiedd and the
foremost maw.

After the flash, it danced and staggered away, heading back for the df lord. But the second
mouth tore asunder his shield with its callison, both spdl effects twising together into a railing blast that
sent a scorching trall of angry purple flames racing aong the rocks.

The returning jaws faded away againg the df lord's mantle at about the same time as the third
raced at Elminger, gaping low to be sure of scooping him up off the rocks.

From El's patiently waiting hand flashed a dozen globes of light that spat tiny lightnings behind
them as they went. The firs blasted the jaws into golden-green nothingness, and the others shot through
the spreading fire of that exploson and legpt a the df beyond in a deadly approaching storm.

The df lord looked anxious for the firg time, and worked a hasty spel as the spinning globes
flashed toward him. He fdl back a few more steps to gain time to finish his spell-and so tasted Elminger's
fird trap. The globes that the df s stabbing defensive magic did not touch struck the unseen mantle and
exploded in harmless, spreading sheets of light. Those the df did srike burst apart into triple lightning
bolts that stabbed rocks, trees, and the nearby df lord with equd vigor.

With a groan of pain the df staggered backward, smoke risng from him.



"Not a bad defense for anamdess df," EIminger observed camly.

His goading promptly had the effect he'd been hoping for. "No nameess one am |, human,” the
df snarled, aams folded around himsdf in pain, "but Ddmuth Echorn, of one of the foremost Houses of
Cormanthor! Heir of the Echorns am |, and my rank in your human terms would be ‘emperor’!
Uncultured dog!"

"Ye use 'uncultured dog* as atitle?" Elminder asked innocently. "It fits ye, aye, but | mus warn
ye we humans haven't come to expect such candor from dven folk. Ye may achieve unintended hilarity in
thy dedlings with my kind!"

Ddmuth roared in fresh fury, but then his eyes narrowed and he hissed like a snake. "You hope
to overmaster me through my temper! No such fortune will 1 hand to you-nameless humean!™

"Bminger Aumar am |," B replied plessantly, "Prince of Athaant-ah, but ye won't be interested
inthe titles of pig-sty human realms, will ye?"

"Yes precisgy!" Ddmuth snapped. "Er, that is no!" His ams were acquiring flames again.
Circles of fire-burgs chased each other endlesdy about his wrists, betokening risen but unleashed old
dven battle magic.

So was the df lord's mantle gone entirdly, or did it survive ill? B slently bent his will to spinning
another shidd of his own as he waited, suspecting Demuth would try to ruin the next visble spel his
humen foe cast by hurling his own spdl attack into the midst of El's cadting.

When El's shidd was complete, he acted out the cadting of a fse spell. Sure enough, emerad
lightnings lashed a him in mid-gibberish, dawing a his shidd and rebounding. Demuth laughed
triumphantly, and B saw by the rebounding sparks that the df's mantle had survived, or had been
renewed. He shrugged, smiled, and began his own next spdl, a the same time as the fiercdy amiling df
undertook his own cagting.

Unnoaticed by ether of them, one of the trees struck by Elminger's lightning fdl over the edge of
the peak, tearing crumbling stone with it, to plunge down, down through the empty air.

"Oh, be careful, EIminger!” the Lady Oluevaera Estelda breathed, as she sat on empty ar in a
dark and dusty chamber a the heart of the ghost cadtle of the Dlardrageth. Her eyes were seeing a
digant peak and two figures griving againg each other there, as ther spdls flashed and raged about
them. The one just might be the future of Cormanthor, while the other was one of the most haughty and
headstrong of its oldest, proudest Houses-and its her to boot.

Some would cdl it treachery to the People to intervene in any odl dud-but then, this was no
proper dud, but a men lured into atrap by the deceit of an df. Many more would deem one who aided
any human againg any df, in any Stuation, a traitor to the People. And yet she would do this, if she
could. The Srinshee had seem more summers by far-aye, and winters, too-than any other df who
breathed the clear ar of Cormanthor today. She was one of those whose judgment would be deferred
to, in any high dispute between Houses. W, then; her judgment would have to be respected as highly in
this more persond metter.

Not that anyone but ghosts were in this shunned ruin to stop her.

The only swift link she had with Druindar's Rock was through Elminger himsdf, and it might well
be fatd to him to create any digtraction in his mind a the wrong moment. However, she could 'ride
through him, exposing hersdf to the same magics he faced in the process, until he happened to let his
eyes fdl on some pat of the surroundings that wasn't ful of erupting megic or a legoing df
lord-whereupon she could hurl hersdlf to that spot, and materidize there.

The el was a powerful but Smple one. The Srinshee murmured the words that released it
without taking her eyes off the spell-battle, and fdt hersdf diding into EIminger's mind, as if dipping into
warm, tingling waters that carried her swiftly dong a dark, narrow tunnd, toward a distant light.

The light grew brighter and larger with terrifying speed, until it became a serendly beautiful face
thet the Srinshee knew, itslong tresses girring and writhing like restless snakes. A face whose eyes were
dern asit loomed up like avast, endlesswadl before her, awal she was going to crash hdpledy into . . .

"Oh, Lady Goddess, not again!™ The Srinshee cried, an indant before she struck those gigantic,
pursed lips. "Can't you see I'm trying to help-?'



When the whirling world came back again, Oluevaera was saring a a dark, cobwebbed cdling
inches overheard. She was sprawled on her back on a bed of raging black flames that tickled her bare
skin-her bare skin? what had become of her gown?-asif it were a thousand moving feathers, but did not
burn.

The flames seemed to be dowly snking away from the celling; had she appeared through it?
Wonderingly she ran her hands up and down her body. Her gown, with its amulets and spell-gems-yes,
even those woven into her hair-were gone, but her body was smooth and full and young again!

Great Corellon, Labdas, and Handi! What had befale-but no. Great Mystral The humen
goddess had wrought thid

She sat up aoruptly, amid the descending flames. Why? In payment for ading the young lad, or
as an gpology for shutting her out? Was it lasing? Or but a taunting taste of youth? She 4ill had her
spells, her memoaries, the-

"So, old whore, you've traded your loydty to the redm for some spel of youth the human
knowsdl | wondered why you aided him!"

The Srinshee turned her head to Stare at the speaker, bringing her hands up to cover her breasts
without thinking. She knew that cold voice, but how cameiit here?

"Cormanthor knows how to treat traitord” he snarled, and a bolt of ravening lightning crackled
across the room.

It sank into the black flames and was sucked in without a sound. The black flames hauled every
last spark of the bolt from the hands of the astonished High Court Mage llimitar. He stared at the
now-youthful sorceress.

She looked back a him with sad reproach in her eyes and spoke softly, usng her old pet name
for him. "So how isit, Limi, that you rise from being my pupil, and learning love for Cormanthor from my
lips, to presuming to speak for dl the relm as you try to day me?'

"Seek not to twist my will with words, witch!™ llimitar snapped, rasng a scepter to menace her.
The dark flames touched the stone floor of the chamber and faded, and the Srinshee stood facing him,
Soreading her hands to show that she was nude and unarmed.

He levded the scepter without hesitation, saying coldly, "Pray to the gods for forgiveness,
traitor!”

Emerdd fire raced from it as that lagt hurtful word left his lips, the Srinshee turned to legp Sde,
sumbled-it had been so long since shed known a body that could obey swift movements-and then
gprawled bruisngly on the stones as the scepter's degth roared over her.

Her onetime pupil amed the scepter lower, but the Srinshee had hissed the words she needed.
Its fury splashed in futility dong an unseen shidld.

Her mantle was up now, and she doubted dl the scepters he owned could bring it down. It
would be spdl to spell, unless she could dissuade him. The High Court Mage she'd trained. Earynspier
might attack her, yes, held never been her friend. But sheld not thought llimitar could be so quick to do
this

Oluevaera rose and faced the furious mage, sanding no tdler than his shoulder. "Why did you
seek me here, llimitar?' she asked.

"This tomb of traitors was dways your favored spot to bring pupils to try castings, remember?
he pat at her.

Gods, yes, shed brought llimitar here to Castle Dlardrageth, twice. Tears came a the memory,
and as the High Court Mage flung down his scepter and wove a Spdl to bring the roof down on her, he
snarled, "Regretting your fally now, eh? Too late, old witch! Y our treachery is clear, and you must dig”

In reply the lagt Lady Estelda merdy shook her head and cdmly wove the magic that awakened
the ancient enchantments the Dlardrageth had used to raise these hdls When Ilimitar's spell smashed and
clawed at the caling, indants later, his magic turned to fire that rained back down at him.

He staggered back, coughing and shuddering-his mantle must be weak, she thought-and shouted,
"Seek not to escape me, Oluevaeral No part of the redm is safe for you now!™

"By whose decree?' she cried, fresh tears on her cheeks. "Have you dan Eltargrim, too?"



"Hisfally is not yet open treachery to Cormanthor, but something that can be corrected once the
human and you, with your lying tongue-are gone. | will hunt you down wherever you flee tol" He
muttered an incantation on the heds of that shout.

"I've no intention of fleaing anywhere, Ilimitar!” the Srinshee told him angrily. "This redm is my
home"

The ar before her exploded in flames. From each blossoming ball of fire a beam shot out, to link
with the other firebdls. Oluevaera ducked away from one whose heat threstened to blister her shoulder
and whispered words that would dissolve a spdl into strengthening her mantle.

"Isthat why," the High Court Mage snarled in reply, "you protected a human, kegping him dive
and counsding him into flattering the Corona enough to win an armathor out of the old fool? Hell just be
the firg of a scheming, gragping horde of the hairy ones, if we let im livel Can you not see that?"

"No!" the Srinshee shouted, over the crash and roar of his next spdl attack. "I fal to see why
loving Cormanthor and working to strengthen it must place me in the Stuation of having to day one
honorable human-who came here to keep a promise to a dying heir, and ddiver a kiira to an elder
Housg, llimitar!- or be dain by you, unless | destroy you: a mage in whom | awakened magtery of magic,
and have been proud of these Sx centuried”

"Always you twig folk with clever wordd" he shouted back, and went right on into snarling the
incantation of another spell.

The Srinshee found hersdf weeping again. "Why?" she sobbed. "Why do you force me to make
this choice?'

Her mantle shuddered then, as purple lightnings of magicd force sought to drain its vitdity.
Through the tumult, as paving stones cracked underfoot in a ragged, deafening chorus, her newfound foe
cried, "Your wits are addled by love, old hag, and corrupted by the Coronals dreams! Can you not
understand that the security of the relm must be paramount over dl other things?'

The Srinshee set her teeth and lashed out with lightnings of her own; his mantlelit up briefly under
ther strike, and she saw him staggering. "And can you not see,”" she shouted a him, "thet this man is the
Security of our realm, if we but guard him and let him grow into what Eltargrim sees?”’

"Bah!" Ilimitar the mage spat derisively. "The Corond is as corrupt as you are! You and he both
dan the good name of our court, and the trust our People have put in you!" The chamber rocked around
them as hislatest el clawed its way dong every inch of her mantle, but could not break it.

“llimitar,”" the Srinshee asked sadly, "are you mad?'

The chamber fdl suddenly slent, with smoke eddying around their feet, as he stared at her in
genuine amazement.

"No," he sad at lagt, in dmogt conversationd tones, "but | think I've been mad for years not to
see the game you and the Corona have been playing, moving Cormanthor ever so gently-deftly, like the
dy oldiings you both are-toward the day when humans would dwel among us, and outbreed us, and in
the end overwhelm us, leaving no Cormanthor a dl to serve or be proud of! How much did they offer
you? Spdlls you couldn't find elsewhere? A redm to rule? Or wasit this return of your youth, dl dong?’

"Limi," she said earnedtly, "this body you see is not of my doing, and when firg you found me
here and now, | was but newly aware of it. | know not where it came from+it could be some old joke of
the Dlardrageth, for dl | know-and the young human certainly didnt give it to me, or promise it; he
doesn't even know about it!"

llimitar waved a digmissve hand. "Words-just words," he said heavily. "Always your sharpest
weapons. They don't work with me anymore, witch!" He was panting, now, as he faced her.

"Do you know what thisis?' he asked, taking something amdl from a bet pouch and rasng it
into view.

"It's from the Vault of Ages" he added mockingly. ™Y ou should know!"

"It's the Overmantle of Halgondas," the Srinshee said quietly, her face going pale.

"You fear it, don't you?' he snarled, triumph glinting in his eyes again. "And there's nothing you
can do to stop me usng it! And then, old witch, you are mind"

"How s0?'



"Our mantles will merge, and become one. Not only will you not ward off my spdls, but you
won't escape; if you flee, youll drag me with you!" He laughed, his tones high and wild, and the Srinshee
knew then that he was mad, and that she would have to kill him here, or perish.

He broke the Overmantle.

Theinexorable surging together of ther two mantles began, their ragged ends searching for, and
attracted to, each other. The Srinshee Sghed and began to walk toward her onetime pupil. It was time to
use the spdl she hated.

"Surrendering?’ llimitar asked, amogt glefully. "Or are you foolish enough to think you can fight
on-and prevail? I'm aHigh Court Mage, witch, not the youth you showed cagtings to! Your magic is dl
trickery and old dy spdls and little magics for scaring younglingd”

The Srinshee drew in a deep breath, and lifted her chin. "Wdl then, grand and mighty
sorcerer-destroy meif you mugt!”

High Court Mage llimitar gave her an disbdieving look, raised his hands, and said gruffly, "I'll
make it quick.”

A trident of spdl spears thrust through her. She stood unmoving, though her eyes rolled up in her
head and she bit her lip. After the spell began to fade, her body started to tremble.

llimitar watched her. Wdl, it wasn't his fault shed spun so many preservative and guardian
enchantments down the centuries, layer upon layer. Sheld just have to endure the pain, now, as they kept
her dive longer than was necessary.

She brought her head down, eyes closed, and stood breathing heavily. Blood ran down her face
from her closed eydlids, and dripped on the shattered stones underfoot. Ilimitar's nodrils flared in
disaste. So it was martyr time, was it? He'd make short work of that.

His next spell was athrust of pure energy that should have Ieft her in ashes. When it faded and he
could see again, the stones were meted away in a neat circle, and she stood ankle-deep in rubble,
blackened and with dl her hair burnt away-but she il stood, and il shuddered.

What foul pact had the sorceress made with human mages? Ilimitar cast the el sheld once
forbid him utterly to use; the one that summoned the Hungry Worm.

The worm materidized coiled about one of her arms, but it dithered graight for her belly, and
began burrowing into the cracked and blackened flesh immediatdy. Ilimitar Sghed and hoped it would be
quick; he had to be sure that human was dead, and swiftly, so he could be back a court to denounce the
Corond before nightfdl. But he was trapped here with the Srinshee, indde the shared Overmantle, until
one of them was dead.

It was a pity, redly. Sheld been a good teacher-if an overly drict one, with little love for pranks
and geding days in high summer to snatch honey and nibble berries and hunt down new owl eggs-and
she should never have sunk to this. Sheld been old even then, though, and no doubt tempted to take any
means to regain youth. But consorting with humans was unforgivable. If she wanted to do that, why
hadn't she just quietly left Cormanthor? Why ruin the relm? Why-

The worm was largdly done, now. It never touched the limiss or head when it had a body to feast
upon, a body now little more than rags of skin upon hollowed-out, empty bones. How was it that she
was dill sanding?

llimitar frowned, and hurled a quartet of andl forcebolts into her-the sort one uses to fdl
woodcutters or running rabbits. Her ravaged body 4ill stood.

He was nearly out of useful battle spells. He shrugged and picked up the falen scepter, raking her
with emerad fire until the scepter sputtered and died, drained away.

The High Court Mage frowned down &t it. He hadn't redlized, when bringing it here today, just
how little magic had been left init. That could have been disastrous. Asit was, wdll.. .

The ravaged body of the Srinshee iill stood. She mugt ill be dive-and he knew better than to
touch her directly, even with his dagger. There were tricks the older casters knew. Best to Smply blast
her to nothingness.

He snapped his finger and said a certain word, and there was suddenly a g&ff in his hands-long
and black, set with many dlver runes. He let it wake dowly, thrumming in his hands-ah, that ddicious



feding of power-before he poured white-hot death into his motionless foe.

The g&ff fdl dlent after only moments. He frowned, tried to send it away again, and found it
dead-just so much dark wood, now. In puzzlement he threw it down and summoned a rod. He had two
more scepters he could cdl to him after that, if the rod falled. Perhaps the Overmantle was deadening
them. In frantic haste he cdled on dl of its withering and life-draining powers.

The body facing him became a withered bag of skin once more, and what skin was |eft turned
gray and rotten. But dill the old sorceress stood.

Grunting in exasperated amazement, Ilimitar caled first one scepter, and then the other. When it
fizZed into crackling, smoking death, the firg cold taste of foreboding filled his mouth, for the Srinshee
dill stood.

Her shattered head hung askew from a broken neck, but those blackened, bleeding eyes
opened-to be reveded as two pools of flickering flame-and the mouth beneath them worked its broken
jaw for a grinding moment and then croaked, "Are you done, Limi?'

"Cordlon preserve me" the mage shouted, in red horror, as he shrank away from her. Would
ghe start to move toward him?

Yes Oh, gods, yes

He screamed as that broken body shuffled forward, out of its pit of meted rubble, and set
footless sumps on the paving stones. He fdl back, crying, "Stay back!™

"I don't want to do this, Limi," the mutilated thing said sadly, as it thumped dowly and awkwardly
toward him. "The choice was yours, | fear, asit was when you began this battle, Limi."

"Speak not my name, foul witch of darknessl” the High Court Mage howled, snatching out his
last item of magic with trembling fingers. It was aring on afine chain; he did it onto one of his fingers and
pointed at her. The ring-finger swiftly lengthened into a lone, hooklike talon and began to grow scales.
"You serve afoe of the redm,” he cried, "and must needs be struck down, that Cormanthor endure!”

Thering flashed. A last beam of black, deadly force shot out.

The shuffling body hdted, shuddering with fresh violence, and Ilimitar laughed in crazed rdlief.
Yed It wasfindly over! She wasfdling.

The broken thing crashed into his shoulder and did down his body, brushing him with its lips as it
fdl.

There was an indant of crawling magic that made Oluevaera Estelda retch uncontrollably as the
Over-mantle surged in through every orifice of her body, and then out again.

Then it was gone, like migt before amorning sun, and she was on her knees, whole again, before
the body of Ilimitar-who had just Smultaneoudy received every spdl and magicd discharge hed poured
into her.

She il hated that spell. It was as crud as the long ago dven mage who'd devised it-dmost as
bad as Hagondas and his Overmantle. Moreover, its caster had to fed the pain of dl that was done to
them-and Ilimitar had been so enthusiadtic in his attempted destruction that the pain would have driven
most mages mad. But not this one. Not the old Srinshee.

She looked down at the heap of blasted, smoldering bones in front of her, and started to cry
agan. Her tears made little hissng sounds as they fdl into the dying fires that flickered within what had
been llimitar.

"Blood of Cordlon, it'sraining trees now!" Gaan Goadulphyn snarled, springing back and raisng
his cloak hedtily before his face. The fdlen duskwood bounced desfeningly as it shattered in front of him,
hurling dust and splintersin dl directions.

"Theres a el dud going on up there, for sure” Athtar said, peering upwards. "Hadn't we better
get out of here? We can come back for your coins later.”

"Later?' Gdan groaned, as they hastened away together. "If 1 know bloody yapping mages,
they'll olit that mountain apart before they're done, and ether leave my cache reveded for every passng
Sorite to see-or they'll bury it keep-deep under broken rock!™

There was another crash, and Athtar Nlossae looked back intime to see a sheet of rock plunging
down the diff, bouncing and shaitering as it struck outcroppings in its fdl. "You're right, as usud,



Gal-buried it is, or will be!™
As he bent hislegs to falowing the dfin dusty black leathers just as fast as they both could trave,
Gaan began to sort through his collection of curses. Loudly.

* * % % %

"You can't hope to escape my magics forever, coward!" Ddmuth told Elminger, as dven mantle
and human shield struck sparks from each other, and yet another mighty old dven spell curled away into
harmless smoke.

They stood dmog breast to breast, as close as ther warring spell-barriers would let them.
Elminger went on amiling slently, as the angry df hurled spell after spell.

Ddmuth had discovered that so long as mantle and shield touched, the surging effect of his own
gpdlls rebounding on him was minimd; his own defenses didn't crumble away so quickly at each magicd
ondaught. So he'd advanced, and Elmingter hadn't bothered to retreat.

The only place to fdl back was over the edge of a diff, anyway, and the Athdantan mage was
weary of running. Let the stand be made here.

The her of House Echorn hurled another blast- this one past EIminger, avoiding both mage and
shidd, in hopes that it would rend rock and spray him from behind with stone shards. Instead, it ripped a
trench through the rock and spat the stone over the edge of the diff, away into nothingness below.

H kept his eyes on the df lord. This had gone on long enough; if Demuth Echorn wanted to see a
degth so badly, itd have to be his own. Safe ingde his shield, Elminder carefully made an elaborate
cadting, and then another that called up his mage-sght, and waited. One advantage to battling eves with
humen spells was that they largdly didn't recognize the castings, and so could be surprised by the find
results.

This one was Mrugter's Twig, a further modification of Jhdavan's Fond Return. It dlowed a
mage who could think fast to change spells that were being returned to ther caster into different magics.
Now if this Dmuth was just foolish enough to try to blast a certain annoying humean to dust, and keep
close to Elminger as he did it, S0 he didn't notice that the spreading furies of his Spells were |eft over from
their firg strikes, and not their rebounds . . .

Ddmuth enthusadicaly proved he was just foolish enough, hurling a pell E had never seen
before that brought into being atray of acid above the victim's head and let its contents rain down.

The hissngs and rallings of El's tormented shidd were spectacular. Dmuth never noticed when
therain of acid was twisted into a surging dispd effect that clawed slently at his mantle.

Sill angry, and thinking his foe was findly cornered, Dedmuth lashed out with a second spell.
Elmingter put on a scared look thistime to distract the df from noticing that his energy blasts again melted
away into something dlent, and it worked.

Ddmuth raised both hands exultantly and lashed his humean foe with bladed tentacles. H reded
and pantomimed pain, as it some part of the fading spdl had actudly reached him through his shield. And
Demuth's twisted spell ate away the lagt strength of his own mantle.

To El's mage-dght, the df was surrounded now only by flickering, darkening wisps of magic, the
faling shdl of what had once been an impregnable barrier. "Ddmuth,” he cried, "I ask ye one lagt time
can't we end this, and part in peace?"

"Certainly, human," the df replied with a ferd grin. "When you are dead, then therell be perfect

And his dender fingers shaped a cadting Bl did not know. Force flickered, visble only in its
stling outling it seemed to be the same invisble evocation that human mages wove into what were
cdled wdls of force.

Ddmuth saw H watching intently, and looked up, gloding, as the last radiances shaped an
invishble sword, floating before Delmuth with its point toward Elminger. "Behold a spell you cannot send
back a me" the df lord chuckled, leaning low over it. "We cdl it a 'deadly seeking blade-and dl of
dven blood areimmuneto it!" He snapped his fingers and broke into open, raling laughter as the blade



legpt forward.

They were danding only a few paces apart, but B aready knew what magic he wanted to turn
this unseen blade of force into. Demuth would have been wiser to have widded it in his hand, and
hacked at El's shidd asif it were ared blade, giving B no time to twigt it in the brief contacts.

But then, Demuth would have been wiser never to have lured EIminder here at dl.

H twigted the blade into something else and flung it back. As it struck the df, Delmuth's laughter
fdtered. The lagt gasp of his mantle, griving vainly to protect him asit scattered into drifting sparks, lifted
him up off the ground to kick his hedsin empty air.

He diffened as EIminger's twisted magic struck him, and then grew 4ill, his hands raised into
claws in front of his breast, his legs sraining, with the toes of his boots pointed a the ground. The
pardyss H had bestowed upon him took firm hold, and dl that B could see the df lord move was his
eyes, widening now in terror and ralling around to stare helplesdy at the human mage.

Or perhaps not so helplesdy. Demuth could 4ill launch magics that were triggered by act of will
aone, like Elminger's shidding spells-and in the df lord's eyes H saw terror be washed away by fury,
and then by cunning.

Ddmuth hadn't been so scared for along time. Fear was like cold iron in his mouth, and his heart
raced. That a mere human could bring him to thid He could die here, floaing above some windswept
rock in the backwoods of the reddm! He-

Ye steady . . . steady, son of Echorn. He had one spdl Ieft that no human could anticipate,
something more secret and terrible even than the blade. They'd been pressed together mantle-to-mantle;
for his own to have faled, the human's must inevitably have collapsed, too. Wasn't that why this Eiminger
hed pleaded for the fight to end? And now the human mug think him helpless, and was sanding there
vanly trying to think of some way of daying him with a rock or dagger without bresking his pardysis.
Yes, if the spdl was cast now, the human could not hope to stop it.

The 'cal bones spdl had been developed by Napragleon Echorn seven-or was it eght? hed
never paid dl that much attention to his tutors-centuries ago, as away of reducing giant stags to cartloads
of ready mest. It could summon a particular assembly of bones to its caster, so that they tore ther way
right out of the victim's body. If the caster chose to receive the skull, the victim could not hope but die.
Though Demuth couldn't come up with a use, just this moment, for a blood-dripping humen skull, thered
be plenty of time to think of one. . .

Smiling with his eyes, he cast the spell. EIminster, your skull, please. . .

He was dill gloating - humming to himsdlf, actudly - when the world darkened and the brif,
incredible pain began. He could not even shriek as red blood bubbled up into his mind and Faerun went
away forever.

Elminger winced as blood fountained. When the gridy, blood-drenched thing came hurtling at
him, he used his shidld like the warriors object it was named for, deflecting the bony missile past him and
off the peak, into empty air.

The lagt prince of Athdantar looked at the headless floating body one last time, shook his head
sadly, and said the words that would take him back to the room &t the heart of the haunted castle, and
the Srinshee. He hoped she hadn't wakened and found him gone hed no desire to upset her
unnecessxly.

The hawk-nosed young man took a step toward the nearest diff, and vanished into thin ar. The
buzzards waiting in a tree nearby decided it was safe to dine now, and flapped dumsly doft. Ther long,
dow glides would have to be amed judt right; it wasn't every day that the food was floating in midair.

* k % % %

"Gd," Athtar said patiently, as they sruggled up the second sheer rockface in a row, "l know
you're upset about your cache - gods above, hdf the forest knows it! - but well come back for them,
redly wewill, and it isn't srving any ussful purposeto - "

Something fast and round and the color of wet blood fdl out of the sky and swept Athtar's face



away.

The body in black leather, limbswriggling and twitching, fel past Galan. The thing that had killed
Athtar bounced off his chest on the way, rdlling to a stop in atangle of roots beside Galan's face.

He found himsdf garing into the sockets of an df skull drowned in fresh blood - for the brief
indant before he logt his hold on the crumbling ledge and found himsdf fdling down, down into the
darkness that had daimed Athtar.

Elminger took one step into the dark chamber, and saw that something was very wrong. The
Sinshee was gone, and a young, naked dven girl was on her knees before a sprawled, ashen skeleton,
sobbing uncontrollably. Had his friend caught fire?

Theyoung girl looked up, face streaming, and sobbed, "Oh, Elminger!" As she reached for him,
H rushed into her arms, embracing her. Gods look down - this was the Srinshee!

"Lady Oluevaera,” he asked gently, as he stroked her har and shoulders, cradling her to his
breast, "whet befdl here?!

She shook her head, and managed to choke out the word, "Later.”

H rocked her, murmuring wordless soothings, for some time before her weeping subsided, and
sesad, "Eiminge? Forgive me, but | am exhausted, and in grave danger of faling Cormanthor for the
fird timeinmy life"

"Isthere anything | can do?"

Oluevaera lifted her youthful face to meet his gaze. She dill had those wise, sad old eyes, H
noticed. "Yes," she whispered. "Go into danger once more. | cannot ask this; the peril istoo great.”

"Tdl me" ElIminger murmured. "I'm beginning to think hurling mysdf into danger is what Mystra
sent me here to do.”

The Srinshee tried to amile. Her lips trembled for a moment, and then she said, "You may wel be
right. I've seen Mystra, while you were gone." She raised a hand to forestal his questions, and said, "So
you must stay diveto hear about it later. 1've just power enough left to cast a body switch spdl.”

El's eyes narrowed. "To send me to where someone dse stands, and him or her here.”

The Srinshee nodded. "The Corond attends arevd this night, and there is bound to be someone
angry enough to try to day him."

"Cadt the spdl," H told her firmly. "I'm down afew spdlls, but I'm ready.”

"Will you?' she asked, and shook her head, impatiently brushing away fresh tears. "Oh, H ...
such honor..."

She sprang from hislap and ran quickly across the chamber. For the firs time Elminger noticed
that it was strewn with what looked to be wizards scepters of power, and even a gaff. The Srinshee
bent and plucked one up.

"Take thiswith you," she said. "It has some little power Ieft. One thing it can do is duplicate any
spd| you see cast by someone dse while you are halding it. Handle it, and into your mind itll whisper its
powers."

Elminger took it and nodded. Impulsvey she threw her ams around his neck and kissed him.
"Go with my good wishes-and, | know, Mystra's blessing, too."

H raised an eyebrow. Just what had happened here?

He was dill wondering that as the Srinshee cast her spdll, and blue migts whirled the world away

agan.

Ten
L ove Oft Astray

The love of an €f is a deep and precious thing. Misused or spurned, it can be deadly.
Realms have fallen and been sundered for love, and proud elder houses swept away. Some have
said that an dlf is the force of his or her love, and all else just flesh and dross. It is certain that
elves can love humans, and humans love elves-but in such meetings of the heart, sorrow is never



far away.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Silver Blades And Summer Nights:

An Informa But True Higtory of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of theHarp

The migsrolled away and Elminder wasin a garden held never seen before, a place of many tall,
draight shadowtops soaring straight up like huge black pillars from a manicured lavn of mosses adorned
with smdl mushroom plantings. High overhead, the leaves of the trees blotted out the sun completely,
though Bl could see shafts of sunlight in the distance where there must be dearings.

Here the only light came from spheres of luminous air-globes that glowed fant blue, green,
ruby-red, or gold as they drifted softly and amlesdy through the trees.

Elves in ornate slken robes were drolling among the shadowtops, laughing and chatting, and
beneath each luminous globe floated a tray that held an array of tdl, thin bottles, and layered platters of
delicacies; a a glance, Bl recognized oysters, mushrooms, and what 1ooked to be forest grubs in a plum
or gpricot sauce.

There was dso an df ganding very near, and looking very startled. An df EIminger had seen
before-one of the High Court Mages who'd been with the Corona when Naeryndam had taken him to
the palace.

"Wdl met," ElIminger said to him, bowing politely. "Lord Earynspier, isit not?'

The dven mage looked, if anything, more confused and darmed then before. He nodded,
"Earyngpieir | am, humen sr. Forgive meif | recdl not your name, for | amin some anxiousness. where is
the Corond?'

Elmingter spread his hands. "I know not. Was he standing a moment or so ago where | am now?"

Thedf nodded, eyes narowing. "He was."

H nodded. "Then that is as it's supposed to be. | am to attend thisreve in his place.”

Earynspieir scowled. "You are? And did you decide this yoursdf, young sr?"

"No," Elminger replied gently. "It was decided for me-for the security of theream. | agreed to it,
aye. By the way, the name's EIminger. Elminger Aumar, Prince of Athdantar . . . and, as ye know,
Chosen of Mydra™

The df mage's mouth tightened. His gaze descended to the scepter thrust through Elminger's belt
and tightened ill further, but he said nothing.

"Perhaps, Lord Mage, we could set aside thy fedings toward me for a moment or threg"
Elminger murmured, "while ye tdl me where we're sanding, and what is cusomary & an even revd. |
have no wish to give offense”

Earynspier's eyes did Sdeways to meet those of Elminger, and hislips curled in distaste. Then he
seemed to come to a decison.

"Veay wdl," he said, as softly. "Perhaps my naturad reactions toward your kind have governed me
overmuch. The Corond did tel me that ‘twould be easer for us dl if | regarded you as one of us-one of
the People-visting from a far reddm, and wearing a human disguise. | shdl assay this, young EIminder.
Pray bear with me; | am unsettled just now for other reasons.”

"And can ye speak of them to me?' Elminder asked softly.

The df shot him a sharp glance, and then said shortly, "Let me speak with utter candor-a habit
popular with those of your race, | hear. Moreover, | doubt you know any loose-tongued Cormanthans to
gossp with, which frees me to speak more planly than | might otherwise do.”

Elminger nodded. The dven mage looked around to make certain no one was within earshot,
and then turned to the young prince and said bluntly, "Our Corond's decision regarding you has not been
popular. Many who hold the rank of armathor in the redm have come to the palace to renounce their
rank, and break their blades before the Corond. There has been open talk of deposing and even daying
him, of hunting you down, and of... generd unpleasantness here this night, and elsewhere until he, ah,



comes to his senses. My counterpart, the High Court Mage Ilimitar, has not returned from a vigt to
severd of the eder Houses of the redm, and | know not his fate-or if treason isinvolved. | thought | held
the Coronal's closest confidence, and yet, without word or warning, he vanishes from my side, and you
appear, speaking guardedly of ‘the security of the realm,” something 1've had good reason to believe was
entrusted to me. Despite the Corond's earlier confidence in you, | see you as a human mage of unknown
but probably great powers, who has a close reaionship with a goddess of your race-and thus, whatever
your motives, a great danger to Cormanthor, as you stand here at its heart. Do you see why | am less
then gracious to you?'

"l do," Elminger replied, "and bear no ill will toward ye, Lord Mage-how could ye do otherwise,
inthese graits?'

"Precidy," Earynsgpiair said in a stisfied voice, dmogt amiling. "I fear 1've migudged your race,
gr, and you with it-I never knew that humans cared about the intrigues and the ... ah, graces and troubles
of others. All we see and hear of you here is axes cutting down trees and swords impatiently settling even
the dightest dispute.”

" 'Tis true that some among us do favor the mogt swift and direct form of politics” Elminger
agreed with agmile "Yet | must hasten to remind ye and dl others of Cormanthor that to judge humans
of dl lands as one dike mass is no more correct than to judge moon eves by the habits of the dark even,
or vice versa."

The df beside him turned away and giffened, eyes blazing, and then relaxed visbly and managed
ashort laugh. "Your point is taken, human sir-but | must remind you thet folk of Cormanthor are unused
to such boldly blunt speech, and may likeit rather lessthan | do.”

"Understiood,” B said. "My gpologies. Someone approaches. Sorry: a par of someones.”

Earynspieir looked at El, sartled by this sudden brevity, and then turned to see the dven couple
the young human had indicated. They had glassesin their hands and were waking & a leisurdy gait, ams
linked, but their surprised expressions left no doubt that they were headed hence because of the
unexpected sght of the human armathor there'd been so much tak about.

"Ah" Earynspieir said smoothly, "it lacks some hours yet until dusk, when the dancing and ah,
less dignified reveries begin. Those who wish to speak candidly with each other or with the Corond, or
to choose new consorts for an evening, often arrive now, when revelers are few and rather less wine has
been consumed than will be the case later; these are some such. Allow me to perform the introductions.”

H indined his head, every inch the polite prince, as the couple swept up to the High Court Mage.
The young, handsome dven mde stared a Elminger as though a forest boar had put on clothes and
come to the revel, but the breathtakingly beautiful, gossamer-gowned even maiden on his am smiled
chamingly at the df mage and said, "Fair even, Revered Lord. We-ah, expected to see the Corond with
you. Is he indisposed?'

"Our Corona Most High was caled away on urgent business of the redlm only a very short time
ago. May | introduce to you instead Prince EIminger of the land of Athdantar, our newest amathor?"

The dven mde went on saring at EIminger, and said nothing. His lady giggled uneesly and said,
"An unexpected and-dare | say it?-unusua pleasure.”

She did not extend her hand.

"Prince Elminger,” the High Court Mage purred, "be at ease with Lord Qildor, of the House of
Rewen, and the Lady Aurae of House Shaeremae. May your meeting and parting be of equa pleasure.”

Elminger bowed. "My honor is brightened,” he said, recalling a phrase from the memories in the
kiira. Three sets of dven eyebrows rose in astonished unison at those words of ancient dven courtesy as
the human went on, "It ismy desire to befriend-yet not darm or intrude upon-the folk of far Cormanthor.
To such a one as mysdf, both the land and People of this far place are so beautiful as to be revered
treasures we honor from a distance.”

"Does that mean you're not the firg spysword of a human amy?' the Lord Qildor growled, hand
going to the ornate slver hilt of the sword he wore at hiship.

"That and more," Elminder replied mildly. "It is no desire of my redm or any other land of men
that | know of to invede Cormanthor or intrude our ways and trade where we are not wanted, and can



only do harm. My presence hereis a persond matter, not an unfalding affair of state or any harbinger of
invason or prying exploration. No Cormanthan need fear me, or see me as representing more than a lone
humen who stands in just awe of thy People and their accomplishments.™

The Lord Qildor raised his eyebrow again. "Forgive my forward speech,” he said, "but would
you permit a mage to read the truth of your words?'

"I would, and will," Bl said, mesting his eyes directly.

"If that is s0," the df said, "I have migudged you before our mesting, purdly on the speculations
of others. Yet, Lord EIminger, you should know that 1-as most of the People-fear and hate humans, to
see onein the heart of our relm is a source of darm and disgust. | do not know that any noble thing you
can do, or far words you can speak, can ever change that. Have a care for yoursdf here, sr; others will
be less polite than we. Perhaps it would have been better for us both if you had never come to
Cormanthor.”

He fdl dlent for a moment, looking grave in his yelow dlks, and then added dowly, "I wish |
could find fairer words for you, man, but | cannot. It is not in me ... and | have seen more humans than

He nodded a little sadly, and turned away. Gems winked here and there among the hair that
spilled down his back, as long and as magnificent as that of any highborn human woman. His lady, who
hed ligtened with eyes downcast, lifted her head proudly, gave Elminger and the High Court Mage a
shared amile, and said, "It isasmy lord says. Fare you well, lords both.”

When they'd drawn a safe distance away, and had their covert looks back at the df and the
humen ganding together, Elminder turned to look Lord Earynspier full in the face. "The folk of
Cormanthor are unused to boldly blunt speech, Lord?' he asked smoothly, rasng his own eyebrows.
Earynspieir winced.

"Please believe that | meant not to lead you astray, lord gr," he replied. "It seems the Sght of a
human awakens a spirit of bluntnessin Cormanthans I've not seen before.”

"Farly spoken," H granted, "and I-but who comes here?’

Drifting through the trees toward them came two dven ladiesliteraly drifting, therr high-booted
feet inches off the ground. Both were tdl for eves, and deekly curved, wearing gowns that showed off
evay line of their srikingly beautiful bodies. Heads turned as they wound their way through the revelers.

"Symrudar and Amaranthae Auglamyr, ladies and cousns” the High Court Mage murmured
smoothly, and B thought he detected more than a little hunger in Lord Earynspieir's tone. As wdl there
might be.

The woman who led was sunning even among dl the dven maids Bl had seen since his arivd in
the aity. Har that was dmaogt royd blue flowed fredy over her shoulders and down her back, only to be
gathered in a slken sash that rode low on her right hip, as the tall of a horse is gathered to keep it from
traling dong the ground. Her eyes were a bright, dmog dectric blue, flashing promises to Elminger
under dark and archly raised eyebrows as she swept nearer. A black, unadorned ribbon encircled her
throat, and her lips were full and dightly pouting; she ran her tongue openly over them as she surveyed
the man standing beside the even mage. The front of her crimson gown was cut away to show the design
of a many-headed dragon worked in gems glued to her fla bdly, dim waist, and cleavage; frozen flames
of fine wire cupped and displayed her high breasts, and gold dust dung to the coyly-displayed tip of one
of her ears. She was achingly beautiful-and knew it.

Her cousn wore a rather less reveding gown of dark blue, though one side of it was parted to
above her waigt to diplay afine webwork of golden chains flowing down her bare, dmost brown flank.
She had flowing honey-blonde hair, gartlingly brown eyes, and a far kinder amile than her blue-haired
companion, as wel as the most tanned skin and lush curves of any df Elminger had ever seen. But her
cousin outshone her beauty as a sun outblazes a night star.

"Thet is Symrugtar in the lead," Earynspier muttered. "She is har of her House-and dangerous,
gr; her honor conssts soldy of what she can get away with."

"You deeply prefer the Lady Amaranthage, do you not?' Elminger murmured back.

The High Court Mage turned his head sharply to regard Elminder with eyes that held both



respect and a sharp warning. 'You see keener than most dven elders, young lord," he hissed, as the
ladies came upon them.

"Wdl met," the Lady Symrudtar purred, tossng her hair asde with easy grace as she leaned
forward to kiss Lord Eazynspieir on the cheek. Y ou won't mind, wise old Lord, if | take your guest from
you? I've- we've-a great hunger to learn more about humans; thisis a rare opportunity.”

"l... no, of course not, Lady." The dven mage put on a broad amile "Ladies, may | present to
you the lord Elminger of Athdantar? He is a prince in his own land, and newly-as I'm sure youve
heard-an armathor of Cormanthor.”

Earynspieir turned his head to regard El, a clear warning in his eyes, and continued, "Lord
Elminger, itismy great pleasure to make known unto you two of the fairest flowers of our land: the Lady
Symrugtar, Heir of House Auglamyr, and her cousin, the Lady Amaranthae Auglamyr.”

B bowed low, kissing the fingertips of the Lady Symrugtar-an unaccustomed gesture, it seemed,
from the appreciative purr she gave, and the hesitant way Amaranthae then extended her arm.

"The honor, ladies™ he said, "ismine. But surdly you cannot think to abandon the guardian of the
realm just to talk to me? | am the dlure of the unknown, ‘tis true, but ladies, | confess | am overwhelmed
by just one of ye, and have come to deeply appreciate the atentive wisdom of My Lord Earynspier
since our firs meeting; he is afiner speaker than me, by far!”

Something legpt in the High Court Mage's eyes as Elminder spoke so earnestly, but he uttered
not a sound as the Lady Symrugtar laughed eedly and said, "But of course Amaranthae will keep the
mighties mage of Cormanthor close and attentive company while we two tak, Lord Elminger. You are
quite right in your estimation of his qudities, and one can accomplish far more face-to-face with just two
faces thus engaged. You and Amaranthae can enjoy each other later. How splendidly swift-witted of
you! Come, let us avay!"

As she laced her fingers with his Elminger turned to nod a polite farewdl to the High Court
Mage- whose face was unreadable-and to the Lady Amaranthae, who gave the human a look that was
both deeply grateful and a mute warning to him about her cousin; B thanked her for both with a second
nod and agmile

"You seem attracted to my cousin, Lord Elminger," the Lady Symrustar purred in his ear, and E
turned swiftly back to her, reminding himsdf that he was going to have to be very careful with this dven
maid.

Very careful. As he turned, she did too, extending one dim leg around his so that they came
together, breast to breast. Elminger fdt the wire-girded points of her bosom low on his chest, and skin as
smooath as sk brushing his breeches. She wore a black lace garter around that leg, and knee-high black
boots of lesther with spiked hedls.

"My apologies for thrusting mysdf so into your path, Lord,” she breathed, sounding completdy
unapologetic. "l fear | am unused to human company, and find mysdf quite . . . excited.”

"No gpology is necessary, far Lady," E replied smoathly, "when no offense is taken." He
glanced quickly back & the revel, and saw severd curious faces turned in ther direction, but no one
moving toward them, or nearby.

"You mugt know how beautiful males of a least two races find you," he added, glanding ahead to
enaure that the garden was smilarly empty-and knowing that it dmost certainly was, this lady planned
things carefully-"but | must confess that | find solendid minds more intriguing than splendid bodies.”

Lady Symrustar met his eyes. "Would you prefer | dropped the pretense of breathless excitement
then, Lord Elminger?’ she asked softly. "Among the People, many mdes do not beieve that ther ladies
redly have minds"

Elminger crooked an eyebrow. "With your swift wit gliding through revel after revel to prove
them different?'

She laughed, eyes flashing. "Blood to you," she acknowledged. "I think I'm going to enjoy this"
She led him on through the garden, waking now, whatever magic had levitated her banished or
exhaugted. Her hips swayed with every step in a way tha left EiIminger's mouth dry; he kept his eyes
firmly on her eyes and saw a little knowing twinkle growing in them. She knew ful wdl what effect she



was having on him.

"I spoke ample truth when firg we met," she said, tossng that megnificent hair out of the way
agan, "l do want to learn dl 1 can about humans. Will you oblige me? My questions may seem witless a
times”

"Lady, dlow me" H murmured, wondering when her attack would fdl on him, and what form it
would take. He was mildy surprised, as they walked deeper and deeper into the wild and empty depths
of the garden and the lagt sunlight started to fade, just how thorough her questioning was, and genuine her
interest seemed.

They came a lagt to a pae glow of moonlight in the trees ahead, taking earnestly of how dves
dwdt in Cormanthor and humans lived in Athdantar. Symrugtar led her exotic human to a sone bench
thet curved about a circular pool in the center of that dearing. Reflected stars glimmered in its depths as
they sat down together in the pleasantly warm night air, and the bright moonlight touched Symrusgtar's
smooth skin with ivory fingers

Quite naturdly and smply, as if this was something even femdes dways did when Stting on
benches in the moonlight, she guided Elmingter's hands within the wire breastworks of her gown. She was
trembling.

"Tdl me more of men,” she murmured, her eyes very large now, and seemingly darker. "Tdl me
... how they love"

Elminger dmogt smiled as a memory flashed through his mind. In the library of a wizard's tomb
log in the High Forest there is a curious book that has no name. It is the diary of a nameess hdf-even
ranger of long ago, that tdls of his thoughts and deeds, and the sorceress Myrjda had made Elminder
read it to learn how eves regarded magic. On the subject of giving pleasure to dven maids, it mentioned
usng one's tongue gently on the pdms of the hands and the tips of the ears.

B dipped one of his hands out of where sheéld put it, let his fingertips trail down her bely, and
then caught hold of her wridt.

"Hungrily," he replied, and bent his tongue to her open pam.

She gasped, trembling in earnest now, and he lifted his head out of long habit to look around.

Moonlight gleamed on a set and furious dven face. A mde, there in the trees. H did his other
hend free. There was another, over there. And another. They sat at the heart of a dlently dosng ring.

"Wha isit, Lord EIminder?' the Lady Symrudar asked, dmogt sharply. "Am |-abhorrent in
some way?'

"Lady," he replied, "we are about to be attacked.” He put his hands on the scepter at his belt, but
the dven maid rose and turned with swift, fluid grace, and looked into the trees.

"Theyll charge us, now, indlence" she said cdmly. "Hold to me, and I'll take us from this place!”

Elminder dipped an am about her wais and crouched low, scepter out and ready. She
murmured something as the lithe shapes leapt at them out of the trees, and did something behind her that
Elminder did not see. An indant later they were gone.

The dven warriors rolled and sprang, snarling in disappointment, blades dashing ar that was now
empty.

"What's this?' one of them hissed, pausng above the bench where the two figures had been
entwined. A smdl obgdian figurinelay on it, rocking dightly. It was shaped like Symrustar Auglamyr, her
hands at her sides, and bindings about her to keep them there. A cautious fingertip prodded it and found
it dill warm from the heat of someone's bodly.

"The human!" an df hissed, rasing his blade to smash the thing. "He was usng dark meagic to
ensnare her!"

"Wait - destroy it not! It's clear proof of thet!"

"To show to whom?" another df snarled. "The Corona? He brought this human viper into our
middt, recal you?'

"True" thefirg df said. Two swords flashed down as one, shettering the tiny piece of obsdian o
deftly that neither blade touched the bench benesath.

The explosion that followed tore apart bench, pool, and pave, and sent dven heads and limbs



Spattering through the trees.

Elminger straightened dowly. The garden they were in now hdd a circular bed, bathed in the
moonlight, and aring of trees. Far off in the distance lights twinkled through tree branches, but there were
no buildings or watchful dvesin sight.

"We're quite done, Elminder,” the Lady Symrustar said softly. "Those jedlous mdes can't follow
us here, and my wards keep the inquigtive out of thisend of the family gardens. Besides, what | bring to
bed is entirdy my own afair.”

Her eyes flashed as she turned to him again. Somehow her gown had falen away to her knees,
leaving her body bare in the moonlight.

Elminger dmogt laughed again. Not at her, for she was so beautiful that he could bardly control
himsdlf, but a his own quirky mind. She has splendid shoulders, it was reporting excitedly to him.

That's nice, hetold it, and shoved dl thought aside.

She stepped forward out of the spreading puddle of slk that had been her gown and came
toward him, gems glittering in the moonlight as she moved.

She glided to a stop in front of him. He kissed her eyelids, and then her chin-but at her lips he
found hisway barred by two raised fingers. "Leave my mouth for last," she said from behind them. "For
elves, that's particularly specid.”

He murmured a wordless assent and reached his head around to her ears. From the way she
quivered in his arms, moaned, and stamped her feet, the book had been right.

He licked them gently, teesngly, not hurrying. They had a ddirioudy spicy taste. Symrugtar
moaned as B bent to his task, darting his tongue into them. Her fingers raked at his back, drawing blood
through his shirt,

"Eminger," she hissed, and then said his name again, raling it with her tongue as if it was a
sacred thing to be chanted. "Prince of a distant land,” she added, voice rigng in sudden urgency, "show
mewhat it is to know the love of a man.”

Her unbound hair swirled around them, its tresses moving a her unspoken bidding, tearing at his
dathing like dozens of smdl, ingstent hands. They were darding each other as his shirt was tugged open,
moving toward the bed.

Suddenly Symrustar moaned again and said, "l can wait no longer. My mouth-Elminger, kiss my
mouth!”

Thar lips met, and then their tongues. And El faced the attack he'd been expecting.

The bright sparks of a gpdl seemed to streak through his mind, with her will racing right behind
them. Symrustar was seeking to control him, body and mind, to be her puppet, while she raked through
hismemories to learn dl she could . . . especidly human magic. Bl let her race and pierce and rummage
while he read what he wanted in her bared, open thoughts.

Gods, but she was a ruthless, evil creature. He saw a little obsidian statuette she'd prepared, and
how he'd been blamed for what befell. He saw her tresses coiling up to encirde his throat right now, to
throttle him if he tried to use any wesgpon againg her. He saw her schemes to entrap any number of eves
a court, from the Coronal to a certain rivd and suitor, Elandorr Waelvor, to High Court Mage
Earynspiar-the other court mage was dready hers, ensnared and manipulated, sent to attack someone
she dared not go up againg: the Srinshee!

Elminger dmogt struck her then, knowing that with a ample spell hed have power enough to
break her neck like atwig, har or no hair. Instead he rode the bright flare of hisrage into an iron hold on
her mind, damping down until she screamed soundlesdy in shock and horror. He cut off her sght into his
own memories with brutal haste, leaving her blinded and dazed, and held her that way as he reached out
with the power of the scepter her tresses had so deftly plucked away from him, and duplicated the body
switch spell the Srinshee had worked on him earlier.

Then he charged back into her mind, overwheming al semblance of reserve and control she had
left, and forcing her mind to stay open and vulnerable, her schemes, memories, and thoughts bared to
anyone who touched her. B brought her back to the peak of lugt, aching with need. Then he worked the
spdll, taking himsdlf to where Elandorr Waelvor stood languidly, glassin hand, in the midst of revery. He



whisked the df back to the hidden bower, thruging him into Symrugtar's arms, his lips to hers, and her
mind, with dl its treacheries and plans for him, bared to him.

H had alast glimpse of her wild eyes saring a Elandorr as she redized who he was and what he
was seeing in her mind as she kissed him, nude and two swift paces from her bed. As both dves diffened
and moaned in horror, their mouths and minds mated and open to each other, EImingter broke contact.

He was sanding in a softly lit space where Elandorr had been, in the midst of a handful of very
gartled dves. Others, who wore only bells on ther limbs, were dancing in the ar overhead, laughing
softly. Glasses of wine were soaring up to them like eager wasps, from trays floating in the midgst of a
group of jaded, bored evesin finery who'd been chatting about the decay of the redm in generd-until his
sudden appearance.

"You recdl Mythanthar's crazy schemes of ‘'mythas to shidd us dl? Why, ther-"

"When was a youth, we didn't indulge in such outrageous displ-"

"Wdl, what does she expect? Not every young armathor of the relm ca-"

Slencefdl asif every throat there had been cut by the same dash of a sword, and dl eyes turned
to look at onetal figurein their midg.

B faced them, a human mde with his clothes in disarray and a scepter in his hand. He was
breething heavily, and there was a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth where Symrugtar had bitten
it.

Elves were saring into his eyesin shock and angry recognition. "What did you do to Elandorr?*

"Hes dan Elandorr!”

"Blew him to nothingness-just as he did Arandron and Inchd and the others by the pool!"

"'Ware, dl! The human murderer isamong ud”

"Kill him! Kill him now, before he gets more of ud"

"For the honor of House Wadvor!"

"Say the human dog!"

Swords were flashing out on dl sdes, or being magicaly summoned from distant scabbards and
chambers to stle into ther owner's hands amid spdl glows, Bl spun around and cried out in a loud,
deep voice, "Elandorr lives-1've sent im to confront the murderess who dew everyone by the pool!"

"Hear the human!" sneered one df, blade glittering in his hand. "He mugt think us even folk smple
indeed, to beieve such adam!™

"I am innocent,” Elminger roared, and triggered the scepter. Bright fire burst forth in a ring
around him, griking aside blades and hurling their owners back.

"He has a court scepter! Thief!"

"He must've murdered one of the mages to get it! Kill the human!”

H shrugged and used the only spel he could, vanishing an ingant before hdf a dozen hurled
blades flashed through the spot where held stood.

Into the sudden silence, before the groans of disgppointment started, one old df sad dearly, "In
my time, younglings, we held trials before we drew our blades! A smple mindtouch will reved the truth!
If we find Mm guilty, then will be the time for blades!"

"Fdl dlent, father," another voice snapped. "Weve heard quite enough of how things should be
done, or were done in the old dawn days. Cannot you see that the humen is guilty?'

"Ilvran Sdorn,” another old voice said in outraged tones, "to think that the day would come when
I'd hear you speak to your gre like that! Are you not ashamed?”

"No," Ivran said dmogt savagely, halding up his sword. Its blade glimmered in the spdl light,
digplaying the scrap of doth trandfixed on it. "We have the human,”" he said in triumph, holding it high for
dl present to see. "With this, my magic can trace him. Well hunt him down before sunrise™

Eleven
ToHunt A Human



There is no beast more dangerous to hunt than a man forewarned-save one: a human
mage forewarned.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

He found himsdf standing in utter darkness, but it was darkness that smelted right. It was dank,
and there was open space dl around. He did something with his mind, and the scepter in his hand
blossomed into a soft green radiance.

The chamber at the heart of Castle Dlardrageth was empty. Only an area of cracked and melted
rubble- hed have to ask the Lady Oluevaera about that when the chance befdll-remained to show that he
and the Srinshee had been here. She'd taken the Coronal elsawhere.

Something flashed in the gloom above him and moaned softly past, swooping toward the far end
of the room. Bl amiled. Hdlo, ghosts.

He changed the light of the scepter to the purple-white glow that outlined magic. There! She had
left it!

Invisble indde three nested spheres of magicd concedment, floating inthe air just low enough for
him to reach, a little way dong one wadl, hung his spellbook. B amiled, said "Oluevaerd’ doud as he
touched the outermost sphere, and watched it met slently away. The second descended to his hand, and
he spoke the Srinshee's red name again-and a third time. When the last sphere mdted away, the book
fdl into his hands.

H made the scepter glow green again, thrust it between two stones of the wdl as high as he could
reach, and sat down under its radiance to study his spells. If he was going to be hunted by every
bloodthirsty young blood of Cormanthor, ‘twas best to have afull roster of ready magic to cdl upon.

* * % % %

"Tidings grow worse, Revered Lord." Uldrelyn Starym's voice was grave.

Lord Eltargrim looked up. "And how might they do that?' he asked quietly. "Sixty-three blades
were broken before me today.” His lips tightened in what might have been the wry beginnings of a amile
"That | know of, thus far."

The burly senior archmage of the Starym family ran a weary hand through his thinning white har
and replied, "Word comes from the Hallows that the human armathor has worked deadly megic there,
causng a blagt that destroyed the Narnpool and at least a dozen young lords and warriors who were
gathered there. Moreover, the Lady Symrustar and the Lord Elandorr have both vanished, and the heir
of House Waelvor was snatched by spdlls out of the midgt of folk he was spesking with, to be replaced
upon the ingant by the human-who protested his innocence but was widding a court scepter. When
menaced by the swords of some of the revelers he teleported away. None know where he is now, but
some of the warriors are hunting him with magic.”

In the shadows around the table a light-haired head snapped up, eyes catching fire. "My cousn
was with the Lord Elminger. They were dralling together when they left ug”

"Gently," the High Court Mage Earynspieir said from beside Amaranthae, putting a soothing hand
on her arm. "They could well have parted before these troubles began.”

"I know Symma," she said, turning to him, "and she planned to-to . . ." She blushed and looked
away, hiting her lip.

"To take the human lord to bed, in the private part of the Auglamyr gardens?' the Srinshee asked
quigtly. Amaranthae diffened, and the tiny sorceress added gently, "Don't bother to act scanddized, gil:
helf Cormanthor knows about her career.”

"We ds0 know something of the power of Symrugstar's magic,” Nagryndam Aladrarra sad
thoughtfully. "In fact, probably far more than she desires we know or suspect. | doubt the human lord has



spdls enough to do her harm, if they were in her bower, with al the magic she can cdl to hand there. If
the hunt mounted by these young fire brains leads them hence, they might be in danger.”

Amarantheae turned her head to look at the old mage, white to the lips. "Do you dders know
everything?"

"Enough to keep oursdves entertained,” the Srinshee said dryly, and Uldrelyn Starym nodded.

""Tis acommon mistake of the young and vigorous," he camly told the tabletop, "to believe their
elders have forgotten to see, or think, or remember things when what weve redly forgotten to do is
scare younglings into respecting us, thoroughly and often.”

The Lady Amaranthae moaned aoud, anxious and miserable. "Symma could be dead,” she
whispered, an ingant before the High Court Mage gathered her in his arms and said soothingly, "We shdl
go to the gardens now, to see for oursaves.”

"Yet if she's unharmed, shell be furious a our intruson,” Amaranthae protested.

The Corond looked up. "Tdl her the Corond ordered you to check on her safety, and let her
bring her fury to me" He smiled alittle sadly and added, "Where she's likdy to become logt in the crowd
of damoring complainants.”

Lord Earynspieir slently thanked the old ruler with his eyes as he rose and led the distraught
Lady Auglamyr away.

Lord Starym sad heavily, "The murders done by the human in our midst-or perceived by most
Cormanthans to be done by him, which at present holds out to us the same trouble-imperils your plan,
Revered Lord, to open the dty to other races. You know, Lord, as few can, how deeply my sster
lldilyntra fet againg this Opening. We of House Starym 4ill opposeit. By dl of our gods, | beseech you,
don't drive usinto doing so with force.”

"Lord Uldreiyn, | respect your counsd,” the Corond said softly, "as | have dways done. You are
the senior archmage of your House, one of the mightiest sorcerers in dl Faerun. Yet does that make you
mighty enough to withstand the swarming vigor of the most greed-goaded humans, whose magic grows
apace with each passing year? | dill beieve-and | urge you to think long and hard upon this, to see if you
redly can seize to, and hold, any other concluson-that we must ded with humankind on our terms now,
or be overwhdmed and daughtered by men sorming our gatesin a century or 0."

"I shdl think upon this" the Starym archmage said, bowing his head, "again. Yet | have done so
before, and not reached the same concluson as you did. Can it not be tha a Corond might be
mistaken?"

"Of course | can be wrong,” Eltargrim said with a Sgh. "I've been wrong many times before. Yet
| know more of the world beyond our forest than any other Cormanthan-save this young humen lad, of
course. | see forces dirring that to most senior Cormyth, as wdl as to our youth, seem mere fancies.
How often in the past few moons have | heard voices at court saying, 'Oh, but humans could never do
that!" What do they think humans are, lumps of stone? From time to time men hold something they cdl a
megefar-"

"Selling magic? Like a sort of bazaar?' The Starym's lips curled in disbdief and distaste.

"More like a House-gathering attended by many mages humans, gnomes, hafbloods, and even
eves from other lands than ours" the Corond explained, "though | believe some scrolls and rare magicd
components do change hands. But the burden of my song isthis at the last magefar | saw, in my days as
afar-wandering warrior, two human wizards engaged in a duel. The spdls they hurled fdl far short of our
High Magic, 'tis true. But they would adso have awed and shamed most sorcerers of Cormanthor! "Tis
always amigake to dismiss humans”

"All those of House Alastrarra would, | believe, support you on that,” Naeryndam put in. "The
humen Elminder wore the kiira more ably than our her has yet managed to. | mean no dur upon
Ornthalas, who will grow to command it, I'm sure, as ably as did lymbryl before him ... merdy that the
humean was swiftly capable.”

"Too capable, if dl these reports of desths are true” Uldreéyn murmured. "Very wel, we shdl
continue to disagree ami-"

The tabletop glowed with a sudden, sparkling radiance that was laced with the soft, caling notes



of adistant horn. Lord Starym stared down & it.

"My herdd approaches,”" the Corond explained. "When wards are raised, her passage awakens
such awamning.”

The Starym archmage frowned. " 'Her'?" he asked. "But sur-"

The door of the chamber opened by itsdf, admitting a cloud of swirling flames of the palest green
and white. It rose and thinned as Lord Uldrelyn stared at it, dwindling swiftly into a flickering degth to
reved a its heart an dven lady who wore a hdm and a mottled gray cloak. "Hall, great Corond," she
sadin gregting.

"What news, Lady Herdd?'

"The hair of House Echorn has been found dead atop Druindar's Rock-dain in spell-battle, 'tis
thought,” the herdd said gravely. "House Echorn beseeches you to dlow them vengeance.”

The Corond's lips thinned. "On whom?*

"The human armathor Elminger of Athdantar, dayer of Demuth Echorn.”

The Corona dapped the table. "He's a lone human, not an dementd whirlwind! How could he
ded degth in the backlands and in the Hallows, too?"

"Perhaps”" Lord Uldrayn told the tabletop, "being a human, he's swiftly capable.”

As Naeryndam Aladtrarra gave him a disgusted 100k, the Srinshee surprised them dl by saying,
"Ddmuth's own spdl dew him. | farscryed the fray; he lured EImingter from his studies and sought to day
the human, who worked a magic that returned Delmuth's attacks upon his own head. Knowing this, the
Echorn made the mistake of trugting in his own mantle, and proceeded with his attack. Elminger pleaded
with him to make peace, but was rebuffed. Thereisno fault to avenge; Demuth died through Dd-muth's
scheme and Delmuth's hurled spell.”

"An unherdded human? Defeat an her of one of the oldest Houses of the redm?' Uldreyn
Starym was dearly shocked. He stared at the Srinshee in dishdief, but when she merdy shrugged, he
shook his head and said findly, "All the more reason to stop humean intrusions now."

"What answer shdl | take back to House Echorn?' the herad asked.

"Thet Ddmuth was responsible for his own degth," the Corond replied, "and that this has been
attested to by a senior archmage of the redm, but that | shal investigate further.”

The Lady Herad went to one knee, cdled up her whirling flames about hersdf once more, and
went out.

"When you do catch this EImingter, his brains may run like wax merdy from dl the truth-scrying,”
Lord Uldreyn observed.

"If the young bloods leave us enough of him to do anything with," Naeryndam replied.

The Starym gmiled and shrugged. "When," he asked the Corond, "did you acquire a Lady
Herdd? | thought Mlartlar was herad of Cormanthor.”

"Hewas," the Coronal said grimly, "until he thought himsdf a better swordsman than his Corondl.
Your House is not the only one opposed to my plan of Opening, Lord Starym.”

"So where did you find her?" Uldreyn asked quietly. "With dl due respect, the office of herdd
has dways been held by one of the senior families of the relm.”

"The herdd of Cormanthor,” the Srinshee told Uldreiyn's favorite spot on the tabletop, "mus bear
foremogt loydty to the Corona-a qudity unatainable today, it seems, in the three Houses who hold
themselves to be senior in the redm.”

"I resent that," the Lord Starym said softly, hisface going pale.

"Three of the People were approached,” the Srinshee told him firmly. "Two declined, one very
ruddy. The third-Glardd, of your House, Lord-accepted, and was tested. What we found in his mind is
amatter between himsdf and us, but when he knew we'd learned it, he tried to strike down mysdf and
Lord Earynspieir with spdls”

"Glarald?" Uldrelyn Starym's voice was fla with dishelief.

"Yes, Uldrayn: Glarad of the easy amiles. Do you know how he hoped to defeat us and deceive
usin the firg place? He took one of the forbidden enchantments from the tomb of Felaern Starym, and
dtered it to control not merdly wands and scepters from afar-such as your own storm scepter, which I'm



afrad was destroyed in our dispute-but minds. The minds of two unicorns and one young sorceress of
House Dree."

Lord Starym's face was ashen now. "I-I can scarce believe . . . hisbeloved, Alas?'

"I doubt his affections for her ran dl that deep,” the Srinshee told im dryly, "but he did daly with
her long enough to work a blood spdll-another forbidden magic, of course-and so enthrdl her to cast
spdls a his bidding. The Lady Aubaudameira Dree, or 'Alas’ as you know her, attacked the Lord
Earynspieir in the midgt of our invedtigation.”

The Starym lord shook his head in dumbfounded disbdief. The Coronal and Naeryndam both
nodded slent confirmation of the words of the sorceress.

"Her spells were formidable,” the Srinshee continued. "Our High Court Mage owes his life to my
meagic. As does Glarad, for Alais wasn't pleased with him after | broke his thral. "Twas the unicorns that
did it; once my spdlls shook him, he couldn't control their restive natures, and his entire linkage collapsed.
So it was that the Coronal gained anew Lady Herdd."

"That was Alas?' Lord Uldreilyn breathed, sheking his head and gesturing at the door whence the
Herdd had departed. "But she was much more-ah ..."

"Ludhly curved than our Lady Herdd?' the Srinshee finished his question crisply. "Indeed. You
saw her when she was dready in thrdl, and had been forced to change her body to please Glardd's
tastes."

The Starym lord closed his eyes and shook his head again, as if to will away this unwelcome
news. "Does Glardd yet live?' he asked dowly.

"He does," the Corond said gravely. "Though wounded deeply in hiswits. The unicorns were not
gentle, and he seized upon one of the scepters when his control was dready falling, and sought to turn it
on them; they hurled its effects back upon him. He is currently in hiding, wrestling with his shame, a
Thurdan's Tree at the southern edge of the rem.”

"But you've not told me of thid" Lord Uldrelyn snapped. "Wh-"

"Hold" the Srinshee snapped, just as fiercaly. His mouth dropped open in surprise.

"I've had quite enough, Lord," shetold hmin controlled tones, "of the grest Houses of the redim
snaling about their rights-in this case, privacy of minds and of the doings of their individuas-whenever
Corond or Court require something of them . . . and then expecting us to break those rights whenever it
persondly suits them. So we are not to pry into your doings, my lord, or those of your warriors or steeds
or cats-but we are to reved the doings of another of your House to you? He's not your son or herr, and if
he chooses not to confide in you himsdf, that-as you and speakers from House Echorn and House
Wadvor have so cuttingly reminded us, on severa occasions-is none of our &far.”

Uldrayn sat saring a her, stunned.

"You," the Srinshee went on, "have been dmogt panting to ask me about the disappearance of
my wrinkles since firs we met this even, and cudgding your wits for a way to politdy dide a query into
our converse, so that you don't have to ask me directly. You know it is none of your affar. You respect
the rule, and expect us to respect it, too, until our observance inconveniences you, whereupon you
demand we break it. And yet you wonder why the Court regards the three senior Houses in particular,
and dl of the important Houses en masse, as foes."

The Starym lord blinked at her, Sighed, and sat back. "I-1 cannot discount your words, nor parry
them,” he said heavily. "In this, we are guilty."

"As for Glardd's schemes-in particular, his ambitious, creative, and whaly forbidden use of
megic," the Srinshee went on inexorably, "this is the sort of thing our young bloods are up to, My Lord
Uldrelyn, while you and your kith gt around decrying our dreams of Opening, and dinging to fase
nations of the purity and noble nature of our People.”

"Do you want to be toppled from within, great Lord, or stormed from without?' Naeryndam
Alastrarra asked mildly, tracing a circle on the part of the table-top that had listened so atentively to
Uldreyn earlier.

The Lord Starym glared a him, but then dghed and said, "I'm dmost convinced, ligening to you
three, that the elder Houses of the reelm are its chief villains and peril. Almogt. The fact remains that you,



Revered Lord, dlowed a human into our midgt, here in the very heart of the relm-and since his arrivd
we have seen death upon degth in a wave of violence unmatched since the last orc horde was foalish
enough to test our borders. What are you going to do about it before there are more deaths?!

"There is dmost nothing | can do before more deaths occur,” the Corond told him sadly. "The
fire brains who were at the reve when Elandorr disappeared are hunting the human as we speak. If they
find him, someone will find death, too."

"And that death will, | fear, belad at your door,” said Uldreiyn Starym. "With the others."

Bltargrim nodded. "Thet, my lord," he said weaily, "is what it means to be Corond of
Cormanthor. Sometimes | think the elder Houses of the redm forget that.”

One of the ves came to a hdt so swiftly that his flowing hair svung out in front of him like two
tusks. "That's the Ghost Castle of Dlardrageth!”

"And 07" Ivran Sdorn asked coally. "Afrad of ghodts, are we?'

Y et they had stopped, and some of the young bloods were looking at Ivran uneedly.

"My sretold meit bears aterible curse” Tlannatar Wrathtree said rdluctantly, "bringing ill luck -
and miscast magics - upon any who enter.”

"The ghosts that lurk there,” another df put in, "can claw you no matter what blade or spdl you
use againg them.”

"What utter leaf-rotting lies" Ivran laughed. "Why, Ylyndar Starscatter brought his ladies here for
loving SX summers running. Who'd do thet if the ghosts were a bother?”

"Aye but Ylyndar's one of the most wild-witted mages in dl Cormanthor! He even believes in
old Mythanthar's mythdd And didn't one of hisladiestry to eat her own hand?"

Ivran made a rude sound. "As if that has anything to do with yon castlel” He laughed agan,
tossed his blade in the ar and caught it, and added, "Wel, you weak-knees can please yoursaves, but
I'm going to cut me alittle human into pieces | can present to His High Fool-wits the Coronal, and House
Wadvor, and hang up in the Sdorn trophy lodge!™

He et off at arun again, waving his sword around his head and hooting. After a few moments of
uncertain hestation, Tlannator followed, and two others trotted off on his heds. Another pair of dves
looked at each other, shrugged, and followed more cautioudy. Thet left three. They exchanged looks,
shrugged, and followed.

* k *k k %

Elminger looked up sharply. A metd sword blade ringing off stone has a particular sound.
Didinctive enough to make a hunted human rise, close his spellbook, and stand ligening intently. Then he
gmiled. One df hissing curses a another has a diginctive sound too.

He tried to remember what the Srinshee had told him about the layout of this place. The castle
was... nothing, beyond the news that this chamber was 'at its heart.” Hmm. The dves hunting hm could
be three breaths away, or an hour's hard dimbing and peering. That they were hunting him was certain;
why else would one of them want another to keep quiet?

B stood there, spellbook under his am, thinking hard. He could trandocate away-once-by
cdling on the scepter, but he hadn't had a chance to regain his own teleport spdl yet. The only place in
Cormanthor he could think of to go was the Vault of Ages, and who knew what defenses it would have
to prevent thieves just teporting in and out? To hide would be best. The more blood that ended up on
his hands, the harder for his friends here to stay his friends, to let him stay, and to carry out whatever
work Mystra had planned for him. Agile, dert eves, however, weren't the easest falk to hide from.
Mystra had given him one daying spdll, not a dozen. He'd have to plunge into the midst of a roused and
ready band of human-hunters, to touch one and day.

A ghodly form swooped past him, tralling a faint echoing sound that might have been wild
laughter, and the last prince of Athaantar grinned suddenly. Of course! Take ghost form!

He took two quick steps to see where the ghost disappeared to this time, and was rewarded:
high up on onewadl was a crevice. Far too amdl for him, but not too amdl for a spellbook.



If he cast the spdl as Myrjada had shown him, he could shift back and forth between solid and
wraith-like form for brief periods-becoming his solid, normd sdf for no more than nine breaths a atime,
or less. Longer would bresk the spdll, and his fourth time becoming solid would aso end the megic.

H became a flitting shadow and soared adoft. As he rose to the crevice, there came a sauffing
sound from somewhere nearby, asif a boot had dipped on rock. Evidently he hadn't any time to waste.

Something dark but pale-faced rushed out of the gloom at him, sseemingly enraged. E amost
tumbled and fdl in fright, but then ducked aside. The ghost looped once, impressively, then scudded on
out of 9ght around a corner, heading for other rooms. Evidently the Dlardrageth ghosts liked wraithlike
intruders even less than solid mortals.

Reaching the crevice, B drifted ingde. It opened into a amdl, cramped room-the remnants of a
much larger chamber whaose roof had long ago collapsed. There were bones under the rubble here, dven
bones, and B doubted the ghosts would leave him doneif he took up residence in here for long. Still, he
hadn't much choice. As he peered around, the air seemed to fill with a fant purplish haze. What was it?
Magic, aye, but what?

Whatever it was, he fdt no different, and was dill a weightless flying shadow. He drifted to the
other end of the little room.

Beyond its far wadl, through the socket holes that had once held beams, a ghost could reach
another huge chamber-this one open to the sky, and holding the firgt cautious df, scrambling in over some
rubble with sword raised. Ivran Sdorn, if EI's memory served him rightly; a blood-hungry youngling.

There was a jagged hole a one end of the collgpsed room through which he could plunge, if he
fdt like dying on broken stones below. Through it, B could see the route that linked the open chamber
where Ivran was, and the room where held been sudying. The hole opened onto a cascade of rubble
that spilled down into a round room once at the base of a now-falen tower. A passage ran out of lvran's
room into an antechamber, and thence through the tower room. From there a narrow, rubble-choked
passage linked up with the room El's spellbook ill lay in. The route was not a long one, and Ivran-bold
and eager-was moving swiftly.

Thet |eft a certain Athdantan boy very little time. El went to his kneesin the room with the bones,
turned solid, and yanked down his breeches.

His one legacy of histhieving days was what he dways wore under his dothes: along, thin waxed
black cord, wound round and round his midriff. He uncoiled it now and hurled most of it out the crevice,
tying its other end to the splintered end of a celing beam in the little room with the bones. Holding his
breeches up with one hand. Bl became awraith again, and returned to his spellbook.

As he became solid and hedtily tied the free end of the cord around and around the book, the
gedthy sounds coming dong the passages told him that Ivran and the other searchers were dready
entering the tower room: afew paces in the right direction and they'd be able to see him here, feverishly
tying alength of cord around a book with his pants around his ankles.

He became awraith again and dmogt legpt into the air, soaring up and into the crevice just as fast
as he could fly.

Back in the room with the bones, B turned solid once more and hauled on his cord, gasping in his
haste. He didn't have long to work before he'd break the magic, so the moment the spellbook was safdy
up in the crevice, the dust of its passage 4ill drifting out from the wal in a betraying cloud, he had his
breeches belted and was a ghostly shadow again, leaving the book and the tangle of cord to ded with
leter.

As athing of gray emptiness, he peered out of the crevice. Ivran was just entering the chamber
where hed been sudying. The df had noticed the dust drifting down. B pulled in his shadowy head
hedtily before any df might look up and see him, and floated in the darkness, trying to think what to do
next. The eves would probably determine that, of course, by what they did.

A moment later, Bl was spinning in the collgpsed room, sheking and chilled, and the ghost that
hed caused his upset by rushing through him-the real ghost-was moaning its way back down into the
chamber full of elves.

There were shouts from below, and the flash of a spdl. B amiled grimly and set forth from the



beam holes into the other chamber, to drift around the castle and learn just what he was facing.

His discoveries were not heartening. The castle was an impressve ruin, but it was dill a ruin. The
only unblocked wel was in the tower room held seen dready. No less than nine eves, with swords
drawvn and an unknown number of spels up ther deeves, were prowling through the once-splendid
fortress of the Dlardrageth. At least three ghosts were fallowing them like shadowy bats, ducking and
diving but unable to do any red harm.

The red problem, however, were the four dven mages stting together on a hill not far from the
ruin, and the mighty glamer they'd cast over the entire area. It was the source of the haze that had
appeared when held entered the little room, and the castle was now completdy surrounded by it.

B drifted back insde, sought the little room, and turned solid again. His shoulder-blades settled
into hard rubble, and he sghed as quiglly as he could; his ghost form was gone for good now.

Drawing the scepter from his belt, he thrust it up into the air, and cautioudy awakened its powers.
Thetingling that ran dong hisfingers told him that the elves were usng magic that could detect any use of
the scepter-something a shout from somewhere below underscored immediately-but the scepter did what
he needed it to do. In soring a duplicate of the purplish fidd envdoping the cadtle, it told E what the
dame was award fidd that would twigt a teleport spell or any other trandocationd magic into ravaging
fire insde the body of the teleport-spell cagter.

He was trapped in the castle unless he could dip out on foot or memorize another ghost-shape
gpdl-or fight his way out on foot, through dl those eager dven swordsmen, to run draight into the
waiting spells of those four mages. All of them were ready for the dusive human to appear, eager to
destroy him.

H considered what to do next. The scepter was off and in his belt again, and he was lying on his
back in near-darkness, amid rubble, crumbling dven bones, and the tangles of a cord tied to his
gpellbook, with the sagging wreckage of a collgpsed cealing inches from his nose. The exploring dves
were back in the room held been dudying in just below him, now, speculaing doud about where he
might be hiding, and dirring around with ther blades in the rubble. The use of the scepter had told them
he was very near; soon enough they'd think of digging ... or dimbing.

"Mysdra" ElIminder breathed, dosng his eyes, "ad me now. There are too many of them, too
much magic; if | seek battle now, many will die. What should | do? Guide me, Greet Lady of Mysteries,
that | set no foot wrong in thisjourney to serve ye™

Was it hisimaginaion, or was he floating now, rigng an inch or so above the rubble? His prayer
seemed to be ralling out into vast, dark distances in his mind- and something black seemed to be coming
back to him out of that void, spinning end over end as it approached. Something smooth, glossy, and
amdl, tumbling-the kiiral The lore-gem of House Alastrarral

Waant it firmly on the brow of Ornthaas Alastrarra right now? It raced right a him, growing to
impossible sze, enveoping him. He was spirding around its dark interior, now, racing dong the ingde of
its curves. Thismus be his memory of the kiira, with its sea of memories.

Oh dear Mystra, preserve me! That thought made him see a rushing wave of chaos-ghostly and
imperfect, mind-echoes of what he recdled from the gem now torn from him, but plunging a him dl the
same. He tried to turn and run, but no matter how hard he struggled, everywhere he ran was toward the
rushing wave of memoaries. It was amost upon hintit broke over him!

"That babbling-that's humen tak! He mugt be up there somewhere” The words were dvidh;
deep, booming echoes that seemed to come from dl around him.

In the shrieking, blinding chaos that followed those desfening words Elminger Aumar spat blood
from nose and mouth and eyes and ears, and went down, drifting, into dark oblivion . ..

Twelve
The Stag At Bay

The most dangerous moment in the hunt is when the stag turns, at bay, to trade his life for
as many hunters as he can. Elven magic customarily turns such moments into mere glimpses of



magnificent futility. But what would such moments be, | wonder, if the stag had strong magic,
too?

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Slver Blades And Summer Nights

An Informa But True History of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of the Harp

"It's coming for me! Blagt it!"

The voice was dven and terrified; it drew Elmingter up out of floating darkness soaked in swest,
to find himsdlf dill lying in the little room with the even bones.

There was a roar of flame off to hisright, and a stabbing tongue of fire licked the collapsed cdling
above his nose for one scorching moment. B narrowed his eyes to dlits, trying to see; one Sde of his face
fet blistered.

When he trusted hissight again, he looked in that direction. The fire was gone. Three soft globes
of radiance were drifting beyond the crevice, high in the ar of the room where held been sudying. By
their light he could see the df who'd cried out. He was standing on empty ar, sword in hand, near his
crevice. Levitating, not flying fredy. Swooping around him, just out of reach of his vanly dashing and
stabbing blade, was one of the Dlardrageth ghodgts; the fire spell hurled from below had falled to destroy
it.

If common or eesly crafted spdls could fdl the ghodly remnants of House Dlardrageth, of
course, they'd have dl been destroyed long ago, and some ambitious fledgling House would be dweling
inthis castle now. There was little chance any of the young dves here today had the power to destroy a
Dlardrageth ghost.

On the other hand, the swooping, flitting ghost could probably do little more then frighten living
elves-and one of those dves was within easy distance of hurling a deadly sodl a Elminger, even if the
opening between them was too amdl to dlow any df to enter.

H reached out and cautioudy, quietly picked up his spellbook. He'd just have to drag the tangle
of cord attached to it around with him for now, as he crept as far dong this room as he could, away from
the crevice.

Though he fdt like hed been torn gpart and been put back together again, piece by agonizing
piece, Mystra had come to his aid. Shed dragged him through a thousand tangled Alastrarran
haf-memories to what his mage's mind had remembered clearly, at the va depths of his recdl: the spdlls
the lore-gem had hdd.

Theréd been one held dared not use; its price was too high. Empowering it would strip three of
the most powerful spells from his memory and drain something from the scepter as wdl. . . but now it
was needful he do so.

With a sgh, Elminger did what had to be done, shuddering slently as sparks seemed to wash
and flow through his mind, stripping spdls away. Thankfully, he did not have to awaken the scepter again
to drain power from it. When the new spell shone bright and ready within him, Bl found the deepest niche
he could, in a far corner of the collgpsed room, and wedged his precious spellbook into it. Taking the
cord held stripped from his tome, he checked that its other end was 4ill secure about the splintered stub
of the cdlling beam, tossed its coils down the cascade of stones into the tower room, and dipped down it
as quidtly as he could.

Inevitably stones rolled and bounced, but the levitating df was snarling so much in his battle with
the ghost that no one heard the little clatterings. Bl reached the bottom, rolled up cord until he had a
subgtantid bundle, tied it to itsdf to keep the mass together, and threw the thing back up the fdlen rocks
ashigh and far as he could, hoping it'd not be seen.

W, not without someone flying, or a very bright light, he judged, studying it. Drawing a deep
breath, he started his firg cagting: a ample shidding, like hed used againg Demuth. It was time to face
Ivran's merry band of blood hunters.



His cadting warned the dves that magic was being unleashed, of course, and there was an
immediate, excited roar from the room they'd been searching. They'd be coming dong the narrow
passage soon; it was time to greet them.

Elmingter showed himsdf at the mouth of that passage just long enough to make sure of one thing:
the levitating df wasn't trying to find any caling route anywhere, but was descending as fast as he could.
Good. H gave the foremost df a merry wave, and waited.

"Hewaved at me" that df said anxioudy, and stopped.

The one behind him-Tlannatar Wrathtree, as it happened-gave him a nudge with the flat of his
sword, and snarled, "Go on!"

Thedf hedtated. El gave hm agrin that mugt have showed every tooth he possessed, and made
an dmogt amorous beckoning gesture.

Thedf stopped, and started to scramble back. "He-"

"I don't care!" Ivran barked, from the room behind. "I don't care if he's grown dwarven-dunged
gossamer wingsd Movel™

"Go on!" Tlannatar added, giving another shove with his sword. He did not use the fla thistime.

The less-than-brave df shrieked and sumbled hastily ahead. B took one last glance down that
passage-it was S0 tempting to hurl a lightning bolt now, but one of them was sure to have a mantle that
would reflect such things-and backed away. He went across the tower room to its other passage, to
gtand within its opening. Almost none of these noble Cormanthans seemed to have bows; they left that
weapon to their common warriors, thank Mystra. Or Corellon. Or Solonor Theandira, the hunting god.
Or whomever.

Sill, hed have to time this perfectly; hed committed himsdf now, and would only get one
chance. He waited, amiling grimly, for Tlannatar as well as the fearful df in the lead to scramble out into
the tower room and see him before he turned and sprinted down the linking passages, hurrying for the
shattered chamber through which the hunters hed firg entered the castle.

"I this doesn't work, Mystra" he remarked pleasantly, as he ran, "youll have to send someone
ese into Cormanthor to be your Chosen. If you want to be gentle on whoever that is, sdect an df,
hmm?*

Mystra gave no sgn that she'd heard, but by then B was out into the shattered chamber, and
heading for arock pile at its center. The elves, running fast, weren't far behind.

H found his spot and spun to face them, assuming an anxious expresson and rasing his hands as
if uncertain which spell to hurl. The blood hunters came racing into the chamber, waving ther blades, and
howled their way to a hdlt.

The df who'd been fird in the narrow passage said uncertainly, "This doesn't look right-he wasn't
S0 fearful before. Thismus be a tr-"

"Slencd” Ivran Sdorn snarled, shoving the speaker aside. The fearful df dipped on fdlen stones
and dmog fdl, but Ivran paid no attention. It was his moment of glory; he was swaggering toward
Elminger with leisurdy grace, dmog dancing on the tips of his toes as he came. "So, humen rat," he
sneered, "cornered at lagt, are you?'

"You are," Elminger agreed with a smile The fearful df raised a fresh cry of darm, but Ivran
hissed, "Be still!" a him, and then turned back to favor Elminger with a mirthless amile,

"You hary barbarians think yoursdves clever," he remarked, eyes glittering, "and you are-too
clever. Unfortunately, in the haf-witted, cleverness breeds insolence. You've certainly shown us ample
supplies of that, being insolent enough to think you can daughter the heirs of no less than ten Houses of
Cormanthor- eleven, if we count Alastrarra, whose lore-gem you wore when you came trotting into our
midgt; who's to say you didn't murder lymbryl to get it?and pay no price. Some who hold the rank of
armathor serve Cormanthor diligently dl their lives and day fewer foes than you have aready.”

With exaggerated apparent surprise, lvran Sdorn looked around & his companions, and then
back to Elminder. "See? There are many more, here. What a splendid opportunity to add to your score!
Why do you not attack? Are you scared, perhaps?’

Elminder lifted hislipsin a haf-amile. "Violence has never been Mystrals way."



"Oh, 07" Ivran said, his voice high and incredulous. "Whét then was that blast by the pool? A
natural occurrence, perhaps?’

With a tight, wolfish amile, he motioned the other eves to encircle Elminder; keeping a safe
distance, they did so, slently and amiling. Then the leader of these blood hunters turned back to his
quarry and said, "Let me tdl you the hers you've dan, oh most mighty of armathors Wadlvor, and a
bloody harvest by the poal: Yeschant, Amarthen, Ibryiil, Gwadon, Tassarion, Ortaure, Bdlas, and, |
hear from our mages, Echorn and Auglamyr, too!"

Ivran advanced again, dowly, tassng his long, dim blade into the air and catching it in a fluid,
restless juggling that B knew meant held throw it soon. "Just one of those heirsto say nothing of the
dozen or s0 servants and house blades you've feled, dong the way-would be more than enough to buy
your desth, humen. Just one! So now we have you a last, and face the difficult problem of how to
fittingly day you ten times over ... or should it be deven?’

Ivran came 4ill closer. "Two of the gdlants you dew were close friends of mine And dl of us
here are saddened by the loss of the Lady Symrustar, whose promise has warmed us dl for three
seasons now. You took these from us, human worm. Have you anything futile to say on your own behaf?
Something to entertain us as we hack you down?!"

As he screamed these last words, Ivran charged, hurling his blade in a sivery blur. It was meant
to dash El's hand and ruin any spdllcasting, before the other eves-legping in from dl sides now-reached
him.

Smiling grimly, EIminger worked the spell, and became a rising, railing column of white sparks.
Charging dves crashed through him and into each other, blades hiting deep. Elves arched in agony, and
screamed, or coughed around the hilts of deeply driven blades, and poured out their blood upon the
stones.

The whirling column of sparks began to drift away, heading for the passage B had entered by.
Snaling and panting, with two blades that were not his sanding out of his body, Ivran cried, "Say the
human! Use the swordpoint spel!™

His last word was choked off by blood bubbling forth, and an df who streamed blood from a
dash on his forehead-the one who'd been so fearful, earlier- hastened to the staggering Ivran, his hands

gdowing with hedling magic.

Tlannatar Wrathtree followed his leader's bidding, shouting, "I have the spdl! Throw your blades
"

Obediently those eves who 4ill could hurled swords and daggers into the air above their heads.
The spdll, which was meking blue-white stars of force flare and twinkle around Tlannatar's hands, snared
those hurled blades and sent them across the chamber in a deadly stream, point-fird.

The whirling white column of sparks and light paused at the entrance to the passage, and the
hurled blades swerved in ther flight to go around it, picking up speed, and then spray out back across the
room like a deadly hal of darts, flung in random directions. Tlannatar cried out as one took him in the
ear, and toppled over with his mouth gill open; it would gape, now, forever. Ivran, hed up by his hedler,
took onein the throat and spat blood at the cdling in a lagt, dying stream, and another df fdl, far across
the room, with a sword right through him. He took two staggering steps toward the rock pile held been
seeking as cover, then collgpsed across it, and did not move again.

When the column that had been the human armathor whirled away down the passage and sllence
fdl over the room, the fearful df looked around. Of them dl, only he gill stood, though someone was
moaning and moving feebly by one wall.

Dazed by grief, he sumbled in that direction, hoping the one heding el he had left would be
enough. By thetime he got there, the body was dill and slent. He shook it and whispered its name, but
life hed fled.

"How many of us" he asked the empty room in a trembling voice, "does it take to buy the life of
one human? Father Corellon! How many?”

Raw power was surging through Elminger-more than hed ever known outsde Mystras
embrace-and he was feding stronger, warmer, and mightier by the second. As he spun, the purple-hued



glamer spun by the mages was being sucked down into him, giving him its energy . . . wild, unleashed,
and wonderful!

Laughing uncontrollably, Bl fet himsdf growing taler and brighter, as he rose from the shattered
base of the fdlen tower.

He was conscious of the four mages scrambling up and shouting in fear. He spun in thar
direction, drunk with power, hungry to day, and destroy, and-

The mages were cagting something in unison. B leaned toward them, trying to get there before
they could fleg, or do whatever e they were trying to do, but his spinning form couldn't hurry. He tried
to bend over, to sweep at them, but couldn't hold the shape, as his spinning whirled him upright again. He
was dodng on them now, he was-

Too late. The four elves swept ther hands down by their sides-hands that trailed fire-and stood
watching him expectantly. They were not flesing or even looking darmed.

An indant later, Faerun exploded, and B fdt himsdf being wrenched apart and hurled in dl
directions, like dry grass spun away by agde wind. "Mysra" he cried, or tried to, but there was nothing
but the roaring and the light, and he was fdling . . . many of him were fdling, onto many treetops. ..

* * % % %

"And then what happened?' High Court Mage Earynspieir's voice was thin with anger and
exagperation. Why, oh Cordlon tdl me why, did the younger bloods of the redm have to be such
bloodthirsty fools?

The trembling even mage facing him started to cry, and went to his knees, pleading for hislife

"Oh, get up,” Lord Earynspier sad disgustedly. "It's done, now. Youre sure the human is
dead?'

"We blasted him to nothing, L-lord,” one of the other mages blurted out. "I've been scrying for
magic use and invishle creatures snce then, and have seen no evidence of ether.”

Earynspieir nodded dmost absently. "Who survived, out of the whole band that went in there?"

"Rothdoe Tyrnedladhdlu, Lord. He-he bears no wound, but hasn't stopped crying yet. He may not
be wel in hiswits"

"So we have eght dead and a ninth suffering,” the High Court Mage said coldly, "and you four
unhurt and triumphant.”" He looked at the ruined castle. "And no body of the foe, to be sure he is dead.
Truly, a gresat victory."

"Wadl, it was!" the fourth mage shouted, erupting in sudden fury. "I didn't see you here, sanding
boot-to-boot with us, hurling Sodlls a the Heirdayer! He came boailing up out of that castle like some sort
of god, a deadly column of fire and sparks a hundred feet high and more, spitting off spdls in Al
directions Most wouldve fled, I swear-but we four stood and kept our cam and took him down! And-"
he looked around at dl of the glent, somber faces around him, court mages and sorceresses and guards,
these last dl heroes of earlier wars, their aged faces expressonless, and finished lamdy,"-and I'm proud
of what we did."

"I gathered that," Earynspier sad dryly. "Sylmae? Holone? Truth-scry these four ... and
Tyrndadhdlu, to see how much of awreck his mind is. We need to know the truth, not how windy their
boasting can be." He turned away as the sorceresses nodded.

As the sorceresses advanced, one of the mages raised his hands. Red rings of fire encircled them,
and he said warningly, "Keep back, wenches."

Sylmae's mouth crooked. "Youll look rather less handsome wearing those flame hoops on your
backside, puppy. Dispense with this nonsense, or in the next three paces or so Holone and I'll grow
weary of it."

"You dare to truth-scry me? The hair of a House?"

Sylmee shrugged. "Of course. In this, we act with the Corond's authority.”

"What authority?' the mage sneered as he retreated a step, the flamehoops 4ill blazing about his
hands. "The whole reslm knows that the Coronal's gone mad!”



The High Court Mage turned around dowly, a dim but menacing figure in his black robe, and
sad gravely, "After your behind eats those flame hoops you're so fond of, Sdgauth Cathdeiryn, and
you've been thoroughly truth-scryed, you will be conducted under guard to the Coronal. Y ou will then be
free to make that observation to our Revered Lord himsdf. If you're feding a trifle more prudent then at
present, you may be wise enough to do so politey.”

Gaan Goadulphyn looked at the surface of the pool one last time, and sighed. Had he been less
proud, there might have been tears, but he was a warrior of Cormanthor, not one of these weak-knees,
the prancing and overperfumed lispers whom the high noble Houses of the redlm were pleased to cdl
heirs. He was like stone, or old treeroot. He would endure without complaint and rise again. Someday.

The picture the pool disolayed was not insiring. His face was a mask of old, dried blood, the
fineline of his jaw marred where a flgp of torn skin had bonded in its dangling state, meking his chin
suare as a human's. Thetip of one ear was missing, and his hair was as matted as a dead spider's legs,
much of it stuck in the dark scabs that covered the raw furrows the rocks had gouged out of his head.

Gdan looked back at the pool. His lips curved in an unlovedly smile as he-siiffly-made a forma
bow in its direction. Then he turned and booted a stone into its tranquil heart, shattering the smooth
surface with muddy ripples.

Feding much better, he checked the hilts of his sword and dagger to be sure they were loose and
ready in thair scabbards, and set off through the forest once more. His gut growled a him more than
once, reminding him that one can't egt coins.

It was two days steady travel through the trees to the waymoot of Assamboryl, and a day
beyond that to Six Thorns. The hours seemed longer without Athtar's endless inanities. Not that he wasn't
enjoying the redive quiet, for once-though he was so diff, and whatever hed hurt in his right thigh
stabbed with such burning pain, that he was sumping dong through the moss and dead leaves like a
dumsy humen.

Thankfully few folk dwet hereabouts, because of the stirges. There was one flitting dong in the
trees right now, keeping well away but following his travel.

Hmmph. It must not be thirstly just now-but if he was heading toward dl of its relatives, old Gaan
the Galant might be no more than a sack of empty skin before nightfall.

Cheery thought, that.

A mushroom floa rose up from behind a ferny bank on his left. His nose twitched. It was piled
high with fresh limecaps, their mottled brown stems oozing the white sap that meant they'd just been
harvested. His ssomach growled again-and without thought he snatched a few and thrust them to his
mouth.

"Ho!"

In his weary hunger, held forgotten that mushroom floats need someone to pull them. Or push
them, as the angry-looking df at the other end of this float was doing, getting his harvest aboveground in
good time for washing and sorting. The df snatched out a dagger, and swegpt it up for a throw.

Gdan took it out of hisfingers for imwith his own fast-hurled dagger, and followed it up with a
duck under the float and a lunge up the other side, sword point fird.

The df screamed and scrambled backwards, fetching up againg a tree. Galan rose up in front of
himwith dow, slent menace, putting the point of his blade to the farmer's throat.

The terrified df began to gabble, pleading and wildly unfolding dl sorts of friendly information
about his name, hislineage, his ownership of this mushroom den, the fine 'shrooms it produced, the finer
wesether they'd been having latdly, and-

Gdan gave him an unlovely amile, and raised a hand. The df misnterpreted the gesture.

"Of course, human lord! Please forgive my tardiness in understanding your needs! | have little,
being but a poor farmer, but it is yours-al yourd™" With frantic fingers the farmer undid his belt, did off its
pouch, and presented it to Galan in trembling fingers, as his loose, baggy mucking-breeches fell to his
ankles.

The belt was heavy with coinrsamal coin, no doubt, but dill probably good thalvers and bedoars



and thammarchs of the redim. As Gdan hefted it in dishelief, the farmer misinterpreted his expression and
gabbled, "But of course | have more! | would not dream of trifling with or cheeting the great human
armathor that Corellon himsdf has sent to our Corond to scourge the Snful and decadent from the realm!
Here"

This time his fingers brought out a pouch from a thong around his neck ... a pouch that swelled
with gems. Gadan took it in wide-eyed incredulity, and the farmer burst into tears and cried, "Say me not,
oh mighty armathor! 1've no more to give you but my float of 'shrooms and my lunch!”

Gdan growled with gpprova a that last word- wdl, after dl, what would a mighty humen
amathor speak like?-and extended an indggtent, beckoning hand. When the farmer daring a it for a
moment, he followed it up with an ingstent, beckoning blade.

"Ah- ah- 'shrooms?’ the bewildered farmer cried, in a panic. Galan scowled, shook his head, and
made the beckoning gesture again.

"Uh. .. lunch?' the farmer said timidly. Galan nodded dowly and emphaticaly, tregting his guest
to a crooked amile

Mushrooms flew as the farmer burrowed into one corner of the float, cursed tearfully, gabbled
gpologies, and rushed to another corner, where mushrooms flew again.

Gdan took the cloth-wrapped bundle, hefted it, and then dowly held the bag of gems back out to
the famer. Gems were tricky; too meny of them, in Cormanthor, bore tracing spells, or even
enchantments that could burgt forth to do harm when commanded to do so from a safe distance. No, the
coins were safer by far.

The farmer burgt into tears and went to his knees to loudly thank Corelon, and the volume of his
praises was such that Galan was loudly tempted to chop him down where he stood.

Instead, he pointed with his sword, indicaing that the farmer should go back down into his
mushroom cavern without delay. The tearful farmer neglected to seeit, so Galan growled.

In the sudden, total Slence that followed he repeated the gesture, svinging his blade grandly-and
there was a wet and heavy impact as he was bringing it back down. Gaan opened his mouth to emit a
dartled curse as he saw the dab of girgefdl from one side of his blade, and heard the thump as the rest
of it hit the ground somewhere near, but the farmer set up such a desfening storm of fervent praises tha
the only living Goadulphyn-head of the house, her, champion, eder, and al-decided he couldn't stand
any more of this (it was worse than Athtar), and headed north again. He'd open his bundle and eat when
he was wdl out of whatever territory fervently gullible mushroom farmers dwelt in.

Gdan stumped dong for quite some time, sheking his head, before he found a tree old enough
and large enough to hold Corellon's awareness. He went right up to it and murmured wonderingly, "You
do have a sense of humor, Sacred Mother and Father, don't you?"

The tree did not reply-but then, Corellon probably aready knew he had a sense of humor. So
Gdan sat down and devoured the farmer's lunch with gusto. Corellon offered no objections.

"Hars daughtered like lgauva birds in spring! Armathors bresking and hurling down their blades
in protest! What's Cormanthor coming to?' Lord Ihimbraskar Evendusk was shouting again, face red and
eyes redder. A servant who'd frozen into terrified immohility at his sudden and roaring approach found
hersdlf uncomfortably in Lord Evendusk's way.

More to the point, so did Lord Evendusk, and he ill carried his pegas goad in his hand. Its
lesther whip whacked twice, thrice, and then a savage backhand to send the weeping servant pdting
down the passage, her platter of pastries fdlen and forgotten.

Duilya shuddered. "Oh, gods," she whimpered, "do | redly have to go through with this?'

Yes, Duilya-or hélll be carving you up with that goad next!

Duilya sghed.

Don't worry; we're here. Do it just as we agreed.

"It's the Coronal, that'swho it id" Evendusk snarled. "Eltargrim must have got funny idess into his
head while gdlivanting off through Faerun, o'erturning human wenches every night and lisening overlong
tothar sauce. . "

Lord Evendusk's customary morning rant trailed away into bug-eyed slence. There was his



favorite chair, and there on the table beside it-the table tha should have hdd a waiting glass of
rubythrymm and a seeing-gem holding scenes of lagt night's revelry-was a full bottle of his very best
tripleshroom sherry.

His wife was gtting in his chair, clad in a gown that would have made his pulses race if Duilya
had been forty summers younger, twice as dim as she was, and jugt a bit less familiar. She didn't seem to
have noticed him.

As he watched, rocking dightly from side to side and breathing heavily, she picked up an empty
glass from the floor beside her, shrugged at it, and set it aside.

Then she cdmly unstoppered the sherry bottle, raised it to the moring light and murmured
something appreciative-and drank the whole thing down, dowly and steadily, eyes closed and throat
moving rhythmicaly.

Lord Evendusk's slently bailing rage did sdeways, as he noticed what a beautiful throat his wife
possessed. He didn't think held ever noticed it before.

She st the empty-yes, empty; she'd drunk the whole thing!-bottle down, face serene, and said
doud, "That was s0 good, | think I'll have some more.”

She was reaching for the bell when Lord Evendusk found his wits and his bresth again. Catching
firm hold of both, he gave vent to his now-towering rage. "Duilya Just what by dl the pits of the
spider-worshipping drow d'you think you're doing?" he bellowed.

As ghe rang the bdll, his wife turned that stupid and customarily yawping face toward his, amiled
amog timidly, and said, "Good morn, my lord."

"WdI?' he bellowed, riding forward. "Just what is the meaning of this?' He waved at the bottle
with his goad, and then glared down at hiswife.

She was frowning dightly, and seemed to be ligening to something.

Lord Evendusk snatched hold of her shoulder and shook her. "Duilyd™ he roared into her face.
"Answer me, or I'll-"

Red-faced, he raised his goad, holding it adoft, ready to strike, with atrembling hand. Behind him,
the room filled with anxious servants.

Duilyasmiled up a him, and tore open the front of her gown. His name was emblazoned in gems
across her otherwise bare breasts. "lhimbraskar” was rigng and faling as he stared &t it, ggping. Into that
sunned slence she said dlearly, "Wouldn't you prefer to do that in our bedchamber, lord? Where youve
room to take aredly good swing?'

She gave him alittle amile and added, "Though | must confess | prefer it when you just put on my
gowns and let me use the goad.”

Lord Evendusk, who'd been in the process of tuning purple, now turned white instead. One of
the servants snorted in suppressed mirth, but when their lord whedled around, wild-eyed, to glare a them
al, they presented him with a row of expressonless faces and said in a ragged chorus, "You rang, grest
Lady?"

Duilya amiled sweetly. "I did, and my thanks for your swift arrival. Naertho, 1'd like another bottle
of tripleshroom sherry by my bedside, forthwith. There's no need for glasses. The rest of you, attend
please, in case my lord needs something.”

"Need something?' Lord Evendusk snarled, turning around again. "Aye, and forthwith-an
explanation, wench, of your . . this. . ." he waved his ams wildly, los for words, while the servants
were dill gasping a his inauting use of the word ‘wench,’ and then finished dmost desperatdly,”. ..
behavior!"

"Of course," Duilyasaid, looking dmost scared for a moment. She glanced a the servants, took
a deep breath, lifted her chinrdmog as though she was falowing slent indructions-and said crisply,
"Night after night you go to revels, leaving your household neglected. Not once have you taken me with
you-or any of your servants, if you'd rather not have me witness what you do there. Jhadass, there, and
Rubrae- they're much younger and prettier than | am; why don't you show them off and let them enjoy
the same fun you do?"

The servants were garing a her as wide-eyed as Lord Evendusk, now. Duilya lay back in the



char and crossed her legs just as he cusomanily did, and said, gesturing down at hersdf, "This isdl |
see of you in the mornings, lord. Thisand alot of roaring and groaning. So | decided to try this roistering
of yours, to see what dtractions it might have.”

She wrinkled her nose. "Adde from giving me a powerful urge to rieve mysdf, | can't see tha
triplesh-room sherry tastes so wonderful that you need go off dl night to plow through a bottle of it.
Perhaps another bottle would convince me otherwise? So I've summoned thet second one to my
bedside-where we're going now, Lord."

Lord Evendusk was purple again, and shaking, but his voice was soft as he asked, "We are?
Why?'

"Drinking every night's no excuse for spending every morning sumbling about like an idiat,
meking a mockery of the honor of the House, and leaving me neglected, night after night, and day after
day. We are partners, my lord, and it's high time you treated me as one."

Ihimbraskar Evendusk raised his head as a stag does, to draw breath before drinking at a forest
pool. When he brought it down again, he looked dmost calm. "Could you be more specific about what
you want me to do inthis regard, Lady?' he asked in Slken tones.

"St down and tak," she snapped. "Here. Now. About the Coronal, and the degaths, and the
tumuit over the human.”

"And just wha do you know of that?' her lord asked, dill sanding. He dapped the pdm of his
hend gently with the goad.

Duilya pointed at a vacant chair. Lord Evendusk looked at it, and then dowly back to her. She
kept her arm moationless, indicating the chair.

Sowly he went to it, planted one boot init, and stood leaning onit. " Speek,” he said softly. There
was something in his eyes, as he looked at her, that hadn't been there before.

"I know, Lord, that you-and other lords like you- are the very backbone of Cormanthor,” Duilya
sad, garing right into his eyes. Her lips quivered for a moment, as if she might cry, but she drew in a
deep breath and went on carefully, "On your shoulders the greatness and splendor of us dl rests, and is
carried. Never think for amoment that | do not revere you for the work you do, and the honor that you
have won."

One of the servants stirred, but the room had grown very ill.

Lady Evendusk went on. "lhimbraskar, | do not want to lose that honor. | don't want to lose you.
Lords and their houses are drawing swords, hurling spdlls, and defying their Coronal openly over one
humen. I'm afraid someone will stick ther blade through My Lord Evendusk.”

Lord and lady were both dlent for a moment, their eyes locked, and then Duilya continued, her
words ringing in the Slent room.

"Nothing isworth that. No human is worth feuds and blood spilled and Cormanthor torn apart.
Here | St, day after day, taking with other ladies and seeing the life of the relm unfold. Never do you
ask me what I've seen and heard, or tak anything over with me. You waste me, Lord. You treat me like
achair-or like aclown, to be laughed at for my fripperies, as you boast to your friends how many coins
I've thrown away on my latest jewels and gownd"

Duilyarose, took off her gown, and held it out to him. "I'm more than this, Ihimbraskar. See?"

His eyes flickered; she stepped swiftly toward him, gown in hand, and said passonately, "I'm
your friend, Lord. I'm the one you should come home and confide in and share rude jokes with and
argue with. Have you forgotten what it is to share ideas-not kisses or pinches, but ideas, spoken of
aoud-with an df maid? Come with me now, and I'll teach you how. We have aredm to save.”

She turned away, waking from the room with a determined stride. Lord Evendusk watched her
go, bared swinging hips and al, cleared his throat noisily, and then turned and said to the servants, "Ah ...
you heard my lady. Unless we ring, please don't disturb us. We have much to talk about.”

He turned toward the door the Lady Duilya had left by, took two swift steps, and then whirled
around to face the servants, tossed his goad onto the table, and said, "One more thing. Uh . . . my
gpologies”

He turned and left the room, running hard. The servants kept very quiet until they were sure he



was out of earshot.

Thar cheering and excited converse fdl slent agan when Naertho came into the room. He was
carrying the second bottle of tripleshroom sherry in his hand. "The lord and lady said ‘twas for ud" he
sad gruffly.

When the astonished cheer that evoked had died away, he looked out the window and the trees,
his eyes very bright, and added, "Thanks to you, Corellon. Bring us humans every moon, if they cause
such asthigd"

In a pool in a private garden, four ladies collgpsed into each others arms and wept happy tears.
Thar glasses of tripleshroom sherry floated, untouched and forgotten, around them.

Thirteen
Adrift In Cormanthor

For a time, ElIminster became as a ghost, and wandered unheard and unseen through the
very heart of Cormanthor. The elves regarded him not, and he learned much thereby . . . not that
he had much of a life left in which to make use of what he gained.

Antarn the Sage
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Faerun took a very long while to come floating back again. At firg ElIminger was only dimly
aware of himsdf as a drifting cloud of thoughts-of awareness-in a dark, endless void through which
booming, distorted sounds . . . bursts of loudness they were, no more.. . . rumbled and echoed from time
totime

After aninfinity of floating, only dimly aware of who he was or what he was, EIminger saw lights
appear- stabbing, momentary flashes of brightness that occurred from time to time as he floated,
unwondering, in tharr midg.

Later, sounds and lights befdl more often, and memories began to dir, like restless, uncailing
serpents, in the spark of self-awareness that was the Athdantan prince and Chosen of Mystra. H saw
swords rigng and fdling, and a gem that hed a whirling chaos of images, the memories of others, raging
like a sea that tossed him up into the presence of a femae edolon in the night gardens of a palace ... the
palace of akindly one, an old df in white robes, the ruler of pursuivants who rode unicorns and pegag,
theruler of ... of...

The Coronal. That title blazed like white fire in his memory, like the great and awesome chord of
afanfare of triumpha doom-the march favored by Magelords in the Athaantar of his younger years, that
resounded across Hastarl, echoing back from its towers, when wizards were gathering for some decision
of import.

The same mages he had defeated in the end, to clam-and then renounce-his throne. He was a
prince, the grandson of the Stag King. He was of the roya blood of Athaantar, of the family Aumar, the
last of many princes. He was a boy running through the trees of Heldon, an outlaw and a thief of Hastarl,
apriest-or was it priestess? Had he not been a woman?-of Mystra. The Lady of Mydteries, the Mother
of Magic, Myrjda his teacher who became Mydtra his divine ruler and guide, meking hm her Chosen,
meking him her-Elminster!

He was EIminger! Human armathor of Cormanthor, named so by the Corona, sent here by
Mysdtra to do something important thet remained yet hidden from him-and beset on dl sides by the
amhbitious, ruthless, arrogantly powerful young eves of this rem, chefing under the old ways and
unwelcome new decrees of the Corond and his court . . . ardavanshee, the eders cdled them; or
"redtless young ones." Ardavanshee who may yet have brought about his death... for if Elminger Aumar
was not dead, what was he?



Hoating here, in dark chaos .. .

He sank back into his thoughts, which were running now like a river. Ardavanshee who defied
thewill of their elders but stood tdl upon the pride of the houses of their birth. Ardavanshee who feared
and yet spoke agang the power of the High Court Mages and the Corond and his old advisor the
Singhee.

That title seemed to be another door opening in hismind, letting in a wash of brightness and fresh
recollections and a stronger sense of being EIminger. The Lady Oluevaera Estelda, amiling up at him
from that noble, wrinkled ruin of a face and then, incongruoudy, from one that looked like a little even
girl's yet retained those old and wise eyes ... the Srinshee, older than trees and deeper rooted, treading
the crammed Vault of Ages with reverence for the dead and vanished, holding the whole lore and long
lineage of the proud Cormanthan evesin her mind- in the vault behind her eyes that was so much larger
then the one she trod with an impatient, hawk-nosed young human . . .

The hated humen intruder sought across the redm for the murders hed done by the
ardavanshee-led by the houses of Echorn and Stacym and Waelvor . . . Waelvor, whose scion was
Elandorr ... suitor and rivd of the Lady Symrudtar.

Symrustar! That perfect face, those hungrily tugging blue tresses, that dragon on her bely and
breast, the eyes like blue flames of promise, and lips parted in a waiting, knowing amile . . . tha ruthless,
amhitious sorceress whose mind was as dark a cesspit as any Magelord's, who thought of eves-and
men-as mere stupid beasts to be used as she clawed her way up through them, to some as-yet-unredized

god.

Thelady who had dmaogt torn his mind open to make him her plaything and source of spdls. The
lady he had in turn betrayed into the grasp of her rival, Elandorr, leaving both their fates unknown to him.

Aye. He knew who he was now. Elminger, set upon by Ddmuth Echorn and then by a band of
adavanshee led by Ivran Sdorn, who hunted him through Castle Dlardrageth. Elminger the
overconfident, careless Chosen. Elmingter, who'd been drunk with power as he flew right into the waiting
spdl of the ardavanshan mages-a Spd| that had torn him apart.

Was he whole again? Or was he but a ghogt, his mortd life over? Perhaps Mystra had kept him
diveif this was dive-to carry out her purposes, afailure forced to complete his mission.

Elminger was suddenly aware that he could move in the void, scudding in this direction or thet as
he thought of movement. Y et that meant little when there was nowhere to move to, dark emptiness on dl
Sdes, lights and noise scattering at seeming random, everywhere and nowhere.

The world around him had once been a series of specific "wheres™ an unfolding landscape of
different and often named locations, from the deep forest of Cormanthor to the outlav wastes beyond
Athdantar.

Perhaps this was degth, after dl. Faerun, and a body to wak it in, were what he was lacking.
Almaog without thinking he sent himsdf into a racing flight through the void, searching the endless for an
end, a boundary, perhaps arift where the light of Faerun indl itsfamiliar glory could shinein ...

And as this swift but vain movement went on and on he raised a prayer to Mysira, a Slent cry in
hismind: Mystra, where are ye? Aid me. Be my guide, | beseech thee.

There was a dark and slent moment as the words in his mind seemed to roll away into endless
distance. Then there came a bright, dmaost blinding burst of light, white and clarioned, with a sennet that
echoed gridently through him, hurling im over and over inits brassy tumult. When it faded he was racing
back the way hed come, amed exactly back upon his former course, though he could not tdl how it was
he knew that to be so.

At long last, a horizon fdl into his void, a line of misty blue with a node of brightness partway
dong it, like agem upon the arc of aring .. . and Elminder of Athdantar was headed for thet distant point
of brilliance.

It seemed a long way off, but in the end he rushed up to plunge into it with dizzying speed,
shedding something as he lft the darkness, shoating out into the light. The light of a lowering sun, above
the marching treetops of Cormanthor, with the dark ruin of Castle Dlardrageth in the distance, and
something urging him in another direction. He followed that urging, unsure even if he could have chosen



otherwise, and flew low above shadowtops and duskwoods, rose-needles and beetle pams, rushing as
smooth and as swift asif outracing dragons.

Here and there, as he flew, B glimpsed tralls and dim wooden bridges that legpt from tree to
tree, trandforming the forest giants into the living homes of elves. He was crossng Cormanthor in the
space of afew breaths. Now he was descending and dowing, asif let fdl by a vast and invisble hand.

Thanks to ye, Mystra, he thought, fairly sure whom he should be thanking. He sank past the
gardens of the palace, into the many-spired bustle of the centrd city, Cormanthor itsdf.

He was dowing greetly now, asif he was but a lesf drifting on a gentle breeze. In truth, he could
hear no whigtle of wind nor fed any chill or damp as of moving air, a dl. Turrets and softly luminous
driftglobes rose past him as his plunge ended, and he began to move fredy, hither and yon.

He moved from here to there in accordance with wherever he looked that interested him enough
to approach. As he flew, he passed among dves who saw him not, and-as he discovered when he
blundered right into the path of severa floats piled high with mushrooms, and they did through him
without him feding a thing-fdt him not. He was truly a ghod, it seemed; an invisble slent, undetected
drifting thing.

As he drifted thisway and that, peering at the busy lives of Cormanthans, he began to hear things
aswdl. At fird there was only a faint, confusng rumble broken by louder irregularities, but it grew to a
degfening din of interlaced gabbling. It seemed to be the conversations and noises made by thousands of
dves a once, asif he could hear dl Cormanthor, without regard for distance and wals and cellar depths,
lad dl at once upon the ears he no longer seemed to have.

He hovered for a time in a litle tangle of shrubs growing between three dosdy spaced
duskwoods, wating for the din to subside or for his wits to flee entirdly. Sowly the noises did die,
receding to what normd ears would hear: the sounds nearby, with the gentle, incessant dghing of
breeze-stirred leaves drowning out dl ese. He relaxed, able to think again, until thinking begat curiosty,
and a desire to know what was befdling in Cormanthor.

So hewasinvighle, dlent, and scentless, even to dert dves. Ided for prying into ther doings. But
‘twould be best to make sure of his stealth before seeking to enter any heart of watchful peril hereabout.

H undertook to swoop at evesin the streets and on the bridges, screaming for dl he was worth
as he did s0. He even passed through them whils dawing a them and crying insults He could hear
himsdf perfectly, and even shape ghodtly limbs to stab and dash with-limbs that he at least could fed,
enduring painful scrapings as one limb struck another.

His dven targets, however, noticed him not. They laughed and chatted in away they'd never have
done had they known a human was nearby. B drew himsdf up in midar after hurling himsdf through a
particularly frosty-looking even lady of high station and reflected that he might not have dl that much time
to make use of this state. After dl, none of his powers since his awakening had remained unchanged for
long. So held best be about his spying.

One thing to check on, fird.

He remembered these streets dmly: held passed dong tha one, he thought, in his firs stagger
through the city, trying to search for House Aladtrarra without seeming to do more than groll. A
particularly proud mansion, in the heart of walled gardens, should liein that direction.

His memory was correct. It was the work of an ingant to pass through the gates unseen, and
seek the great house beyond. He could pass through amdl items, especidly wood, he discovered, but
gone and meta hurt or deflected him; he could not burst or even seep through solid wals. A window
served him amply, however, and he entered into the tapestried splendor of a lavishly decorated home.
Furs lay everywhere underfoot, and polished wood sculpted into lounges and chairs rose in flowing
shapes on dl sdes. Wedthy dven families seemed to love varicolored blown glass and chairs that rose
into a variety of little armrests and shelves and curved lounging cavities. Bl passed among these like a
purpossful thread of smoke, seeking a particular thing.

He found it in an ornate bedchamber where a nude dven couple were floaing in each other's
ams, upright above their bed, earnestly-even angrily-discussng the affars of the rem. Elmingter found
the arguments advanced and parried by the aroused tongues of Lord and Lady Evendusk so fascinating



that he lingered a long time ligening, before a purdy persond dispute about moderation and the
consumption of tripleshroom sherry sent him swooping to the floor, and a little way across the furs there,
to the vishly pulsng enchantments surrounding Duilya Evendusk's gem bower.

It was the Cormanthan custom for even ladies of meansto have a pod-shaped, wak-in portable
closat, something like the canopy surrounding a sedan chair. In this closet their jewels were hung or kept
inlittle drawers individualy carved to fit into the flowing wooden walls. Gem bowers were equipped with
little hanging mirrors, tiny glass light-globes that shone when tapped with a forefinger, and little seats.
They aso contained powerful enchantments to keep out the wandering fingers of those overwhelmed by
the beauty of the gems contained therein; enchantments that in theory could be tuned to keep out dl
except their lady owner. These "valings' were so drong that they glowed a rich blue, quite visble to the
eye, as they crawled and ebbed around ther bowersin A dose-dinging sphere of magic.

They were strong enough, B recdled dimly from the Srinsheg's comments, to hurl intruders
across aroom, or stand immobile againg the charge of the strongest warrior-even a charge preceded by
a spear, or augmented by a second or third warrior, racing shoulder to shoulder. Would they likewise
rend a drifting human phantom? Or rebuff him?

Gingerly he drifted closer, moving with infinite patience, extending the thinnest thread of himsdf
cautioudy outward to touch the pulsng blue glow.

It rippled unchanged, and he fdt nothing. He thrugt it in further, reaching with the smokeike finger
for three gems hanging on fine chains from the curving caling of Duilya Evendusk's bower.

He fdt nothing, and the enchantment seemed unchanged. Reluctantly he spread himsdf out dong
it, brushing againg the blueness. No sensation of pain or disruption, ~and no change in the enchantment.
Drawing himsdf back across the room from the bower, he swirled around Lord and Lady Evendusk for
a moment, as they murmured gentle words to each other with dow but building hunger. Then he raced
across the room, charging right &t the megica barrier.

He was dmogt up t-he was through!-burgting through the heart of the bower without disturbing
so much as aring and gorming on out its other side, piercing the barrier again and flashing into a glent,
unseen turn inches shy of awall.

Behind him the valing glowed on, unchanging. El turned and regarded it with some satisfaction.
Glandng beyond it, a the langorous midair dance of the amorous even couple, he smiled-or tried to-and
soared away, out an ova window into the mossy gardens beyond, seeking information.

He wanted to find the Corond, to be sure the bloodthirsty ardavanshee-or worse, the elder
meages of the haughty houses to which the reckless younglings belonged-hadn't so logt their senses as to
drike a the heart and head of the realm.

Then, assuming the Revered Lord Most High of Cormanthor was unharmed, ‘twould be time to
seek out the Srinshee and get a certain much-maligned human armathor of the redm his body back, if this
condition hadn't passed away by then.

B turned in the direction the paace should be, rose until he was among treetops and spired
towers, and sped among them, looking down as he passed at the unfolding beauty of Cormanthor.

There were circular gardens like litle green wdls, and trees planted in crescentiform arcs to
enclose little moss lawns in ther enarding shelter. There were stone spires around which gigantic trees
spirded inliving helices of leaves and carefully-shaped branches and little windows opening in the bark,
with the forms of young dves a play dancing and wredling visble within. There were banners of
tranducent sk that rode the winds as lightly as gossamer threads, and trees that held those banners on
boughs shaped like the fingers of an open hand, with a domed upper room squetting like an egg in the
pam of that hand. There were houses that revolved, and sparkled back the sun from swirling glass
ornaments hanging like frozen raindrops from their balconies and casements.

H looked at it dl with fresh wonder. In dl his tearing about and fighting, he'd forgotten just how
beautiful even work could be. If the elder even houses had their way, of course, humans would never
see ay of thisand those few intruders who did, such as one Elminger Aumar, would not live long
enough to tdl anyone of such splendors.

After atime he came out of a knot of tree homes and spired, many-windowed houses, passing



over awadl that bore severa enchantments. Beyond was a garden of many pools and statues. The
garden, H redized as he drifted onward and onward, was big.

And yet it didn't look like the Corond's palace garden. Where werethe .. ?

No, that wasn't the palace. It was a grand house, yes-a mound of greenery pierced by windows
and brisling with dender towers. Its ivy-covered flanks fdl away to the lazy curves of a stream that did
placidly past idands that 1ooked like huge dumps of moss linked by little arched bridges.

It was the mogt beautiful mandgon B had ever seen. He veered toward its nearest large upper
window. Like most such openings it was bereft of glass, and filled instead by an invisble spdl fidd that
prevented the passage of dl solid objects, but let breezes blow unchecked. Two well-dressed eves were
leening againg the unseen fidd, gobletsin their hands.

"My Lord Maenddlyn," someone was saving in thin, superior tones, "you can hardly think it usud
for one of my House to so swiftly find common cause with those of younger heritage and lesser concerns,
thisistruly something that strikes a usdl."

"Have we then, Llombaerth, the open support of House Starym?”

"Oh, | don't think that is yet necessary. Those who wish to reshape Cormanthor and stand proud
indoing so mugt occasiondly be seen to do things for themsalves-and bear the consequences.”

"While the Starym watch, amiling, from the sddines”" athird voice said in dry tones, "ready to
gpplaud such bold Houses if they succeed, or decry ther foul treachery if they fal. Yes, that would make
aHouse live long and profit much. At the same time, it leaves those of the House in question standing on
uneasy ground when presuming to lecture others on tactics, or ethics, or the good of the redim.”

"My Lord Yeschant," the thin voice said coldly, "I don't care for the tone of your observations.”

"And yet, Lord Speaker of the Starym, you can find it in you to make common cause with us-for
you have the mogt to lose of usal.”

"How s0?'

"House Starym now holds the proudest rank of dl. If this insane plan the Corona is urging on
Cormanthor is dlowed to befdl, House Starym has more to lose than, say, House Yridnae."

"Is there a House Yridnae?' someone asked, in the background, but El, as he drifted nearer,
heard no reply.

"My lords" the Lord Maendellyn was saying hedtily, "let us set aside this dissenson and pursue
the stag we've dl seen ahead: to whit, the necessity of ending the rule of our current Coronal, and his fally
of Opening, for the good of usdl.”

"Whatever we pursue,” a deep voice said desparingly, "won't bring my son back. The humen did
it; the Corona brought the human into the realm-so, the human being dead aready, the Corona mugt die,
that my Aerendyl be avenged.”

"l lost ason, too, Lord Tassarion,” said another new voice, "but it does not follow thet the desth
of my Leayonadas must needs be paid for by the blood of the ruler of Cormanthor. If Eltargrim mugt die,
let it be a reasoned decison made for the future of Cormanthor, and not a blood evening.”

"House Starym knows better than many the pain of loss and the weight of blood price” the thin
voice of Llombaerth Starym, Lord Speaker of his House, came again. "We have no desire to bdittle the
pan of aloss fdt by others, and we hear the deep-and undeniable-cal for justice. Yet we, too, bdieve
that the matter of the Corond's continued rule mugt be treated as an affar of state. The mistuler must pay
for his shocking ideas and his falure to guide Cormanthor capably, regardless of how many or how few
brave sons of the relm have died from his mistakes"

"May | propose,” a ligoing voice put in, "that we resolve and work toward the daying of the
Corona? With that as a commonly hed god, those of us who see revenge as part of thismysdf, Lord
Y eschant, Lord Tassarion, and Lord Ortaure-can agree among oursaves who shdl have a hand in the
actud killing, so that honor may be satisfied. Thet in turn dlows House Starym and others who'd rather
not be part of actud bloodshed to work toward our common god with hands that remain clean of dl but
the work of loyaly defending Cormanthor.”

"Wdl said, My Lord Bdlas" Lord Maenddlyn agreed. "Are we then agreed that the Corona
mug die?'



"Weare," came the rough chorus.

"And are we agreed on when, how, and whom dhdl ascend to the throne of Corond after
Bltargrim?'

There was a little slence, and then everyone started to speak at once. Bl could see them, now:
the five heads of Houses and the Starym envoy, stting around a polished table with goblets and bottles
between them, the dowly revalving flashes of an anti-poison fidd winking among those vessdls.

"Pray dlencd” Lord Yeschant said sharply, after a fev moments of babble. "It is clear that we
are not agreed on these things. | suspect that the matter of who shdl be our next Corona is the issue of
mog contention, and should be dedt with last-though | mug stress, lords, that we do Cormanthor a
grave disservice if we do not, before driking, choose a new Corona and support him with the same
united resolve we show in removing the old one. None of us benefits from a relm in chaos." He paused,
and then asked in a quiet voice, "My Lord Maenddlyn?'

"My thanks, Lord Yeschant-and, may | say, how swiftly and ably spoken. Is the 'how' we
remove the Corona easiest to decide among oursalves, as| judge it?'

"It must be some way that lets us strike him down persondly,” Lord Tassarion said quickly.

"Yet ‘twould be best," the lord speaker of the Starym put in, "if it not be a formd audience or
other appointment for which a suspicious Corond could assemble a formidable defensve force, and
thereby increase our losses and persond danger as he delays our success and places the redm in
jeopardy of the very war and uncertainty we are dl so rightly concerned about.”

"How then to trick him into meeting with us?'

"Adopt disguises, so asto come to him as his advisors: those Sx sorceresses he ddlies with, for
ingance?'

Lord Yeschant and Lord Tassarion frowned in unison. "I didike the thought of invalving such
extra complications in what we do," said Yeschant. "Should one of them observe us, shéll be sure to
attack, and well have a spdl battle far greater than what well face if we can catch Eltargrim done.™

"Bah! As Corond, he can cdl and summon a number of things" the Starym envoy sad
dismissvdy.

"Aye, but if such ad arrives and findshim dead,” Lord Tassarion said thoughtfully, "things are far
different than if we draw one or even dl 9x of the lady sorceresses-members of noble houses themsdves,
remember, with the blood prices their deaths will inevitably carry-into the fray before we are sure that we
can day the Corona then and there. | do not want to be caught in a drawn-out battle across hdf the
realm with 9x hosgtile sorceresses able to teleport into our lgps and then out again, if we can't know that
we are buying the Corond's sure and swift death with whatever price we pay.”

"I don't think we are ready to day a Corond yet," Lord Bdlas ligoed. "I see us dill ganding
undecided between three dternatives: publicly chdlenging the Corond's rule; or openly daying him; or
merdy being nearby when an 'unfortunate accident’ befals our beloved ruler.”

"Lordsdl,” thar host sad firmly, " 'tis clear that well be some time in reaching agreement on any
of these matters. | have engagements ahead this eve, and the longer we six St gathered here, the greater
the chance that someone in the redm will hear or suspect something." The Lord Maendellyn looked
around the room and added, "If we part now, and dl think on the three matters Lord Yeschant so
capably outlined, | trust that when | send word three morns hence, we can meet again armed with what
well need to strike an agreement.”

" 'Strike' is gptly chosen,” someone muttered, as the others said, "Agreed”’ around the table, and
they rose swiftly and made for the doors, to depart.

For a moment Bl was tempted to linger and follow one or more of these conspirators, but tharr
mangons or castles were dl eesly located in the city, and he had his own needs to attend to. He must see
for himsdf if Cormanthor sill had a Corond to murder, or if someone ese had beaten these exdted lords
to the deed.

He swooped out of the window and around Castle Maendellyn without delay, racing past its
other turretsin the direction held origindly been heading. The lovely gardens stretched on beneath him as
he went. Lovely, and well-guarded; no less than three barriers flashed in front of him as he thrust through



them and raced on, seeking the spires he knew.

The gardens ended at last inahighwadl cloaked in athick tangle of trees. A street lay beyond the
wadl, and a row of houses fronted onto the street. Their back gardens rose through lush plantings and
under duskwood trees to another street. On itsfar Sde were the wals of the palace gardens.

The watchnorns here might be able to see him, but B had to reach the palace, so he drifted on,
cautioudy now, for fear that the enchantments that girded the High House of Cormanthor would be more
powerful than those he'd encountered thus far.

Perhaps they were, but they saw him not. Nor did any of the ghosily guardians appear. EIminger
dipped into the palace by an upper window, and glided up and down its hdls, feding srangdly ill at ease.
The place was splendid, but its upper floor was dmost empty; only a few servants padded about in soft
boots, seeing lasurdy to the dust with minor spells.

Of the Corona himsdf he saw no sgn, but in alittle outlying turret on the north side of the palace
he found a gathering strangely amilar to that held just witnessed bresking up in Castle Maenddlyn: ax
noble lords gtting around a polished table. This gathering had a seventh grave-faced df present: the High
Court Mage Earynspieir. EIminger did not know any of the others.

Lord Earynspieir was on his feet, pacing. EIminger drifted into the room and took his segt & the
table, undetected.

"We know there are plots being hatched even now," an old and rather plump df down at the end
of the table said. "Every gathering, be it revel or formd audience, from now on mug be treated as a
potentia battle.”

"More like a series of waiting ambushes" another df commented.

The High Court Mage turned. "Lord Droth,” he said, nodding a the stout df, "and Lord
Bowharp, please bdieve that we recognize this and are meking preparations. We redize we cannot wall
away the Corona behind armathors briling with wespons, and d-"

"Wha preparations?’ another lord asked bluntly. This one looked every inch a batle
commander, from his scars to his ready sword. When he leaned forward to ask that question, his rich
voice hdd the sngp of command.

"Secret preparations, My Lord Paerd,” Earynspieir said meaningfully.

A lord who was stting beside the head of House Paerad-a gold df, and quite the most handsome
mae Elminger had ever seen, of any species-looked up with dartlingly siver eyes and said quietly, "If
you can't trust us, Lord High Mage, Cormanthor is doomed. The time is wel past for keeping coy
secrets. If those who are loyd don't know exactly where and when events are unfolding in the realm, our
Corond could well fdl."

Eaynspiar grimaced asif in pan for a moment, before assuming a sckly amile "Wedl sad as
aways My Lord Unicorn. Yet as Lord Adordlan pointed out earlier, every word let out of our lips that
need not be is another chink in the Coronad's armor. The Lord Most High isin hiding at this time, upon
my recommendation, and-"

"Guarded by whom?' Lords Droth and Paerd asked in dmost perfect unison.

"Mages of the court,” Earynspier replied, in tones that sgnded he preferred to say no more.

"The Sx Kissing Sigters?" the axth lord asked, lifting an eyebrow. "Are they redly amatch for a
determined attack-considering that some of them belong to houses that may be less than heartbroken to
see Eltargrim dead?'

"Lord Sirig," the High Court Mage sad severdly, "I do not appreciate your description of the
ladies who serve the redlm so capably. Even less do | admire your open misapprenensions about their
loydty. However, others have shared your concerns, and the Sx ladies have been truth-scryed by the
same expert who even now stands with ready spells a the Corond's sde”

"And that is?' Lord Unicorn prompted firmly.

"The Srinshee" Earynspieir said, a trace of exasperation in hisvoice. "And if we cannot trust her,
lords, who in dl Cormanthor can we trust?"

It was clear to Elminger as discussons went on that Lord Earynspier was going to say as little as
possible about whatever preparations hed made. Instead he was trying to get these lords to agree to



mudter mages and warriors a various places, under commanders agreeable to obey anyone who gave
them certain secret phrases. He wasn't going to say which houses or individuds he knew to be didoyd,
and he certainly wasn't going to reved anything about the current whereabouts of the Corona and the
Singhee.

Without a means of teleporting, Bl couldn't even look in the Vault of Ages for himsdf. It was well
underground-and he didn't even know where.

Feding sudden exasperation himsdf, he soared up out of that room, hurled himsdf through the
palace like a foe-seeking arrow, and turned north, out of the city. He needed the quiet of the trees again,
to drift and think. Probably, in the end, he/d wind up poking and prying into the lives of eves dl over the
dty, just to gleen dl the useful information he could. He redly didn't know how most eves earned coins
to spend for things, for ing-

Something moved, under the trees ahead of him. Something that seemed disturbingly familiar.

B dowed swiftly, drifting to one Sde to cirde and thus see it better. He was right out in the
woods now, beyond where the regular patrols would pass, on the edge of a region of smadl, twiding
ravines and tangled brambles.

Thething he was looking a was much scratched from those brambles, as it crawled laborioudy
adong, moving amlesdy on hands and knees-or rather, one hand, for the other was bent back into a
frozen claw, and the crawling, murmuring thing was leaning on the wrist ingtead. Sharp sticks or rocks or
thorns had long ago torn open that wrist, as well as other places, and the crawler was leaving a trall of
blood. Soon something that devoured such helpless things would get wind of it, or happen upon it.

B descended until he was floating chin-down in the dirt, aring through a tralling forest of filthy,
meatted blue tresses into the tortured, svimming blue eyes of the toast of the ardavanshee: the Lady

Symrustar Auglamyr.

Fourteen
Anger At Court

Elves today still say "As splendid as the Coronal's Court itself" when describing luxury or
work of exquisite beauty, and the memory of that splendor, now taken from us, will never die. The
Court of the Coronal was known for its decorum. Even scions of the mightiest houses were known
to pause in admiration and awe at the glittering panoply it presented to the eye; and temper their
words and deeds with the most courtly graces, and from the Throne of Cormanthor, floating
above them, went out the gravest and most noble judgments of that age.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Silver Blades And Summer Nights:

An Informd But True History of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of theHarp

There came a skirling, as of many harp strings struck in unison, and the gentle, magicaly amplified
voice of the Lady Herdd rolled across the glassy-smooth floor of the vast Chamber of the Court: "Lord
Haadavar; Lord Urddusk; Lord Mdgath."

There was a gir anong the courtiers; quick conversations rose and then died away into a hush of
exdtement as the three old dven lords glided in, waking on air, clad in their full robes of honor. Their
servants fdl away to join the armathors at the doors of the court, and in the tense, hanging slence the
three heads of Houses traveled down the long, open hdl to the Pool.

A rugling grew in their wake as courtiers dong both sides of the room shifted their positions to
gan the best possble vantage points. Amid this flurry of movement one short, dim, dmos childlike figure
drifted behind one of the tapestries that hid exits, and dipped away.

Hoating above the glowing, circular Pool of Remembrance was the Throne of the Coronal, and



a ease in its high-arched splendor sat the aged Lord Eltargrim in his gleaming white robes. "Approach
and be wdcome" he sad, formdly but warmly. "Wha would you speak of, here before dl
Cormanthor?"

Lord Haadavar spread his hands. "We would speak of your plan of Opening; we have some
misyivings about this matter."

"Hanly said, and in like spirit: proceed,” Eltargrim said camly.

In unison, the three lords held aside the sashes of their robes. Lightning crackled around the hilts
of three reveded ssormswords. There was a gasp of horror from the courtiers a this breach of etiquette
aswdl as a the danger drawn stormswords could bring, were they wielded in this chamber amid dl its
thickly lad enchantments.

Armathors started forward grimly from their places by the doors, but the Corond waved them
back and raised his hand, pam up, in the gesture for slence. When it fdl, he gestured at the twinkling
lights winking excitedly in the pool benesth him, and said cdmly, "We were dready aware of your
weaponry, and have taken the view that it was an error in judgment that you deemed necessary to
underscore your solemn resolve.”

"Precisdly, Revered High Lord," Haadavar replied, and then added what his tone had adready
mede clear: "l am relieved that you see it 0."

"I wish | could dso take the same view," the Srinshee muttered, sttling hersdf in the ornate
adling screen high above them dl and aming the Staff of Sundering down through it at the three nobles.
"Now that your gesture is made, behave yoursalves, lords," she murmured, asiif they were children again,
and she was tharr tutor. "Cormanthor will thank you for it."

Glancing up, she saw the row of downward-aimed wands were dl in their places, awaiting only
her touch to unleash their various perils. "Cordlon grant that none of this be needed,” the sorceress
whispered, and bent her full attention to the events unfolding below.

Unaware of the danger overhead, the three lords ranged themsdvesin a line facing the Poal, and
the head of House Urddusk took up the converse.

"Revered High Lord," he sad shortly, "I've not the gift of a sweet or smooth tongue; few and
blunt words are my way. | pray ye take no offense a what | say, for it is only right that ye should know:
hear us not, or dismiss our concerns out of hand without parley, and we will try to use these swords we
have brought againg ye. | say this with deep sorrow; | pray it not become necessary. But, Most High,
we shall be heard. We would fal Cormanthor if we kept slent now."

"I will hear you," the Corona said mildly. "Itiswhy | am here. Speak.”

Lord Urddusk looked to the third lord; Magath was known as a smooth-some might even have
used the word "dy"-gpesker. Now, knowing the eyes of dl the court were upon him, he couldn't resst
driking a pose.

"Mog High," he purred, "we fear that the reddm as we know it will be swept away if gnomes,
haflings our haf-kin, and worse, are let loose to run about Cormanthor, putting trees to the axe and
crowding us out. Oh, I've heard that you plan to set dl of us lords in stewardship over the foredt,
decreeing which tree shdl be touched, and which shdl stand. But, Lord Eltargrim, think on this when a
treeis cut, and fals dead, the deed is done, and no amount of hand-wringing or apologies for choosng
the wrong one will restore it. The proper magicswill, yes, but too much of the wisdom and energy of our
best mages, these past tweve winters, has been set to devisng new Spdls to make trees grow from
sumps, and trees to become more vital. Those replenishment magics would be unnecessary if we Smply
keep the humans out. You've said before that the laziness of humans will ensure that most of them will
give no trouble. Perhaps that's true, but we see the other sort of humans-the restless, the adventurers, the
ones who must explore for the sake of soying, and destroy for the sake of dominating-al too often. We
aso know that humans are greedy ... dmogt as greedy as dwarves. And now you plan to let both into the
very heart of Cormanthor. The humans will cut the trees down, and the dwarves will snarl for more to
feed the fires of their forges!”

As Lord Mdgath roared these last words some in the court dmost shouted in agreement; the
Corona waited amogt three breaths for the noise to die down. When things were rddively quiet again he



asked, "Isthisyour only concern, lords? That the realm as we know it today will be swept away if we let
other races settle in this our city, and the other areas we patrol and hold dear? For hdflings in particular,
many haf-even, and even some humans have dwelt for years on the fringes of the relm and yet we are
here today, free to argue. Il have the armathors check, if you'd like, but I'm sure no humans have
overrun this hal today."

There was a ripple of laughter, but Lord Haladavar snarled, "This is not a matter |1 can find in
mysdf room to laugh about, Revered Lord. Humans and dwarves, in particular, have a way of ignoring
or twiging any authority put over them, and of defying our People wherever and whenever they can. If
we let them in, they will outbreed us, outtrick us, and outnumber us from the start. Very soon well be
pushed right out of Cormanthor!”

"Ah, Lord Haadavar," the Corond said, leening forward on the throne, "you bring up the very
reason | have proposed this Opening: that if we don't dlow humans some share of Cormanthor now,
under our conditions and rule, they will march in, amy after vast army, and overwhdm us before this
century, or the next, is done. Well dl be too dead to be pushed out of Cormanthor.”

"Purest fantasy!" Lord Urddusk protested. "How can you say humans can fidd any amy
capable of winning even asingle skirmish againg the pride of Cormanthor?’

"Aye" Lord Haadavar said sternly. "1, too, cannot bdievein this peril you threaten us with."

Lord Magah merdy raised a disbdieving eyebrow.

The Corona matched it, rasing his hand for slence, and called, "Lady Herdd, stand forth!"

Alas Dree stepped forward from the doors of the Chamber of the Court. Her bright robes of
office took wing after three paces, and she floated past the three glowering lords to attend the throne.
"Gregt Lord, what isyour need?'

"These lords question the strength of human warfare, and doubt my testimony as being bent to the
support of my proposa. Unfald to them what you have seen in the lands of men.”

Alas bowed and turned. When she was facing the three lords, she caught the eye of each in turn,
and sad crisply, "'l am no puppet of the throne, lords, nor weak-willed because | am young, or a she. |
have seen more of the doings of men than dl three of you together.”

There was another ripple of darm in the Court as the lords once again pulled aside their robes to
reved sormswords; Alas shrugged. Seven swords faded into view in the ar in front of her, hovering with
their points toward the dven lords, and then vanished again. She paid them no attention, and went on,
"From what | have seen, the humans have their own feuds, and are much disorganized, as wel as being
what we might cal undisciplined and untutored in the ways of the forest. Yet they outnumber us aready
twenty to one and more. Far more humans have svung swords in earnest than have our People. They
swarm, and fight with more ruthlessness, speed, and dbility to adapt and change in battle than we have
ever known. If they invade, lords, we dhdl probably manage two or four victories, perhaps even a
decisve daughter. They will manage the rest, and be hunting us through the streets before two seasons
are past. Please bdieve me now; | don't want the redm to fed the pain of your bdieving me only as you
die later."

She continued, "To those who, hearing me, then say: Then let us fare forth now, and smite dl
humen redms, that they can never raise amies againg us,' | say only: no. Humans invaded will unite to
day a common foe we shdl be dan outsde our ream, only to leave it undefended when the
counterstrike comes. Moreover, anyone who goes to war with humans makes lading enemies they
remember grudges, lords, aswel as we do. To drike a aland now, even to humbleit, is to await its next
generation, or the one after that, to come riding back at us for revenge-and humans have a score or more
generations for each one of ours.

"WIll you accept, lords" the Corona asked mildy, "the testimony of our Lady Herad? Do you
grant that sheis probably right?"

The three lords shifted uneesly, until Urddusk snapped, "And if we do?"

"If you do, lords," Alas replied, sartling everyone save the Corond by her interjection, “than you
and our Coronal stand agreed, both fighting to save Cormanthor. Your shared dispute is only over the
means to do s0."



She turned again to face the throne, and the Corond thanked her with a amile and gestured her
dismisd. As she floated past the three lords, he spoke again, saying, "Hear my will, lords. The Opening
gl proceed-but only after one thingisin place.”

The slence, as everyone waited for his next words, was a tense, sraining thing.

"My lords, you have dl raised just and grave concerns over the safety of our People in an "open’
Cormanthor. Inviting other races in without the eves of Cormanthor having some sort of overarching,
pervasive protection is unthinkable. Y et this cannot be a protection of mere law, for we can be swamped
and unable to mugter blades enough to enforce our law, precisdy as if we made war. We do, however,
dill outstrip humansin one area, for afew more seasons a leadt: the magic we weave."

The Coronal made a gesture, and suddenly severd of the courtiers glowed with golden auras, up
and down the hdl. They glanced down at themsdves in surprise, as ther fdlows drew back from them.
The Corona pointed at them with a smile, and said, "Elves who have the means to do so, or the kill,
have dways crafted, or hired others to craft for them, persona mantles of defensve magic. We need a
mantle that will encloak dl of Cormanthor. We shall have such a mantle before the dty is lad open to
those not of pure even blood.”

Lord Urddusk sputtered, "But such athing isimpossiblel”

The Corona laughed. "That's not a word | ever like to use in Cormanthor, my lord. Tis dmost
adways a swift embarrassment to whomever uttersit!”

Lord Haladavar leaned his head over to the ear of Lord Urddusk and murmured, "Be a easel
He says this so he can retreat from his plan with dignity! We've won!"

Unfortunately, the Lady Herald seemed to have left some trace of her voice-hurling magic behind,
for the whigpered words carried to every corner of the chamber. Lord Haadavar flushed a deep, rich
red, but the Corona laughed merrily and said, "No, lords, | mean it! Opening we shdl have-but an
Opening with the People well protected!”

"I suppose well now waste the best efforts of our young mages on this now, for the next
twoscore seasons or 0," Lord Magath snapped.

The flash of one of the old-fashioned little globes known as "come hither” sgnds spilled forth
among the courtiers then, and everyone looked to see its source. As a buzz of conversation arose and
Lord Mdgah's comment hung unanswered, the Lady Herdd cut through the gaping ranks of
well-dressed dves like a wasp seeking to sing, and came at last to an aged df in dark, plan robes. She
amiled, turned to face the Throne, and announced, "Mythanthar would speak.”

The three lords frowned in puzzlement as the courtiers burst again into excited whispers, but the
Corond made the gesture for slence. When it had falen, the Lady Herald touched the old mage with her
deave, and by her magic his thin, quavering voice rang clear to every corner of that vast hdl. "I would
remind Cormanthans of the 'spell fields | tried to develop from mantles, for use by our war captains,
three thousand years agone. Our need passed, and | turned to other things but | know now what
direction to work in, where | was ignorant before. In elder days, our magic weavers could esdly dter
how magic worked in a given area. | shdl craft a spel tha does the same, and give Cormanthor its
mantle. From end to end of this far dty there shdl be a 'mythd.’ Give me three seasons to get started,
and | gl then be able to give thee a count of how many more | sl need.”

There was a momentary silence as everyone waited for him to say more, but Mythanthar waved
that he was done, and turned away from the herald; the Court erupted in excited chatter.

"My lord" Lord Magath snapped, approaching the Throne and rasng his ams in his
anxiousness to be heard (overhead, the Srinshee amed two scepters a him, her face set and dern),
"please hear me: it is imperative that this 'mythd’ deny the working of any magic by dl N'Te'Quessin
fact, by dl who are not purebloods of Cormanthor!™

"And it mugt reved to dl the dignments of folk entering it," Lord Haadavar sad excitedly, "to
protect us from the shgpeshifting beasts and dl who dare to impersonate elves, or even specific dven
lordg!”

"Wdl sad!" Lord Urddusk echoed. "It should aso, and for the same reason, make invisble
things vighle at its boundaries, and prevent teleportation into or out of it, or well have invading armies of



adventurersin our laps every night!”

Nealy every df a court was crowding forward now, bobbing their heads, waving thar arms,
and shouting their own suggestions, as the din mounted, the Corond findly spread his handsin resgnation
and pressed one of the buttons set deep in one arm of the Throne.

There was a blinding brilliance as the Corond's lightshock wave took effect. It kept amost
everyone from seeing the dagger hurled a the Corond from the ranks of courtiers. That blade struck the
fidd created by the scepter in the Srinshee's left hand and was transported to an empty storage cdlar
deep under the north wing of the palace.

It dso had its intended effect: everyone except the Corond on his throne staggered backward,
sunned into slence.

Into the gentle moaning sounds that followed, as folk fought to clear the swirling lights from their
eyes, the ruler of dl Cormanthor said gently, "No mythd can hope to indude every desire expressed by
every Cormanthan, but | intend that it act on as many as are possble and tenable. Please make dl of
your suggestions to the Lady Herdd of the court; she will convey them to the senior mages of the court
and to mysdf. Mythanthar, have my deepest thanks-and my hopes that dl Cormanthor will soon echo
that thanks. It is my will that you craft an initid verson of your mytha-no matter how incomplete or
crude-as soon as possible, for presentation to the court.”

"Revered Lord, | shdl do s0," Mythanthar replied, bowing low. He turned away again, and high
above him, the Srinshee's eyes widened. Had there, or had there not, been acircle of nine sparks around
the old mage's head, judt for an ingtant?

Wi, there was none to be seen now. Face thoughtful, the Srinshee watched him totter toward
one of the tapedtries, face thoughtful. Her eyes widened again an indant later-and this time one of the
sceptersin her hands legpt dightly as it hurled forth magic.

The old mage passed out among the tapestries, and Oluevaera was pleased to note that two of
the Coronal's best young armathors fdl into place before and behind him, wearing ornamenta haf-cloaks
that her mage-sght could see were generding a meta-warding fidd between them. Mythanthar's own
mantle should take care of any hurled spells, and he should soon stand in his own tower again, unharmed,
now that the firg opportunigtic attack on him had been failed.

The Srinshee watched grimly as a courtier in a plum-colored tunic, whose name and lineage she
did not know, sagged back againg a wall, saring down a his hand. His face was white and his mouth
was gaping in soundless shock.

Her am had been good; that hand was now a withered, clawlike thing mottled with age ... and
too weak to hold the deadly triple-bladed dagger that lay on the floor benesth it.

* * % % %

"I mugt confess | am dill gloating about the success Duilya enjoyed,” Alaglossa Tornglara
confided, the moment they were out of hearing of ther servants. The two parties of uniformed retainers
caefully set down the purchases made by their lady magters at the side of the street, and stood patient
guard over them.

"Theyll not dl be that easy, I'm afraid,” the Lady Ithrythra Mornmist murmured.

"Indeed; have you seen the Lady Auglamyr? Amaranthae, | mean. She was as dill and dlet as a
datue today; | wonder if the wooing of a certain High Court Mage istroubling her.”

"No," Ithrythra said dowly, "it's something else. She's worried for someone, but not hersef. She
bardy notices what she's wearing, and sends Auglamyr pages scurrying on dozens of seeking errands, by
the hour. She's lost something ... or someone.”

"I wonder wha can have befdlen?' Lady Tornglara breathed, a frown drawing down her
beautiful festuresinto solemnity. "This must be something serious, I'll be bound.”

"Intriguesin the streets, now, isit?" The voice that halled them was dmost exuberantly arrogant;
Elandorr Waelvor, flower of the third elder House of the relm, was glegful about something.

He was resplendent in a jerkin of black velvet trimmed about with white thunderbolts, and a



cloak of rich purple with a magenta lining swirled about his shoulders and gleaming black thigh+high boots
as he advanced upon them. His dim, degant fingers bristled with rings, and the jeweled slver scabbard of
his sword of honor was so long that it dapped at his ankles with every step. The two ladies watched him
grut, their faces expressionless.

Elandorr seemed to sense ther unspoken disapprova; he lowered his brows, clasped his hands
behind his back, and started to circle them.

"Though 'tis refreshing to see the younger, more vigorous houses of Cormanthor grow into taking
an interest in the doings of the redm,” he said arily, "I must caution you ladies that overmuch talk about
afars of import would be a bad, nay, a very bad thing. It has recently been my painful duty to ah, curb
the behaviord excesses of the wayward Lady Symrudtar, of the fledgling House of Auglamyr. You may
have heard something about it, borne on the lamentable winds of gossip with which our far city seems so
intolerably afflicted .. ?"

The upward, inquidtorid rise of hisvoice, and hislifted brows, urged a reply; he was momentarily
disconcerted when both ladies slently arched scornful eyebrows of their own, locked gazes with him, and
sad nothing.

His eyes flashed with irritation as he soun away from the weight of two levd stares, swirling his
cloak grandly. Then Elandorr put his hand to his breast, sighed theetricdly, and turned back toward
them. "It would grieve me deeply," he said passonately, "to hear the same tragic sort of news mooted
about the city concerning the proud ladies of Mornmigt and Tornglara. Y et such misfortunes can dl too
eedly befdl any dven she who doesn't know her proper place, and now keep to it-vin the new
Cormanthor.”

"And which 'new Cormanthor' would that be, Lord Wadvor?' Alaglossa asked oftly,
wide-eyed, two fingers to her chin.

"Why, this redm around us, known and loved by dl true Cormanthans. This redm as it will be in
amoon or so, renewed and set back on the proper path that was good enough for our ancestors, and
theirs before them.”

"Renewed? By whom, and how?" Ithrythra joined in the dumbfounded game. "Coyly gloaing
young lordlings?"

Elandorr scowled at her, and drew his lips back from his teeth in an unlovdy amile "l shant
forget your insolence, ‘Lady, and shdl act appropriately-you may assure yoursdf of thet!™

"Lord, | shdl await you," she said, dropping her head in deference. As she did o, she rolled her
eyes.

With a growl, Elandorr siwept past her, deliberately extending his elbow to strike her head as he
did so- but somehow, as she swayed out of his reach, he found himsdf bearing down on the back of a
servant who had appeared out of nowhere to attend to the Lady Tornglara. Elandorr cast an angry ook
around and saw that servants of both ladies were dosing in around him, eyes averted from him but with
daggers, goads, and carry-yokes in their hands. The scion of the Wadlvors snarled and quickened his
pace, driding out of the dosing press of bodies.

The servants crowded in around both ladies, who looked at each other and discovered that they
were both dark-eyed, quick of breath, and flaring about the nodtrils. The tips of ther ears were red with
anger.

"A dangerous foe, and now one fully aware of you, Ithrythra" Alaglossa said in soft warning.

"Ah, but look how much he blurted out about someone's future plans for the redm, because he
logt histemper,” Ithrythra replied. Then she looked at the servants dl around them both and said, "I thank
dl of you. Twas very brave, waking into our peril when you could-should-have stayed safdly away.”

"Nay, Lady; 'twas dl we could do, and 4ill know any honor in our days," one of the older mae
stewards muttered.

Ithrythra smiled a him, and replied, "Wdl, if | ever act so rude as yon lordiing, youve my
permisson to toss me down in the mud and use that goad of yours atime or two on my backside!”

"Bes forewarn your lord of hisarrivd, though,” Alaglossa put in with a amile "This man's one of
ming"



A generd roar of mirth erupted, in which dl joined-but then died away dowly as, one by one,
they turned and looked dong the street to discover that Elandorr Waelvor hadn't walked dl that far off
after dl. He obvioudy thought thet their laughter had been & his direct expense, and was standing looking
a them dl with black murder in his eyes.

* k % % %

Lord Ihimbraskar Evendusk floated at ease severd feet above his own bed, naked as his birthing
day, amiling at his lady like an admiring young even lover.

Lady Duilya Evendusk amiled back a him, her chin resting on her hands, and her ebows resing
on the same empty ar. She wore only fine golden chains studded with gems, they hung down in loops
toward the bed below.

"So, my lord, what news today?' she breathed, dill ddighted that hed hastened draight home to
disrobe after Court emptied-and that held reacted with delight, and not irritation, to find her waiting in his
bed. The ceremonidly ignored bottle of tripleshroom sherry was dill on the floor where sheld ordered it
set; Duilya doubted her lord had touched a drop since seeing her drain one such bottle. She wondered
when-if-sheld ever dare tdl him about the magic her lady friends had worked, to enable her to do that
drinking.

"Three senior lords,” her Thimbraskar told her, "Haadavar, Urddusk and that serpent Magath,
came to Court and demanded that the Corond reconsider the Opening. They wore stormswords, and
threatened to use them.”

"And do they yet live?' Duilya asked dryly.

"They do. Eltargrim chose to view their weapons as 'errors in judgment.”

Duilya snorted. "The enemy amrathor gasped out blood as my error of judgment took him
through the vitas™ she declaimed grandly, waving a hand. Her lord chuckled.

"Wait, love, theré's more" he told her, ralling over. She shrugged at him to continue; her hair did
down over her shoulder and fdl free.

Ihimbraskar watched her tresses spread and swing back and forth as he continued, "The Coronal
sad ther concerns were vdid, had his Lady Herdd scare us dl with taes of the battle-might of humans,
and said the Opening will go ahead eventudly: after the dty is cloaked in a huge spdimentle!”

Duilya frowned. "What, old crazed Mythanthar's 'mythd’ again? What good will that be, if the
relmisopento dl?'

"Aye, Mythanthar, and itll give us control over what these nondven intruders do, and what magic
they work, and what they can hide, by the sounds of it," her lord said.

Duilya drifted closer, and as she reached out to stroke his chest, she added softly, "Elves too, my
lord- evestoo!"

Lord Evendusk started to shake his head dismissvely, then froze, looking very thoughtful, and
sad in agmdl voice, "Duilya-however have | kept mysdf from utter Supidity, dl these years | ignored
you? Spells can be crafted to work only on creatures of certain races, and to ignore others . . . but will
they be? What a weapon in the hand of whoever is Corond!"

"It seems to me, my lord,” Duilya said as she rolled over to rest the side of her face agang his
and fix im with a very solemn eye, "that we'd better work as hard as we can to see that Eltargrim is ill
our Coronal, and not one of these ambitious ardavanshee-in particular, not one of the oh-so-noble sons
of our three highest houses. They may consder humans and the like no better than snakes and
ground-dugs, but they look upon the rest of us even Cormanthans as no better than cattle. The Opening
will make them scared for the security of ther lofty positions, and so, ruthlesdy desperate in their acts.™

"Why aren't you acourt advisor?' lhimbraskar Sghed.

Duilyarolled over atop him and said sweetly, "I am. | advise the court through you.”

Lord Evendusk groaned. "Too true. You make me sound like some sort of lackey you send off
into danger every day, to put forth your views."

The Lady Duilya Evendusk smiled and said nothing. Ther eyes met, and held steady. There was



atwinklein her eyes as she continued to say nathing.
A dow gmile crooked IThimbraskar's usudly hard mouth. "Cordlon praise you and damn you,
Lady, he said, in the breath before he started to laugh helplesdy.

Fifteen
A Mythal, Maybe

It came to pass that EIminster was dain by the elves, or nearly so, and by the grace of
Mystra drifted about Cor-manthor in the shape of a ghost or phantom, powerless and
unseen-akin, some have said, to the lot of scullery maids in service to a highborn lady. Like such
wenches, woe would likely befall the last prince ofAthalantar if he were to come to the notice of
the mighty. The master sorcerers of the elves were powerful in those days, and faster to make war
and cast forth reckless magics. They saw the world around them, and all humans in it, as
rebellious playthings to be tamed often, swiftly, and harshly. Among certain of the elven, that
thinking has changed but little to this day.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faeriinian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

Symrugtar was naked, her face a dark mask of dried blood. She stared out of the shadow cast
by her overhanging har, seeing neither Elminder nor anything ese in Faerun. Foam bubbled a the
corners of her trembling mouth as she panted and whimpered. If there was ill a whole mind behind
those eyes, Elminger could see no evidence of it.

Elandorr mugt be an even more viciousrivd then

Symrustar had thought. B fdt sick. He had done this, by whisking Elandorr past her defenses and
letting im see into her mind. It was his to undo, if he could. Lady, he said, or tried to. Symrustar
Auglamyr, he called softly, knowing that he was making no sound. Perhaps if he drifted right into her
head ... or would that do more harm?

She hdf-fdl on her face then, as she blundered into the top of a gully, and B shrugged. How
could she be made any worse? The danger of a predator was very red, and would grow worse as
darkness came. He drifted in past her eyes, into the confusng darkness beyond, trying to perceive
anything around him as he called her name again. Nothing.

H drifted through the tortured ven lady, and looked sadly a her backside as she lurched away
from him, drooling and making confused, wordless noises. He could do nothing.

In his present state, he couldn't even stroke her with a soothing touch, or speak to her. He was
truly a phantom ... and she was possibly dying, and probably mad. The Srinshee might be able to hep
her, but he knew not where the Lady Oluevaeramight be found. Mystra, he cried again, aid me! Please!

He waited, drifting, looking anxioudy into Symrus-tar's unseeing eyes from time to time as she waddled
onwards, but no matter how long or often he cdled, there was no apparent reply. Uncertainly Bl floated
adong besde the crawling, moaning even sorceress, as she made her dow and panful way through the
forest. Once she panted, "Elandorr, no!" and Bl hoped other lucid words would follow, but she growled,
made some yipping sounds, and then burst into tears ... tears that in the end became the murmuring sound
agan.

Perhaps even Mystra couldn't hear hm now. No, that was fodlish; it must have been she who
restored him &fter hisfally at the ruined castle. It seemed she wanted him to learn alesson now, though.

If he flew back across the mountains and desert to that temple of Mystra beyond Athdantar, or
one of the other haly places of the goddess held heard of, perhaps the priests could give him his body
back.

If they could even sense him, that is. Who was to say they could, where the spdl-hurling eves of



Corman-thor could not?

Perhaps held be noticed if he passed through an unfolding spell, or blundered into the chambers
of amage trying to craft a new magic. Yet if he left Symrudar ...

He whirled in the ar in exasperation, coming to a wrenching decision. He could do nothing but
watch if she got hurt or attacked or killed right now. If he regained his body, surdy he could use spdls to
find her, or at least send someone dse to rescue her; the Srinshee, perhaps. He didn't give much for his
chances of convincing House Auglamyr that he, the hated human armathor, somehow knew that Elandorr
Wadvor had left thar dearest daughter and heir crawling through the forest like a mad-witted animd.

No, he could do nothing for Symrudtar. If she died out here, it wasn't as though she was an
innocent who'd done nathing to bring this on hersdf. No, gods above, shed earned it many times over
before the blundering human Elminder had happened dong and sheld seen him as a good fit for her
clutches.

And yet he was dmogt as guilty of her present state asif hed broken her mind and body himsdf.

He had to get back to the city, and hope that he could communicate with someone. At that
thought, Bl hurled himsdf through the trees, not caring if he went around or through, racing back to the
greets and grand homes of Cormanthor. He thrust himsdlf right through the glowing armor of a patrol
leader who was just directing his warriors into the formation he favored for leaving the city.

Dusk was fdling. B swooped through aline of glowing globes of ar that hung above the second
street he came upon, illuminating an impromptu party. Though one of them seemed to bob and flicker
after he passed through it, he could fed nothing.

He turned toward the Corond's palace once more, and saw soft light coming from part way up a
tower held never noticed before. The last light of day was fading off across the gardens, he dowed near
the window and saw, in the chamber within, the Coronal stting in a chair, apparently adeep. The
Siinshee was leaning on one of its ams and speaking to the Sx court sorceresses, who sat in a ring dl
around.

If he had any good hope of ad in Cormanthor, it lay in that room. Elminder rushed excitedly
aong the 9de of the palace, seeking away in.

He found a dightly open window amost immediaely, but it led to a storeroom so securely sealed
off from the rest of the palace that he could go no further. He boiled up out of it again, frugtration rigng;
every moment wasted was more of the conversation in that lighted chamber that he wouldn't hear. He
raced dong the wdl until he found one of those large windows whose "glass' was no glass at dl, but an
invigblefidd of magic.

He fdt a dight tingling as he darted through it, and dmog whirled to go through again, in hopes
that this heralded a return to solidity, but no. Later. He had a gathering to eavesdrop on now.

He knew what room he needed to enter, and his sense of direction was supported by the three
tinglings he fdt as he drew near it, and encountered spdl after spdl of warding. The Srinshee certainly
didn't want anyone to overhear what was going on in that room.

Its door, however, was old and massve, and therefore worn so much by centuries of swinging
that there was a 9zable chink around the frame. B darted in excitedly, and raced right through the ring of
ligening sorceresses to circle the tiny figure at their heart.

The Srinshee gave no dgn of feding or hearing him, as he bellowed her name and waved his
hands through her. B sghed, resgned himsdf to more of this slent ghosiliness, and settled down to hover
above the empty arm of the Coronal’s chair, to ligen in earnest. Hed arrived, it seemed-thank Mystra-at
the best part.

"Bhuradea and Mladris" the Srinshee was saying, "mugt shidd Mythanthar's body at dl
times-and themsdves besides, for any foe rebuffed in an initid strike at Emmyth will surdy seek out the
source of his protection and try to dimingte it. His mantle bests any of ours, and | suggest only one
augmentation: Syl-mae, you cast the web of watching | gave you so as to mesh with Emmyth's mantle.
You and Holone mug then take turns observing it. It will lash back at anyone seeking to pierce it with
spdIs by itsdf, yes, but such attackers may be well protected, and suffer no harm at dl. | want you two



not to strike a them, but smply to identify them and inform us dl as soon as possible.”

"Thet leaves usidle again," the sorceress Ajhadanda said alittle sadly, her gesture taking in hersdf
and Y athlanae, the dven maid who sat at her elbow.

"Not s0," the Srinshee said with asmile. "Y our shared task isto lay spelsthat ligen for anyone in
the relm who utters the names 'Emmyth' or 'Mythanthar' or even 'Lord lydril, though | suspect few of
the Cormyth of today recdl that title. Identify them, try to follow whet they're saying, and report back.”

"Anything else?' Holone asked, alittle wearily.

"I know what it is to be young, and restless to be doing things" the Srinshree said softly.
"Watching and waiting is the hardest work, ladies. | think it best if we meet here four morns hence, and
awitch tasks."

"What will you be doing?" Sylmae asked, nodding in agreement with the Srinshee's plan.

"Guarding the Corond, of course" the Lady Okie-vaera said with asmile " Someone hasto."

Mouths crooked with amusement around the circle. A hdf amile played about the edges of the
Srinsheg's mouth as she turned dowly to meet the eyes of each of the Sx in turn, and receive thar dight
nods of agreement.

"I know it chafes not to be working unfettered, you Sx," she added softly, "but | suspect the time
for that will come soon enough, when the prouder houses of this realm redlize that a mythd is going to
curb their own spdlhurlings and covert activities. Then our troubles will beginin earnest.”

"How far may we go, should things come to open spdl battle in these ‘troubles?' Holone asked
quigtly.

"Oh, they will, spdllsster, they assuredly will," the Srinshee replied. "You mug dl fed free to do
what you fed needful; blast any foe a will, to desth and beyond. Hestate not to sSrike out a any
Cormanthan whose intent you are sure of, who works againg the Corond or the creation of a mythd.
The future of our relmis a stake; no priceistoo high to pay.”

Heads were nodding in somber slence, dl round the circle. The Corona chose that moment to
snore; the Srinshee regarded him affectionatdy as the Sx sorceresses amiled and rose.

"Hagten!" she bid them, eyes shining. "You are the guardians of Cormanthor, and its future. Go
forth, and win victory!"

"Queen of Spdls™ Sylmae intoned in a mae-sounding roar, striking her chest, "we go!”

This was evidently some sort of quotation; there was a generd ripple of mirth, and then the sx
sorceresses were on the move in a graceful swirling of long hair and robes and longer legs. Bl cast a brief,
sad glance at the Srinshee, who 4ill could not hear his loudest cry of her name, and followed the one
cdled Bhuraglea, making careful note of the face and form of Mladris, in case keeping Slent escort to her
became necessary instead.

As it happened, the two tdl, dender sorceresses kept together, driding down a palace corridor
with the haste of a sorm wind. "Should we eat something, do you think?' Bhuraglea asked her fdlow
mage, as they stepped out past the last palace ward-field and turned themsdlves invisble El, hovering
close by, was rdieved to see that they remained clearly visble to him, though their bodies now seemed
outlined with a bluish gleam, like strong winter sarlight reflected off snow.

"I brought some food earlier,” Mladris replied. "Il summon it before we enter his firs ward.” She
wrinkled her nose. "Wait until you see his tower; some old maes embrace the idea of Tiome as dump'
rather too wholeheartedly.”

* %k %k * %

The two sorceresses were passing ajack of mint water and a cold grouse pie back and forth as
they dipped through the glowing wards that surrounded the rather ramshackle tower of Mythanthar the
mege. Starfdl Turret resembled a long, grassy barrow-hill, pierced dong one sde with windows, and
rigng at its north end into a squat, rough-walled stone tower. Its yard was an overgrown tangle of
sumps, fdlen trees, and forest shrubs and creepers. In the dusk, they looked like a dark chaos of giants
fingers stabbing the darkening sky.



"Ye gods and heroes," Bhuragdlea murmured. "Defending this againgt stedthy foes would take an
amy."

"That's us" Mladris agreed chearfully, and then added, "Thank the gods, our foes aren't likdly to
be any too sedthy. They're more gpt to try to crush the wards with realm-shaking spdlls, and then follow
up with more.”

"Three wards ... no, four. Thetll take alot of blasting,” Bhuraglea observed, as they finished the
pie and licked ther fingers. A light flared briefly in one of the high windows of the tower.

"Hest it dready,” Mladris said.

Bhuraglea grimaced. "He's probably been 'at it snce he stepped out of the Chamber of the
Court," she replied. "The Lady Oluevaera told me he's gpt to be more than a bit sngleminded. We
could dance nude around him and sing courting songsin his ear, she said, and held probably murmur that
it was nice to have such energetic young things around, and could we please fetch yon powders for im?'

"Gods," Mladris said fedingly, ralling her eyes, "grant that | never get old enough to be like that."

Out of the empty ar very close by a cold voice said amugly, "Granted.”

An indant later, Faerun exploded into many legping lightnings bright arcs that raced hungrily
through the ar to stab through the gasping, staggering sorceresses and snarl onward. Mladris and
Bhuraglea were snatched off their daintily booted feet and hurled back over shrubs and brambles, with
smoke streaming from their mouths and flames spitting fitfully from thar eyes.

Even EIminger was taken by surprise; how had he missed seeing the crudl-faced dven mage who
was now risng, a vengeful column of mig turning solid, above the tangled garden? Clouds of radiance
were swirling in from dl directions to join the thickening form of the sorcerer. As he grew tadler and more
solid, he camly continued to lash the coughing, sobbing sorceresses with crackling streams of lightning,
dlowing them no moment to recover or escape.

Sparks fdl in showers from the df's hands as he stepped forward, treading on the empty ar with
amindng swagger of satisfaction. H fdt a dinging pain as they drifted through him and winked out. He
swirled around the mage, swooping and shouting in slent futility.

The innermogt ward had been no ward at dl, but the cloudlike, dert form of the mage, awating
ad, intentiond or otherwise!

"Haemir Wadlvor, a your service," the even sorcerer told the two ladies, when their burned and
trembling bodies were so enwrapped with lightnings that they couldnt move. "The Starym seem to be
delayed- perhaps wanting me to do the dirty work before they deign to appear. It matters little, now that
| have your life-energies to feed my shield-sundering. Y ou're here to protect feeble-witted, doddering old
Mythanthar, | take it? A pity; you're going to be the death of him instead.”

Bhuradlea managed a groan of protest; little black flames legped from her mouth. Mladris hung
limp and glent, her eyes open, saring, and dark. Only a pulse racing in her throat showed that she yet
lived.

B fet rage risng in him like ahungry red tide, demanding release. He turned ponderoudy, letting
the anger build into shaking energy that burst out a last in along, soundless charge that took him through
the lightnings that bound the two sorceresses, and sraight at the Waelvor mage.

Héfway there he arched and cried out in dlent pain and surprise. He could fed the lightningd
Ther caster could see and fed his contact, too; Haemir's eyes narrowed a the sght of his suddenly
crackling, spitting, somehow dimmed bolts of lightning. What was dragging at them so?

Wadvor's lips thinned. Old Mythanthar, or some other meddler? It mattered little. He snarled
something, and moved one hand in a quick spdl that spun a dozen dicing blades to dash in the ar at the
point of the disturbance.

H watched the blades appear and tumble down behind him, and rose up out of the lightnings
feding both pain and exhilaraion. Some of thar energy was racing around ingde him, making him tingle
unpleasantly, and scattering sparks from his mouth and eyes.

The Wadvor wizard's eyes widened in surprise as he dimly perceived the lightning-lashed outline
of an dven-or was it human?-shape, an ingant before it smashed into him.

B struck with dl his force, lashing and dashing, trying to overwhem Haemir Waelvor through



sheer ferocity. When he "touched” the mage, he fdt no solidity, only a tingling as the lightnings rolled out
of him, then searing pain as the interlaced spdlls of the wizard's mantle tried to tear him apart, phantom
thet he was.

While Elminger rolled in midair screaming soundlesdy in agony, Haemir Waelvor shook his head,
roaring, his own lightnings spitting and coiling from his mouth in their rude return. The pupils of his eyes
suddenly turned as milky and sparkling as a white opal-a look B had last seen years back, in the eyes of
amage who'd just fdlen victim to his own confuson spell.

H shook his head and screamed again, trying to gain control of his own pain-wracked form. So,
he could hurt-or at least cause pain and confusion to-folk he rushed through, could he?

Shuddering, he drifted away to a digant vantage point to watch, knowing he could do nothing to
ad the two sorceresses, who lay dumped where the faling lightnings had released them.

He needed to know how long it would take a wizard to recover-and if swooping through one as
agpdl was baing cast would ruin and waste the magic. He'd have to go through this punishment dl over
agan.

Mystra, let this ef be a long time recovering, H sad in fervent prayer. But it seemed Mystra
was contrary-minded, or at least hard of hearing, this day: Haemir was aready staggering about, feding
for his surroundings with an outstretched hand, holding his head, and cursng weekly. E was sorey
tempted to gather himsdf and plunge through the even mage again right now, but he needed to know
what sort of damage his passng through an df would do. And hadn't this smug Waelvor mage sad
something about the Starym showing up? It might be best not to be dl that dearly visble whenever a
group of crud dven sorcerers arrived, looking for trouble.

Haemir Wadlvor was shaking his head gingerly asif to clear it now, and his curses were gathering
force.

He seemed on the verge of recovery, while a certain ghostly Elminger certainly dill hurt, acutely
and dl over.

Mysra curse him. He was going to drain these two lady sorceresses to husks while the last
prince of Atha-lantar hovered over him on watch, powerless to stop him!

Of course, ElIminger reflected wryly, an indant later, things could get worse-much worse. Right
now, for instance.

One dfter the other, the outer wards were faling, sundering themsdves in slent explosions of
sparks a a certain point and fading away outwards from there. The center of this disruption was
something that looked like a tal black flame, one that promptly split as it glided through the last ward,
and died away to reved three tdl, fine-boned dven mdesin robes whose sashes of flane-hued slk were
adorned with twin fdling dragons. The Starym had come.

"Hall, Lord Wadlvor," one said in tones of velvet softness, as the three figures strode forward
together, treading air with a languid ar of cold superiority. "What distress finds you here, in the empty
night? Did yon ladies seek to defend themsdves?'

"A watchghost,” Haemir hissed, his eyes glittering with mingled pain and anger. "It awaited, and
struck me. | fought it off, but the pain lingers. And how does this fair night find you, my lords?"

"Bored," one of them said bluntly. "Siill, perhaps the old fool can provide us with some sport ere
we send him to dugt. Let us see”

He strode forward, and the other two Starym drew apart to flank him and follow, moving thar
fingers in the intricate passes and gestures of mighty battle spdlls. They strode right past the Waelvor
wizard and the crumpled bodies of the two fdlen sorceresses. El hovered near Haemir, fearing he might
take out hisrage on the ladies, and watched the Starym strike.

From the cupped pdms of one wizard white fire burst forth, rushing upwards in a snuous column
like an ed seeking the dars, only to burst apart into three long, serpentine necks that grew huge,
dragonlike maws at their ends. Those heads shook themsdlves restlesdy, and then bent and hit a the old
gone tower, Where their teeth touched, stone slently vanished, mdting away into nothingness and laying
bare the chambers within.

From the fingertips of the second wizard red lanca of racing fire then erupted, legping into the



revedw chambers of Mythanthar's tower to smite certain things of magic. Some of those things exploded
into bright showers of sparks, or blasts that rocked Starfdl Turret and hurled divers of its stones far
away into the gathering darkness, to crash through trees to unseen digant landings. Others burst into
rushing red flames, swirling into fiery pinwheds that hung here and there in the tower, pinned in place by
the Starym wizard's magic.

From the hands of the third mage a green cloud billowed, grew teeth and many clawed limbs with
frightening speed, and flew forth into the tower, hunting Mythanthar.

A breath or two &fter its dive into Starfal Turret, something flared a vivid purple deep indde
those shattered stones, and a bright bolt of that radiance snarled out, spitting aside the dismembered
claws of the green monger as it came. Haemir Wadvor watched them spin down to crash into the
shrubbery, and cursed in fear.

The three Starym flinched and scrambled away from the tower on the heds of his oath, as the
purple radiance burst into three fingers that stabbed out at them, veering to follow each scrambling df.

Persona mantles flared into vighility as they were tested; one mage diffened, threw out his ams
as his mantle turned to railing purple and black smoke around him, and then fdl hard on his face, and lay
gill.

The other two mages spun around and cried something to each other that Bl couldn't catch; ther
voices were high and distorted in frantic fear. It seemed the old fool was providing them with just a trifle
more sport than they'd expected.

The body of the fdlen Starym spat sparks and sputtering wisps of dying spells as he expired. His
head remained bent at a Sckening angle againg the old ssump, but the rest of his body dowly mdted its
way into the ground.

Wadvor stared down at it in ggping amazement, but the two surviving Starym paid their rdative
no heed as they busly spun megic. Fingers flew and the very ar around the two eves crackled and
flowed, like ail diding down the insde of a water-filled bowl. Tiny motes of light flickered here and there
as the mages danced the measures of along and intricate spell.

As the twin magics unfolded, two glowing clouds of pale green radiance faded into being above
the heads of the Starym, shedding enough light to show the sweat gligening on corded necks and
working jaws.

Then, with a slent flourish, one cloud coalesced into a sphere and began to spin. The second
followed an ingant later, and two globes of force hung in the air above the busy dven mages.

Haemir swore again, his festures as sharp and white as if they'd been quarried out of milky
marble. A red mig streamed out of the riven turret, reaching for the intruders in a long, inexorable wave,
and they were dmost sumbling in haste as they plucked scepters, wands, gems, and various andl and
winking items out of their sashes and hurled them up into the spheres above their heads. Each item
floated there, drifting lazily around among the other itemsin the spheres.

The red mig was only feet away when one of the Starym snapped out a Sngle ringing word-or
perhaps it was a name-and every item of magic in his sphere went off a once, tearing apart the very ar in
a darksome rift of glimmeing stars that sucked in the sphere, the items, the red mig, and much of the
gardens and front face of the tower before it vanished with a high Sghing sound.

The other Starym mage laughed in triumph before he said the word that awakened the itemsin his
sphere.

They rose, like flies disturbed from carrion on ahot day, and spat a deadly volley of bright beams
into the tower, which burst apart amid deafening thunders, raining down stones dl around and releasing a
cloud of crimson dust as some ancient magic or other falled.

The rift in the wake of these beams was smdl, sucking in only the items themsdves and the
sphere that had contained them before it vanished; no doubt this was the way the spdl was supposed to
work.

The two surviving Starym were moving their hands again, weaving unfamiliar-but seemingly
strong- magics as they stared into the tower. By thair shared manner, Mythanthar must be visble to them,
and dill very much dive and active.



H made his decison. Scudding low across the darkened garden, he built up speed and smashed
through Waelvor. Thistime the impact was like being hit across the chest by a solidly-swung log; it drove
dl the breath out of him in a soundless scream. He passed through the body of the mage and plunged into
the head of the nearest Starym like a hurled spear.

The blow sent him spinning end over end through the night, shuddering in agony so greet that it
snatched dl his breath away again, and a golden haze of dazedness began to swirl around him.

He had the satifaction, however, of seeing the Starym held struck ralling on the ground, dutching
his head and whimpering. The other Starym stared a his fdlow in disbdief and so didnt see the
blackened figure that trudged out of the tower behind him, tralling smoke. An df who could only be
Mythanthar.

The old df turned and looked back at the tiny flames that were now legping from every stone of
his shattered tower. He shook his head, leveled one finger at the mage who was dill sanding, and-as the
Starym whirled around belatedly-vanished.

Anindant later, a golden sphere erupted out of thin air, cutting the Starym neetly in two at chest
levd asit englobed his torso.

When the sphere imploded again an indtant later, it took the upper body of the proud even mage
with it, leaving only two trembling legs behind. They took one staggering step and then parted company,
toppling in different directions to the ground.

"Your...”

The cry was both furious and frightened. Bl swirled around, ill dowed and mind-mazed by his
agonies, and redlized that the lone surviving Starym, now staggering up from the ground, meant him. The
df could see the human!

Now, if he could only survive to reach the Srinshee, and tdl her ...

The Starym spat something mdicious, and raised his handsin a casting Elminder had seen before:
aspdl humans caled a "meteor svarm.”

"Mystra, be with me now," the last prince of Atha-lantar murmured, as four bdls of railing flame
raced to pogitions around him, and exploded.

The lagt thing Bl saw was the body of Haemir Waelvor turning to ashes as it tumbled helplesdy
toward him, borne on roaring flames that were bursting forth to consume the world dl around. Faerun
turned over, spun crazily, and then whirled away into hungry fire.

Sixteen
Masked M ages

The People looked upon Elminster Aumar, and saw, but did not understand what they saw.
He was the first gust of the new wind sent by Mystra. And Cormanthor was like an old and mighty
wall, that stands against such winds of change for century upon century, until even its builders
forget that it was built, and was ever anything ese but an unyielding barrier. There will come a
day for such a wall when it will topple, and be changed by the unseen, unsolid winds. It always
does.

That day came for the proud realm when the Coronal named the human Elminster Aumar
a knight of Cormanthor-but the wall knew not that it had been shattered, and waited for its
tumbling stones to crash to earth before it would deign to notice. That fall, when it came, would
be the laying of the My thai. But the stones of the wall, being elven stones, lingered in the air for
an astonishingly long while...

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Siver Blades And Summer Nights:

An Informa But True History of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of the Harp



Stars swvam overhead, and eyebdls gleamed below. Elminger frowned as he fought hisway back
to awareness. Eyebdls? He rolled over-or thought he did-for a better look. The night around him dowly
soun itsdf clear.

Yes, definitdy: eyebdls. Scores of blinking and gligening eyebdls, flickering into beng and
disappearing again in a constant winking cloud as the bored and jaded eves of Cormanthor heard about
the latest excitement and hastened to watch from a safe distance.

A few, by the way they drifted up to peer and blink a him, had definitdy noticed the motionless,
arifting ripple among the stars that was Elminger-a ragged cloud of human-shaped mig, thinned from
floating s0 long, senseless, above the riven sump of Mythanthars tower.

That dill-smoking, charred hegp of fdlen stones was a sea of the little orbs, fliting here and there
like curious fireflies as the eyes of digant elves peered a every last detal of the old mage's reveded
magic.

As Elminger watched them dart and peer with mild interest, he dowly became aware of his
surroundings-and who he was-again.

Two Starym had died here, but of the third there was no Sgn. The bodies of the two sorceresses
hed aso vanished; Bl hoped the Srinshee had whisked them away to safety and heding before less kind
observers had spotted them.

Two of the floating eyesin the ruins below suddenly veered to look at the same thing, asif it had
done something to interest them. Elminger swooped down to catch a look, sartling severd other blinking
orbs.

The two eyes were daring a nothing. Or rather they stared at something blurred and twisted,
roteting in the air and creating nothingness.

It was a cone or spird of smoky strands that moved purposefully among the ruins, poking a a
shdf here, and a pile of tumbled stone blocks there. Where it poked its open end, solid items vanished,
whisked away to-elsewhere.

H drifted closer, trying to see what was disgppearing. Stone blocks, aye, but only to clear a way
through rubble to the space beyond. In that space-magic! An item here, a broken fragment of apparatus
there, a stland yonder, a crucible just here ... the hdix of smoke was sucking up and seding away things
that Mythanthar had used to work magic, or that held spdlls stored within them.

Was this a thing Mythanthar himsdf was directing, to snatch away what could be salvaged before
other Cormanthan hands saized what he was not there to defend? Or did it serve some other master?

It certainly seemed to know where magic might be found. Bl watched it root through a tangle of
fdlen spars-calling-beams-in one corner, to find whatever had rested on the table beneath, and then .. .

He drifted closer, to peer around the wreckage and see what the hdix was after. There was-

Suddenly smoky lines were whirling dl around Elminger, and Faerun was twisting between them,
rushing away. The magicad gatherer must have been lurking below the lip of the overhanging debris,
deliberately waiting for him. Everything was whirling, now, and B sghed adoud. Whither this time?

Mystra, he cdled dmog plantivdy, as he was whirled down and away into a darkening,
sckening elsewhere, when is my task to begin? And what, by all the watching stars, ISit?

Long, long, he spirded, until he dmogt forgot what dillness was, and could scarce remember
light. Panic clutched at Elminger's heart and thoughts, and he tried to scream and sob, but could not.

The whirling continued unabated, through a void that went on and on, heedless of the cries he
tried to make. 1t made no difference to the void whether or not the ghost of a human caled EIminger was
present, Slent or agitated.

He was benegath notice, and powerless.

Yet if he could do nothing, what was there to worry about? He had driven, and known the love
of a goddess, and hisfate now lay in Mystras hands. Hands that he knew could be gentle, belonging to
one too wise by far to throw away atool that could ill see much use.

Asif that thought had been a cue, there came a sudden burst of light around Elminger, and with it
an exploson of colors. The smoky cage in which he moved veered into a misy blue area, and raced



through it toward a lighter, brighter horizon. Was he risng? It seemed s0, as he flashed through clouds of
blue mig into-

A chamber held not seen before, its floor agligening sea of black marble, itswals high, its caling
vaulted. A mage's spdlhurling chamber, and in it one dven mage, floating upright, thin, and graceful, pae
long-fingered hands moving in dmost lazy gestures.

A masked mage, whose eyes flashed in surprise a EImingter's sudden appearance.

The vortex of smoky lines was dready whirling B across the chamber, to where a sphere of
radiant white light floated, trailing migts of its own asif it was weeping.

The mage watched H spin helplesdy across the room and plunge into the sphere, the smoky lines
vanishing into the suff of the sphere itsdf, leaving the human imprisoned. Bl tried to drift Sraght on and
out through the curving far wal of the sphere, but it was as solid as stone, and his attempt merdly took
him on alooping journey around the ingde of its curves.

He came 0ftly to a stop facing the source of a brightening light outside the sphere: the masked
mege was drifting closer, head cocked in obvious curiosty.

"What have we here?' the anonymous df asked, in a cold, thin voice. "A human undead? Or ...
something more interesting?”

H nodded in grave gresting, as one equd to another, but said nothing.

The mask seemed to ding to the skin around its wearer's eyes, and to move and flex with it.
Beneeth it, a superior eyebrow rose in amusement. "l require one thing of dl thinking beings | encounter:
their name" the df explained flatly. "Those who resst me, | destroy. Choose swiftly, or | shdl make the
choice for you."

H shrugged. "My name is no precious secret,” he said, and his voice seemed to rall out across
the chamber. Here, at least, he could be heard perfectly. "I am Elminger Aumar, a prince in the human
land of Atharlantar, and the Corona recently named me an ar-mathor of Cormanthor. | work magic. |
as0 seem to have a blundering talent for upsetting dves whom | encounter.”

The mage gave EIminger a cold amile and a nod of agreement. "Indeed. Is your present form
voluntary? Good for spying out the secrets of even magic, perhaps?”’

"No," said Elminger genidly, "and not particularly.”

"How is it, then, that you came to be in the ruined home of the noted even mage Mythanthar?
Have you worked with him?'

"No. Nor am | pledged to any sorcerer of Cormanthor." El doubted this masked wizard would
congder the Corond a sorcerer, and the Srinshee was a "sorceress.”

"I'm not accustomed to asking questions twice, and you stand very much within my power.” The
masked mage drifted afoot or so closer.

H raised an eyebrow of his own. "And whose power would that be? A name for a name is the
custom among the People as wdl asin the affairs of men."

The masked mage seemed to smile-amogt. "You may cdl me The Masked. Speak not agan
savein answer to my query, or | shdl blow you away to nameless dust forever.”

H shrugged. "The answer is, | fear, as unreveding as your name: smple curiosity took me thence,
aong with haf the evesin Cormanthor, it seems, for | farly swvam in peering eyes.”

The masked mage did amile this time. "What, then, attracted your curious attention to that
locde?!

"The beauty of two sorceresses,” H replied. "'l wanted to see where they'd go, and perhaps learn
their names and where they dwelt.”

The Masked acquired a cold smile. "You condder df-shesfitting mates for human men, do you?'

"I've never considered the matter,” Elminger replied eadly. "Like most men, I'm attracted to
beauty wherever | find it. Like most elves, | see no harm in looking a what | cannot have, or where |
dare not venture."

The Masked nodded dightly, and remarked, "Most Cormanthans would deem this chamber
around you a place they'd dare not venture into. And rightly so: to intrude here would cost them thar
lives"



"And have ye come to a decison in the matter of my intruson?' Elminger asked camly. "Or was
that decison made when ye 'harvested’ me in the ruins?'

The even mage shrugged. "'l could eeslly destroy you. As a visble phantom you have little vaue
other than as a oy or herdd-one easly swept away by the right spells. As a whole man, however, you
could be of service"

"As awilling agent?' El asked, "Or as a dupe?'

The thin mouth of The Masked tightened dill further. "I am not accustomed to overmuch
impertinence even from rivals, man-let done gpprentices.”

Silence hung between them for along moment. A very long moment.

WEl, Mystra? Tha dlent plea for guidance was indantly rewarded by a glimpse of Elminder
nodding in this same room, as the masked dven mage demonstrated something. Well enough.

"Apprentices?' ElIminger asked, a breath before his hesitation might become fatdly overlong.
"Would | be correct in discerning a most gracious offer ... master?'

The Masked smiled. "You would. | take it you accept?'

"I do. | 4ill have much to learn about magic, and in that learning | should like to be guided by
someone | can respect.”

The dven mage said nothing, and logt his amile, but something about him seemed to radiate
satidfaction as he turned away. "Certain exacting spells are necessary for your return to ful and norma
physca form," he said over his shoulder, as he strode to a wal, touched it, and watched a stained and
battered workbench float into view out of suddenly-reveded darkness behind the wall.

His hands darted here and there among the jars and vessals that littered it. "Remain dill and quiet
until | bid you gtir again,” he ordered, turning around again with a mottled purple egg and a siver key in
his hand. The spdls | am about to cast will not appear to have any affect; they will take hold about the
sphere, and reach you only when | cause the fidd that now encloses you to vanish.”

Elminger nodded, and The Masked began to work magic, laying three smdl but completely
unfamiliar enchantments upon the sphere before embarking on the fird magic that B could guess the
purpose of. Spheres like the one B was floding in seemed to be the form in which dven mages
combined magics to work together upon a sngle target or focus.

The Masked camly uttered a 9ngle unfamiliar word, and the sphere caught fire,

H wriggled judt a little as the heat struck him. The even sorcerer was dready Grafting another
megic as the flames dowed, fdtered, and then abruptly went out, leaving a sngle rope of smoke dimbing
into the darkness overhead.

When the Masked turned to face the sphere again, he crooked hisfinger like a harpist plucking a
gring, and the smoke abruptly bent toward him. He rotated that hand dowly, as if conducting invisble
musicans, and the line of smoke snaked around the sphere, sttling into the familiar curves of the hdix.

H watched, fascinated, as the masked df danced and swayed in the working of yet another
magic-omething that caused afant music to arise out of nowhere and accompany the tdl, graceful body
asit svung thisway and that.

"Nassabrath," the Masked said suddenly, coming to a hdt and kneding. He drew his left hand,
fingers uppermost and palm inwards, verticaly down in front of his face as he did so. From the tip of
each finger tiny lightnings flared.

They curled and spat toward the sphere with dmost amless doth; as Elminger watched ther
dow progress, he caled on Mystra once more.

A vison appeared in his mind, as bright and as sudden as if someone had snatched aside a
curtain. He was sanding naked in the forest, face lined with pain, and covered with scrapes and
thorn-scratches. Or rather, he was dmogt neked: a his wriss and ankles were glowing manacles,
attached to chains that rose into the air to fade into invighility a few feet from his limbs. Their links blazed
with the same tiny lightnings as were crawling toward the sphere that held him, right now. The Masked
suddenly strode through the background of the scene, meking an impatient beckoning gesture amost
absently as he hurried on hisway.

Elminger was jerked around by the chains and forced to follow his master. They went through



the trees for quite some distance, sumbling and scraping aong, until Bl fetched up againg a jutting rock
with bruisng force. The df left him there as he bent down to examine a certain plant, and the vison swept
into show Elminger laying his hand flat on the stone, whispering Mystra's name, and concentrating on a
particular symbol-an unfamiliar and complex character of shining golden curves that hung in El's mind and
caught fire, asif it was was being branded into his memory.

In the scene, Elmingter's bare body changed, arching away from the rock as it flowed into the
smooth, ful curves of a woman, a form hed worn before in Mystras service. 'Elmara,’ hed been then,
and it was Elmarawho stepped away from the stone, chains gone, and began a swift cagting even as The
Masked draightened up and spun around, his face sharp with asonishment and fear. That face that
promptly vanished in the bolt of emerdd fire Elmara flung through it. The green flames flowed and
gplashed through his head, and the scene was gone.

H found himsdf shaking his head to clear his dazed vison. Through the sudden glimmer of tears,
he saw the lightnings, back in the here and now, touch the sphere around him at lagt, and awaken it to
fresh fire.

He tried to recdl the symbol held seen, and it swept back into hismind in dl its intricate glory.
Wl enough; touch stone and think of that while caling doud of Mystra, and he would wear a woman's
shape again-a changing that would be enough to break the bindings this treacherous dven sorcerer was
going to lay upon him now. The Masked-a proud df with a thin, cold voice that hed heard before, he
was sure ... but where?

H shrugged. Even if he learned who wore the mask, what then? Learning a face and a name
meant little when you knew little or nothing of the character behind them. To a Cormanthan born and
bred the identity of The Masked might well be a secret as vauable as it was deadly; to Elminder, it was
smply something he didn't know yet.

He suspected his very unfamiliarity with the relm was his chief vaue to this dven mage, and he
resolved to reved as little as possible of his own true powers and nature, bdittling even his experience
with the kiira Who was to say what an overwhelmed human mind could even comprehend of its stored
memories, let done retain after the gem was gone?

"Look into my eyes" The Masked commanded crisply. El looked up in time to see one
long-fingered hand make an imperious gesture. There was a flash of light from dl around, and a high
snging sound, as the sphere burgt into a sheet of golden sparks.

For an indant Bl fdt as if he was fdling-and then there was a sickening surging feding, as if eds
were wriggling through his innards, as the sparks streamed into the midst of his misty form.

Fire followed, and the wracking pain of being caught squardly in the raging, blistering heat of hot
flame. EIminger threw back his head and shouted-a sound that echoed back off the high vaulting above
as hefdl in earnest thistime, dropping severa feet before he was ruddy caught up in atangle of webs.

The webs were pdls soinning themsalves down and around him from the smoky hdlix. He was
caught in their cails, thelr substance mdting into his skin and pouring into his nose and mouth, choking
him.

He gagged, writhed, and tried to vomit, throat shuddering spasmodicaly. Then it was over, and
he was on his knees on cold flagstones, the masked dven sorcerer sanding on ar not far away, looking
down a him with a superior amile.

"Arise" the Masked said coldly. E decided to test things right now. Acting dazed, he hid his face
inhis hands and groaned, but did not try to get up.

"Eiminger!" the df snapped, but El shook his head, murmuring something wordless. Abruptly he
fdt a burning sensation in his head, like heat flowing down his neck and shoulders, and an irresstable
tugging began, making dl of hislimis legp and tremble. He could fight this, B thought, and resist for some
time, but it was best to seem entirdly in thrdl, so he hastened to his feet, to stand as The Masked posed
hime upright but with both arms extended, offering hiswridts asif for binding.

The dven sorcerer met ElIminger's gaze with eyes that were very levd and very dark, and E
suddenly found his limbs being pulled again. He surrendered utterly this time, and the df made him wave
hisarms wide, point downwards, and then dap himsdf across the face, hard, once with each hand.



It hurt, and as B shook his numbed hands and fdt his lips with his tongue where his teeth had
rattled under the blows, The Masked smiled again. "Y our body seems to work wel. Come."

El's limbs were suddenly free to move as he willed. He st asde any urge to strike back, and
followed humbly, head bent. A heavy feding of being watched rode his shoulders, but he didn't bother to
look up and back to find the floating eye he knew would be there.

The Masked touched the featurdess wal of the spdl chamber and an ovad doorway suddenly
opened init. The df turned on its threshold to look his new apprentice up and down and dlowed himsdf
adow, cold smile of triumph.

H decided to act asif it was a amile of welcome, and tremuloudy matched it. The dven mage
shook his head wryly at that and turned away, crooking one hand in a beckoning gesture.

Rdlling his eyes inwardly but careful to keep his face looking both dazed and eager, Elminder
hastened to follow. Thanks be to Mystra, this was going to be a long apprenticeship.

Moonlight touched the trees of Cormanthor, and in the remote distance, somewhere off to the
north, awolf howled.

There was an answvering bark from the trees very nearby, but the naked, shivering df who was
crawling amlesdy down atangled dope did not seem to hear it. She dipped partway down, and plunged
mogt of the rest of the way on her face. Her hair was a muddy mass, and her limbs glisened darkly in a
dozen places in the pae blue light, where they were wet with blood.

Thewoalf padded out onto the mossy rocks at the top of the dope and stood looking down, eyes
agleam. Such easy prey. He trotted down the indine by the easiest way, not bothering to hurry; the
panting, mumbling womean at the bottom wasn't going anywhere.

As he loped nearer she even rolled over to present her breast and throat to his jaws, and lay
back bathed in moonlight, gasping out something wordless. The wolf paused, momentarily suspicious of
such fearlessness, and then gathered himsdf to spring. Thereld be plenty of time to sniff around warily for
others of her kind after her throat was torn out.

A forest spider who'd been cregping cautioudy aong above the sobbing df for some time drew
back at the Sght of the wolf. Perhaps it could gain two blood-meals this night, rather than just one.

Thewadlf sprang.

Symrugtar Auglamyr never saw the Sngle blue-white star that blazed into being above her parted
lips Nor did she hear the startled, chopped-off yelp as it emptied into the jaws of the wolf, nor the slent
disntegration that followed.

A few hairs from the wolfs tall were al that was left of it; they drifted down to settle across her
thighs as something unseen said, "Poor proud one. By magic bent. Let you be by magic restored.”

A dircle of stars spun up from the ground then to flash around Symrugtar in a blue-white ring. The
Spider recoiled from their light and waited. Light meant fire, and sure, 3zzing death.

When the whirling ring had faded and only the moonlight remained, the spider moved down the
tree again, cregping swiftly now, inlittle runs and jumps and dodges. Its hunger was exceeded only by its
rage when it reached the flattened leaves where the ef-she had rolled, and found her gone. Gone without
atrace, and the wolf too. The bewildered spider searched the area for some time and then wandered off
into the woods by moonlight, Sghing as loudly and gudiily as any lost éf-or human.

Humeans, now; humans were fat, and full of blood and juices. Long-dimmed memories sirred in
the spider, and it dimbed a treein eager haste. Humans dwelt in that direction, along way off, and-

The head of the giant snake shot forward, its jaws snapped once, and the spider was gone. It
never even had time to worry about choosing the wrong tree.

Seventeen
Apprenticed Again

For some years EIminster served the elf known only as The Masked as apprentice. Despite
the cruel nature of the high sorcerer, and the spell chains that bound the human in servitude, a



respect grew between master and man. It was respect that ignored the differences between them,
and the betrayal and battle that both knew lay ahead.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

There came a ring day twenty years after the firs greening season Elminger had known in
sarvice to The Masked, when a golden, shining symbol surfaced in the Athalantan's mind, a symbaol he'd
amog forgotten. It troubled him; as it revolved dowly indde his head, other long-buried memories
dirred. Mystra, he heard his own voice cdling, and a gaze fdl upon him- her gaze. He could not see her,
but he could fed the awesome weight of her regard: deep and warm and terrible, more mighty than the
most furious glare of the Master, and morelovingthan . . . than . . .

Nacacia.

He looked down a Nacacia from where he hung in the great glowing spell web they'd spent dll
morming Grafting together, and their gazes met. Her eyes were dark and liquid and very large, and there
was longing in them as she looked up a him. Soundlesdy, trembling, her lips shaped his name.

It was dl she dared do. H fought down a sudden urge to lash out at the masked sorcerer, who
was floating with his back to them not far away, weaving spells of his own, and gave her a wink before
he quickly turned his head away. The Master delved too much into both their minds to hide their mutud
fondness from him. Already the myserious dven mage had taken to making Nacacia dap his human
apprentice, otherwise keep wdl away from Elminder, and speak harshly when she spoke to the
Athdantan & dl.

The Masked sddom compelled Elminder to do anything. He seemed to be watching E and
waiting for something. One of the things he watched for was any act of defiance, and he took open
ddight in punishing his humen apprentice for dl of them. Remembering some of those punishments, E
shuddered involuntarily.

He risked another glance a Nacacia, and found that she was doing the same thing. Their eyes
met dmogt quiltily, and they both hurriedly looked away. B set his teeth and started to dimb the spdl
web away from her-anything to be moving, doing something.

Mystra, he thought slently, seeking to thrust away his vivid memory of Nacacias amiling face.
Oh, Mystra, | need guidance. . . are dl these passing years of my servitude part of your plan?

The world around him seemed to shimmer, and he was suddenly stlanding in a rocky meadow. It
was the fidd in which held watched sheep, above Heldon, as a boy!

A breeze was blowing across it, and he was cold. Smdl wonder-he was dso naked.

Lifting his head, he found himsdf staring at the sorceress held trained under for so long, years
ago. Myrjda, she known as 'Darkeyes.’ The great dark eyes for which she was named seemed deeper
and more dluring than ever as she reclined on the empty ar above the blown grasses, regarding him. The
winds did not touch her dark sgtin gown.

Myrjaa had been Mystra. EIminger stretched out a hand to her, tentatively.

"Great Lady," he dmogt whispered, "isit yein truth-after dl these years?'

"Of course,”" the goddess said, her eyes dark pools of promise. "How isit that you doubt me?'

H dmog shuddered under the sudden wash of shame that he felt. He went to his knees, dropping
hiseyes. "I-I am wrong to do so, and ... wel, it's just that it's been so long, and .. "

"Not long to an df," Mystra said gently. "Are you beginning to learn patience at ladt, or are you
truly desperate?’

Elmingter looked up at her, eyes bright, as he found himsdf suddenly hovering on the edge of
tears. "No!" he cried. "All | needed was this, to see ye, and know I'm doing what ye intend. I-1 need
guidance 4ill."

Mystra smiled at him. "At least you know you need it. Some never do, and crash hgppily through
life, laying waste to dl they can reach in Faerun around them, whether they redizeit or not." She raised a



hand, and her amile changed.

"Yet think on this, dearest of my Chosen: most folk of Faerun never have such guidance, and dill
learn to stand on their own feet unaided, and follow their own ideas as their lives run, and make ther own
mistakes. Y ou've cartainly mastered that last tlent.”

Elminger looked away, fighting back tears again, and Mystra laughed and touched his cheek.
Warm fire seemed to race through him.

"Be not downhearted,” she murmured, as a mother does to a crying son, "for you are leaning
patience, and your shame is unfounded. Much though you fear you've forgotten me and strayed from the
task | set you, | amwdl pleased.”

Her face changed, then, as Heldon darkened and faded around it, and became the face of
Nacacia

Elminger blinked &t it, as it winked at him. He was back in the spell web, saring down at the red
Nacacia once more. He drew in a deep, tremulous breath, smiled a her, and climbed on through the
web. No matter what he did, however, his thoughts stayed on his fdlow apprentice. He could see her
face as dearly in hismind as his eyes had beheld it, moments ago. Sometimes he wondered how much of
such mind-scenes the master could see, and what the even sorcerer truly thought of his two apprentices.

Nacacia. Ah, leave my thoughts for a moment, leave mein peace! But no ...

She was a hdf-df, brought into the tower as a bright-eyed waif one night, huddled in the arms of
The Masked. Elminger suspected he'd raided the village where she lived.

Bright and bubbly, possessed of a pranksome nature that The Masked harshly beat out of her
with spanking spells and transformations into toads or earthworms, and a merry nature it seemed nothing
he did could crush, Nacacia had swiftly grown into a beauty.

She had auburn hair that flowed down to the backs of her knees in a thick fdl, and a surprisngly
muscular back and shoulders, from where held been standing in the web above her, B had admired the
deep, curving line of her spine. Her large eyes, amile and cheekbones bore the classic beauty of her dven
blood, and her waist was so dim as to seem dmogt toylike.

Her master dlowed her the black breeches and vest of athief, and let her grow her har long. He
even taught her the pdlls to animate it so as to stroke him, when he took her into his chamber of nights
and left Elminger floating furioudy outside.

She never spoke to him of what went on in the spell-locked bedchamber, save to say that their
medter never took off his mask. Once, when awakening from a shrieking nightmare, she babbled
something about "soft and terrible tentacles.”

The Masked not only never removed his mask; he never dept. As far as H could tell, he had no
friends or kin, and no Cormanthan ever cdled on him, for any reason. His days were spent Grafting
meagic, working magic, and teaching megic to his two apprentices. Sometimes he trested them dmogst as
friends, though he never revealed anything about himsdf. At other times, they were dearly his daves.
Mogt of the time they worked as drudges, together. In fact, it seemed that the masked mage dmost
taunted his two apprentices with each other's company, thruding them into messy, dippery jobs
half-naked to help each other lift, sort, or clean. But whenever they reached for each other, even to give
innocent aid or comfort, he struck out with punishments.

These vigtations of pan were many and varied, but the Magter's favorite punishment for
apprentices was to paralyze the bared body of the miscreant with spells and set acid leeches on it to
feed. The dow, gligening creatures excreted a burning dime as they did over skin, or bored amos lazly
in. The Masked was dways careful to use his spdls in time to keep his gpprentices dive, but EIminger
could attest that there are few things in Faerun as painful as having a duglike beast eding its way very
dowly into your lungs, or ssomach, or guts.

Yet H had learned true respect for The Masked during twenty years of learning deep-woven,
complex even magics. The df was a meticulous crafter of spells and a qylish caster, who Ieft nothing to
chance, dways thought ahead, and seemed never to be surprised. He had an indinctive understanding of
meagic, and could modify, combine, or improvise pdls with dmogt effortless ease and no hestation. He
aso never forgot where held put anything, no matter how trivid, and dways kept himsdf under iron



control, never showing weariness, loneliness, or a need to confide in anyone. Even his losses of temper
seemed dmogt planned and scripted.

Moreover, after twenty years of intense contact, Elminger 4ill did not know who the mage was.
A mde of one of the old, proud families to be sure, and- judging by the views he evidently
held-probably not among the ddest Cormanthans. The Masked spoun and projected a fdse body for
himsdf often, directing it in activities €lsewhere with part of his mind, while he devoted some part of the
rest to indructing Elminger.

At firg, the last prince of Athadantar had been astonished by what powerful spells the anonymous
dven mage had let him learn. But then, why should The Masked worry, when he could compd indant
obedience from the body he'd given to his human apprentice? Elminder suspected he and Nacacia were
among the very few Cormanthan apprentices who never left ther master's abode, and they were
probably the only apprentices who weren't pureblood dves, and who were never taught how to create
thar own defensve mantles.

Sometimes H thought about his tumultuous early days in Cormanthor. He wondered if the
Siinshee and the Corond thought him dead, or if they cared about his fate a dl. More often he
wondered what had become of the even lady Symrustar, whom held left crawling in the woods, when
hed been unable to defend her or even to make her natice him. And what had become of Mythanthar.
and hisdream of a raytha? Surdy they'd have heard from the Master if such a spectacular giant mantle
hed been spun, and the city opened to other races. But then, why would he tdl news of the world outsde
his tower to two apprentices whom he kept as virtud prisoners?

Recently, even the attentive teaching of magic had stopped. The Masked was absent from his
tower more often, or shut away in spell-sealed chambers scrying events elsewhere. Day after day during
this most recent winter his apprentices had been left done to feed themsdves and follow a bald lig of
tasks thet appeared written in letters of fire on a certain wal: drudge-work, and the spinning of small
spdlsto keep the Master's tower clean, well-ordered, and strong in its fabric. Yet he kept a watch over
them; unauthorized explorations of the tower, or overmuch intimecy between them, brought swift and
sharp retributive spdlls out of the empty air. Only two tendays ago, when Nacacia had dropped a kiss on
Elminger's shoulder as she brushed past him, an unseen whip had lashed her lips and face to bloody
ribbons, defying El's frantic attempts to dispd it as she staggered back, screaming. Sheld awakened the
next mormning wholly hedled. But a row of barbed thorns grew dl around her mouth, making kissng
impossible. It was more than a tenday before they faded away.

These days, when the masked mage put in one of his rare appearances in the rooms where they
dwdlt, it was to cdl on them for magicd ad, usudly ether to drain some of their vitd energies in an
arcane-and unexplained-spdl he was experimenting with, or to help him create a god| web.

Like the one they were working on now. Incredible congructions these were, glowing nets or
interwoven cages of glowing force-lines that one could walk aong as if sriding dong a broad wooden
beam, regardless of whether one was upsde down, or waking tilted sharply sdeways. Multiple spells
could be cast into the glowing fabric of these cages, placed in particular spots and for pecific reasons, o
that triggering the collapse of the web would unleash spell after spell at preset targets, in a particular
order.

The Magter rarely reveded dl of the magics hed placed in a web before its triggering displayed
thelr true natures, and had never shown ether gpprentice how to start such a web. Bl and Nacacia didn't
even know the primary purpose-or target-of most of the webs they worked on; B suspected The
Masked often used the aid of his two largely ignorant apprentices purdy to reman hidden, so that the
gpdls griking down a digtant riva would bear no hint of who was behind them.

Now the df turned, his eyes flashing beneath the mask that never left his face. "Elminger, come
here" he said coldly, indicating a particular spot in the web with one finger. "We have death to weave,
together."

Eighteen



In The Web

There comes a day at last when even the most patient and exacting of scheming traitors
grows impatient, and breaks forth into open treachery. Henceforth, he must deal with the world
asit s, reacting around him, and not as he seesor desires it to be in his plots and dreams. This is
the point at which many treacheries go awry.

The sorcerer known as The Masked was, however, no ordinary traitor-if one may think of
an "ordinary traitor.” The historian of Cormanthor, reaching back far enough, can do so, finding
many ordinary treacheries, but this was not one of them. This was the stuff of which wailing
doom-ballads are made.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Silver Blades And Summer Nights:

An Informd But True Higtory of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of theHarp

Elminger shook his head to try to banish mind-weariness, hed been oinning spdls with another,
colder mind for too long, and amog staggered in the patiently humming web.

"Get clear now," the thin, cold voice of the Magter said into his ear then, though the dven mage
was ganding inthe air at the other sde of the spdl chamber.

"Nacacia, hie you to the couch in the corner. EIminger, here to stand with me”

Knowing his impatience was apt to flare a such times, both apprentices hastened to obey,
dropping lightly out of the webwork as soon as they were low enough to do so without disrupting
anything.

H had scarce reached the spot The Masked was pointing a when the df hissed something and
used one finger to bridge the gap between two protruding points a the end of the glowing lines That set
the web to working; its magic snarled forth, tralling sparks as the web dissolved itsdlf, discharging spell
after spell. The dven sorcerer looked up expectantly, and B followed his gaze to a spot in the ar high
above them, where the ar, encircled by an arching strand of the web, was flickering into sudden life. A
scene appeared there, floating in the emptiness like a bright hanging tapestry, and growing steadily
brighter.

It was aview of a house El had never seen before, one of the sprawling country mansions made
by dves. A house thet lived, growing dowly larger as the centuries passed. This one had been sanding
for more than a thousand summers, by the looks of it, a the heart of a grove of old and mighty
shadowtops, somewhere in the forest deeps. An old house; a proud house.

A house that would be ganding only a few moments more.

H watched grimly as the unleashed magics of the spdl web shattered its magicd shidds, set off its
attack spdls and forced their discharges back inwards to drike a the heart of the old house, and
snatched guardian creatures and steeds from ther posts and stables, only to dash them back againg the
wals, right through the full fury of the awakened spdls, reducing them to raglike, bloody tatters.

It took only afew minutes to dter the proud, soaring house of mighty branches and lush leaves to
asmoking crater flanked by two splintered, precarioudy wavering fragments of blackened and splintered
trunk. Misshgpen things that might have been bodies were dill raning down around the wreckage when
the spdl web drank its own scene, and the air went dark again.

Elminder was 4ill blinking & the empty ar where the scene had been when sudden mids
snatched at him. Before he could even cry out, he was somewhere dse. Soft soil and dead leaves were
under his boots, and the amdlIs of trees dl around.

He was sanding in a dearing deep in the forest with The Masked redining a ease on empty ar
nearby, and no 9gn of Nacacia or of any dven habitation. They were somewhere deep in the wild forest.

H blinked & the change in light, drew in a deep breath of the damp air, and looked dl around,



adighting in being out of the tower a last, and yet filled with foreboding. Had his master espied his
mesting with Mystra, or seen it in hismind ance? She'd reclined in dmost the same way.

The dearing they were sanding in was odd. It was a semicircular bare patch perhaps a hundred
paces across-completely bare, just earth and rock, with not a sump or lichen or pecking woodbird to
enliven its barren lifd essness.

H looked at The Masked and raised inquiring eyebrows in silence.

His master pointed down. "This is what is left behind by a cagting of the spdl I'm going to teach
you now."

H looked a the devagtation once more, and then back a the Master, stonefaced. "Aye
Something potent, isit?"

"Something very useful. Properly used, it can make its caster nightinvincble” The Masked
showed his teeth in a mirthless grin and added, "Like mysdf, for indance." He uncoiled himsdf from his
redining postion and said, "Lie down just here, where the waste ends and the living forest begins. Nose
to the ground, hands spread out. Move not.”

When the Master spoke like that, one didn't hestate or argue. ElIminger scrambled down onto
hisfacein the dirt.

Once he was there, he fdt the icy touch of the Master's fingertips on the back of his head. They
only fdt so cold when a spdl was being dipped into his mind, steding in without need for sudying or
indruction or...

Gods! This magic would fud any spdl you aready possessed, doubling its effects or meking a
twin of it. To do s, it drained life-force-from a tree.

Or a sentient being.

And it was so smple. Powerful, aye, one had to be a very capable mage to widd it, but the
actud doing was so0 hideoudy easy. It left utter lifelessnessinits wake. And elves had wrought this?

"When," Bl asked the moss under his nose, "would | ever dare to use this?'

"In an emergency,” the Master said cdmly, "when your life-or the redm or holding you were
defending-was in the mog dire peril. When dl dse is log, the only immora act is to avoid doing
something you know can ad your cause. Thisis such a spdl.”

H dmog turned his head to glance up a the masked df. His voice, for the firg time in twenty
years, had sounded eager, dmost hungry.

Mystra, B thought, he loves the thought of utterly smashing a foe, regardless of the cost!

"I can't think, Master, that I'll ever trust my own judgment enough to be comfortable uang this
sodl," H said dowly.

"Comfortable, no; not one thinking, caring being would be, knowing what this megic can do. Yet
capable you can become. That's why we're here. Up, now."

H rose. "I'm going to practice?"

"In a manner of gpeaking, yes. Youll be unlesshing the spdl in earnest agangt an enemy of
Cormanthor. By decree of the Corond, this spdll isonly to be used in direct defense of the redm or of an
imperiled dven dder.”

H stared a the ever-present enchanted mask his master wore, wondering for perhaps the ten
thousandth time what its true powers were-and just what held find benegth it, if he ever dared snatch it
away.

Asif that thought had crossed the df s mind, the masked mage stepped back hadtily and said,
"Youve just seen our el web destroy ahigh house. It was an abode used by certain conspiratorsin the
relm who desire that we trade with the drow. They are so hungry for the wedlth and importance the
dark ones have promised will flow to them persondly that they'll betray us dl into becoming vassas of
some matron of Down Below.”

"But surdy-" Elminger began, and then fdl slent. Nothing was sure about this tde beyond the
fact that his masked Master was lying. That much Mystra had given him in the meadow. He could now
tdl when the thin, cold voice of the even sorcerer was draying from the truth.

It was doing so with dmogt every word.



"Soon," the Masked went on, "I'll trangport us to a place thet is specificdly warded againg me. It
isa place | can enter only by blaging my way through its shidds, derting everyone within to my ariva
and wagting much magic besides.”

The dven sorcerer's pointing finger shot out to indicate El. "You, however, can step right in. My
megic will bring a chained orc to your side-a vicious despoiler of human and dven villages whom we
captured while he was roasting even babies on spits for his evening medl. Youll drain him to power your
spdl, and then hurl your antimagic shell-augmented by this magic in both area and efficacy, of course-into
the house youll be facing. | can then summon afew loyd armathors with ready swords, and the deed will
be done. The traitors will lie dead, and Cormanthor will stand safe for a while longer. With that deed
under your belt, you should be ready for presentation to the Corond at lagt."

"The Corond?' ElIminger fdt amogt as much excitement as he put into that gasp. Twould be
good, indeed, to see old Lord Eltargrim again. Still, that did nothing to drive away the uneasy feding he
hed about this whole arrangement. Who would he redly be daying?

The Masked saw his didike in his face. "There is a mage in the house youll be driking a.," he
added dowly, "and a capable one a that. Yet | hope that any apprentice of mine will go up againg true
foes with the same bravery as we transform toadstools and conjure light in dark places. The true mage
never dlows himsdf to be awed by magic when hélsusng it.”

The wise mage, Elminder thought dlently, recdling the words of Mystra, pretends to know
nothing about magic &t al.

Then he wryly added the corollary: When he gains true wisdom, hell know that he wasn't
pretending.

"Are you ready, EIminder?' his master asked then, very quietly. "Are you ready to undertake a
misson of importance at lag?"

Mystra? B asked inwardly. Indantly a vison appeared in his mind: The Masked pointing a him,
just as held done a moment ago. Thistime, in the vison, El smiled and nodded enthusagticdly. Well, that
was clear enough.

"l am," Elminger said, amiling and nodding enthusiagtically.

The mask did not hide the dow amile that grew across the face of his magter.

The Masked raised his hands and murmured, "Let us be about it, then." He made a sngle gesture
toward El, and the world vanished in swirling smoke.

When the smoke curled away to let the human mage see dearly again, they stood together in a
wooded vdley. It was probably somewhere in Cormanthor, by the looks of the trees and the sun above
them. They stood on alittle knall with awell beside them, and across a amdl dip that held a garden stood
alow, rambling house of trees joined by low-roofed wooden chambers. Except for the ovd windows
visblein the tree trunks, it might have been a human home rather than an abode of eves.

"Strike swiftly," the Masked murmured beside Elminger's ear, and vanished. The ar where held
been ganding promptly soun and shimmered. Then an orc was sanding beside him, wrapped in a heavy
yoke of chains. It stared at him, pleading with its eyes, trying frantically to say something around the thick
gag clamped into and over its jaws. All it managed was a soft, high whimpering.

A babe-devourer and raider, eh? B sat his lips in distaste over what he had to do, and reached
out to touch the orc without hesitation. The Masked was sure to be weatching.

He worked the spdll, turning to thrust one spread hand at the house, and settle his antimagic over
every part of it, willing it to seek down into even the deepest cdlar, and blanket even the mightiest of
rellms-shaking magics. Let that building be dead to dl magic, so long as his power |asted.

The orc's keening became a despairing moan; the light in its eyes flickered and went out, and it
buckled dowly at the knees and crashed to the ground; Bl had to step aside hadtily as the chained bulk of
its corpse rolled under his feet.

The ar shimmered again, nearby; he looked up in time to see dven warriors in gleaming,
high-collared plate armor rushing out of a rent in the air. None of them wore hedms, but they dl waved
naked long swords-enchanted blades that flickered with ready, reaving magic-in their hands. They spared
no glances for Bl or the surroundings, but charged at the house, hacking a shutters and doors. As the



blades breached those barriers and the eves plunged ingde, the radiances dancing on their blades and
armor winked out. From inside, the muffled shouting and the ringing of gtriking steel began.

Feding suddenly sick, E looked down &t the orc again and gasped in horror.

As heflung himsdf to his knees and reached out to touch and make sure, he fdt as if Faerun was
opening up into a dark chasm around him. The chains were lying limp and loose around a amdl and
dender form.

An dl-too-familiar form, ldling lifdesdy in his hands as he rolled it over. The eyes of Nacacia, ill
widein sad and vain pleading, stared up a him, dark and empty. They'd be so forever, now.

Shaking, B touched the crud geg that il filled her gentle mouth, and then he could hold back the
tears no longer. He never noticed when the swirling smoke came again to take him.

Nineteen
More Anger At Court

Among the tales and accounts of men, the Court of Cormanthor is portrayed as a
glittering, gigantic hall of enchanted wonders, in which richly robed elves drifted quietly to and
fro in the ultimate hauteur and decorum. It was so, most of the time, but a certain day in the Year
of Soaring Sars was a decidedly noticeable-and notable-exception.

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff

"Hold" The Masked cried, and there was a hubbub of shocked voices fromdl around. "I bring a
aimind to justice!”

"Redly," someone said, severdy, “isthere any-"

"Peace, Lady Adlieyeeva" broke in a grave but stern voice that B knew. "We shdl resume our
business later. The human is one | named armathor of the redm; this affair demands my judice.”

B blinked up at the throne of the Coronal, where it floated above the glowing Pool of
Remembrance. Lord Eltargrim was leaning forward in its high-arched splendor in interest, and dvesin
splendid robes were hurriedly gliding aside to clear the glassy-smooth floor between El and the ruler of
Cormanthor.

"Do you recognize the human, Revered Lord?' The Masked asked, his cold voice echoing to
every corner of the vast Chamber of the Court in the sudden gtillness.

"I do," the Corond said dowly, atrace of sadnessin his tone. He turned his head from Elminger
to regard the masked df, and added, "but | do not recognize you."

The Masked reached up, dowly and deliberatdly, and removed the mask from his face. He did
not have to untie it or dip off any browband, but merdy pedled it off asif it was a skin. B stared up a
him, seeing that coldly handsome face for the fird time in over twenty years ... a face hed seen once
before.

"Llombaerth Starym am |, Lord Speaker of my house" the df who'd been Elminger's master
sad. "l charge this human-my apprentice, Elminger Aumar, named armathor of the realm by yoursdf
here in this chamber, twenty years ago-murderer and traitor.”

"How s0?'

"Revered Lord, | thought to teach him the life-quench spell, to make him capable of defending
Cormanthor, so he could be presented to you as aful mage of the realm. Having learned it, he made use
of it without delay both to day my other apprentice-the haf-blood who lies besde him now, 4ill in the
chainsin which he trapped her-and to doom one of the foremost mages of the redm: Mythanthar, whom
he cloaked in a death-of-magic, so that our wise old sorcerer could not avoid the swords of the drow
this human isin league with."



"Drow ?" Among the courtiers who lined both sides of the long, glassy-smooth floor of the hdl
that cry was dmogt a dhriek.

Llombaerth Starym nodded sadly. "They fear the creation of a mythd will hamper ther plans to
gorm us from Below. Later this summer, | suspect.”

There was a moment of shocked slence, and then excited voices rose everywhere; through the
tears he was fighting to master, El saw the Coronad look down the hdl and make a certain gesture.

There came a skirling, as of many harpgtrings struck in unison, and the indgtent, magicdly
amplified voice of the Lady Herald rolled down the long, open Chamber of the Court. "Peace and order,
lords and ladies dl. Let us have slence once more”

The hush was dow in coming, but as armathors Ieft the doors of the court and started
purposefully down the ranks of the courtiers, slence returned. A tense, hanging silence.

The Starym mage put on his mask again; it dung to hisface as he raised it into place.

The Corond rose from his throne, his white robes gleaming, and stood on empty air, looking
down a Elminder. "Judice has been demanded; the relm will have it. Yet in matters between mages
there has dways been much drife, and | would know the truth before | pass judgment. Does the
half-dven yet live?"

H opened hismouth to speak, but the Masked said, "No."

"Then | must cdl upon the Srinshee, who can speak with the departed,” Lord Eltargrim sad
heavily. "Until her arr-"

"Hold!" The Masked said quickly. "Revered Lord, that is less than wise! This human could not
have made contact with the drow without the aid of citizens of Cormanthor, and dl here know of the long
series of reverses Mythanthar suffered in hiswork to craft a mythd. One of the traitors powerful enough
to work againg that wise old mage undetected, and to traffic with the dark ones and survive, is the Lady
Oluevaera Esteldal”

Hisvoice rose dramaticaly. "If you summon her here, not only will her testimony be tainted, but
she could well gtrike out a you and other loyd Cormanthans, seeking to bring the redm down!”

The Corond's face was pae, and his eyes glittered with anger at the masked mage's accusation,
but his voice was levd and dmost gentle as he asked, "Who, then, Lord Speaker, would you trust to
examine the minds of the dead? And of the one you have accused?’

Llombaerth Starym frowned. "Now that the Great Lady, Ildilyntra Starym, is no longer with us”
he said dowly, carefully not watching the Coronal's face turn utterly white as dl blood drained out of it, "I
find mysdf a aloss to find amage to turn to; any or dl of them could be tainted, you see.”

He turned, walking on air, to dride thoughtfully aong the edge of the courtiers. Many of them
drew back from him, asif he bore a disease. He paid them no heed.

"How, Lord Speaker, would you view the tesimony of the mage Mythanthar?' The ralling tones
of the Lady Herald, who ill stood by the doors at the end of the chamber, startled everyone. The heads
of both the Corona and The Masked jerked up to stare down the long, open Chamber at Aubaudameira
Dree.

"He's dead, Lady,” The Masked sad severdy, "and anyone who questions him can by their
spdls conjure up fase answers. Do you not see the problem we face?"

"Ah, Starym gripling,” said a dight figure, placing his hand on the shoulder of the Lady Herdd to
gan the use of her voice-throwing magic, "behold your problem solved: | live. No thanks to you."

The Masked diffened and gaped, just for a moment. Then his voice rang out in anger. "What
impodure is this? | saw the human cast the lifequench. | saw the drow, hagtening into the house of
Mythanthar! He could not have lived!"

"S0 you planned,” said the old mage, driding forward on the slent air, the Lady Herdd a his
sde. "So you hoped. The problem with you younglingsis that you're dl so lazy, so impetient. Y ou neglect
to check every last detall of your spells, and so earn nasty surprises from their Sde effects. You don't
bother to ensure that your victims-even foolish old mages-are truly dead. Like dl Starym, young
LIombaerth, you assume too much.”

As held spoken, the old df mage had been waking the length of the Chamber of the Court. He



came to a stop beside Elminger, and reached out with hisfoot toward the body of Nacacia.

"You would blame me for the murder of my gpprentice?' The Masked shouted, sudden lightnings
crawling up and down hisarms. ™Y ou accuse me of trying to work your death? You dare?"

" do," the old mage replied, as he touched the body of the hdf-dven lady inits chains.

The Lady Herdd said formdly, "Lord Starym, you stand in violaion of the rules of the Court.
Stand down your magic. We due with words and ideas here, not sodls”

As she spoke those words, and the Corona gtirred, asif to add something more, the body in the
chains vanished. In its place, a moment later, another form meted into view: a haf-even grl with long
auburn har who stood graight, angry, and very much dive.

The Masked recoiled, his face going white. Mythanthar said in dry tones, "A lifequench sodl isa
potent thing, Starym, but no antimagic shdll, however strengthened, can prevall againg a spell shear. You
need more schooling before you can cdl yoursdf any sort of wizard, whether you wear Andrathath's
Mask or not."

"Peace, dl!" the Corona thundered. As heads snapped around to him, and the armathors began
to gather by the Pool, he turned his head to regard Nacacia, who was embracing a sobbing EIminger,
and asked, "Child, who is to blame for dl of this?"

Nacacia pointed a the masked Starym mage and sad crisply, "Heis It is dl his plotting, and the
one he truly seeks to day, Revered Lord, is your

"Lied" the Masked shouted, and two bolts of flame burst from his eyes, snaling across the
Chamber of the Court & Nacacia. She shrank back, but Mythanthar amiled and lifted his hand. The
sreaming fire struck something unseen and faded away.

"Youll have to do better than that, Starym,” he said camly, "and | don't think you know how.
You didn't even recognize a seeming when it lay before you here, in chains, an-"

"Starym!" The Masked bellowed, rasng hisarms. "Let it be NOWM™

Among the courtiers, dl over the chamber, bright magic erupted. There were screams, and
sudden explosions, and suddenly elves were running everywhere in the hdl, swords flashing out.

"Die, fdse ruler!" Llombaerth Starym shouted, wheding to face the Corond. "Let the Starym
rueat las!"

The roaring white bolt of rending magic that he hurled then was only one of many that lashed out
a the old df slanding before his throne, as Starym mages hurled desth from many placesin the hall.

The Corona vanished in a blinding white conflagration of meeting, warring spells. The very air
roiled and split apart in dark, sarry rifts, the Lady Herald screamed and collapsed to the gleaming floor
as the shidd she'd spun around her ruler was overwhemed. The hdl rocked, and many of the shrieking
courtiers were hurled from their feet. A tapestry fel.

Then the bright, railing radiance above the Pool was thrust back, to reved Lord Etargrim
ganding atop the floating Throne of the Corond, his drawn sword in his hand. Light flickered down the
awakened runes on the flanks of that blade as he growled, "Degth take dl who practice treachery agang
far Cormanthor! Starym, your lifeisforfet!”

The old warrior sprang down from his throne and waded forward, swinging his sword like a
farmer scything grain, usng the enchantments that smoked and streamed aong its edges to cleave the
meagic trained upon him. The swirling flames and lightnings faded in tatters before the bright edges of that
blade.

Someone shouted in triumph among the courtiers, and the ghosily outlines of a great green dragon
began to take shape in the ar above their heads, its wings spread, its jaws open and poised to bite down
on the dowly advancing Coronal. As the Starym who'd summoned it wrestled againg the wards of the
chamber to bring the wyrm whally into solidity, and its outlines flickered and darkened, B and Nacacia
could see the neck of the dragon arching and straining, trying to reach the lone old dfin white robes who
stood benesth it.

Mythanthar said two strange words, cdmly and digtinctly, and the flickering lightnings and
smokes of magic the Corona was hacking his way through suddenly flowed up and over Eltargrim's
head, sraight into the straining maw of the dragon.



The blast that followed smashed the roof of the chamber apart, and toppled one of its mighty
pillars. Dugt swirled and drifted, as dves screamed on dl sides, and EIminger and Nacacia, dill in each
other's arms, were hurled to the floor as the magica radiances that gave light to the vast Chamber of the
Court winked out.

In the sudden darkness, as they coughed and blinked, only one source of light remained steady:
the empty throne of the Corond, floating serenely above the glowing Pool of Remembrance.

Lightnings clawed and crashed around it, and the body of a hapless ven lady was dashed to
bloody ruin againg it. Shefdl like arag dall into the Pool below, and its radiance went suddenly scarlet.

The Chamber of the Court shook again, as another exploson smashed aside tapestries dong the
east wdl, and sent more broken bodies flying.

"Stop," snapped a voice in the darkness. "This has gone quite far enough.”

The Srinshee had come at lag.

Twenty
Spellstorm At Court

And so it was that a spellstorm was unleashed in the Court of Cormanthor that day. A true
spellstorm is a fearful thing, one of the most terrible dooms one can behold, even if one lives to
remember it. Yet some among our People hold far more hatred and fear in their hearts for what
happened after the spellstorm blew apart.

Shdheira Tdandren, High Elven Bard of Summerstar
from Silver Blades And Summer Nights:

An Informa But True Higtory of Cormanthor
published in The Y ear of theHarp

Sudden light kindled in the darkness and the dust. Golden motes of light, drifting up from the
open hand of a sorceress who seemed no more than an df-child. Suddenly the Chamber of the Court
was no longer lit only by the flashes of spells, the flickering sted of the Coronal's sweeping blade, and the
legping flames of amdl fires blazing up tapestries here and there.

Like a sunrisein the morning, light returned to the battlefield.

And battlefidd the grand Chamber of the Court had become. Bodies lay srewn everywhere, and
amid the risen dugt, the sky could be seen fantly through the rent in the vaulted roof of the hal. Huge
fragments of the toppled pillar lay tumbled behind the floating throne, with dark rivers of blood cregping
out from benesth some of them.

Elves dill battled each other dl over the Court. armathors struggled with courtiers and Starym
mages here, there, and everywhere, in a tangle of flashing blades, curses, winking rings, and smdl
burging spells.

The Srinshee was floating in front of the throne, conjured light ill sreaming up from her tiny
body. Lightnings played dong the fingertips of her other hand, and stabbed out to intercept odls she
deemed too deadly, as they howled and snarled above the littered floor of the Court.

As Nacacia and H found ther feet and staggered back into each other's arms, they saw
something flicker in the hands of their former master. Suddenly The Masked was holding a stormsword
conjured from elsawhere, purple lightnings of its own playing up and down its blade. His face no longer
looked so desperate as he watched the Corona hewing dowly through the Starym retainers gathered in
front of their lord speaker.

LIombaerth Starym looked over at the human and the haf-df standing in each other's arms then,
and his eyes narrowed.

He crooked a hand, and Bl fdt a sudden dirring in his muscles. "No!" he cried desperately, as
The Masked jerked him out of Nacacia's grasp, and lifted his hands to work a spell.



As his eyes were dragged up to focus on the Srinshee, H cried out, "Nacacial Hep mel Stop
ma"

His mind was flashing through meagics as The Masked rummeged his spdl roster, seeking one
particular spell and, with awarm surge of satisfaction, found it.

It was the spdll that snatched blades from elsewhere and transported them, flashing in point-first,
to where one desired.

Where the Masked desired the points to go was the eyes and the throat and breast and belly of
the Srinshee, as she stood on emptiness deflecting the worst megics of the warring elves,

All over the hdl fresh spels flared. Elves who'd hated rivas for years took advantage of the fray
to settle old scores. One df so0 old that the skin of his ears was nearly transparent clubbed another of like
age to the ground with a footstoal.

Thefdling elder's body spread its brains over the dippers of a haughty lady in a blue gown, who
didn't even notice. She was too busy sruggling againg another proud lady in an amber dress. The two
swayed back and forth, pulling hair, scratching, and spitting. There was blood on their nals as they
dapped, kicked, and naled a each other in panting fury. The lady in amber dashed open one cheek of
the lady in blue; her foe responded by trying to throttle her.

Assamilar battles raged in front of him, Bl raised his hands and set his gaze upon the Srinshee.

Nacacia screamed as she redized what was hgppening, and B fdt the thudding blows of her
gmd| figs. She jostled him, shoved him, and best at his head, trying to ruin his spdl but not hurt him.

Sowly, fighting his own body but unmoved by the pain she was causing, El gathered hiswill, took
out the tiny sword replicas he needed from the pouch at his belt, lifted his hands to make the gesture that
would met them and unleash the spell, opened hislips, and snarled desperately, "Knock me down! Push
me againg the floor! | need-do it!"

Nacacia launched hersdf into a desperate, dumsy tackle, and they dsruck the floor hard,
bouncing and driving the wind out of El. He convulsed, arching his body on the smooth, bruisng stone as
he sought to find air, and she fought to keep on top of him, riding him as a farmer tries to hold down a
druggling pig.

He shook himsdlf, dragging her thisway and that, and tried to lash out at her, but fdl hard on that
shoulder, needing hisarm for support.

Something was spinning in his mind, risng up out of the depths as he struggled. Something
golden.

Ahl Ayel The golden symbol Mystra had put in his mind so long ago gleamed, wavering like a
coin seen underwater. Then it shone steedily as he bent hiswill to capturing it.

Theimage of the Srinshee overlad its spinning splendor as The Masked struggled to magter El's
will, but the golden symbol burst through it.

As Nacacia shoved El's head back down againg the stone, he hdd to that blazing image and
gasped, "Mysdral"

His body shuddered, squirmed, and . . . flowed. Nacacia tried to dap a hand over his mouth,
dinging to him desperately, and Bl gasped, "Enough! Nacacia, let be! I'm free of him!"

They broke apart, and Nacacia rolled over and up again to find hersdf saring into the eyes of a
human woman!

"Wdl met," Bl gasped with aweak grin. "Cdl me Elmara, please!™

The half-df stared at him-her-in utter disbdief. "Areyou truly . . . yoursdf?'

"Sometimes | think s0," Bl said with a crooked smile, and Nacacia flung her ams around her
longtime companion with a shout of relieved laughter.

It was drowned out, an indant later, by shouts of, "For the Starym! Starym risen!”

The two former apprentices clambered to their feet, sumbling over the mationless body of the
Lady Herald, and saw eves crowding into the east Sde of the hdl from behind a tapestry. The last
armathors of the court were dying under their swords-and ther dayers were a svam of dves whose
maroon breastplates bore the twin faling dragons of House Starym, blazoned in Slver.

"Make astand,” someone snapped, near a hand. "Here. Guard the Herald, and keep them out



from under the Srinshee”

It was Mythanthar, and the sudden hard grip of his bony hands on their shoulders made it clear
he was spesking to Elmara and Nacacia. Barely turning to acknowledge him, they nodded dutifully and
rased ther hands to weave spdlls.

Asthe Starym warriors burst across the hdl, carving a bloody path through the fighting courtiers
with complete disregard for whoever they might be daying, E unleashed the bladecal spdl into the
throats and faces of the foremodt.

Nacacia sent lashing lightnings over the falling, dying first rank of Starym warriors, to stab into the
second. Elvesin maroon armor staggered and danced to desth amid the hungry bolts.

Then the Srinshee sent a spell down to aid them, awadl of ghodtly even warriors who hacked and
thrugt in complete harmlessness, but blocked the living dves from advancing until they'd been hewn
down, one by one. H and Nacacia used the time that took to pour magic missiles into specific warriors,
daying many.

New faces peered in a the doors of the great chamber, as the heads of mighty Houses came to
see for themsdlves what new madness was ruling the Corond this day. Almogt dl of them gaped, turned
pae, and hadlily retreated. Some few swallowed, drew blades that were more ceremonia than practical,
and picked their way cautioudy forward through the blood and dust and tumult.

Across the great chamber, the ruler of Cormanthor was fighting for his life, daughtering Starym
courtiers like an angry lion. He was one againg many, as they stood in a desperate, sruggling wal against
him. His blade sang and flashed around him, and only two thrusts had managed to dip pagt it to Sain his
white robes red. He was back in battle, where he belonged.

Lord Eltargrim was happy. At lad, after twenty long years of whiperings and df-daying
‘accidents and rumors of the Coronal's corruption and setbacks in the mytha-work, at last he could find
and see afoe. The spdlsin his blade and shidding the court were both beginning to fall, but if they kept
off the worgt of the magics these Starym were hurling just afew breaths longer...

"Hold him, you foold" Llombaerth Starym snarled, sriking angrily at the backs and shoulders of
the retainers who were being driven back againgt him. The stormsword in his hand whistled as he plied it,
udng itsfla to dap and spank eves who were faling him.

And when the time came, he had one magic no Cormanthan could stop, a dark secret held hed
for years now. He shook it down into his free hand and waited. One clear throw at Eltargrim's face, and
the realm would belong to the House of Starym t last.

Then something dapped across his mind, as brutaly as he was driking his retainers. The surging
scene of the battling Corona in front of his eyes was blotted out by a scene in his mind-two dark,
aresing stars that svam and flowed into the bleak, merciless old face of the mage Mythanthar, wrinkled
and spotted with age, but with eyes that hed hislike two dark flames

Going somewhere, young traitor?

The mocking words rang louder in his head than the dangor of the Corond's blade, and
Llombaerth Starym found that he could not move, could not ook away from the grim old mage who
stood facing him in the heart of the chamber, with Starym warriors raging dl around and dven blood
daining the once-gleaming pave under the old sorcerer's boots.

"Get...out .. of my head!" The Masked snarled, thrusting desperately with hiswill.

He might as wdl have been trying to push an old duskwood tree aside. Mythanthar hdd hmin an
unyidding grip, and gave a amile that promised desth.

Go down and feed the worms, worthless Sarym. Go down to your doom, and trouble fair
Cormanthor no more.

That grim curse was dill ringing through LIombaerth Starym's head as Eltargrim Irithyl, Coronal of
Cormanthor, burst past the lagt reding Starym warrior and thrugt his glowing blade over the snaling
stormsword. The two blades were outlined in fire as they struck the mantle of The Masked together, and
breached it. With a sudden wet fire more terrible than anything he had ever fdt before, the Lord Speaker
of the Starym fdt the blade of the Corond dideinto hisleft sde, and up through his heart, and on through
to strike hisright arm upwards as it burst out of his body. The last thing he felt, as darkness reached up



claws to spin him down into its cold and waiting grip, was an irritating itching washing out from where the
hilt of the Fang of Cormanthor was nudging againg hisribs.

He had to scratch it, he had to ... the damned old mage was dill waiching and amiling . . . take
him away, sweep him off, let him be ...

And then Llombaerth Starym left Faerun without even time for a proper farewell.

* k *k k %

"He's dead,” Hardryn said hitterly, watching the masked df dump down out of Sght. He turned
away from the scrying sphere, not even bothering to watch as a sl of bright sresking stars rained
down from the Srinshee to fdl the Starym army, where they struggled to win past the human and the
haf-ef-too few, too feeble, and too late to win the day, whatever befdl now.

Other Starym stared in white-faced, trembling disbelief at the glowing sphere, where it hovered
above the pool of enchanted water. Tears ran down some of ther chins, but they were older than
Fardryn, and so did not think of turning away. The least one could do for those who wore the Starym
dragons was watch them until the end. and mark what happened, to avenge themin time to come. It was
smple duty.

"Killed-the Lord Speaker killed by the Corond in his own court! The throne of the redm
dgpping the face of dl Starym, that'swhat itid" one of the elder Starym hissed, nose and ears quivering
inrage.

The eyes of another senior Starym, this one a lady so old that her har had dmog dl fdlen out,
and was mounted now in a jeweled tiara, flickered across to her outraged kins-elf. She sghed and said
sadly, "I never thought to see the day when a Starym df-even an arrogant and foolish youngling,
overblown by a rank we should never have given himwould stand in the Court of Cormanthor and
denounce its ruler. And then to attack him openly, with spells, and plunge the folk of the court into dl this
bloodshed!"

"Eagy, Sder,” another Starym murmured, his own lips trembling with holding back the tears.

"Have you seen?' a sudden bdlow rang off the rafters above them, as a disant door banged
open agang the wal with booming force. "This means war! To spells, Solonor damn you for witless old
weak-knees, to spdld We must to court before the murderous Irithyl can escapel™

"Have done, Maeraddyth,” the broad-shouldered df seated closest to the sphere said quietly.

The young df didn't hear hm as he stormed up to the gathered Starym. "Move, you gutless
elders Whereve you logt your pride, dl of you? Our Lord Speaker cut down in his blood, and you dl
gand around watching! What-"

"l said: have done, Maeraddyth,” the seated df said again, just as quiglly as before. The raging
young mde giffened in mid-growl, and stared down past dl the slent faces, each wearing its own shock
and sorrow.

The senior archmage of House Starym looked back up a him with mild eyes. "Thereis a time for
throwing lives away,” Uldreyn Starym told his trembling young relaive, "and Llombaerth has used
it-more then used it-this day. We gl be fortunate if House Starym is not hunted down and dain, to
evay lagt trace-blood. Hold your anger, Maeraddyth; if you hurl your life after dl those logt in yon
chamber-" heindined his head toward the sphere, where scenes of battle ill flickered and flowed, "-you
will be afool, and no hero."

"But Elder Lord, how can you say that?" Maeraddyth protested, waving a the sphere. "Are you
as craven asthe rest of these"

"You are spesking,” Uldreyn said in a voice of sudden sted, "of your elders, Starym who were
revered and celebrated for their deeds when your sire's Sire was dill a babe. Even when he puled and
walled, he never disgusted me by his childishness as you are doing, here and now."

Theyoung warrior stared a him in genuine astonishment. The archmage's eyes thrugt into his like
twin spears, keen and merciless. Uldrelyn gestured to the floor, and Maeraddyth, swdlowing in disbdief,
found himsdf going to his knees.



The mightiest archmage of House Starym looked down a him. "Yes, it is right to be aghast and
angry that one of our own has perished. But your fury should be sent to him, wherever what remains of
Llombaerth is wandering now, for daring to drag down dl of House Starym into his treachery. To work
agang a migguided Corond is one thing; to attack and denounce the ruler of dl Cormanthor before dl
his court is quite another. | am ashamed. All of these kin you deem 'craven’ are sad, and shocked, and
shamed. They are dso thrice your qudity, for they know above dl that a Cormanthan df-a noble
Cormanthan df-a Sarym Cormanthan elf-keeps himsdf under control at dl times, and never betrays the
honor and pride of this great family. To do so is to spit upon the family name you are so hot to uphold,
and besmirch the names and memories of dl your ancestors.”

Maeraddyth was white, now, and tears glimmered in his eyes.

"If 1 was crud," Uldrelyn told him, "I would share with you some of the memories of Starym
youve never known, drowning you in their prides and schemes and sorrows. These kin you ridicule carry
such weights, when you are too young and stupid to know true duties. Speak to me not of war, and
going to spells; Maeraddyth.”

Theyoung Starym burst into tears, and the old mage was suddenly out of his char and kneding
knee-to-knee with the wesping Maeraddyth, enfolding his sheking arms in a grip like old iron. "Yet |
know your rage, and grief, and restlessness, youngling,” he said into the young warrior's ear. "Your need
to do something, your ache to defend the Starym name. | need that ache to beinyou. | need tha rage to
burn inyou. | need that grief to make you never forget the foolishness LIombaerth wrought. You are the
future of House Starym, and it is my task to make of you a blade that does not fal, a pride that never
tarnishes, and an honor that never, never forgets™

Maeraddyth drew back in astonishment, and Uldrelyn smiled & him. The shocked young warrior
saw tears to match his own gimmering in the giant df s eyes. "Now heed, young Maeraddyth, and make
me proud of you," the archmage growled.

"You-dl of us"The warrior on his knees was suddenly aware that he knelt in the center of aring
of watching faces, and that tears were fdling around him like raindrops in a sorm. "-mugt put this dark
day behind us. Never speak of it, savein the innermost rooms of this abode, when no servants are about.
We mugt work to rebuild the family honor, pledge our fedty anew to the Corond as soon as is safely
possible, and swdlow whatever punishments he deems fitting. If we are to pay wedth, or give up our
young to the Corond's raising, or see retainers who fought today put to death, so be it. We mugt distance
our House from the actions of those Starym who have defied the Corond's wishes. We mugt show
shame, not proud defiance ... or there may soon be no House Starym, to rise to greatness agan.”

He rose, hisfirm grip dragging Maeraddyth to hisfeet dso, and looked around at the ring of Slent
faces. "Do we have underganding?'

There were slent nods.

"Do we have disagreement? | would know now, so that | can day or mind-meld as necessary.”
He looked around, eyes hard, but no one, not even the trembling Maeraddyth, said him nay.

"Good. Digurb me not, but dress in your best and wait my return. The Starym who flees this
abode is no longer one of us™

Without another word Uldrelyn Starym, senior archmage of the House, strode out from them and
marched across the room, face et.

Servants fled at the Sght of his face, on the long wak through the hdls to his own spell tower.
When its door closed quietly behind them, he laid a hand on it and said the word thet released the two
ghog dragons from the splendid wyrms of the Starym arms emblazoned on the outer surface of the door.

They prowled up and down the ladt little stretch of corridor dl night, ready to keep even those of
House Starym out, but no one came to try to win a way past them. Which was jugst as well, for ghost
dragons are dways hungry.

* * % % %

The Pool of Remembrance shone white again, and the Coronal, looking weary, raised hishand to



the Srinshee where she stood on ar beside the throne. "None of them understand,” he said quietly. He
touched the gleaming blade that hung a his sde. "For twenty years and more the foolish younglings of the
great houses sruggled to seize the throne. But even had they triumphed, the victor would have gained no
more than the opportunity to submit to the blade-right ritud.” He looked at Elmara, now Elminger again,
ganding with Nacacia and the Lady Herdd. "Many may try that ritud, but only one will be chosen,
aurviving tests of taent, head, and heart.” He sghed. "They are so young, so fodlish." Mythanthar stood
ligening, a little amile on his face, and said nothing. His eyes were on the dves busly deaning the
Chamber of the Court of blood and bodies.

The Coronal said quietly to the Srinsheg, "Do it now. Please.”

Above them, the aged child-sorceress touched the floating Throne of Cormanthor, cast a spell,
and then stood trembling, her eyes closed, as the great sound of the Caling rolled out through her.

Light lanced from every part of her body. From where those beams touched its walls and celing
and pillars, the whole vast chamber hummed into a greeat risng chord.

It built to a soaring height, and then died away as dowly. When it was done, the leaders of dl the
Houses of Cormanthor stood before the throne, and lesser dves were crowding in the doors.

Bltargrim sheathed his sword and rose dowly through the ar until he stood before the throne.
When the Srinshee redled in the aftermath of the mighty magic she'd awakened, he put an am around her
shoulders to support her, and said, "People of Cormanthor, great evil has been done-and undone-here
today. Mythanthar declares that he is ready, and | will not wait longer, lest those who seek to contral the
redm as ther private plaything find time to make another attempt, and cost us more Cormanthan lives.
Before dusk, this day, the promised Mythd shdl be lad, sretching over dl the city from the Northpost to
Shammath's Pool. When it is deemed stable-which should befal by highsun on the morrow-the gates of
the city shdl be thrown open to folk of dl races who embrace not evil. Envoys shdl go out to the known
kingdoms of men, and gnomes, and hdflingsand yes, dwarves. Henceforth, though our rem ghall
remain Cormanthor, this city shal be known as Myth Drannor, in honor of the Mythd Mythanthar shall
craft for us, and for Drannor, the firg df of Cormanthor known to have married a dwarven lass, long ago
though that be."

He looked down arid the Lady Herald caught his eye, stepped forward, and announced grandly,
"The wizards have been summoned. Let dl who abide here keep peace and watch. Let the laying of the

Mythal begin!"
Epilogue

The Mythal that rose over the city of Cormanthor was not the most powerful ever spun,
but elves ill judge it the most important. With love, and out of strife, it was wrought, and was
given many rich and strange powers by the many who wove it. Elves sill sing of them, and vow
their names will live forever, despite the fall of Myth Drannor: the Coronal Eltargrim Irithyl; the
Lady Herald Aubaudameira Dree, known to mingtrels as 'Alais;," the human armathor Elminster,
Chosen of Mydtra; the Lady Oluevaera Estelda, the legendary Sinshee; the human mage known
only as Mentor; the half-elven Arguth of Ambral Ide; High Court Mage Lord Earynspieir
Ongluth; the Lords Aulauthar Orbryn and Ondabrar Maendellyn; and the Ladies Ahrendue
Echorn, Dathlue Mistwinter, known to bards as 'Lady Seel,’ and High LadyAlea Dahast. These
were not all. Many of Cormanthor joined in the Song that day, and by the grace of Cordlon,
Sehanine, and Mystra some of their wants and skills found mysterious ways into the Mythal. Some
did not, for treachery never died in Cormanthor, whether it was called Myth Drannor or not...

Antarn the Sage
from The High Higtory of Faerunian Archmages Mighty
published circaThe Y ear of the Staff



Armathors who had run from their guardpogts a the Corona's palace hastened into the Chamber
of the Court, led by the Sx court sorceresses. Grim-faced, they drew ther blades and made a ring,
shoulder to shoulder and facing outwards, on the pave before the throne.

Into that ring stepped the Corond, his Lady Herad, ElIminger, Nacacia, Mythanthar, and the
Siinshee. The warriors drew their ranks closed.

Ther swords lifted in readiness dmost immediately, as a mage hesitantly approached, looking to
the Corond. "Revered Lord?" he asked cautioudy, trying not to let his eyes stray to the bloodstains on
Eltargrim's white robes. "Have you need of me?'

The Corona looked to the Srinshee, who said gently, "Aye, Beldroth. But not yet. Those of us
herein the ring mugt die alittle, that the Mythd live. Here is not for you.”

The df lord withdrew, looking a little ashamed, and a little relieved. "Join in when the web is
spun, and shines out over us'™ thelittle sorceress added, and he froze to hear her every word.

"If dying's involved," an ancient and wrinkled dven lady husked then, stepping out of the crowd
with a dow hitch to her step, leaning on her cane, "then | might as wel go down &t last doing some good
for theland.”

"Be welcome within, Ahrendue," the Srinshee said warmly. But the guards did not move to clear
away into the ring urtil the Lady Herald said crisply into their ears, "Make way for the Lady Ahrendue
Echorn.”

Their swords came up, and amurmur rippled across the court, when an df sanding by afar pillar
stepped forth and said, "The time for deception is done, | think." An indant later, his dim form rose a
head tdler, and grew bulkier around the shoulders. Many in the Court gasped. Another human-and this
one hidden in their middt!

His face was cloaked in conjured darkness; the tense Cormanthan guards saw only two keen
eyes peering at them out of its shadow, but the Srinshee said firmly, "Mentor, you are welcome within our
nng."

"Move, sdwarts" the Lady Herdd murmured, and this time the warriors were quick to obey.

There was another dir in the crowded hdll then, as aline of folk pushed through the assembled
Cormanthans. The High Court Mage strode dong at the head of this procession, and behind him walked
Lord Aulauthar Orbryn, Lord Ondabrar Maenddlyn, and a hdf-even lord whose cloaked shoulders
were surrounded by a whirling ring of glowing gemstones, whom the Srinshee identified in a whisper as
"the sorcerer Arguth of Ambra Ide” Bringing up the rear was the High Lady of Art Alea Dahast, dim,
amiling, and sharp-eyed.

It was becoming crowded in the ring, and as the Coronal embraced the lagt of these arrivas, he
asked the Srinsheg, "Isthisdl Mythanthar needs, do you think?"

"We await one more," the little sorceress told him, peering over the shoulders of the guards, and
findly rigng s0 as to stand on ar above them. Rayfully Mythanthar began to tap her toes, until she
commenced to kick.

"Ah" she sad then, beckoning a a face among the gathered citizens. "Our last. Come on,
Dahlue”

Looking surprised, the dender warrior stepped forth in her armor, unbuckling the dim long sword
that swayed at her hip. Surrendering it to the guards, she dipped into the ring, kissed the Corona full on
the mouth, clapped the Srinshee on the arm, and then stood walting.

They dl looked at each other. The Srinshee looked at Mythanthar, who nodded.

"Widen the ring," the little sorceress commanded crisply. "A long way, now, we need as much
space again. Sylmae, did you get dl the bows brought in here?"

"No," the sorceressin the ring replied, without turning. "1 got the arrows. Holone got the bows.”

"And | got some nasty wands" Y athlanae put in, from her place dong the ring. "Some of these
ladies were wearing four garters just to carry them dl!™

The Srinshee Sghed theetricdly, and said to Mythanthar, "Don't say anything-whatever you're
thinking, just don't say it."

The old mage assumed alook of exaggerated innocence, and spread his hands.



Thelittle sorceress shook her head and started taking folk in the ring by the elbows and leading
them to where she wanted them to stand, until they stood widdy spaced in a ring around Mythanthar,
fadng inward.

Elminger was surprised to find himsdf trembling. He shot a look a Nacacia, caught her
resssuring Smile, and answered it. Then he cast along look dl around the hdl, from its flogting throne to
the gap in the cdling to the huge, rough sections of toppled, broken pillar and, reveded behind it, the
gatue of a crouching even hero who was menacing the Court with his outthrust sword. He stared hard a
it for along moment, but it was just thet: a statue, complete with athin mantle of dust.

He drew in a deep breath, and tried to rdax. Mystra, be with us dl now, he thought. Shape and
oversee this great magic, | pray, that it be what ye saw s0 long ago, to send me here.

The Srinshee drew in a deep bregth then, looked around a them dl, and whispered, "Let it
begin.”

In the excitement, no onein dl that vast hdl noticed something smdl and dark and dusty crawling
among them, humping and dithering like some sort of inchworm as it made its dow way out across the
bloodstained floor of the chamber-heading steadily for the ring.

Within the ring, Mythanthar spread his hands again, eyes closed, and from his fingers thin beams
of light forged out, dlent and dow, to link with each person in the ring. He murmured something, and the
watching Cormanthans gasped in awe and dam as his body exploded into a railing cloud of blood and
bones.

Elmingter gasped, and dmaost moved from his place, but the Srinshee caught his eye with a stern
look. He could tdl from the tear that rolled down her cheek that shed not known Mythanthar's spell
required the sacrifice of his own life

The cdoud that had been the old mage rose like smoke from a fire, and became white, then
blinding. The white strands dill linking it to the othersin the ring glowed with fire of their own.

White flames like tongues of snow soared up to the riven calling of the Chamber of the Court, as
the bodies of dl in the ring suddenly burst into white fire.

The Cormanthans crowded into the hall gasped in unison.

"What isit? Are they dying?' the Lady Duilya Even-dusk cried, wringing her hands. Her lord put
his own hands on her shoulders in dlent reassurance, as Beldroth leaned toward her and said,
"Mythanther is dead-or his body is. He will become our Mythd, when 'tis done."

"Wha?' Elves were crowding forward on dl sides to hear.

Bddroth lifted his head and his voice to tdl them al, "The others should live, though the spdl is
geding something of the force of life from dl of them now. Theyl begin to weave specid powers-one
chosen by each-into it soon, and well art to hear a sort of drone, or Snging.”

He looked back up at the rigng, arching web of white fire, and discovered that tears were
greaming down his face. A smdl hand crept into his, and squeezed reassuringly. He looked down into
the eyes of an df-child he did not know. Her face was very solemn, even when she was smiling back up
a him. He squeezed her hand back in thanks, and went on holding it.

* k % % %

In a little glade where a fountain laughed endlesdy down into a pool of dancing fish, Ithrythra
Mornmist straightened suddenly and looked &t her lord.

His scrying-globe and papers tumbled from his lap, forgotten, as he stood up. No, he was risng
off the ground, his eyes fixed on something far away!

"What isit, Nelaer?' Ithrythra cried, running over to him. "Areyou . . . wel?'

"Oh, yes" Lord Mornmigt gasped, his eyes dill fixed on nothingness. "Oh, gods, yes. It's beautiful
.. . it'swonderful!”

"What isit?" Ithrythra cried. "What's happening?’

"The Mythd," Ndaeryn Mornmist said, his voice sounding as if he wanted to cry. "Oh, how
could we dl have been so blind? We should have done this centuries ago!”



And then he started to sng-an endless, wordless song.

Hislady stared a him for some minutes, her face white with worry. He drifted a little higher, his
bare feet riang past her chin, and in sudden fright she clutched at his ankles, and dung.

The song washed through her, and with it dl that he was feding. And so it was that Ithrythra
Mornmig was the firg non-mage in Cormanthor to fed what a mythd was. When a servant found them a
few minutes later, Lady Mornmist was wrapped around her lord's feet, trembling, her face bright with
awe.

Alaglossa Tornglara stiffened and sat up in Satyr-dance Pool, water streaming from her every
curve. She said to the servant who kndt beside her with scents and brushes, "Something's happening.
Canyou fed it?'

The servant did not reply. Tingling to her very fingertips now, the Lady Tornglara turned to speak
sharply to her maid, and stared instead.

The lass was floating in the air, ill bent forward with a scent-bottle in her hand, and her eyes
were staring. Tiny lightnings flickered and played about them, and darted in and out of her open mouth.
She started to moan, then, asif aroused, and the sound changed to a low, wordless, endless song.

Alaglossa started to scream, and then, as the servant-Nlaea was her name, yes, that was
it-started to drift higher, she reached out to take hold of the Nlaea's am.

The servant who heard the scream and sprinted dl the long way through the gardens fetched up
panting at the pool, and stared at them both: the floating servant and the noble lady who was garing up a
her, eyes wide and fixed on something else. They were both nude, and moaning a chant. He looked at
them in some detall, swalowed, and then hastened away again. Hed be in trouble if they came back
from that humming and saw him staring.

He shook his head more than once, on his way back to his watering. Pleasure spdls were
certanly becoming powerful things these days . ..

Gaan Goadulphyn cursed and fdt for his daggers. Just his luck-within sght of the city with dl the
dwarven gems his boots could hold, and now a patrol was bearing down on him! He looked back &t the
trees, knowing there was nowhere he could hide, even if hed been swift enough to outrun them.
Gleaming-armored bastards. With weary grace he straightened out of his footsore shuffle and affected a
grand manner.

"Ho, guardiand What news?'

"Hold, humen," the foremost armathor said sternly. The city will be open to you a highsun
tomorrow, if dl goes wdl. Until then, thisis as far as you go."

Gaan raised an incredulous eyebrow, and then doffed his dirty head scarf. The drips of fdse,
graggly haired sdeburns he was wearing came off with it- rather panfully.

"See these?' he said, flicking one of his ears back and forth with a grubby finger. "I'm no human.”

"By the looks of you, youre no df, dther,” the amathor said, his eyes hard. "Weve seen
dopplegangers before.”

"No wife jokes, now," Gaan told him, waggling a finger. That got him a dirty look (from the
armathor) and some chuckles (from the rest of the patrol). "You mean they've finally got that mythd
thing working? After dl these years?'

The guards exchanged looks. "He must be a ditizen,” one of them said. "None e'se know abot it,
after dl."

Reductantly the patrol leader snapped, "Right-you can pass. | suggest you go somewhere you can
bathe."

Gdan drew himsdf up. "Why? If you're going to let humans in, what does it matter? Hmmph.
Youll be tdling me dwarves have the run of the city, next!"

"They do," the armathor said, grinding out every word from between clenched teeth. "Now get
gong.”

Gdan gave him a cheery wave. "Thank you, ‘'my man' " he said airily, and flicked a ruby as big
as agood grape out of the top of hisright boot, to the startled guard. "That's for your trouble."

As he waked on into the city, Galan whistled happily. The gesture-gods above, the looks on their



faces!-had been worth one ruby. Well, hdf aruby. Wel. . . wasit too late to go and sted it back?

The essence that was Uldrelyn Starym rose up the thin line of flame his careful spdll had birthed,
touched the web of white fire, and alowed himsdf to be swept into the growing web of magic. Power
surged through him. Yesss .. .

As he flashed dong its strands, he deftly soun himsdf a cloak of fire from a gout of flane here, a
srand shaved there, and a node robbed of aflicker of force as he flashed past.

He was just possibly the most powerful worker of magic in dl Cormanthor-and if doddering
Mythanthar could weave this, then the senior Lord Starym could ride it, and cloak himsdf in it, and
conced who he was as he rode the gligening white strands across the city and down, down to the gaping
holein the roof of the Court.

His body was ill dumped in his chair, a the heart of his dragon-guarded speculum in the talest
tower of House Starym, the one that stood a little apart. Leaving it behind made him vulnerable-not that
these rapture-mazed weavers would notice him until he did something drastic. Which, of course, is what
he was here for.

A child could ride a spun spell, once shown how, but he wanted to do more than just ride. Much
more. In a world where such as lldilyntra Starym died and foolish puppies like Maeraddyth had to be
kept dive, one had to make one's own judtice.

He was plunging down, now, moving as fast as he dared. They were dl sanding together, and he
hed to drike the right one without any delay, or risk being sensed by that little shrew the Srinshee or
perhaps one of the others he did not know.

Ride the white flames-an exhilaraing sensation, he admitted-down, down to ... yes Farewel,
Aulauthar!

His passing saddens us greatly, Uldreiyn thought savagdly, as he hurled the full force of his will,
bolstered by a burst of the white fire, againg the timid, carefully perfectionist mind of his chosen victim. It
cumbled in an ingant, bathing him in chaotic memories as he walowed and thrugt ruthlesdy in dl
directions

The watchers in the Court saw one of the living pillars of white flane waver for a moment, but
witnessed no other 9gn of the savage pdl attack that burned the brain and innards of Lord Aulauthar
Orbryn to ashes, leaving his body a mindless shell.

Now he was part of the weave at lagt, part of the eager flow and growth of new powers. Orbryn
hed been crafting the part of the future Mythd that identified creatures by their races. Dragons were to be
shut out, were they? Dopplegangers, of course, and orcs, too.

Wedl, why not expand on Aulauthar's excdlent work, and make the Mythd deadly to Al
non-pureblood eves? Deadly by, say, highsun tomorrow. Dearly though held have loved to day tha
pollution Elminger, awakening the power now would smite down two more of the weavers of the
Mytha-Mentor and the hafblood- and would mean his own certain detection. And after Uldrelyn Starym
was dugt, they'd smply spin another Mythd to replace the one held shattered.

Oh, no, best to bide a bit; he had much grander plans than that.

This outstrips everything but knowing the love of a goddess, Elminger thought, as he soared
adong pathways of white fire, feding power surge through him. With every passng indant the grandeur
grew, as the Mythd expanded in Sze and scope. Haf a hundred minds were a work, now, smoacthing
and sheping and meking it dl larger and more intricate; cross-connected here and augmented there, and

Elminger diffened, where he was floaing in the web, and then whirled through an intricate
junction and turned back. There had been sharp, very brief pan and a flash of intolerable heet, followed
by awhiff of confuson. A deeth? Something had gone wrong, something now concealed. Treachery, if
that's what it was, could doom the Mythd before it was even born.

It had been along way back, down and deep. Gods, were they under attack, back in the court?
As he descended, his mind flashed out to touch that of Beldroth, part of the expanding web now,
humming as he floated just clear of the ground, a wide-eyed child floating with him. People dl around
were murmuring and drawing back from him warily, but there was more wonder than hodtility. No, the



guards stood watchfully, but peace held in the Chamber of the Court.

So where, then. .. ?

He sank down warily, to where the web was anchored, heading for the eves. The High Court
Mage was fine, as was Alea Dahast, an-no! There! An awareness that did not belong to Lord Aulauthar
Orrin had peered & him dong the white fire, just for a moment; a sentience whose regard had been
anything but kindly.

The work the fase Orbryn was doing on the Mythd was tainted to destroy dl non-dven! This
mug be why he was here, what held spent twenty years working toward! To stop this treachery! Be with
me now, Mystra, H thought, for now | strike for thee.

And riding a plume of white fire, Elminder arrowed down into what had once been Lord
Aulauthar Orbryn, and lashed out & who he found there.

The wave of white fire rolled through the ruins of what had once been Orbryn's mind, and E
drew back fromit alittle. The menta bolt that would have impaed him flashed out and missed. The body
around them shuddered under its searing impact.

Snaling slently, Elmingter struck back.

His bolt was rebuffed by a mind as strong and as deep as his own. An dven eder with whom
he'd never brushed minds. A Starym? B sped sdeways dong the lines of fire, so that the next strike-and
his counter-stroke-both tore through the congtruct the fase Orbryn had woven, wrecking it beyond
repair. The Mythd would not now day non-elves, whatever ese befell.

That left nothing to shidd Elminger Aumar. The next thrugt from the mighty mind he faced
pierced and held him no matter how hard he thrashed, bearing down with mindfire.

Red pain erupted, and with it memories began to flow as they were log, crashing over hm one
after another in aracing, confusing flood. Elminger tried to scream and break away, but succeeded only
inspinning himsdf around, il transfixed on the shearing probe that was boring deeper and deeper into
him.

He saw his attacker for the firg time. Uldrelyn Starym, senior lord and archmage of that House,
sneering a himin serene triumph as he yielded that identification to the tortured mind he was sundering . .

Mystral Elminder cried, writhing in agony. Mystra, aid me! For Cormanthor, come to me
now!

The human worm was dying, thrashing, weeping for his god. Now was the time; the others would
sense something amiss soon enough. Uldreyn Starym lashed out @ Elmingter one more time, and then
drew back long enough to work the magic that would cal his body to himsdlf, to cloak the weakness of
his disembodied mind and give hm the means to redly strike out, if he had to leave this web under the
weight of many aroused attackers. There! Done. Exultantly, he surged back to the attack, stabbing again
a the shuddering, tumbling human.

There was a dir of fresh excitement in the Court when the large, burly, grandly robed form of
Lord Uldrelyn Starym appeared suddenly within the ring, sanding near the human Elminger. His boots
were firmly on the pave, only inches from something amdl, dark, and dusty, that was crawling dowly
toward the young human mage. It stopped for a moment, and wavered, reaching toward the Starym
sorcerer's boot, but then seemed to come to some sort of decison, and resumed its humping, inching
progress toward the last prince of Athaantar.

Holone was not a Sorceress of the Court for nothing. Something was happening behind her,
something wrong. She spun around. Gods! A Starym!

He was ganding 4ill, though, his eyes as vacant as dl the rest, and from his mouth and raised
hands white fire was streaming, back and forth ... he was as much a part of the building Mythd as any of
them. Starym could never be trusted, but. .. was he afoe?

Holone hit her lip. She was dill sanding watching, ruled by indecison, when a tapestry and the
window behind it burst inward with a crash. Out of the dust and faling rubble a dim figure flew, hands
outdtretched to it fire-red fire

Holone's gasp was echoed by many of the watching Cormanthans. Symrustar Auglamyr-alive?



Where had she been these twenty years? Holone swallowed and raised her hands to weave a barier,
knowing there was no time.

That gout of flame was dready snarling ahead of the flying lady, headed sraight for the unseeing
Starym. There were shouts and screams and oaths in the Chamber of the Court once more as fire struck
Lord Uldrelyn Starym, and spun him around. He staggered, went to one knee, and his eyes flamed in
dark fury. He looked at hisfoe.

The Lady Symrustar Auglamyr was only afew feet away from him, ill plunging down on him at
full speed, her lips pulled back from her white teeth in a snarl of anger, her eyes aflame. She was shouting
something.

"For Mystral A gift for thee, sorcerer, from Mystral™

The senior Starym sneered in reply as he activated the full force of his mantle.

Elves had swords in ther hands, now, and were uncertainly approaching the ring-while armathors
and the court sorceresses warned them to stay back, for the love of Cormanthor!

They watched, aghadt, as the flying lady smashed into something unseen that splintered her ams
like dry branches, flung her head back, and then broke her legs and spine dmost casudly as it spun her
around inthe air, in atangle of unbound hair, and flung her back whence she'd come.

Many of the watching eves groaned as they saw that twigting, arching, shuddering body amed
firnly sdeways, toward the statue of the dven hero. Steered, and turned about with cold, exacting
precision, to face them in the last moments before it was thrust onto the hero's stone sword.

Symrugtar Auglamyr threw back her head to cry out in hoarse agony as the sword burst forth
under her breast, dark and wet with her own blood. Lightnings sang and played around her as her meagics
began to fall.

Uldreyn Starym put his hands on his hips and laughed. "So perish dl who dare to drike a
Saym!" he told the Court, and lifted his hands. "Who shdl be next? You, Holone?'

The court sorceress blanched and fdll back, but did not flee from her place in the ring. She drew
ina deep breath, tossed her head, and said, voice trembling only allittle, "If need be, traitor.”

He had cdled, and Mystra had sent Symrugtar, and she was dying for him! Writhing in agony, E
could find no time for grief. Mystral he shouted, as a warrior bellows in battle. Send me something to
aid her! The Sarym prevails! Mystra!

Something golden shone in his tattered mind-a thread, a ribbon, moving and tumning. His eyes
could not help but follow it, and the image of his unleashing it that overlaid it briefly. It twisted, to form a
shape thus, and so! Set that upon the foel

Thanks be, Mystra, B thought with dl his heart, and seized on the shape firmly as he lashed out
with another bolt, sraight at Uldreyn Starym. Thiswould hurt.

The Starym arch-sorcerer diffened, turned with dow menace, and amilingly dedt a counterblow,
sending a mocking message with it.

Not crazed yet, human? You will be. Oh, you will be.

Oh? Eat this, arrogant €f! Elminder replied in Uldrelyn's mind - and unspun Mysirals weaving.

The watching Cormanthans saw Beldroth shriek firgt, snatching his hand away from the child to
dutch at his head with both hands, dawing at his ears and howling in raw pain.

* k *k k %

Lord Nelaeryn Mornmist spasmed and kicked out. His lady was hurled back, bowling over two
awioudy waching servants. One of the others rushed forward to ad his convulang lord, who was
dhrieking like nothing the servant had ever heard before. Droplets of blood were gouting from his mouth,
his eyes, and from under hisfingernails. He thrashed in midair like a struggling fish, then dumped, crashing
to the ground and smashing the servant senseless beneath him.

Ithrythra Mornmist struggled to her feet. "Nelaer!" she cried, tears streaming down her face. "Oh,
Nelaer, speak to me!" With frantic fingers she rolled him over, saring at the working face of her lord.

"Get amage” she snarled at the servants who were dill anding. "All of you go! Get twenty



meges And hurry!”

There was a golashing, and a heavy weght tumbling on top of her. Alaglossa Tornglara came
back to awareness with a shock as the waters of Satyrdance Pool closed over her head. She kicked out
and thrust hersdf up to the air again, tumbling a diff body off of her-Nlaeal Gods, what had happened?

"Hep!"

The gardener looked up from his watering. That was the lady's voice!

"Hep!"

He hastened, kicking over the waterspout held just set carefully down in his haste. 1t was a long
run to Satyrdance Pool, Corellon curse it! He got up onto the path and put some leg into it, only to come
to a hdt, saring.

The Lady Alaglossa Tornglara, naked as the day she was born, staggered dong the path toward
him, her feet cut open on the flagstones, leaving atrall of blood behind her as she came. She was cradling
her mad Nlaeain her ams, her eyeswild. "Help me" she roared. "We must get her to the house! Move,
Cordlon curse you!"

The gardener swalowed and scooped Nlaea out of hislady's ams. Corellon, he reflected wryly,
as he turned around to run, was going to have a busy day.

Uldrayn Starym opened his mouth in surprise-the firg time it had worn that expression in earnest
in some centuries.

And the last. White fire surged through him and stripped him bare just as he had burned out Lord
Orbryn eaxrlier, leaving nothing behind his eyes but a rushing nothingness. A new potency raced through
the Mythd, crashing through the heads of mages dl over Cormanthor, as the hungry white fire drank the
life and wits and power of the Starym archmage.

The eves ganding uncertainly in the Court, not knowing where or how to grike, saw the tal,
broad body of the great Starym lord blaze forth ydlow flames, for dl the world as if he were a tree
struck by lightning.

He burned like a torch before their shocked faces, while the web of white fire hummed on
serendy overhead and profound slence reigned in the Chamber of the Court. Hundreds of eves held
their breaths, until the blackened body of the archmage toppled, collgpsing into swirling ashes.

* * % % %

The backlash spun EIminger away, whirling him like a legf in a gale, the golden symbol around
him like a protective hand. When the whirling stopped a last, the symbol faded, the light leaving him at
last in darkness.

He was floating in a void, a sentience without body. Agan.

Mystra? Hisfirg cdl was little more than a whisper. It seemed held done a lot of demanding of
the goddess recently, managing nothing without her aid or guidance.

Think you so? Her voice, in his mind, was warm, and gentle, and utterly overwheming. He fdt
loved and utterly safe, and found himsdf basking slently in the warmth cailing around him, floating in
timeless, endless joy. It might have been hours before Mysira spoke again, or only moments.

You have done well, Chosen One. A brave beginning, but only that: you must abide in
Myth Drannor-the new Cormanthor-for a time, to nurture and protect. While you do so, you will
also be learning as much as you can of the wielding of magic from those who will come to this
bright new fellowship. | am pleased with you, EIminster. Be whole once more.

* k % % %

Abruptly he was dsawhere, floating upright amid many strands of humming white fire, with the
shattered stone of a fdlen pillar below him and the bloody, pain-etched face of Symrustar Auglamyr in
front of him.

There was a chorus of excited whigperings from the elves crowded into the Chamber of the



Court, but Bl scarcely heard it. Mystra had |eft extra pell energy tingling in his hands, far too much for
him to carry for long, and he thought he knew why.

She was a broken thing, her body dumped atop the stone sword that impaed it. Only the falling
magics around her had kept her dive this long. With infinite care EIminger lifted the dying dven lady in his
ams and drew her off the bloody blade.

She gasped and opened her eyes at his touch, and then sagged againgt him, her ravaged body
quivering once when she did entirdy free of the stone. B thrust a hand againg the terrible hole through
her ribs and let heding power flow out of him.

She caught her breath and shuddered then, daring to hope-and breathe-for the firg time in along
while

H turned her in the ar until he was cradling her in his arms, and drifted very dowly down to the
floor. As his knees touched the pave, he could fed the regard of many dven eyes, but he bent his head
forward and kissed Symrustar's bloody mouth as if they'd been ardent lovers for years. Holding her lips
with his, he thrudt life into her, letting dl the power Mystra had given him flow into her shattered body.
Then he gave of his own vitdity, holding his mouth on hers, until trembling weakness made him rise to
bresthe at last.

She spoke for the fird time then, a ragged whisper. "Tisyou, isnt it, Elminger? | certanly had to
wait long enough for that kiss"

H chuckled and held her againg him as the light in her eyes came back.

Almog lazily her eyes found Faerun again, and the shattered celing of the Court, and then him.
Sowly, wincing and working her mouth, she managed aamile. "l thank you for making my passng easier
... but I am dying; you cannot stay that. Mystra snaiched me from degth that night in the woods-the death
Elandorr planned for me-for atask. | have served her, and . .. ‘tisdone. | can die”

Elminger shook his head dowly, aware of the anxious faces and raised hands of the sorceresses
Sylmee and Holone waiting above himrwaiting to blast Symrugtar with spells should she try any last
treachery.

"Mystra does not treat folk s0," H told her gently.

Symrugtar grimaced as a fresh ripple of pain ran through her. A rivule of bright blood ran from
the corner of her mouth. "So you say, Chosen One. | am an df, and one who misused magic, at that. |
tried to endave you-1 would have solen your magic and dain you. Why should she have a care about my
fate?'

"For the same reason | care,”" H said gently.

Those pain-ridden eyes flickered. "Love? Lugt? | know not, man. | cannot tarry to think on it ...
lifedips away...."

"One life" Elminger told her urgently, as he redized Mysiras plan a lagt. "But not dl thet is
Symrudar.”

He pulled open the bloodsoaked ruin of her bodice, and upon the ravaged flesh benegth traced
the firgt golden symbol Mystra had put in his mind; the one that would shine there forever.

Her breath caught, and she sat up, eyes shining. "I- | see a last. Oh, human, | have wronged you
from the start. | have-"

She wasted no more time on words, as blue-white fire stole out of her skin to daim her, but
turned into his embrace to kiss him tenderly.

Her lips were dill on his as she faded away. A few motes of blue-white light swirled where sheld
been, and then flickered and were gone.

H looked up, and saw four of the weavers, thair limbs dill ablaze with white fire and linked to the
web above, ganding above him, looking down with love and concern.

He looked up and told the Srinshee, Lady Sted, the Herdd Alas, and the Coronal, "Mystra has
damed her. Shewill serve the Lady of Mysteries now."

Something crawled up his arm, then, and he snatched at it and held it up, bewildered. A scrap of
something dusty, bloodstained, and moving-the mask that Llombaerth Starym had worn for so long. It
tingled in his grasp, warm and somehow welcoming.



As he stared at it, there was a sudden flare of rain-bow-hued light from overhead, and dl the
gathered dves gasped in awe. The Mythd was born!

Elminger fdt adtirring in his throat, and rose with dl the others, to join in what he could aready
hear echoing through the streets. All over Cormanthor, every df and hdf-df and human was breaking
into song. The same swdling, involuntary song of the Mythd's birth-high, radiant, beautiful, and unearthly.
And as the singers turned to embrace each other in wonder, every face was wet with tears.

* k % % %

"Yes" Lord Mornmigt whispered, his eyes on something far away. The servants looked from his
vacant face to that of their lady. Tears ran in floods down her face, dripping from her chin, as she bent
over her lord.

"Why?" she whimpered franticaly. "Why do the mages not come?’

The servants shot anxious looks at each other, not daring to answer. Then Ndlaeryn Mornmist
rose up out of therr gentle hands as if torn doft by some invigble hand. Ithrythra screamed, but her
dhrieks turned to sobs of joy an indant later, as her lord opened his eyes and cried out, "Yes At ladt!
Thedlory is come to Cormanthor!™

His voice rang like a trumpet as he hung in the ar above them, and blue flames spurted from his
eyes. He looked down.

"Oh, Ithrythra" he cdled, "come and share thiswith me. All of you, come” He held out his hand,
and there were gasps as the Mornmist servants below fdt themsalves lifted with infinite gentleness, and
awesome power, up into the ar to join the man whose laughter rang out, then, like triumpha horns.

* * % % %

Nlaea moved in the gardener's ams, and made a smdl, stisfied sound. He looked down,
dipped on the path, and dmost dropped her.

"Caefull" the Lady Alaglossa Tornglara snapped a his elbow, her strong arms steadying both
him and his burden.

Nlaea moved again, dretching dmog luxurioudy, and her weight was suddenly gone. The
gardener sumbled, overbaanced by its sudden disappearance, and did into a gdamathra bush.

"Nlaes?" Alaglossa cried in terror. "Nlaeal" Her maid turned in the ar and amiled down at her.
"Be a peace, Lady," she sad softly, and blue flames seemed to blaze in her eyes as she spoke.
"Cormanthor is crowned &t lag."

And as her maid hovered over her, the Lady Alaglossawent to her knees on the path and Started
to pray through happy floods of tears.

* k % % %

Galan Goadulphyn looked around in disbelief. On dl sides, even bodies were floating up into the
ar, and there was much laughter, and weeping-happy weeping. Here and there shouts of exultation rose.
Had dl Cormanthor gone mad at once?

He hastened toward a richly appointed house whose door stood open. Well, if everyone was
going to be logt in celebration, perhaps they'd not notice the loss of afew baubles.

He was dmogt ingde when firm fingers took hold of his Ieft ear. He wrenched himsdf free and
spun around, hand snatching out a dagger. "Who-?" he snarled-and then fdl slent, ggping.

The lady some had known as the mogt beautiful and deadly in dl Cormanthor smiled amost
dreamily at him as she floated in the doorway, blue fire playing about her limbs "Why, Gaan,” Symrustar
Augamyr said ddightedly, "you please me grestly. To think that at long last you've put thieving behind
you, and have come to the houses of Myth Drannans to repay them in gems for dl that you've solen!”

Gaan's face twisted in utter incredulity. "What? Repay? 'Myth Drannans?"



Those were the lagt words he uttered before lips that blazed came down on his-and gems started
tofly out of his boots like angry wasps leaving a nest, away into the bright ar of Myth Drannor.

Moonrise over Myth Drannor thet firg night was a time of joy. Horns blew and harps were
gruck in a delighted cacophony, as if a year's fesivas and revels had been rolled into one frantic
celebration. Thanks to the dlent, invisble wonderwork that overlaid the city like a domed shidd, those
who'd never been able to fly before could do so now, without need of spdl or item. The ar was full of
laughing, embracing elves. Wine flowed fredy, and troths were plighted with eager abandon. The moon
was full and bright, and spilled down through the riven roof of the Chamber of the Court in a bright flood.

An dven lady glided done into the empty room, her jeweed dippers treading ar above the
bloodstained pave. The hems of her low-cut gown glittered with a breethtaking fdl of gems, and on her
breast diamonds sparkled in the shape of twin fdling dragons. Only streaks of white and gray at her
temples betrayed her age as she moved snuoudy through the gillness, coming at last to where a amdl
pile of asheslay in the bright pool of moonlight.

She looked down a them in Slence for a long time, the quickening rise and fdl of her breast the
only difference between her and a statue. A tattered song floated in through the rent in the roof above as
joyous eves soared past, and the slent lady clenched her fists so tightly that blood dripped from where
her long nalls pierced her padms.

Lady Sharaera Starym raised her beautiful head to look a the moon riding high above, drew in a
deep breath, looked down at whét little was left of her

Uldreiyn, and hissed fiercdy, "The Mythd mugt fdl, and Elminger must be destroyed!”

Only the ghogts were there to hear her.

At the time of the laying of the Mythal, some of the elves of Cormanthor thought opening
their realm to other races was a mistake. I'm sure some still do.

There was some small dispute and bother at the time, as there is at the birthing of any new
thing that is not a living babe, but nothing that minstrels or sages need be overly concerned
about. A matter of a few swords, a handful of spells, and some hasty words, followed by a party.
In short, it was very like most of what human heroes are wont to call "adventures.”

Elminger the Sage

from a gpeech to an assembly of Harpersin Twilight Hall,
Berdusk

The Y ear of theHarp



