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To Page and Mike. Because the most glorious adventure are those shared. Let yours be
one of the long and wondrous ones.

Let it be known: The wisdom and skill of Rob King made this tale far brighter and better
than It could otherwise hare been.

REALMSLORE

Is there not Hel enough awaiting you, that you must go seeking it in books and spells and consorting
with strange wizards?

Kesaugiir Ravendarr, a rich merchant of Amn, speaking to Ms daughter Hahilbra in the play
Bold Hearts Broken by Nargustaras Gritbym.

(playwright of Athkatla)

Confutatis maledictus, flammis acrlbus addictus etiam sanato vulnere cicatrix manet

Students of the history of the Redms should know that this tale of Elminder's torment befdls in
1372 DR, the Year of Wild Magic, and that the memories seen in these pages depict events that took
place, so for as can be determined, asfollows:

? "The Day the Magic Died" (and the associated memories preceding it, in Chapter 2, except for

Khelben's flying over Waterdeep, which befel in 1351 DR) in mid-Kythorn of 1358 DR, the
Year of Shadows.

? "The Reaching Hand" (the memory in Chapter 4) on 17 Marpenoth in 1357 DR, the Year of
the Prince,

? "Here Be Wizards' (the memory in Chapter 5) in Ahuriak of 1365 DR, the Year of the
Sword.

? "One Night in Waterdeep™ (the memory of Mirt in Chapter 6) on 6 Bent in 1321 DR, the
Year of Chains.

? "Night Comes to Tameeril” the fird memory in Chapter 7), "Resengar, Too" (the second
memory in Chapter 7), and "A Daughter's Duty” (the memory in Chapter 9) in ealy
Hamerule of 1355 DR, the Year of the Harp.

? "A Surprise for Laurlagtheg’ (the memory in the midst of Chapter 8) in the afternoon of 4
Tarsakhin 261 DR, the Year of Soaring Stars.

? "A Touch of Heartsted" (the memory in Chapter 11) in early Mittul of 1369 DR, the Year of
the Gauntlet.

? “The Harper Without" on the night of 12 Uktar in 778 DR, the Y ear of Awaiting Webs.

? "When Sembians Stop for Ted' (the memory in Chapter 13) on the afternoon of the 4th of
Elesasin 1364 DR, the Year of the Wave (it should be noted that Noumea Fairbright is no
relation to Noumea Drathchuld, who was then Magiter).

? "A Smdl Sort of Dragon” (the memory in Chapter 14) on 16 Chesn 1356 DR, the Year of
the Worm.

? "The Wisdom of Our Sages’ (the memory in Chapter 15) in late Mirtul of 1360 DR, the
Year of the Turret.

? "St Not Alone on Thaon's Cold Throne' (the memories of Lagrd at the end of Chapter 16
and the beginning of Chapter 17) to mid-Kythorn of 1357 DR, the Year of the Prince (it
should be remembered that this Lagrd is Lagrd Rythkyn, cdled by some "Lagrd of
Loudwater,” a Harper mage who is the namesake-not related-of Laerd Aransun Silverhand
of the Seven).

? "The Tears of a Goddess' (the memory a the end of Chapter 19) in late Eleint of 1371 DR,
the Y ear of the Unstrung Harp.

? "The Srinshee Plays With Fire'(the first Srinshee memory in Chapter 20) on the morning of 9
Nightal in 241 DR, the Y ear of the Hippogriff's Fally.

? "Kisses and Damnations' (the second Srinshee memory in Chapter 20) in the carry evening



of Midsummer 30th in 666 DR, the Year of Stern Judgment.

? "One Fool Deserves Another (the third Srinshee memory in Chapter 20) on 14 Hammer in
907 DR, the Year of Walling.

? "The Coming of the Shadow" (the memory a the end of Chapter 21) on 6 Hamerulein 1294
DR, the Year of the Deep Maoon.

? "Fools as Her Champions' (the memory in Chapter 22) on 21 Elant in 1246 DR, the Year
of Bumning Stedl.

BEGINNINGS

Memories are wonderful things

Y et they can burn like the hottest fire, raging and consuming their bearers, or cut like crud blades. |
can trap one in a gem and hold it in my hand to give to another and yet keep it dso in my mind, fading
dowly over time, like paths to favorite places that have become overgrown and logt,

What is a human but a bundle of memories?

What better treasure can the aged keep to warm and ddlight them whenever they rummeage through
the sack of their own stored remembrances?

And what more hideous crime can there be than to snatch awvay memories from a man?

Only my kisses should be able to do that to him-and then only when Mystra deems it needful. Yet a
thing cdled Nergd dared to do this to my man. |, Alassra, made Nergd pay a fitting price and was
damned in that doing-and care not and would do it again.

| dare anything and will die doing s0. Fools of Thay and other places know me for my daying spdlls
and my fury. Often it masters me, and men cal me "mad,” when they should use the words "reckless’ or
“log in bloodiugt.” | do enjoy destruction. | admit-yet | aso nurture and defend and treat with kindness.

Here I've done both, showing dl who read of the kindnesses | so love, the reason 1'd lay down my
life as fredly as | do my body before this man caled Elminger, even if he had no more magic than a
village idiot. Some will say I've set down secrets that common eyes should never have seen, and to them
| say two things "Have | truly?' and "l care not!" Some have said holy Mysira and others of the divine
will smite me for this doing-yet here | dill stand, unrepentant.

So come, and read secrets. Heed thistae | have gathered, and learn-or care not, and turn away, to
wak defensdless the rest of your undoubtedly short days. Choose fredly.

| am the Storm Queen, and | never threaten. | merdy promise.

Chapter One

ROCKS AND A WARM PLACE

Thereis no greater blagphemy than this.

Thisis the thing forbidden, for dl gods and men, for every living being of this or any world-to shred
asunder the suff of which we are dl made, leaving rents of crawling nothingnessin Toril. Railing, weeping
wounds for dl the Redms to spill out through, and dl the cold and gnawing void to rush in...

With dl the sdfish and headstrong and uncaring fools who'd hurled magic about for al these
centuries, it was awonder this didn't hgppen more often. This thought offered little comfort.

The worlds roared. White-hot and dl-devouring, the torrents of force spilling from the Weave
snarled dl around the tumbling man, tugging a his robes and old limbs and heard dike as he spun dongin
aroaring rush of ar. What might have been the green trees of Shadowdale turned crazily above his head.
Beneath-or was it above? - his hooted feet stretched a blood-red, sunless sky. Hed seen it atime or two
before and had no desire ever to see again.

Streamers of noxious gas streaked that crimson dome like dirty clouds. They whirled to form what
looked like giant eyes garing down, eyes that were swept away before they could focus, only to form
anew, again and again. Benegth the ruby glow lay a dark nightmare land of bare rock and flumes of



sparks and gouting flame, where things dithered and scrambled half-seen in the shadows. Mountains
clawed the ruby sky. The Land of Teeth, Azuth had once aptly cdled it, surveying the endless jagged
rocks. This was the Greeting Ground, the reslm of horror that had clamed the lives of countless mortas.
He was whirling dong above Avernus, uppermost of the Nine Hels.

"Mysdra" the tumbling man groaned. He cdled to Me dl the magics on his body, bringing them to
tingling readiness in his fingertips.

Whether the Lady of die Weave heard and assisted him or nat, life ahead was not going to be
pleasant for EIminger Aumar. He was going to have to spend al of his magic hedling this rift, for the love
of Toril that so s8ldom loved him, be burned and blasted in the doing, perhaps fal and be torn apart-and
if he succeeded, plunge at the last down into Avernus, bereft of spdls and defensdess.

Yet hisduty was clear.

Dark, bat-winged shapes were dready soaring aoft, beting ther menacing way toward him,
seeking to plunge through the rift or tear it open farther, ere he could close it. The rift could be closed
only from this side, not from the more pleasant skies of Toril - and if he were to do it at dl, he would
spend his magic so swiftly that he could not help making himsdf a bright beacon to dl infernd eyes.

Those eyes were waiching.

Oh, yes.

Elminger saw something huge and dark and dragon-winged rise from a distant mountain, spreading
leathery wings and trailing a long, long scdy tall as it rose ponderoudy into the sky of blood. Rose, and
turned hisway ...

Nearer a hand, lightning cracked and stabbed out of the edges of the rift. Gligening black devils
sruggled to pluck it farther open... struggling, no doubt, under orders from unseen devils below.

The hurtling wizard saw the blue sky of Toril one lagt time. A mighty crash of lightning thrust
blinding-bright talons through devils. Sleek obsidian and crimson bodies twisted in pain as they burned,
their blood blazing up in red flames even as their scorched ashes fdl to the uncaring rocks below.

"To Hdl with ye dl," EIminger murmured sardonicaly. He closed his hands into fists and drew forth
the slver fire within him, as smdl and precise an unlesshing of it as he could manage. When the rift
closed, hed amog certainly lose touch with the Weave and Mystra and be unable to regain magicd
power. Siver fire consumed the rings and bracers and even the vestments he wore.

Strange sngings and snartings filled his ears as enchantments dissolved, flowing through him to spin
in glowing blue-white flames around his hands The racing fires of his magics hummed with comforting
power as they crackled, spat, and grew stronger. The Old Mage's clothes became tatters. Ancient metd
bands around hisfingersfell away in dust and were gone. His hat burst into a blue flame that sank down
into hislong tresses. He cdled inits power. A dagger in one boot crumbled, then the boot itsdf. He sad
afond menta farewell to his favorite pipe ere it fdl into ash. In its last tumbling moments I’ll spent tiny
bates of his precious magic to guide hisfdl, turning in the air to swoop back to therift.

The scar was growing, Soitting vicious lightning in dl directions across the dark sky of Avernus.
Bolts arced across the bloody vault like so many angry stars stresking to fading fdls Far below, many
red, gligening eyes looked upward at the deadly splendor.

Lightning clawed the ar nearby, and the gaunt old wizard sent forth blue fire from his fingertips to
snare it, or some part of it, to turn that raging energy to his task.

The bolt plucked him from the sky like a gna caught in a gade, whiling hm away. His teeth
chattered, his hair quivered on end, and the hoarse beginnings of a scream froze in his throat. Caught in
its grip, ElIminger of Shadowdale could not have moved even a finger. Fires charred him black. Surging,
searing force flung his arms and legsrigid into a scorched star, and then threw him across the sky.

When he could see again, tiny lightings streamed from his nose. The rift was a bright, digtant firein
the red sky. Its flames were suddenly blotted out by a black and grinning form, horn-headed and
bright-eyed, racing through the air with claws outstretched to rend stricken wizards.

"Tharguth," EImingter murmured, recdling an old grimoire's name for such devils-abisha, these were,
for he saw a second and third swooping dong in the wake of the fird.

Then there was no more time to think: the abishai rushed at him tike a sriking hammer.



It tore at the ar eagerly with its claws as it came, its poisonous tal curled up beneeth it to stab if
need be. Elminger looked into the devil's exulting eyes. He fdt a rash of warmth and the vinegarlike tang
of its hide as its jaws gaped wide. Its head turned on an angle to bite out histhroat. He fed it fire, searing
claws and head dike to nothingness in an indant and letting it tumble away into the rocky darkness
below.

The second abishal was coming too fast to veer; B twisted away from one sky-raking claw and
sent a tiny blue-white bolt of his magic into the howling mouth of the third winged devil. Its head
exploded. Its racing body arched back and clawed the ar in slent, Spasmodic agony as it rushed past.

A flight spell was one of the few left to the Old Mage; fearful the magic railing within him might twist
and shatter it. He cast it with infinite care. Another tiny tithe of power gave him greater speed than the
gl done could furnmish He needed to get back to therift, swiftly.

He did not need to look back or hear the snarls of rage to know that the second abisha had turned
to come after him. The sky was full of tharguth now-black and green and even the larger, more crud red
abisha. Ther eyes blazed like pairs of ruby flames as they rase to hunt him. Their cries of rage and glee
rose into aroar that overtopped the thunder of the rent, it grew larger... and larger...

Elminger Aumar was not the least of Mystrals Chosen, but neither was he a great and vigorous
creature of battle. Like atiny blue-white star, he raced across the sky of Avernus.

Dark red dragons glided now among the devils, biting and pouncing like great cats, preying hungrily
on thisflock of flying food. Little spike-studded gargoyle-devils, spinagons, were in the sky, too, darting
and ducking aside from the tharguth. Looking back, El saw the abishai that pursued him gutted from belly
to throat by something winged and hungry. It flew away dmost fester than he could turn his head.

His gaze fdl for a moment to the land below and its twidting ribbon of red that could only be a river
of blood. His atention flicked up again to the swift beat of those dusve wings. The flying dayer was
dowing to a hdt, ganding on ar to watch him. Thar eyes met.

H found himsdf looking into the eyes of a lone devil beating feathered wings in the sky. She was
deek and graceful and deadly, dusky-hued and more beautiful than any mortd woman; an erinyes,
doubtless a spy for a greater devil dweling deeper in the Nine Hells.

My, but he was populate Avernus mugt fumnish poor entertainment, for a lone human wizard to
attract such intereg.

WEell, no. He set asde proud thoughts. It was undoubtedly the rift that was drawing the devils doft.

H saw more bat wings tumbling helplesdy across the sky, caught by more lightning bolts from the
torrents of force where world met world and clawed at each other

Ancther bolt rushed a him, and Elminger was ready. Spreading his hands, with magics crawling
between them in a blue-white chain, he plunged into its raging heart. With a wordless shout, he drank in
power urtil it rose hot and choking within him. He was forced to rear up out of its flow and into the ruby
sky again, gasping and trembling.

He'd been driven back only alittle way this time, and his limbs were blazing bright with energies. In
the distance, winged devils tried to drink in the power of the bolt as he had done but plunged to ther
dooms as the bolts consumed them in brief gouts of red flame.

A dragon saw him and whedled from its sport of tearing apart tharguth and devouring them. It came
thundering down at him like a great wal of scaed flesh. It spat fire, the ravening flames that did so little to
devils but could cook and doom a mortd man.

Elminger swooped and drank in that dragon fire, setting his teeth and grimly riding out the fierce but
brief pain, qudling its heat with his own gathered magic.

Clagping, he prevailed. The Old Mage was full dmogt to bursting now. His body trembled with the
effort of holding such force. He was no longer its vessdl but its heart, wrestling with its surges and flows
merdy to move as he desired to and not be torn apart by itsraging.

Or by draconic jaws. The great red dragon, thrice the Sze of any hed seen on Toril-even old
Larauthtor, who'd filled the sky like a moving mountain-swooped, fangs gaping.

Elminger threw his hands behind him and let tiny jets of flame spurt from his fingers, hurling him up,
forward, and away-beyond the reach of even afranticaly twisting wyrm.



It clawed wildly at die air in its haste to turn. Sngpping its jaws vanly a him the dragon flapped its
great wings so hard that the air cracked like thunder. Caught in a trio of rift bolts, the wyrm diffened,
scaes mdting into smoke. It was too racked with pain even to scream asit died. Its eyes burst into flame
and smoke that trailed from dark sockets and loosdly flgpping jaws. The wyrm fdl away into the jagged
darkness below.

None of this was getting Elminger back to the task of heding the widening rift, looming like a
weeping eyein the ky of Avernus. EIminger caled up a hdf-remembered snatch of a bawdy song as he
banked on wings of his own spell flames. He raced, Snging merrily but badly, to meet his doom.

Balts stabbed out to meet him. He spun chains of snarling magic around them and dragged them
around in roaring, sky-shaking arcs. They plunged back toward their source-a racing flood in which he
joined. Faling headlong into the blinding brightness, he thrust his hands out before him.

All sound died away in the echoing roar, EIminger became a racing dart among mighty flows of
force. They rolled ponderoudy past him, a great chaos of surges tha battered and tore a him,
threatening to whirl him away into bone-shattered, bloody pulp.

When searing force burnt away his fingertips, he sent forth spdlfire to cleave it and magter i,
plunging on to the railing edge where Toril began. He plucked and swooped and wove, surfing surging
torrents of force to knit the blue sky together again.

Devils screamed as they were torn apart or blasted to shreds somewhere behind him. Elminger
scarcedy heard them. He gazed hungrily at the world he must wal himsdf away from to save. He looked
longingly down at Shadowdale, alittle green gem far below, ere he flung himsdf across the sky, gitching
its ragged edge in his wake with teeth-jarring, surging force.

"The bards could never find words for this" he gasped. Red sky and blue dipped and did and
battled for supremacy overhead. He raced adong the raging line. Sickening force dammed through him
like the sword that had once plunged down his throat and out his backside in one icy moment...

Long ago, that had been, and with rather less hanging in the balance. A memory among few too
many, dways beckoning him for a wander among thar shadows. The offers were more enticing as
Elminger grew ever more tired- and weariness rode his shoulders like a heavy, dinging cloak these days-

Suddenly he was done. Energies veered away to complete what held begun, reshaping what had
been shattered and doaking bright Toril from his view. The roar of the sky died, and he was fdling, a
dwinding star, into the deep ruby gloom of Avernus.

He'd done it. Dazed and exhausted, he knew that much. Toril was saved and his own doom sesled,

"Have my thanks, Great Elminger,” he told himsdf with dark humor, toasting himsdf with an
imaginary goblet as black fangs of rock rushed up to meet him. "Fair Fagrun has seen thy greatest
victory-though none know it, or care. Welcome to the waiting dunghill.”

With the last of his weary will, Elminger made himsdf into a lump of stone and hurled to one side,
50 that hisfdl would become a plunge deep into what was probably the lake of Blood. Let its warm and
fetid waters take his fdl. The rotting flesh that cloaked its bed would hide him. Perhaps he could lie
unnaticed there, until he had strength enough again to-

After such afdl, even a stone hits water as hard as a smith's hammer. His bruta shattering of the
surface would have made Elminger gasp-if held had anything to gasp with. Warmth bubbled past as he
sank, tumbling in the warm, wet depths, dowing now as...

Something dark and snakdike coiled out of the red depths and snatched him. The tentacle lashed
around him with the searing bite of a drover's whip... and then he was being dragged back up again.

W, in the Hdls it was hardly to be expected tha thered be any rest for the wicked. So-let the
torment begin. Mystra preserve and forfend. Please.

He was up out of the blood-water now, dripping. Unfamiliar magic raged around him, darting into
hm in litle numbing jabs. He was changing, forced under its goads, flowing and unfolding and
becoming... imsdf again, a human with arms and legs and-eyes.

Eyestha swam even as grunts and rending groans and a shrieking symphony of squedls told him he
was growing ears. Then dl at once, the world soun and shook and came to a hdt, amid shocking clarity.

Elminger was standing on warm, sharp rock, and hisfeet were bare. He had feet, and legs... and his



own old, gaunt body, even to the beard. He was sanding in a little hollow in a great waste of rock, with
foul streams of gas curling around him, burning hislegs as they dghed past. Atop the rocks, bare, thorny
branches of stunted trees stabbed like despairing fingers up into the blood-red sky. The ground trembled.
From somewhere near a hand a flame shot up, raged briefly amid scorched rocks, and fdl away out of
dght again.

H became aware that something was danding in the deep shadow at the far end of the cleft. It
strode forward, stepping around many teeth of rock. Hame-ydlow eyes met his with the force of a
griking serpent and held himin thral as their owner advanced lesurdy, giving Elminger a amile that was
along way from pleasant-and at the same time promised many things.

An eyebrow lifted, mirroring curving horns above, and a softly hissng voice asked amost gently,
"Don't know me, little cringing wizard? | favor a more splendid shape, these dayd™

Magic curled around Elmingter's throat, choking any answer he might have wanted to make, and the
devil's amile widened, "like my gentle taons spell? Nothing to touch the great and mighty magics you're
wont to hurl, of course, but it serves me... aye, it serves.”

The horn-headed devil turned its head and smiled, those flame-yelow eyes dill trandfixing EIminger
likethetinesj of agigantic fork. "Siill know me not, Old Mage? Y ou must be tired."

Elmingter gazed at the burly devil, wondering just when held become, in this unhaly creature's eyes
a leadt, any sort | of expert on the diabolical.

His captor was a naked humanoid whose skin was sedl smooth and mottled gray, shot through with
hues of brown j and darker gray... very like the shadowed stones of Avernus that rose around them both.

A few scales glinted on the fiend's neck and ankles. Its humanlike head sported two curving horns.
What had . seemed &t firg glance to be a cloak drawn around the devil could now be dearly seen as a
necklace of tentacles. One shot forth to curl around Elminge’s bare shoulders, thruging like a vengeful
ed through tatters of drifting vapor-a good thirty feet or more-as the eyes that held Elmingter's became a
litte redder.

"Know, then," the devil said with grotesque formdity, sketching a litle bow-and forcing, with his
tentacle, the dazed and exhausted Old Mage to match it-"that you are j the guest of Nergal, most mighty
of the outcast lords of Hdl." His amile broadened, and his eyes were now as red as old coals. “You may
greet me"

H struggled to speak, finding his throat dry and diff Nergd's smile became a smug, crooked thing.
"Body a mite rebelious, great wizard? How sad. You will dready have noted that my poor and pdtry
magics have served to return you to your true shape, and you've dready fdt my gentle taons. They
enaure that any magic you cast or unleash is drained to strengthen my bonds upon you-oh, you may see
them not, but bound you are, and shdl be for aslong as it'smy pleasure to keep you 0. Y ou're wrapped
inspel bindings linked to ray mind; youll never escape me unnoticed”

Nergd's lips curled in a sneer as he added, "None have broken my mind yet, Elminger, though
you're welcome to try. Attaining freedom is a laudable god for any sentient being.”

The ground trembled again, and a flame shot up over ther heads, searing a squdling imp. Nergd's
amile broadened as he withdrew his tentacle-and the shuddering of the rocks beneath Elmingter's baking
feet made him stagger and dmogt fdl.

"Laudable" the devil added glodingly, "but nigh impossble. You see, I've spent much time
obsarving your exploits, Old Weirdbeard-and | have uses for you. Oh, yes™

The archdevil’ s tentacles were suddenly writhing above his shoulders, like the limbs of an excited
and gigantic spider.

"You will, of course, attempt to escape, perhaps even to harm me. Such failures will make little
difference to your torment-and they will be falures™

Tentacles stretched forth dmogt lazily, and a digbolicd smile widened.

"You see You'rein my cozy little dae now, wizard."

And wearing that same welcoming amile, Nergd reached out with a tentacle and tore ElIminger's
right arm off.



Chapter Two

A DEVIL'SWARM MERCY

Nothing is more important than pain. Nothing. It sears and gnaws life itsdf, commanding dl
attention, thrugting even archmages into moaning despair.

This particular archmage was only dimly aware of anything more than his pain. EIminger knew he
was saggering, trying vainly to clutch at his torn and burning shoulder as tentacles dapped and spun him
with lazy glee. Gradudly, he became aware of more. The tortured rocks of Avernus stood on dl sdes,
stabbing up into the blood-red sky like the black fingers of corpses. Someone nearby was screaming-a
raw, hoarse, and endless cry, adren of agony amid Nergd's gusy laughter.

Sharp stones laid open El's feet. He bardly fdt that pain through the agony stabbing through him,
leaving him sick and weak. Sowly, he redlized something more. The screaming was coining from him.

"Sanity," the archdevil remarked casudly, "lasts longer when some vocdization is permitted. It may
be an overvaued condition in most expendable daves, but | need yours to persst awhile longer. Sing,
then.”

Tentacles wriggled and plowed under human skin, burrowing,.. -

H diffened, trying somehow to scream even harder as talons of pain trangfixed him. His cry died as
he choked and strangled on the blood that an outraged stomach spat forth.

"Not even a dagger drawn in defiance?' Nergd mocked. "Not one cantrip, cast to try to make me
belch? Such great magecraft!”

H sagged to his knees, only to find that the tentacles around his legs kept him haf-upright, sprawled
limp and broken in midair wel above the rocks. Tentacles tightened anew, and El's remaning am
snapped in three places.

Jagged bones jutted forth as El's am was twisted crazity-bones that came a the Old Mage's
swvimming eyes like blood-drenched daggers as his captor forced El's limbs thisway and that, playfully.

"Not even one feeble, flaling spdl? Not a ring awakened agangt me?' The devil's taunt was
accompanied by more sckening pan as the rings on El's remaining hand were wrenched off-along with
the fingers that bore them.” Y ou disgppoint me, famous wizard, | expected more. Much more.”

Retching, Bl never saw the tentacle that smashed his nose Into bloody shards or the one that did
across his chest, dicing open the skin like a razor. Suckers laiched onto certain winking things of meagic
that Mystra had |eft in his flesh, centuries ago, They flared blindingly and made the devil hissin pain and
tear ere the tentacles hurled them away,

A blagt shook the rocks under El's feet, and then another Nergal laughed with something that might
have been rdidf.

"Trinkets under your skin-my, what a valued dave youve been. | should be flattered, entertaining
such importance. Even if it is old and feeble, and knock-naked, scarcely worth the effort of tormenting.
Quivering like alemure- and about as much sport.”

Tentacles shook Elminger, and red eyes blazed. "Look a me, human-and heed!" Nergd bellowed.
"I'm your doom, and worse. You're going to be my daw to tear open Faerun, once I've prepared you
properly. Therére Just a few more things to do fird. I'll tear out dl but a tuft of that beard, to leave me
something to haul you around by, and tear away that which makes you a man-"

H screamed higher and harder, helplesdy.

“Nergd am I, old fool, and arightful Prince of Hell. So heed my words. I've few enough vigtors
who can appreciate proud speeches, so you're going to listen to my every word. My spdls will keep you
aware, no matter how much pain besets you-and I've had enough of your keening, faster then 1'd thought
| would. Wherefore, he ill."

Elminger suddenly found himsdf slent, though his throat il rippled in midshrick and his body
trembled with its aching effort to spew forth blood.

Nergd gave hm amerry amile "That's better" the archdevil cooed, asif addressing a favorite child.
He drew himsdf up, tentacles risng above him in a soaring, peacock flourish, and spoke like a king
declaming proudly from his throne;



"Outcast and exiled here, | am yet the mighties of dl-aye, overmatching even Tiamat the
Many-Mawed-who cdl Avernus home. Too proud and too accomplished to serve the Reigning Serpent,
but too mighty to be dain. Dispater is no greater than |, nor Badzebul... and therefore | am useful. Some
day, Asmodeus might have need of me."

Tentacles caressangly lifted their broken burden. Humen skin fdl away in strips as Nergd drew what
was |eft of Eiminger close, so their eyes stared into each other across a very amdl distance.

"And on that day," the glesful outcast devil added in lower tones, "it will be my digtinct pleasure to
defy the lord of Nessusin hishour of need. Defy him with power enough to shatter his throne, and over
his shrieking bones bring war to Hel. And you, little cringing human, shdl be my way to some of the
wegpons I'll need.”

Tentacles tightened, and Bl spat blood involuntarily.

"l-ugh! Uh! Aagh!" was dl he managed to say, sruggling for breath through the blood choking him.
Then the moments alowed him were over. Slence settled idly over his throat again.

Tinglad you agree o eagerly,” Nergal purred. "Hearken and learn, little tool. I'm but one of those,
both great and wretched, who lurk in the shadows of Avernus awaiting the day we dl know will come.
Archdevils may be dain, but it's not easy to destroy us forever. The lord of Nessus must burn away some
of his power to bring about such a doom. He's done it, yes-but only in punishment for the most deadly
doing that could be launched againg him; archdevil lying with archdevil to have offaring they hide from
Asmodeus, to bring to Hel an archdevil the Lord Below knew naot,”

Tentacles thrust Elminger down firmly on a spine of rock. Unyidding sharpness jabbed into raw
flesh. Staring at the blood-drenched sky, Bl arched and writhed in dlently screaming agony, A tentecle
thoughtfully lifted his head so that he could look aong his body ,.. and sec the bloody spire of rock
ganding amid a gligening welter of his organs, ' He stared & it, too racked with pain to ding to his frayed
memory of Mysiras face.

Nergd loomed over his captive and explained dmost merrily, as if tdling a fancy tae to a child
reluctant to drift off to deep, "Ludfuge was but a puing thing when Asmodeus devoured him-literdly,
growing histeeth into fangsto do it. | saw.”

Sithering tentacles plucked the Old Mage from the rock-gods, the tearing pain!-and held him doft
infront of Nergd's face once more. The archdevil's eyes were a bright blue-red now.

"He gave Lucdifer and Batna the find doom for having that child." Nergad added excitedly, "executing
them as Badzebul, fiercest of Lucifer's foes, watched, Badzebul he plucked from his paace and
snatched across the Hells to hold in thral-just to show us dl that he could burn a prince and princess of
Hdl to nothing whilst he racked another prince, despite ther struggles, dl three. He gave Madbolge to
Badzebul purdy to torment Lucifer in hislast moments-and tore it awvay again later, to elevate another to
the greatness that should have been mine!™

Nergd's voice rose into a roar, and brutal tentacles shook Elminger like a rag doll. "That will be
mine, and only a amdl part of what's mine, in time to come," The archdevil's voice log its rage as he
added, "Sooner, now, than before you fdl into my hands.”

A many-toothed amile broadened. "I should thank Mystra. Years she meddled with you, shaping
you into a meddler in turn... dl to make you ussful to me. You see, old Elminger, you're going to be
important after dt What do you say to that?"

Thickly, around the blood, El managed to shape the trembling words, "My ussfulness lessens ... the
more ye... ruin my body;"

Nergd threw back his head and guffawed, even as tentacles lengthened into deft darts of dimy flesh
and surged forward.

H denched histeeth and shook his head in a van effort to keep them a bay. The archdevil merdy
thrugt them in through El's nodtrils intead, down and in. There was a dawing, a horrible wrenching-and
more blood. The arch-devil tossed aside the bloody gobbet that had been EIminger's tongue, dedt H a
dgp that spun his head around, and stanched the welling, choking blood in his mouth at the same time.

"Runit? Why, what need have you for a tongue when we can converse in your mind? | can gouge
out your eyes and tear out your every organ-even dine on your liver, say, with sauce and salt-and then



restore you with my magic. You think smal, man! ThisisHdl, and here archdevils can do anything!”

H sruggled - successfully-to raise a disbdieving eyebrow.

The eyes looking into his blazed up in fury, and tentacles rose in a menacing array. Rose, surged
forward, and sank back again.

Nergd gave his captive a nod of rugful agreement and a wintry smite. "Well, then, let us say
‘anything another archdevil does not manage to prevent, hmm?' The tentacles set EImingter down againgt
arock as sharp as lagged glass. The Old Mage did alittle, wincing despite dl his other raging pains, and
fetched up in a gtting position.

Nergd paced back and forth, something cat like and yet serpentine in his saking. "There are a
dozen of us outcasts, eight among us with power enough to chdlenge, say, Mammon, if the battle were
between two, aone, without armies to cal on. We are not friends, one with the other, and Asmodeus
sees that our regard for each other remains fierce. As rivas, we lurk in the caverns and mountain rifts of
Avernus, pursuing our individud plots againg the ruling devils-and avoiding the patrols, for even dinging
insects have the power to weaken and annoy.”

The tentacled archdevil came to a hdt close by his sumped captive, looming up dark and tal. Barbs
and claws rose out of hisflesh like the fins of cruigng sharks and ran down his tentaclesin a hungry cycle.
Teeth that seemed long enough, now, to be cdled fangs flashed In a less-than-pretty amile.

"Men and devils are not so different that youll be unaware of what we outcasts hunger after: power.
We are dways seeking it, aamed with our magic. Devils with minds of their own can grasp and work
meagic as readily as men breathe. We have one other wegpon that the Lords of the Nine can never have
time to spare. With my time and magic, | watch your magic-rich Toril"

Nergd crossed ams that swam with a gligening array of amdl, blinking, human-seeming eyebdls,
and bent their manifold gazes on EIminger.

"Bangs of power interest me, from the puny masters of your thieving guilds to the dragons and lich
lords of Faerun who wied dmogt a tenth of the spell-might they think they do. "With a grin too wide for
humen jaws, the archdevil began to pace again. "So | use my pells to py on Faerunians of might who
may prove useful. I've been weatching you for along time, Elminger Aumar. You are the key, I've long
thought. Not because you're hdf so mighty as you think you are, or even a match for a spinagon in a far
battle, but because you are my road to ganing Mystras power over magecraft. She works through you
very drongly, and what she has, when suitably modified, could thunder just as strongly in Hell.... giving me
control over dl magic, and in some measure those who work it!"

Nergd laughed again. "This tumult over Shade captured my aitention at just the right time and has
delivered you to me. Now dl | need do, to gain the powers of the lady you serve, or a least the ways of
cdling on and contralling it, is master your mind."

Tentacles plucked Elminger from the rocks again and hedd him with casua tenderness. Another
tentacle stabbed down, burding the Old Mage's Ieft eye tike a raw egg. After a momentary chaos of
svimming brightness, EImingter could sec once more-abeit dimly, through a blood-red haze.

"See? You cant even die on me" Nergd purred into Elminder's lace, as tenderly as a lover
"Undergtanding your wits will deliver to me control of the slver fire, dl your other litle powers and
favorite pells, and your storehouse of memories. Thet last doneisthe key to ruing Toril with megic and
meking it my own redm. A Hel away from Hell, asit were!"

Fingers as hot asfire irons took hold of Elmingter's cheeks. The archdevil's forked tongue undulated
hungrily forth as he bent his head to kiss the helpless wizard, tentacles lightening suddenly into chains that
held Elmingter immobile

Nergd’s lips were like ice-a searing cold that raged through Elmingter's ruined mouth and nose. He
tried to murmur, tried to pull away... but could do nothing until the archdevil released him with a gloating
amile

"Tagte my mindworm, mage. A magic of my own invention, devised to take your memories, to learn
how you cdl on and control Mystra's power and what you know of things and beings of power in Faerun
that | can snatch and use mysdf. Of course, each memory | ganwill be lost to wise old Elminger. In the
end, theré€ll be naught left of you but a lurching, drooling haf-wit, remembering only that you were once



mighty... once, before you met Nergd.”

The archdevil roared with laughter, and darting tentacles touched EIminger here and there, sending
smdler spdls through him until the naked, exhausted man could stand once more. In a shuffling stagger
that made him gasp in wordless pain, he struggled away. Tentacles whipped his gill-raw flesh, goading
himinto movement.

Leaving a bloody trail, Elminger tried to hasten beyond the reach of those crue tentacles.

Go, Nergd's mocking voice said, deep in his mind. The glories of avernus await. | shall ride with you.
Seeing what would flee ok hide from me... And lying within you, as a surprise for those who'd do you i'll. So wander
where you will, mighty wizard.

Elminger shuddered. Broken he might be no longer, but pain dill racked him from a hundred lesser
hurts. He was powerless to use hismeagic or contact Mystra or anyone ese. Everything he did would be
revedled to the devil riding his mind. He was doomed, just as soon as Nergd finished reaming his
memory... and Toril would be doomed with him. He was tree to drag his husk of a body around
Avernus, if that could be cdled freedom. Held fdt enough of Net-ga's questing thoughts aready to tel
himsdf the devil who'd violated him ddighted in ruining minds.

So he sumbled away, uncaring, up a bare rock ridge. As he went, the ground trembled under him.
A gout of flame spat up into the sky, sending an abishal squdling into franticaly flapping flight.

Winang a sharp stones underfoot, El reached the top of the ridge and looked out across a
wastdland of rock. There, spinagons and abishal dunk and marled a each other. Beyond loomed a high
diff where devils gathered.

A patrol, throw youself down.

Elminger stood unmovimg, peering thisway and that. Now was a good time to test Nergdl’s control
over him.

Without warning, his body surged sckeningfy, as if an ed or snake were moving indgde him. He
crashed down hard onto unyidding stone, bouncing once with the force of hisfdl.

Obey, great. Be aware of that there are more painful ways of taming you.

I'll shuddered. In hisfdl, held driven his hand into a tangle of thorns. As he struggled to pluck them
out, weeping at the pain, he wondered how anything survived in this bleak realm of rock. What did devils
eat? Each other, perhaps, but how did they ever birth enough to feed these hodts of ...

The whorlspdlls sustain vs.

The what?

You's little secrets. Wandering, cast by no one they have always been-little whirlpool of snatching magic that
steal water, creatures, and things from other planes, spilling them down rifts in the rock. Food comes to us from the
whorispells, and treasure.

Elmingter sighed, shook his head, and tried to get to his feet. He made it as far as his hands and
knees before he fdt the crawling sensation again. He pitched forward onto his face, scrabbling at the
rocks with bleeding fingers.

Say down and go this way.

So much for wandering. El Sghed-it came out as a hoarse gurgle-and started to crawl. A bdl of fire
roared across the sky, and the ground shook again.

He was ganding on the wind-scoured battlements of a castle that no longer existed, watching
something in the snow-covered garden below gtir and suddenly rise, throwing off athick cloak of ice, and
reeching out a scay claw-

Into a dark, dim hdl where skeletons sat dumped in tall, arch-backed chairs, wan glows flickering
about their bone fingers as the enchantments in the rings they wore findly died, letting loose spells that
hed been cast before Alaundo had been born...

The probing force in his mind fatered, and he was back in Avernus again. An angry menta roar
echoed through him: By the searing fires? Your mind is ... Utter chaos.

B found himsdf grinning fiercely, and tried to send a firm, clear thought back at the wandering
sentience within him.

Of course, | am a wizard.

A wordless dgp came back a him out of the darkness of his own mind. It sent Elmingter tumbling in



awet flow of what might have been tears or blood. He found himsdf screaming, or trying to, and shaking
ahead he did not have-

Desperately, in the innermost closk of comfort he'd fled into, he turned over a rock close to his
heart and warmed his hand, just for a moment, on the slver fire lurking beneath.

Then, cdm once more, he rose within the velvet darkness of hismind and went on, parting vells until
he saw the blood-red sky of Avernus once more. Near the distant horizon streaked another ball of flame.

What did you-? The fire-you used Mystra's fire! Give it to me!

Crawling, EImingter kept slent, trying to get over the ridge before the anvful compulson to turn and
look back at Nergd's glaing face overwhelmed him.

The outcast devil stood with ams folded and eyes like flames His tentacles rose above him,
trembling to drike. Yidd to me, man! The voice roared in his mind. Show me how you call on the
slver firel

H crawled on, blind to Avernus once again as he druggled to think of dl-cloaking darkness, of
nights spent sumbling dong dark forest trails, of moments lost wandering in wet, dripping tombs. ..

There was brightness behind him, and shrieking cacophony. Nerga was coming, dawing through
Bl's memories, tearing asde one after another until he unearthed what he sought in the dark, Iabyrinthine
caverns of awizard cursed to forget dl too little.

Banners aflame, in a battle under bright sunlight long ago ...

Blminger snatching aside rocks, turning them over to reved fire beneath-the fire of smoking dragon's
blood, spilled moments before in a spell dud that-

No. Not that remembrance! The silver fire, you pullng worm!

Slver fire. Sailling through his fingers, amid tears, on another battlefield with a dying f woman in his
ams. Her head fdlen back and her magnificent throat working, as slver fire spilled forth from her like
gowing smoke, drifting down, running from her fingertips to blaze and gutter in the grass around them
both...

Yed Morel Show me silver firein usel
Siver fire, raging, roaring up hungrily...
Yed Show me more! Show me!

Siver flameswhirling past a hundred disbdieving faces, screaming skulls as eyes meted and szzled
away and flames consumed dl... hands reaching vanly for aid amid the roaring fire... dender, long-nailed,
graceful Fingers dosing on nothing...

A daying? Using mystra's fire? Show me!

Though | hate to lose anything of my beloved, | can live without her remembrance of
Orlugrym, aye....

Show me, wizard! Show me!

Whirling, snaling helices of slver flame around a thousand turrets and tumbling dragons and one
gim and regd femde face...

[menta chaos dearing]

She passed in a swirl of skirts.

The Red Wizard amiled. Like an eager shadow, he stepped out from behind the pillar. The Smbul
might be half aworld away, but this apprentice of hers would do. Oh, yes....



Agan he fdt that soft dghing in his mind. A fluttering, dmost a caress-not like any probe or
mindkamiting spell held ever fdt. No, this was dtogether something else. Something that felt... satisfied. It
was withdrawing, now, fading away.

A probe, sent by this lone, hurrying lassin the dark gown? Surdly not.

Shed never paused or shown 9gn of wariness... or any awareness of what was around her. She
strode away from him dong the narrow passage, brow furrowed in thought, hugging hersdf as she
hastened. Doubtless on some sef-important mission.

Not one to maich his. Sted something from the private quarters of the Witch-Queen of Aglarond.
Wel, why not the gown right off an apprentice's body?

Orlugrym amiled a vevety smile. She was pretty, this one. He could have some fun fird.

He held up one hand and murmured a different spdll than the one held been planning to use. Ahead
of him, the apprentice diffened and froze, the skirts of her gown whispering to a hdt.

"Turn," he told her oftly as he stepped forward, "and offer yoursdf to me”

Emeradd-green eyes hdd amazement and fear as they met his. He tensed for a scream or a snapped
spdl, but she regarded him mutdy for a moment, her eyes very large, before swalowing visbly and
diding forward. She lifted her face to him as she came, and her trembling fingers went to the laces of her
bodice.

"Y-yes" she whispered, as they came together. "Y esss”

Orlugrym's amile tightened as she swayed back a her hips and pulled away the dark cloth, thrusting
her bared breasts a him. His eyesfdl to her soft skin-only to find it ablaze with shimmering slver. Siver
thet was suddenly blinding.

He staggered back, and found himsdf looking into a face that was mdting and flowing, into... wild
har writhing like a basket of snakes... blazing eyes he knew-dl Red Wizards knew.

"Why, Orlugrym, so incongtant?' the Smbul asked gently, not a trace of mockery in her voice. "You
were so sure of your intent a moment ago, your mind empty of al schemes beyond this bold foray. Be
bold, then: Embrace me. Something few of your ilk can boast of doing. Come."

Orlugrym trembled as he stared ful into the face of his doom. Slender arms spread to encircle his
own. Deedly lips parted as they moved to meet his, murmuring, "All you need do in life, Orlugrym, if
you'd ding to it, is hold onto yoursdf-if, thet is, you know who you are.”

Ther breasts brushed together-and his world became roaring, rushing flames of searing siver,
flowing up and over dl. Orlugrym's last memory was of her lips, floating disembodied amid the siver fire,
and advancing to meet his, parted and eager...

H gghed. It had been Alassras memory, shared with him, and never his own-but to lose it and
know it was gone dill hurt. It fled from his mind, now, leaving him no longer knowing just whet it had
been. Hed fdt such dazed emptiness before, long ago, and where was that recollection?

Ah, here. Archdevil, enjoy the show.

Siver flames and drifting darkness, like cloaks tumbled by lazy waves from which the sun had fled

What?

Elminger could fed the amazement in Nergd's voice... no, bafflement.

Bafflement. Aye, give him bafflement, over maiters of magic and Slver fire and Mysira hersdf...
Mystra, now: three snippets of divine memory that had leaked into his own mind in a moment of shared
passon. Memories of Khelben and of slver fire.

Roaring, ravening Slver...

Yes. Slver firel The mysteries of the silver fire! Yidd to me, EIminster Aumar! Reveal all!

Darkness drifted away like the great black hillowing robes of the Lord Mage of Waterdeep,
windblown in his wake. He soared like an unganly carrion crow over the spires, turrets, and rooftops of
that proud city. His salt-and-pepper beard curled in the wind of his journeying. His dark eyes were as



hard as dagger points as he searched for another flash of the magic misused below....
Shrugging, he plummeted like a vengeful arrow at a familiar turret below: Blackstaff Tower. There
Laerd waited, her eyes holding that sparkle that was for him alone....

Come another night, years later...

Khelben and Lagrd lay abed in Waterdeep, taking quiglly in each other's arms of the day's deeds
and plans to come. They looked up a summer stars overhead. The Lord Mage of Waterdeep had few
conceits, one was the domed ceiling of their bedchamber. It twinkled with a thousand stars, mirroring the
clear night sky overhead even when fog, snow, or dloud hid the red sky from view.

They both were restless tonight. Itches and tinglings sprang up in their bodies and shifted about,
ralling indde them. Khelben frowned after a paticularly violent surge of discomfort. They snarled in
irritation, scratching furioudly.

"Much power is moving this night," he said, Saring about in the darkness. "Mystras power-or Art
that affects her, a least. What d'ye make of it?'

"Something is hgppening to our Lady, | am sure” Laerd said. "Look at us” She caught hishand and
hed it up between them. In the darkness, both bare ams glowed with a ghoslly blue radiance. As they
watched, it seemed to pulse, grow brighter, fade again, and then grow. The dirrings within them matched
its changes.

"Should we try to speak to the Lady?"

Khelben was rardly indecisve, but he was puzzled and unsure now. His lady shook her head, long
har dirring and curling about her shoulders of its own accord, moved by the awakening An within her.

"No," she said, "we might disturb her will a a dangerous time. Shelll touch us, should she need us™

She pursed her lips and set her head on one side, thoughtful eyes on his. "But what if we reached to
my sgters or to Elminger?”

Kheben shrugged. " Perhaps a good thing. Y et no doubt they fed what we do and know little more.
Perhaps dangerous, if we are linked when the Lady cdls on our power, or shifts power into us. | know
not what to do... | have never fdt this much-timult-of Art before.”

"Nor |," Laera agreed softly, and drew him to her in a tight embrace. They held each other under
the gtars like two logt children, snuggling againg the cold, and waited. Sometimes waiting is dl even
archmages can do.

Siver fire dancing, in a little ring in the darkness above a tranquil pool, in a wood wherein no man
hes ever st foot...

Sop playing games with me, human! The rage in nergal’'s mind-voice overwhelmed the
bewilderment. How isit that you show me memories that can’t possibly be your own?

Diabalic thoughts raced, dark and furious

How can you even know such things?

Fear rang like cold sted from Nergd's cailing thoughts. A moment later the archdevil was plowing
through Elmingter's mind like a dragon intent on pouncing and daying, heedless of the chaos he Ieft.
Archways cracked, and calings tumbled...

Tell me, wizard! Your tongue could lie, wherefore it's gone, but here you can't hide from me
os deceive! Tell mel

All was bright lightning and red blood as Nergd came. B dimly knew he vomited blood out onto the
stones he crawled over. The pain made his vison of the onrushing dragon pulse and fade, pulse and fade.

The pain. He hurled himsdlf into it, Sinking thankfully asif into cooling waters, plunging deep.

The dragon was coming for him, reaching out its talons, jaws gaping-

H tumbled deeper through his memories, screaming out nonsense words as if deranged, wrapping
himsdf in armor made of his own screams-

Don't go mad on me, mage! Don't you dare go mad on me!



Elminger grinned to himsdf in the heart of hiswild screams. | musin't dare go mad, eh? Or what?

A blugtering quip from another world came to him, like a bright glimmering. The Old Mage hugged it
to himsdf as he tumbled deeper, the dragon thundering in pursuiit:

Only one of usisgaing to leave thisroom dive, and it ain't going to be me!

Chapter Three

THE DAY THE MAGIC DIED

A flame danced and guttered above the kitchen table in EIminger's Tower in Shadowdale, between
two mages who were frowning and trembling in concentration.

Theflame fed on empty air. Vivid blue tinged with purple and sometimes green, it seemed about to
flicker out despite dl that the Smbul and Jhessail-both leaning forward over the table, sweat running
down ther cheeks and dripping from their chins-could do. The ar dmost crackled with rissn magic
between the queen of Aglarond and the far less mighty in Art lady Knight of Myth Drannor. Nearby, the
Bard of Shadowdale sat cadmly, saring into the scrying flame. Elminger’s scribe, Lhaeo, watched from
one corner of the room, a cooling pot of tea forgotten in his hands. He was unable to difle a long Sgh of
rdief when the lady bard brightened. Not taking her eyes from the dancing flame, Storm Silver-hand
announced, "She-yes, it's Sharantyr, and she's laughing and chasing someone.”

Jhessall frowned. "Laughing and-? Who would she be chasing about and laughing &7

"Bminge," Lhaeo and the Smbul said flaly, together. Their faces wore identica, knowing
expressons. At thar tone. Jhessai sputtered in amusement. That sent everyone in the room
laughing-induding a faint, ghogtly giggle from the empty air between Storm and the Smbul: their spectral
gger Sylune

Storm logt contact amid the mirth. She spread her hands helplesdy as the flame exploded into a
arifting cloud of winking purple and blue sparks ... which faded away to nothing. She shook her head,
dghed, and sat back, rubbing her temples with weary fingers "Wdl done, you two,” she sad,
"congdering how unrdiable dl Art has become ..."

"We three,” the Smbul corrected. "Sylune provided the focus"

Storm amiled as she felt cool lips brush her cheek. "My thanks, Siter,” she said to the empty air.

"Where are they?' Jhessall asked, leaning forward to push a decanter toward her.

Thelady bard shrugged. "Somewhere south and west of us, more south, | think, probably Cormyr.
Somewhere near mountains, in a castle or other fortified place.”

The Smbul frowned. "The High Dae? Thunder Gap?'

Storm looked & her and frowned. "No, Sister. You must not risk yoursdf looking for them. Art
could fal you at any time, and you could well attract unwanted attention to them. We must St and do
nothing-for once."

Sheerl grimaced. "When you're a lady a court, even in Shadowdale, you do a lot of gtting and
doing nothing."

llligyl shot her a look. "Il bear that in mind when next the laundry must be done. | could use
another pair of hands, betimes”

Storm snorted. "Enough, you two. Weve the safety of the dde to consder. News is dl over the
North of great sorms and earthquakes, of gods waking about and wild meagic loosed. Many who harp
are gathering to me. What€'er befdls, you can be sure the Zhentarim and others-Mulmaster perhaps, or
even Madthiir of Hillsfar- will take full advantage of the genera chaos to ride to war. We mugt be ready.”

They dl stared a her, except for llligtyl, who turned to Jhessall and said sarcadticdly, "And you
wanted a little excitement this summer, didn't you? Y ou had to wish it aoud, didn't you? Y ou-"

Jhessall Sghed, selected an gpple of the appropriate Sze from the bowl of fruit on the table, and in
one smooth, unexpected motion shoved it into Illistyl's mouth.

Her apprentice managed an indignant, muffled squed in the ingant before laughter reigned around
the table again.



Don't toy with me, wizard! So you thrust at me a memory of yourself gone missing-amusing
indeed! Yet another remembrance that can’t be your own! Another shared with your fellow
servants of mystral How came you by them?

Dak eyes, aslarge asdl the starry night sky, looking down ful of mystery... the Lady of Mystery,
dl hisown....

Elminger amiled at that memory, dowing his plunge to hang in the star-shot darkness.

Above him, like a great dark claw, Nergd dowed too. He amiled a brittle amile as he mastered his
rage. Well, then, let the little human wizard play his games.

For afew moments more.

So these memories came from Mystra. So too did the slver fire. Well, then, let EIminger remember
more of her. The secrets this future Lord of dl Hel sought would inevitably be laid bare, around some
walting corner.

Thisone, for instance...

Stars fdling in the night sky over Shadowdade, and the same stars seen from afar in Waterdeep,
where folk on their balconies murmured and pointed, voices more worried thaen excited... to a high room
in a tower in that city, where through clever magics the caling above the bed was logt in the sky of
gars....

* k%

Striding across her kitchen with a fresh-cut bunch of fragrant herbs in hand, Storm diffened and
difled a soft curse. She wasin awhirling hurry. A dying Harper's plea had made her late, spells could not
shorten the time that a good stew takes, and the good wives of the dale were bringing their children for
an evening of tae-teling. They expected to see the Bard of Shadowdale in a nice gown, not bloodstained
war-leathers crossed with recent sword cuts.

Why had that memory of seeking B come into her mind now? Alassra and Jhessail had dtrained
so-she'd not soon forget, but why now?

She frowned, done in the darkness, though in this place, she was never truly done. "Sster?' she
asked the empty air.

Sylunes touch was like the gentles of breezes on her cheek and shoulder. Aye, the ghosly
mind-voice came, | just recalled that night, too. | wonder why.

* k%

"Oh, love" Laerd whispered tremuloudy, arms tight about Khelben in the starry darkness of ther
bedchamber, "I could fed his pain. What a horrible thing to happen, to be stripped of dl Art!"

"Aye" Laerd fdt the Lord Mage of Waterdeep tense in her arms. With iron control, he difled a
shudder. He moved to quel her fear fird, with the kind strength she loved him for. "I'd not wish that fate
on anyone, even one who wore the robes of Thay or of Manshoon's serpents- and yet, love, our Lady
chose him. He is the strongest of us dl. Great An has raged againg him before, and clone much
damage-and heisdill here, this day, to tdl of it."

"If any mage in the Realms can hold Mystra's might and live to see the burden passed on-and resst
the hunger to magter it and, in the doing, be mastered by it- 'tis Elmingter of Shadowdae.”

Khelben did shiver, then, and turned a white face to look into Laerd's. His eyes were large and
dark with fear. "Minewill be the task to take up what of hiswork | can- and gather dl the srength | can,
here. If the Art does master him, and he becomes as wild and crud a rogue as Manshoon, mine will be
the duty to destroy him."



They held each other tightly in the large bed as tears fel. Neither could find words to comfort each
other that were not empty.

Nergd dirred. Are you trying to alert your friends, Elminster? Do you truly think such
memories can reach them, to warn them of your captivity here? Give it up, fool - nothing leaves
your mind but through me. | am the gate of fangs, the portal that opens not. Despair in my
darkness and yield. Yield up to me your secrets, little mage, ere | grow restive and tear apart all in
seeking what i desire.

Siver flames, flowing...

yesl more of that! show me, cringing human! nergal commands! more, or I'll snatch away your sanity with
claws of fear!

Cold fear in spdlcadting, fear of going mad...
Yed wherefore yidd! yield to nergal!
Fear like a quavering flanein a dark room, where magic sputtered and failed in dender fingers...

llligyl drew a deep breath and tried the spell again. Nothing happened-again. Her hands shook.

Magic had never faled her before. Oh, sheld faled it, atime or two, but dways the error had been
hers, something that more care or training could conquer. Not this wildness, tills unrdiability of her every
spdll.

Deep fear tasted like cold metd in her mouth. There was no Smbul here now, and Storm was haf
the dde away- there was only lllisyl Elventree, donein a cold, dim stone room in the Twisted Tower.

"What's happening?" she demanded of the Redms around her, bosom risng and faling as fear
took hold. "Wha have we done, that magic falls us?'

The door of the room resounded to a thunderous knocking, shook in its frame, and burst in upon
her. She screamed.

"Oh, gods look down?” Jhessal scolded her, sweeping into the room like a vengeful wind, robes
awirling around her. "Mug you work such pranks of Art? Haf the guards below have just lost every
buckle and plate of metd on them-and they're now scrambling around in ther boots and under-rags,
looking very embarrassed indeed!"

llligyl looked at her and burgt into laughter... that soon dissolved into tears, and then twisted into
laughter again. Jhessail held dim shouldersin her arms, cradling them, pulling her pupil close.

"There, there, kitten." she soothed. "Shadowdde ill stands around us-take heart. It could be
worse."

llligyl drew a shuddering breath. "How? she demanded tremuloudy. "I can't work even the
simplest spdl!”
Jhessail sghed. "Wdl," she said wryly, "dl magic could fal us, and the gods could wak the Reams,
and-"

lligyl's arms tightened around her waist fiercdy. "Don't say thet," she hissed into her mentor's ear.
"Dont even think about it! Jhess, I'm scared. Scared.”

Jhessall Silvertree held the younger mage tenderly in her ams and said, "Weadl are, kitten. Even the
gods, now. Elminger used to tdl me, when | cried: Wak with fear a little while. Get to know it, and
know thysdf the more."

llligyl only sobbed in reply, and dung to her more tightly. "He's gone, too! Jhess-where is he?’

Jhessall fet wetness wdling up in her own eyes. "'l don't know," she whispered back. They dung to
each other in the darkness. In a voice that was not quite Steady, she said, "We're dl scared. We should
be, now, if we know what's befalen-and are sane.™

llligtyl drew back and stared at her, eyes sreaming. "You think mages are sane? Y ou're crazy!"

Jhessall laughed until she had to ding to lllistyl for support, and they laughed together awhile longer.

There came the hurrying tread of booted feet, and Mourngrym rushed in, torches and guards at his
back.

"What now, women?' he demanded, sword naked in his hand.



"The-sanity of mages,” Jhessall gasped. "A... laughing matter, it seems.”

"I've often thought s0," the lord of Shadowda e replied, sheathing his sword. "Though with Elmingter
about, I've never quite dared say it."

llligyl nodded. "And now that he's gone, who knows where ... ?' Her voice was only a whisper.

Mourngrym looked at her. "I'm so afraid, lass, thet if | stand ill too long my bladder fills my boots
right up to the tops. If you had any sense, you'd know that much fear, too."

He wondered, then, why the laughter of both lady mages was so wild.

My patience is not endless, man. Do you think showing me such things delays your fate? The
unlocking and wielding of mystra's powers are what i seek, not these scenes from the eve of the
madness of magic failing, no matter how much it mattered to you.

| try to reveal all, Nergal. | try. Much is tangled here, when the old Mystra passed and her
powers were thrust into me to carry. Here alone is the time when | understood what | wielded.
Believe me.

You make such belief less than easy, mage. Delay me less.

**k*

"Lord?' Darthusk pulled back on his swing a moment before his sword tip would have found
Mourngrym Amcathra’s throat.

Thelord of Shadowdale stepped back, frowning. He shook his head as if trying to clear something
out of It, garing at nothing.

Darthusk waved his hand in an urgent signd. All of the guards around the room stopped their sword
practice and fdl slent, looking at ther lord in concern. Was this some sort of Zhent trick, or-?

Mourngrym shook himsdf again and caught up his bet rag to wipe the sweat from his face.
"Strange" he said tersdy as he raised his blade again, "but-'twas so vivid. A passng memory of our two
lady wizards laughing urtil they were fdling down. | went in to see why the noise, and...”

He shook his head again, wonderingly and said, "Cry pardon, Darthusk. I-magic. Strange, adways."

"Aye, Lord," the guard said, as they crossed their blades to begin again. "Magic dwaysis. | seeit as
a sword that burns at both ends-harming its wielder as wel as the foe. It's a wonder to me that more
mages don't end up aflamein earnest, screaming down in the Nine Hdld"

Mourngrym giffened again, frowning at Darthusk. “Whet did y-never mind." He tapped his sword
agand the guard's. They swung a each other with red force, and the spark-striking dang of sted rose
agan around them. Mourngrym shook his head and growled, "Aflamein the Nine Hells, aye. Use magic |
mudt, but trust it? Never!”

Ther eyes met over ther skirling blades, lord and guard, and they grinned and shouted in unison,
"Never!"

* k%

[frustration like flame... aye, aflame burning in Hel with a too-clever mage in the heart of it]

What's that, little man? What's that thought of flame you're trying to hide from me? You
think fire can harm me?

Ah, no. "Never"

Aye, 0 stall no more! Show us more of that! There were guards, yes, with drawn sworos, and
light-well?

[hesty swirl of images]

Brightness, long-barred doors opening, guards stepping warily back with naked swords bright in
their hands, parting to let us stride forward...

Aheed, into the light...

About time.



The blue-white light of the Art, of Mystra's power unleashed...
Show me!
Blue-white, and wavering... in a stone tower where an old man sat done, spellweaving...

The el had never gone wrong before. It was such a gmple tiling, the conjuring of light. Oh,
wondrous to a fam boy, to be sure, the making of radiance where there had been none before-and a
thing for a raw apprentice to be proud of. In the actud cagting, mind, there was nothing very complex or
difficult.

Taern "Thunderspdl" Hornblade, Harper and mage of the Palace Spdllguard of Silvermoon, stood
up suddenly, then sat down again, frowning in bewilderment. In hismind he went over what he had done
agan, seeing cearly the clean, careful, precise steps. No, he had made no error. The pell should have
worked.

He cast a detection spdl, fdt it range out from him. No fidds or barriers, save those tha were
adwaysin this place, met his probing. The scrying magic worked flawlesdy, proof that no magic had been
placed to drink or deny dl Art. Everything seemed normd, the torches flickering in ther braziers as they
dways did. Yet the gpdl had failed.

Either someone who could not be seen or otherwise detected had acted to ded or dispd his
Art-hardly likely-or something had happened to Mystra or to his ganding in the eyes of Mydtra... or he
was going mad. Happy choices, al.

With hands that shook only a little, Taern kndt in the stone-walled spdl chamber and prayed to
Mystra, his gray-bearded lips moving in entreaty. He fdt as if a black gulf had suddenly opened benegath
him, and he was helpless to avoid plunging into it, into oblivion. What had he done? What had happened
to him?

He was dill on his knees when one of the room's secret doors opened-the door thet led to the
chambers of Aludrid, High Lady of Silverymoon.

S0 upset was Taern Thunderspd| that he did not ook up or cease his prayers, even when a gentle
hand came down to rest on his shoulder. He did stop, amazed, at the grief-choked, kindly words that
followed.

"Make thy prayer a farewd| and thanks to the Lady, Taern," Aludrid told him. "For she is gone
forever."

Taern looked up, dumbfounded, and saw that tears rolled unchecked down the cheeks of
Slverymoon's queen. A blue-white aura of power curled about her long har and spilled from her
brimming eyes.

"Lady?" Taern asked, reaching his hands up to her. “What do you mean?'

Aludrid took his handsin her own, and Taern fdt atingling of power. Great Art, she had, more than
he had ever sensed before.

"Thy spdl faled not by thy doing. It was logt, with dl Art worked in Faerun in that breeth, in the
passing of Mydira”

"Mystra is-dead? Destroyed?”

"Destroyed, aye" Aludrid kndt on the stones beside him, her long gown rudling. "While ye are
down here, Thunderspell, ye could join mein prayer to Azuth, to guide the living.”

"Living mages? Such as ye and 17" Taern was white-faced; the black guif was dl around him, and
only the hands that clasped his kept him from snking. Hands that glowed blue-white.

Aludrid amiled through her tears, and said softly, "For one mage, aye. The one who holds Mystras
power now. It burns him insde, and we mug dl hope he bows not to the temptation to widd it. And for
the one who comes after, the one who mugt rise and grow to take Mystras place and power. They will
need our prayers, and whatever hep we can give, in the days ahead."

Taern wished desperately that he did not fed so old and tired, the days of his greatest power behind
him. None of his apprentices were ready yet. None would serve in any battle to come.

Aludrid put her arms around him and kissed his forehead. "Peace, Taern. The Lady's power has
touched me; until it fades, | can see thy mind. Y e have done well, and it is thy wisdom, more than power



of Art, that will be needed in the days ahead.”

From where she had kissed him, Taern fdt power flooding through him, awakening and soothing at
the same time. He stared &t his queen in awe and wonder and wished again he were not so old.

Aludtrid's eyes hdd hisin a steady, loving gaze.

He colored suddenly and brought hands up to his burning cheeks. If she could read his thoughts....
Teaern loved her very much then, for she caught one of his hands and brought it to her lips and did not
laugh a him.

More lovemaking. Do you humans do anything else?

Aye. We scheme and fight and work treason almost as energetically as archdevils.

Mock me not, eminster aumar. You are in my power, i have but to close my hand over you
for you to be no more. Gone forever.

Promises, promises.

Do not presume to bandy words with me as an equal, human. My patience grows short
indeed. Show me more of godly magic-now!

Pan! Painin Avernus, of atentacle become ataon and thrust through the breast of a craving man,
leaving him to gtiffen and gasp in agony as fresh blood flowed... then to snk back, gasping in ecstasy, as
the withdrawing taon heded its own wound, leaving the naked old men to fal on his face, sheking with
weakness and pain....

Weakness, and gods, and magic...

Yied unto me, little man!

Ah. Weakness in magic among the gods. Aye, let it be remembered...

"l am ashamed to say it," Noumea whispered, so faintly that morta ears would have missed what
she sad, "but | am glad the Lady did not choose me. | would have faled her-and us dl.”

She stood inadark cavern, lit only by atal, dim conical column of Slvery gray light. It replied in an
echoing mind-voice.

Wherefore ye were not chosen. The Lady is-was- wise. Yet he not ashamed, Daughter.
Differing natures decree different fates for us all.

"What now, Lord?'

The slvery cone flickered once. We go on as before. None must know what has befallen. This
seems wisest.

"Seems wisest?'

Il amnot all wise or all knowing, Lady Magister. | can be sure only after | touch the mind of Elminster. It may

become necessary;, if the power he has taken twists him, that ye destroy him. Come with me now, as we speak mind to
mind with the Old Mage. Merge with me.

The Magister looked at the cone in puzzlement. "Merge, Lord Azuth?'

Sep into the space | now occupy, and stay entirely within this conical form. It isall that is left
to me since the Fall. | must be ready to shidd thee if EIminster has been... changed.

Noumea shivered. She had not known tha anything could bring fear into the voice of a
god-especidly her dl wise, imperturbable teacher, the Lord of Wizardry himsdf.

Hurriedly she stepped forward and plunged-with a momentary, shocking chill-into the slvery cone,
dl that remained of the High One. Already his mind reached out like an uncailing snake, lashing across
great distances toward the dightly leaning stone tower in Shadowdale.

Full of tricks, aren't you? A flagon brimming over with deceit. Nearly as devilish as one of us.
You know full well i seek what you recall of mystra, don't you? Don't you? [searing fire]

[pain] Aye. [shuddering pain]

Show me, then, something she left in your mind-or i'll tear and rend your wits in earnest, wise
old emingter!

Asye command, Lord Nergal.



Do you dare to mock me? [furious lashing fires|

[pan] Not I, Lord. Gods, not I!

Tears running down the sky from the dark, watchful eyes of the Lady of Mydteries, on a night
before her powers falled, and she could only behold what befdl as magic falled, dl across Faerun....

The day was warm and bright-but al was decidedly not wel in the Reams.

In Chessenta, the Sceptanar screamed in rage as three of his high wizards battled to control the wild
trandformations their Art had brought to certain ladies of the court. It was the Sceptanar's wont to have
noble consorts atered by magic, to tint ther skins with exotic hues, enhance their height and features, and
gve them something different- scales, or serpentine tals, claws, or even gossamer wings. This morn, the
spdls had gone horribly wrong. They brought on changes, yes-changes that continued, faster and fagter,
dtering the ladies into mongtrous things that screamed, bellowed, or burbled at the pain and stress of their
shifting. The Sceptanar's most powerful high wizards scurried and cast spells and puzzled, hurling dl they
could find. No magic could stop these fdl transformations.

Moreover, rumors of the gods waking the Realms grew ever more detailed with the passing days.
The Sceptanar was beginning to grow very afraid indeed.

"Lady?' Taern's voice was rough with concern, and he haf-rose from his stool under the lamp.

In the pool where Aludrid bathed, amid the spell glows and scented ails applied by deft servants,
she had dtiffened and gasped. She sat bolt upright, ripples racing away across the waters. She clutched a
her head asif something had caught fire within.

"Lady Taern dmost shouted. "Are you wel?" Aludrid raised a hand to stay his cry, and then asked,
"Taern, did any memories come into your mind just now? Of the two of us, perhaps, on the night when
the Art seemed to fal?'

Taern shook his head, his eyes large and dark. "The night | fdt Mystrals power within you?' he
whispered, heedless of the ligening servants and the little murmur of wordless excitement that spread
from them. I’'ll never forget that night, Lady. Yet | tdl you truth: It comes to me now, as you speak of it,
but nothing until then. | was thinking of nothing but the ledgers and coins we'd been discussng.”

"Nothing of Azuth, or the Magigter, or far Chessenta?' Taern shook his head. "No, Lady," he said in
alow, wondering voice. “Why would 1?7

"Aye" the lady wizard echoed, snking back into the pool until the rippling waters lapped a her
megnificent throat. "Why would 17"

**k*

[images spinning on, in the blood-red gloom of Hel]

In Aglarond, the Smbul forbade the use of magic againg Thayan raiders, tdling her men to trust
indead in their swords. When the Red Wizards leading the srike againg Aglarond tried to hurl lightning
agang the Smbul's men, their spdls instead brought forth fdls of flowers, crystd spheres, and mud. In
the end, a Red Wizard sought escape by giving the raiders stolen boat the power of flight, but his Art
indead turned it to old and crumbling cheese, and it fdl apart beneath them. They sank into the cold
waters of the Sea of Dhurg. Only a handful emerged to the embrace of the Smbul's sodl chains.

In Slverymoon, asmple spell to light the recesses of a dark cdlar brought down the tower above it.
The agtonished caster was High Lady Aludtrid, hersdif.

In Waterdeep, an apprentice's prank involving a dog charmed to fetch and carry pretty passng girls
in to meet the londy caster went wrong. Everyone the dog touched was transformed into another
creature-serpent or rooster or centipede, When one became a hissing wyvern, the dog fled in terror.
Nearby mages, derted to the clanger, cast spells to day the mongter. The enchantments instead brought
down aran of fire from the sky, turned gray stone buildings pink and tranducent (mightily pleasing the
owner of one, for it was a high-class brothel), and caused the Street to be riddled with holes. The wyvern
escaped, flying to the top of Mount Waterdeep. There, Khelben Blackgaffs spels restored it to its



former shepe: that of a terrified noble lady. Even his Art, though, twisted awry. Instead of clothes, the
hystericd lady was covered with feathers of avivid blue.

In Cdimport, two femae daves with barbed whips duded to the death for the amusement of their
crud sultan owners-and to settle a bet. Both weakened, panting and staggering, sweat beading their oiled
bodies like clusters of gems. A watching wizard decided to ad his master's dave with a secretive spell.
Hisfurtive Art, designed to make her a shade fagter, instead transformed her into a raging red dragon. In
atrice, she devoured or smashed fla the sultans, the unfortunate wizard, and many of ther servants. She
then beckoned the other dave onto her back, and they flew away, northeast, toward the Marching
Mountains

All across the Redms, magic was going wild. Even in the High Dde, amid the chaos of weakening
meagic, fateful changes came. Perhaps the gods willed it, perhaps it was the ddliberate work of Mystra...
or perhaps it was mere chance. Heladar Longspear never had time to find out.

Heladar longspear? What carei for human warriors in the pigsty kingdoms of toril? For that
matter, what cared mystara for him?

She was-is-a goddess. She cared. If ye cannot see the need to care for and nurture what ye
rule, ye can never hope to be more than an outcast or a conqueror, Nergal. Never a ruler. Never
for more time than it takes whatever world or plane that's beneath ye to find some way to be rid
of ye.

Lecture me not, puling human! [brutad menta bolt] i think not!

[pain; gasping, hepless, twiging servant to the pain|

How crow you now, elminster? |Is clever sneering still your tone?

Show me the next memory mystra gave to you. No tricks, no delay. Give it. Now. [dark glare]

A dark head, glaring...

A dark, floating sphere amid racing shadows. ..

Shadows fdling awvay before torchlight, and old stone vaulting, and a room that had need of
nether...

Kheben sghed and sat back from the crystd bdl. It was three times the Sze of his head,
glossy-smooth, and as dark and lifdess as death. There came an answering, feminine Sgh.

Around them, the dome of the spell chamber winked and sparkled with stars-as it dways did, no
meaiter what the time of day or wegather outsde Blackgaff Tower.

He shook his head dowly, Saring again at the empty crystd bdl. "Nothing.”

Laerd lad a comforting hand on his shoulder. "Easy, my lord. The fault is not yours. Magic seems to
have gone rogue everywherein the Redms.”

Khelben Arunsun rose to pace the chamber. "It's not that, love. My Art held, | believe. | reached
Lhaeo, the Old Mage's scribe, but Lhaeo knows not where Elminger may be.”

Khelben dhrugged. "He suspects-hopes-that a lady: ranger of the Knights of Myth Drannor
accompanies the Old Mage: one Sharantyr. Her | cannot reach, and in truth | bardy remember her.
Weve met only atime or two, and aways with many othersin her company, whom | know much better.”

Laerd glided up behind him and stroked his shoulders. "'l expected no better result than this, and Il
be very surprised if you tdl mein truth that you did. We can only keep trying and hope.”

She gravdly studied the man who was her lord, love, and master. "You are troubled more deeply,
Lord-there is something more. | would know it, if you will."

Khelben turned and took her in hisarms, unamiling. Behind him, a star fdl across the dark, unending
void of the chamber. "I have tried to reach Azuth and the Lady, both. | have fdt them. They are here, in
the Redms, with us. Azuth's power bums but dimly, a mere glow where once there was a fire, and |
cannot reach him. His Art has waned as he uses it; he is hdping lesser beings as he dways has-and will
do 50, | fear, until heis but a whisper and a memory.”

Laerd turned her dark, beautiful eyes up to his "Ye that is not what redly troubles you. Is it the

Lady?"



Khelben met her gaze and nodded grimly. "She is a captive. Magic imprisons her and drinks of her
power- magic such as | have never fdt before and do not yet understand.”

Leerd stared a himin horror. "Who indl Faerun has the power to hold Great Mysira captive?"

Khelben amiled bitterly. "Why, another god, of course.”

So, you give me more of your friends worried about your absence. How touching. Well, then,
clever wizard: give me another of mystra’'s memories, wherein we see some of these friends of
yours trying to work magic to find you. Then, perhaps, well get somewhere in this sword play of
crossed and clashing remembrances that amuses you so....

As ye wish.

Mock me not, wizard! [mentd dap]

| never mock, devil, [mentd dap returned]

[pain; astonishment] you dare?

No, Lord Nergal. But Mystra does.

[confusion... fear] she's aware, with you... Within you?

Not now. But she can be, if ye disturb the right-excuse me, the wrong-memory. Then she will
come, and all thy work will be undone.

[fear, anger] no. She can have no power over me here. Devils rule in hell.

Of course. Nice throne, by the way.

[red fires of anger] so you never mock, little man?

Never. Try to remember that.

[dark glare] unfold the memory, eminster aumar.

"The gods done know where they are, by now,” Storm said quietly. "I think Elminger wandered
westward-but he could have passed through any of a dozen secret gates. With a sngle step he could
have reached the other side of Faerun... or even another plane

"A cheery thought,” Shaerl observed sardonicdly. "Shdl | tdl Mourngrym to revise dale defenses to
indude a dozen unknown, invisble, but all-too-exposed gates that invading armies can rush through?'

"Easy, wench," Jhessal told her, patting her hand. "Have some more firequench.” She pushed the
decanter of ruby-red liqueur across the table. lllisyl made a slent grab for it as it moved away from her
and was rewarded with a raised eyebrow from Jhessall. She returned it, with interest.

"Ladies, ladies" Storm sghed, dhifting her feet down from atop the table. "Must we spit and snarl
likeriva kittens?'

llligyl shrugged. "It's what we've dways done before,”" she observed with impish serenity.

Sheerl giggled. A bregath later, others joined her. The Lady of Shadowdae had brought the two
sorceresses to Storm's farmhouse late, after most of the men in the Twisted Tower-indluding her man,
Lord Mourngrym- were abed. Afternoon was a more usud time for these tongue-wag sessons, but
they'd dl been too restless to deep and had met by chance, padding barefoot around the tower in ther
nightcloaks.

Storm Silverhand had aso been awake when they'd come cdling. As they approached, the three
hed heard her taking softly to someone, but when they'd gone through her open door, sheld been done,
aluteide across her lap.

They'd sung a song or two, tossed around gossp of the daé€s doings, and come a last to
Elminger's sudden absence.

llligyl had been surprised to see unshed tears ganding in Storm's eyes. The lady bard had sad little
and continued to do so-but her sadness lay like a shadow in the room, enfolding them dl. lllidyl fet it as
keenly as any other but could think of no kind way to shake it away. Her gaze flicked down the table to
find Storm's knowing eyes upon her.

llligyl burst out, "Storm, what's wrong? 1'd like to help, but | don't even know just-"

She broke off, startled, as a bat as large and black as a cloak flapped heavily in through the open
doorway, circled low over the table, and writhed in the air in front of the fireplace. An indant later, it had



become atdl, gaunt woman in a black, tattered gown. Her hair and eyes both danced wildly, and afierce
pride leaped in her face as she glided toward them.

"Sger!" Storm greeted her with awecoming smile. "Will you take some firequench with us?'

The Smbul shivered like a cat after a fright. "Later,” she said, taking a seet a the table. "After | try
to learn what we both want to know."

"All of us, here” Storm replied quietly. "I've sent two wood men out after them, too. Two who
harp." Across the room, the gtrings of her harp seemed to sng fantly.

The Smbul looked around at them dl, not smiling, nodded to each, and without pause bent her head
and began whispering words of Art.

A heavy tenson grew in the room. The candle flames shrank to steady, wetching pinpoints. The
Simbul sat at the center of the gathered power, black and unmoving. Her shoulders shook. She gasped,
and the candle flames legped and flickered again. The room was somehow brighter-and yet, Illisyl
thought, looking at the Smbul's forlorn and ravaged face-it seemed no safer or warmer.

The Witch-Queen of Aglarond looked around at them dl and said smply, "Il need your help, dl of
you. Join hands with me, and I'll try again.”

Without hesitation the women leaned forward around the table, the liqueur decanter ganding like a
red flame before them. The Smbul closed her eyes, shuddered again, and began to gather her will. As
before, the room grew dim.

"Think," she muttered, "think of Sharantyr. Picture her face, her voice, what she looks like when she
moves. We must key upon her, for Elminger is cloaked to seeking magic.”

Obediently, they thought of Shar. Jhessall's eyes closed, her face cdm. llligyl and Shaerl both
frowned, eyes scamched in concentration. Linked to the Smibul, they could fed her draw in her power,
feeding on their thoughts, emotions, and yearnings.

Power swirled around the room. Then the Smbul hurled her questing, searching thought outward, a
long way. Like afisher's hook into dark waters, she fdl into a void of seeking where those linked to her
could not follow.

After along, tense slence, the Smbul shook hersdf like a dog coming up out of water. "We need
more. All is twisted, dl gone wild. Sylune... please?"

Three pairs of wondering eyes saw Storm and the Smbul's fingers part. Out of the smoky ar
between them, two dim, fantly glowing hands seemed to grow, gaining substance in ghodlly sllence. Each
clasped aliving hand.

A gentle whisper said, "I am here. Try now, Siger.”

Shaerl, Jhessall, and llligyl looked at each other for a frightened moment, stared at the half-seen,
ghodly figure between Storm and the Simbul, closed their eyes, and threw themselves into seeking
Sharantyr.

An eternity passed. The candles burned lower. They breathed as one, low and deep. Toril, with
awesome downess, rolled steadily benesth them.

They heard someone whimper, and the circle was broken.

Storm held only empty air, and the Smbul fell heavily facedown on the table, upsetting the decanter.

"Sorm?" Shaerl asked anxioudy, hdf riang. "Is she-?"

"Exhaugted,” the Bard of Shadowdae said fantly, leaning back in her chair. "As | am. It's a magic
few know-thankfully, or theré'd be mindless mages across hdf Faerun, in short order.”

Jhessall rescued the decanter and Slently hdd it out to Storm. Storm stared at it dully for a breeth or
two, then ddiberately took it, unstopped it, and took a long pull. When she replaced the stopper agan
and handed it back, it was dmogt empty.

"Storm,” Illigtyl asked quietly, her voice dmog steady, "was that-?"

"Our sigter, Sylune' Storm answered, as quidly. "Yes. It was, and what we tried did more harm to
her than to ether of us"

She turned dark eyes up to theirs, and added, "So now you know. Take up die weght of another
secret, for the good of the dde.”

Three pairs of serious eyes met hers, and three intent faces nodded slently.



The Smbul gtirred. She spoke into the table her cheek was pressed againg, "Is there any of tha
firequench swill 1eft?!

After the laughter died away, lllidyl dared to lay tender, hdping hands on perhaps the most
powerful sorceress dive in Faerun, rasng her and wiping her sweat-soaked brow. The Smbul smiled
glent thanks, looked at them dl, and said, "Well-you know we faled. There's worse news."

Jhessail and Shaerl both looked et her sharply. "Tdl," the Lady of Shadowdae said smply.

"All Art in the Redlms is going rogue,”" the Smbul answered plainly. "Everywhere, and for dl who
widd it- we can unleash it, but our control dips and snatches and most of the time is lacking entirely.
Magic has gone wild, and we cannot stop it."

Dread came and went on her white face. She reached thoughtfully for the decanter. "Across
Faerun," she added, "not a Sngle mage, archmage, or hedge-wizard can rdy on spells anymore.”

lligyl, Shaerl, and Jhessail exchanged looks. lllistyl and Shaerl spoke together, framing the same
guestion as one. "In die name of dl the gods, why?"

Storm answered softly, eyes on the flamne of the nearest candle, "That's just why-dl the gods.
They've been cast down into the Reams, to contend among us, sruggling and griving as we do; Mystra
among them. It's why EIminger's gone away."

"Cagt down?" lllisyl dmost whispered. "By whom? Who has such power?"

Sorm spread her hands. "In the oldest writings, he was cdled the Overgod, Nowadays, to those
who know of him at dl, heis The One Who is Hidden." " She amiled. "If you meet him, you might ask his
true name and ams-there are alot of souls, mortal and divine dike, who'd like to know."

llligyl drew a deep, ragged breath, and then smiled. "Il get draight to work on it" Her hands
trembled as they reached for the decanter. It held far less when she put it back down.

Sheerl shook her head. "Easy, lass, or well have to carry you back to the tower again.”

llligyl crooked an eyebrow. "Who, wench, will be carrying whom?'

Jhessal rose. "Come, ladies” she said. "Weve done enough harm this night. Storm needs her deep,
evenif we do not."

Storm thanked the mage with her eyes. Jhessall read the look and swept her companions swiftly out
into the night.

Asthe candles died, one by one, the two ssters sat at the table unmoving, eyes faraway.

At lagt Storm moved uwilling lips. "Did you see or fed anything when you reached for Shar?
Anything at dl?'

"No," the Smbul said, staring down a her empty hands. "Nothing. | was like the worst apprentice |
have ever had-alone, wavering, heplessin the dark.”

"I saw three things, Sigter," came the eerie voice they had not expected to hear agan. "Fire, and
tears, and stars-overhead, it seemed, though they were dl mixed together. Our sars.”

Storm raised her head, and there were tearsin her eyes. "Sylune" she said softly, "my thanks. They
are not dead, then."

"Ye," came the voice of Syluné's ghogt dryly, "yet."

*k*

Storm diffened above her cauldron, dmost dropping her knife. "There it is agan," she whispered.
"Siger, what's happening?'

Sylune was a siver shadow passng the firdight, just for a moment, ere gliding into gloom again. "l
know not, but I've mind-spoken Jhess and Illigtyl, and both are restless- but know not why. Could it be a
dgn from the Lady?"

The Bard of Shadowdale frowned. "She's never been so cryptic before!”

The ghostly figure of her sister smiled and faded away, leaving Storm staring at a bright copper pot. "And that
habit will stop her being so now? Well think more on this later. For now, best get your gown on, Lady of the
Harp-your first guests are on their way up your path right now!"

Storm Silverhand wiped her hands dry, cursed chearfully when she redized sheld used her gown,



and then snatched it up and over her head, dampness and dl, and thrust a herb-flower into the bodice as
impish ornament. L ater, for the love of Mystral It seemed everything had to wait for later, these days-

* k%

Anger, little mage? Now? Rageisin you like flame, stronger than when first i smote you and
bound you! Why?

Later devil. I'll tell thee later.

No, caitive, you'll tell me now!

[pain]

[scream, trailing away to sobbing, images awhirl]

Don't you collapse on me, puny human! | know youre stronger than that! Feigning and
cringing are for devilsi trample-from you, let there be instant obedience! Instant and absolute! Do
you hear?

*k*

Khelben lifted his head sharply. "Did you hear something? A roaring, as of distant command?'

"Commeand, my Arunsun?' Laerd purred in his ear, dmost playfully. "No, but | tdl you true: Jerk
your head like that again while my shears are S0 close, and it's not har I'll be cutting, but your ear!™

With a frown of irritation Khelben flicked two fingers, and the glittering shears sprang upright. Laerd
frowned at them, quivering in her hand, and then at her lord consort.

"Shdl | finish this later?' she asked dryly. "The Lord Mage of Waterdeep is content to go out into
the aty shorn one sde and not the other?”

"The Lord Mage of Waterdeep," Khelben said dowly, staring at nothing, "is troubled and knows not
why. Put those away, love, and qudl dl castings, and fed. Just-fed. Something is amiss”

The shears clinked upon a table, and the glowing globes of light drifting dl around them winked out,
fading to nothingness as they sank toward the floor. In the sudden darkness Khelben could see Lagrd
ganding like a Statue, her eyes gligening, as they both reached out with ther minds, seeking whatever it
was that had brushed Khelben's thoughts so flegtingly... faintly....

And then the door burst open, and an excited apprentice stood staring a them, framed againg the
light flooding in from the passage behind her.

"Lord and Lady Mage," she burt out, "I cry pardon! Ah, were you-?'

"Cutting hair?' Laerd asked cadmly, as globes of light burst into being dl over the room once more.
"Yes" Her amile was only dightly wry as she asked, "So, Kareece: What news shakes dl the Realms and
requires our immediate action now?"

**k*

| hear, devil. By Atystra, how | hear.

Call. Not to her, eimingter! | know your game, now. You must have speels ready and seek to
awaken them by recalling their triggers. Try all you like-you'll fall, believe me-but remember this:
my patience is not endless.

[mentd lash; pain|

Yes, recall away, little man!

Longer, my memories must be longer-but each | call on is spent forever....

Aye, yielded to me and lost to you forever! Not so mighty are we now, hey?

[echoing storms of diabolic laughter]

Aye, I've known better days-and nights. Much better nights.



Chapter Four

TO LOVE A GODDESS

The stench was unbelievable. Bones and blood-blood weling up from the ground and flowing In
rivulets over the sharp rocks, as foul gases drifted over everything. A figure moved amid the tattered
vapors. a lone, naked human crawling panfully down a hillsde, like a shattered crab, headed he knew
not where.

Elminger's fingers were bleeding sumps, torn by dozens of razor-sharp rocks, but the mentd
lashings kept him crawling, amless and trembling. Singfly after gingfly landed on his trembling flesh and
drank deeply of his blood before leaving its eggs under the wizard's skin. With but one arm to lean on,
the Old Mage had no way to didodge them. Not that he could do more than groan and fling himsdf over
on his back. He crushed one buzzing, squaling gingfly that way, but the others dl sprang clear- to
pounce on El's bely instead, ere he could right himsdf.

Ahead, the land fdl away in a fidd of tortured rock to a gorge out of which rose darkly bailing
plumes of smoke. Maggots as long as three men and as snuous as snakes fdl from some of those drifting
clouds, to flop and dither across the rocks. Most seemed able to amdl where the blood was strongest
and glided thence, to a place where pae, amorphous bulks moved. Lemures, gligening pady, fed from a
gamdl pit of maggots-oblivious to the fact that other maggots burrowed into their own rear extremities.

An ingoiring Sght-not that Elminger cared much where he went in this land of death and crudty.
Perils loomed or lurked everywhere. Firebursts bloomed over distant mountains. From time to time
spinagons and worse rose on flgoping wings to cross the ar above the gorge and glare hungrily at the
struggles below.

Lower to the ground undulated something that |ooked like a lacework of odd jaws and claws and
eyes, joined by ropes of mauve flesh. A hooked spear reached up to tug it brutdly down to a wating
devil below. Thefray that followed was brief ere the weird flying thing rose into the ar again, larger and
heavier than before.

It rose, drifted Elmingter's way, and veered a him, descending in a swift dive with its many-toothed
mouths swivding to the fore. Lower it rushed, jaws agape, knowing its prey had nowhere to run.

The Old Mage watched it grimly. Would Nergd manifes power through him to defend the body
hed so shattered... or just let him be torn apart and devoured-salvaging only his head?

The many-jawed creature swept down, very close, tralling streams of green sdiva. Dozens of black
and gold eyes met his, gleaming with hungry anticipation. W, his answer would not be long in coming...

Back and forth | go, EIminster, over the memories you how up before me like shields and yet
find nothing of what | see. Where are the secrets or slver fire? Where are the spells and
spellbooks and hidden rings and scepters and all, glowing with power | can use? Well?

The archdevil rummaged again, dawing aside memory' after memory. He shouldered impatiently
through the dark, vaulted caverns of ElIminger's memories.

An df queen stands atop a diff. The tatters of her sword-hewn, blood-drenched gown flgp in the
evening breeze. As she looks grimly out over aland the sun sets on, her ams ding to the broad, armored
shoulders of a grim dwarf. He cutches her and weeps into her ssomach. His bloody axe dangles by its
war strap from one hairy, weary arm...

Gahh! You've centuries of such drossl What care | for mortals now dust and realms long
fallen?

A shining-eyed young sorceress ddights in her firg great casting. Her face glows as brightly as any
lamp. She sweeps the brown-withered, skeletd body of her lich magter into an enthusiastic embrace,
showering his crumbling lips with kisses...

Always an eye for beauty, eh? Now to me, weakness is beautiful-a chink to he thrust through, a good grip on a
we to be used. Yesss...



Grim-faced warriors lean on ther axes and broadswords. Flat menace fills theair eyes as they watch
wizards walk past, Elminger among them. One bladesman gtirs too much. A cowled figure whirls to fling
up an open hand. A green, glowing Sgil bursts into being right in front of the snarling warrior, freezing him
inmidswving. The mages walk away, and the warriors glower slently...

Here Nergd wandered, and there, rummeaging through dusty darkness where smdl things scuttled
and large things dept. The devil growled as he came on. El's lurking awareness stole away before him,
ducking here and crouching there in mind shadows, memories like cloaking webs in his wake.

Answer me, human! Do you think you can hide in your own mind?

A world away, fangs bit and claws pounced, raking and dutching. B screamed, or tried to, sagging
back as red pain flared in the dark vaults.

Nergd made a sound of irritated impatience, and lines of blue fire raced here and there through the
darkness. There were Snging sounds and echoes of what might have been snarls or shrieks. The claws
and jaws were gone again.

Dimly, Bl fdt himsdf collgpsing onto sharp, uncaring stones.

Answer me, emingter! Heed my call, damn you!

Damned am I, indeed. Cringing here with my memories flowing away from me like water,
dipping between my fingers to be gone, gone forever ...

Indeed. Weep and wail, wizard! Weep and wall.

[sudden vicdike mentd probes, cdosing like claws]

But first, show me Mystra sharing these memories with you. How came they into your mind?
How? Let me see! show me Now!

Dark eyes swvim in dreams. Visons flood in, jolting a drowsng Old Mage awake. He Sts bolt
upright in wonder in his bedchamber, his eyes lesking blue-white fire. The flames reflect in the eyes of the
one beside himramiling Storm in early days, and later the fiery Witch-Queen of Aglarond. Her har girs
around her dender shoulders like siver blades hungry for afoe, since...

Yes, yes. Women you've had and to spare! let mein, wizard!

Not watching your face after she mind-touches you! Show mb.’

[blinding, blue-white fire]

Aarggh! You dare?

[mind lash red pain black agony dripping purple ruin|

Sop your screaming! Think you're the only self-important mortal i've mind-readed?

[rdluctant heding]

There. Stop your gaaies, or taste worse.

No game. Ye wanted to see Mystra's mind-touch, and that's what | showed ye. The fire
undying.

dyIShg comes only in dreams, and you see the memories she umts only when she's gone? Bah! Deceive me not! She
must impart directly or leave you uncontrolled.

Aye, s0 she does, most of the time. When we speak directly, | gain images of the moment, not
memories worth sharing.

Nothing more? Ever?

[glimpse]

Ahal

[confused images, swift racing]

hah! what was that?

[dwindling down, devil-ridden, to one brightness.. of Mystra, long, long ago, in the land of
Elminger's youth-]

Eyes that swam with stars stared into his. Ehningter fought for breath as lips that were both fire and



ice kissed his throat, moved to his shoulder, and bit gently. Silver fire flowed from that wound. It roiled in
the blue-white flame that was her hair, and in her hands, and inaregd cloak flowing endlessy from her.

In the air they drifted, a blue-white star high above Athdantar; Bl caught a glimpse of its flickering
lantern fires far below, as they rolled together.

"Your defiant tenderness, El-aghh, | could drink of it forever. Give, Chosen of mine Give unto
Mysra"

"Gladly," Elmingter growled, young and shining-eyed and supple.

Asthey surged amid the fire, memories that were not his own flooded into his mind. Images whirled,
crashed, and raced in a weter of toppling towers and dragons locked in hiting battle. Earth trembled.
Rock shivered and rose into lofty peaks. Haughty mages brightened the sky with spells...

S0, her remembrances leak into you when your minds are joined? She must mean to so shark, or you serve a
weak goddess indeed....

[weeping, fdling from light into darkness, lost and aonej

Oh, stop that! You may have loved a goddess and lived, but if you defy me yor are going to
diel Show me more of the silver fire, flowing into you! Yes Yesss

[menta probes lancing forth brutdly, trandfixing bright memory]

[weeping, shimmering tears, yidding]

Soft summer stars shone above Myth Drannor. Bl drifted thoughtfully benesth, looking down on
megnificent, glowing spires. They were soon to fdl, if Starym deceit and oO'erreaching pride and
dangerous meddling went unchecked. All this beauty to be logt...

As Netheril before it, sad the thrilling voice in the depths of his mind. Blue-white fire kindled in the
ar around him. It is the way of things, most precious Chosen.

"Hdy Mystra," Elminger whispered. The fire deepened and darkened to a blue-black scattering of
countlesstiny stars-her most private sdf. *1 am mogt glad to see ye. | have been mournful and londy.”

I, too. Those eyes he could fdl into, forever, opened in the ar before him, dragging him in. Let us
comfort each other, bodies and minds.

Siver fire coiled within the floating man, legping up in quickening excitement to meet the greater
flame that had birched it. Stars shaped dender arms and lips, tralling away in dark glory as the flow of
images began. Mind met mind. Siver fire rose and rushed back and forth, swifter and swifter. With a
gladsome cry like a proud trumpet, Elminger Aumar shouted his own name aoud to ding to himsdf...
Aye, aye, it came...

[fire, white and furious, overwhelming dl, soaring up to bright, blinding glory]

Abruptly the fire was gone, and Elminger was wincing on rocks beneath a blood-red sky. A raw,
wordless scream shredded the ar of Hell behind him.

Lesser devils whirled up into the sky like bats flooding out of a cave a dusk. They winged toward
the sound of shrieking agony, eager to see the mighty fdlen.

Wesak and sick, the one-armed old man rolled himsdlf into a crevice. He pulled the ashen bones of
some long-fdlen devil over him. Its grotesque horned skull grinned a him with its eternd stare. If fair
fortune or the grace of Mystra were with him, hed now have no Nergd to protect hm againg the taons
of passing baatezu.

Aye, it had come to that-rgjoicing at the possihility of lying unprotected and aonein Avernus.

Clodng his eyes, Elminger wrapped himsdf in that wry thought and descended again into the dark
vaults of memory, seeking Nergdl in hismind. The outcast devil had dready shown himsaf to be a brute,
with wits scarce swifter than a cunning sdlsword of Faerun. If a mere memory of Mystrals mind-touch
caused him such pain, perhaps he was weak enough that a Chosen of Mysiraeven a weak and
exhausted one-might wrest free of him.

Cautioudy H skulked through his mind, seeking the place that was a purple ruin-the part of his mind
thet was forever gone. The ruin was spreading-



There, amid a blood-red glow, and riven shards of memories, he found Nergal. Hulking shoulders,
barbed and mottled gray, tentacles diff with ill-fresh pain, greet taloned hands fumbling blindly....

[Pain-fury of the Nine, what pain! So that was what goddesses could do... and deceitful wizards...]

Cautioudy, B kndt. He cdled forth the tiniest amount of slver fire. With one fingertip, he traced a
line on the worn and dusty stone. The line smoked as he seared hisway across the floor of his memoaries,
yidding yet more remembrances so as to keep wel away from his shuddering captor. Around this pillar
of things best forgotten, and this one, of regrets, then quickly down this dark way, soft and swift...

What befalls? Mortal, what are you doing?

Now across this chamber, answering not, and down the steps beyond, hurrying, with walls trembling
to the left, where the archdevil dtirs...

What are you doing?

Answver not, but race now, tralling slver firein a bright and rending line, down more steps and left
here, threading through the pillars and into the arch beyond-blast, but it grows light, red and bright ahead,
and he's waiting-Close hand on slver fire, will it down, snk into the stones, become dark and slent, a
gatue in thishdl of satues. Brood, cold and slent. Be stone. Be not there. Be lost and forgotten.

Archdevils tread and dither both. Slow dither and footfdl. Heavy, not hurrying. He comes. Footfdl.
Closer. Be stone. Sowly he comes. Sowly and carefully. Wary now, are we, Most Mighty of Avernus?

Footfdl. Scrape of talon on stone.

Elminster, risk. | know you.

Stone slence. Pain will come no matter what, so be stone, and let rage blind him.

[ice-cold probe, dow and sharp and deliberate, thrusting home]

[writhing, twiding agony] yes. deceive me not, little sneaking creature or siver fire. nekgal was
proud in hell when athalantak was yet unborn.

[pain pain pain]

[oim satisfaction, Nergd's dam echoing tlirough a shattered mind, mortd mage writhing and
drooling, rigng up in Avernus like a grinning idiot, shedding bones|

An abishal loomed, claws outstretched, fanged mouth grinning, black wings and certain desth-

Red and purple fire blossomed in the fiend's gaping jaws, and its head exploded, spattering
Elminger with wet foulness and shaking him to full awareness of Avernus around him. He stood in the
crevice held sought to hide in. The headless body of the abishai flopped on the stones in front of him,
musdes 4ill trying to make it fly. Beyond, a huge dragon flew through the sky, black and terrible. It
snapped at fleaing soinagons like a shark racing through a shod of sivefin. Fire rose from the sde of a
black crag off to hisleft-

One less abishai to tear apart nmy toy. Be grateful, wizard. I've not slain you yet.

| made no attack on ye. When ye seize on my memories, they are what they are; | cannot
change them. Ye felt what | did, then.

Impressive. No wonder you stand and defy me.

Elminder was very careful to keep ill and slentin the crevice and in hismind.

Ajoining of minds, and memories shared deliberately. It binds your loyalty anew and imparts ecstasy, until you
become addicted to the divine touch and will do anything to fed it again.

Elminger bowed his head. That's one way of seeing it, aye.

[arim grin] can't you simply say i'm right, little man?

Mystra would see it differently, B said with as much mental dignity as he could mugter, [imege of
ams crossed, body drawn up, chin lifted]

She certainly kred defiance into you, or chose you because of it. Which makes you both foals.

[sudden mentd probe]

[wince]

[bright image, after image, after image]

S0, no such unions with she who is Mystra now.

Shared thought: Which means no trace linkage remains that might let Mystra reach through
her Chosen and do harmin Hell.



[relief] So, little man, let's get to that silver fire.

Sharp pain, and then numbness. EiIminder redled in the crevice. A maggot taler than he had reared
up and sunk its fangs into his left shoulder. Its gligening body was undulaing across his chest as it
gnawed itsway into him...

Writhing in pain, he tried to claw at it, but Nergd's laughter was dl around him now.

Maggot-ridden! Suits you, treacherous mortal! Now, up out of that crevice and craw! yes,
that's it!

Staggering, Bl found himsdf walking across broken rock again, the weight of the maggot that was
now wrapped around him-and questing its way hungrily inside him+- forcing him to lurch and fdlter.

My magic will keep you alive, honored guest. However, i regret to announce that you will
suffer. [gusts of laughter]

adventure, little man, is where you find it. My venture will be on through your mind, more
cautioudy than before. Yourswill be a litter stroll through hell.

Fear not. I'll keep you alive. | want that silver fire.

[pain, pain fdling sharply, spreading pain, maggot tearing and thrashing]

Up, little man. There... Magic's a wonderful thing, isn't it? Now, let us seek your own early
days, creature of mystra.

And adventure there. Show me an early time when you worked with others, so that i can see
mystra’'s hand at work shaping you.

[friends faces, cadtle battlements, a scudding moon, dark dley and drawn sword...]

There. Show me, Elminster!

[different battlements, different faces, one svimming to the fore: a bearded wizard, fat and frowning,
lurching dong full of importance...]

Yes, that one will do! Show me!

Hear me, Vangerdahast. For the love of the Lady we both serve, hear me.

Sop mind-muttering, mage! Show me!

[images, whirling up brightly, unfolding...]

"Ththrough here, Lord Mage M-most High," the mousdlike Keeper of the Vaults quavered.

"Yes yes yes" Vangerdahast replied irritably. Strangdy enough, having laid his own share of
protective enchantments on the Hal of Scrolls and Ledgers, dbeit years ago, and being the only court
offidd to often conault its contents, he did have a far idea of where so vast and central a chamber was.
Asif he hadn't enough important worries right now, what with-

He stopped and diffened, his mouth dropping open a wha he saw. A moment later, he firmly
closad it... far too late to escape the naotice of the Keeper. The little man didn't quite dare to let a amirk
show on his face but couldn't keep it out of his suddenly triumphant eyes.

"Leave us" the Royd Magician snapped, "and close the doors behind you."

He did not bother to look at the hastening courtier, and did not move a muscdle until the huge and
heavy bronzed double doors boomed closed behind him... and he was done with the thing.

Thething that should not have been there.

His predecessors, generations of War Wizards under their command, and a rare few visting mages
desarving of such trust had cast spell after crawling and flickering spdl on the walls, floors, and calling of
the hdl and the rooms surrounding it. Defensive magics, dl, designed to fall each new method of scrying
or trandocation or other means of access. Growing thus over the centuries, they formed a complicated
web that no man dive knew or could unravel without months of work and considerable persona peil.

Vangerdahast himsdf had overlaid the exiding magics with severd subtle misdirections designed to
fal dl but the most exacting users of wish spells. He had dso cast far less subtle backlash enchantments
tha would twig intruding spellsunless preceded by a secret key-into pardyss, fesblemind, and
smashing-blow effects againg their casters. He would be loath to send even a magic missile a the thing
protruding from the floor right now, lest each of its pulses come back at him.

The Royd Magician let out the bresth he hadn't until then noticed he was holding. He took a few



cautious steps to one side and peered at the mysery that had appeared in the hal.

A convulsed mde human hand-long-fingered, bereft of the rings that had left pale bands of flesh, and
with afew dark hairs adorning its back-protruded from the glossy-smooth marble of the vault floor. The
forty-foot-square dab weighed many tons. It seemed that the owner of the hand was now entombed in
thet dab, for the hand did not look severed.

Vangerdahast had a sudden urge to give it a good kick to make sure, but royd magicians of Cormyr
don't grow old and fat by undertaking stupid acts. Wherefore he did nothing more than peer around the
hdll until he was sure nothing else was out of place or missing He circled the hand, which hadn't moved in
the dightest, and grew no wiser.

The Royd Magician le himsdf out. He sernly ordered the anxious Keeper and the ring of
stone-faced Purple Dragon guards clustered outside to clear this entire wing of the palace, and then take
themsdalves as far away as the Chamber of the Brazen Fool. He stood slently, waiting until the echoes of
thar obedient movements faded.

Vangerdahast spoke a quiet word. It awakened guardian magics that would reved any hidden,
lurking spy. He received with complete lack of surprise the lore that no such intruder existed within range.
Making sure he was stlanding on a specific floor tile, he touched one of the rings on a hidden chain around
his neck and spoke aword he'd hoped never to have to use again.

There was suddenly a tdler, black-robed man sanding on an adjacent tile, rubbing his beard and
looking less than happy. "Yes?' he snapped.

Vangerdahast bowed dightly to his guest. "My apologies, Lord Khelben. Be welcome in the roya
paace of Cormyr, in Suzall.”

"Oddly enough, Vangy," Khelben growled, "I know where the royd paace is I'll even accept that
gpology. The honor of your hospitdity overwhelms me. It will do so even more if you unfold the reason
for my summoning.” The edge of his mouth curled. "A aufficiently interesting answer may even blunt
Laerd's wrath at my abrupt disappearance. Note that ‘may,’ and speak accordingly.”

Vangerdahast drew in a deep bregth as thar eyes met. "We stand outside the Hdl of Scrolls and
Ledgers. You had a hand in casing some dill-active defensve spdls here. Something has appeared
therain; it's my hope that you can identify it and explain its appearance.”

The Blackgtaff raised one dark eyebrow, turned to face the massve double doors, and made a
twiding gesture with one hand.

There was an indant of Snging silence. Then the doors collapsed into shards and dust with a roar
that swdled and shrank away to nothing again. The torrent of faling metd had vanished, swalowed up
by thin ar just above the floor tiles the two men stood on.

"How-?"

"One of the spdls | cast, long ago. No door inthis palace can stand againg me"

It was Vangerdahast's turn to raise an eyebrow. "Oh? Why did you do that?"

Khelben shrugged. "We dl have our own ways of doing things" He pointed across the mirror-bright
floor of the Hal to the human hand jutting so improbably out of the smooth marble. "This, for example, is
Elminger's work."

"What!" the Royd Magician snarled. "Y ou're sure?

Khelben grolled over to a certain spot on the floor and murmured a word. The ar glowed for a
moment, he raised his hand into the glow, and when the radiance faded, the Lord Mage of Waterdeep
was holding a large, ornate decante.

"Unmigtekable. I've seen this el before. Someone sprang one of his traps-probably cast on a spot
where he meets with the Smbul.”

"o, that's a Red Wizard." Vangerdahast mused. "Or... was"

Khelben nodded, spping from the decanter without bothering with a flagon.

Vangerdahast looked at the decanter rather unhgppily. How many more hidden surprises did the
hdl's web of spells hold? He asked rather hestantly, "And to get rid of it?'

Kheben licked his lips and raised the decanter again. "I'm sure you know how to cdl on him," he
replied. "Evenif you don't want to."



Vangerdahast winced, as if something painful had struck him. Stepping rdluctantly out through the
entrance that the doors no longer guarded, he lifted one hand and murmured something.

Khelben watched, not quite amiling.

Abruptly aring of light glowed on the floor tiles. A moment later, someone stood in its center.

She was tdl and dender-some would dmost have said bony, for her ribs showed dealy as she
spun around. Unruly slver hair writhed about her like anest of roused snakes. She faced her summoner.
Vangerdahast swallowed.

The angry eyes of the Smbul, Witch-Queen of Aglarond, were barely three paces from his. She
wore nothing and did not look amused.

"Vangerda" she began, her voice dangeroudy low and soft. Blue motes of magicd fire gathered
above her left pam, and she turned to look into the hall.

Her face changed. She crowed in ddight and raced across the floor on slent bare feet to where the
hand reached up from the floor.

Bending over to peer a it-both men stared a moment, looked away, cleared their throats, and
turned again to regard her-the sorceress clapped her hands and hissed happily, "Adrdgus, yes! Foolish
enough to try to day me!”

She soun around to regard the two wizards, planted her hands on her hips, and bubbled, "This is
what Bl meant by my 'little present, reaching for me!"

She clapped her hands, muttered something. The hand was aoruptly gone, the marble floor as
smooth and unbroken asif it had never been there.

The Smbul gave them a cheery wave, tossed her hair in a defiantly dluring pose, and snapped her
fingers- whereupon she vanished too.

Inevitably, the two men stared in unison at where shed stood, cleared their throats, and dowly
turned to look &t each other.

"If you're ever captured,” Khelben said ina very dry voice, "try not to let it be by a woman... or at
leadt, not thet one.”

Vangerdahast glanced involuntarily back to the floor where the hand had been. It bore no trace at dl
of ever having hed a Red Wizard.

"How many palaces, vaults, and castles across Faerun, which ther owners think are secure” he
asked, looking sick, "can be breached so readily?’

Khelben amiled with only a corner of his mouth. "Oh," he said quietly, "you'd be surprised.”

No, no! [ripple of rage] not mages you taught or now take to bed! Early days, i said!

Bah! If mystra didn't breed you or create you, she choose you. Take me back, beyond youk
birth, into whatever memories she gave you of your choosing... And let's see why.

stupid wizard.

**k*

The Royd Magician of Cormyr looked up into Queen Filfaenil's eyes and found them just as
sparkling with anger as held expected. Thank you, O watching gods.

"You were right to send for me, Highness™ he said gravely.

The queen nodded, face frozen, and began pointing-at the door guards, her ladiesiin-waiting, the
two war wizards behind Vangerdahast, and findly, the door.

"R-royd Lady?' one of the guards dared to ask, earning himsdf a regd scowl and an imperious
gesture toward the door. That was enough to start the hasty, wordless migration.

Vangerdahast stood motionless, facing the queen, until the stream of swift, quiet bodies was gone,
and they were done.

"Lady?" he asked, not bothering to hide hissgh.

"Vangy," the queen said with an exasperated Sgh of her own,” cdl me Faeril or Fee or even 'stupid
bitch,” but stop looking a me asif I've singlehandedly doomed the relm! What could you have been



doing that can possibly be more important than uncovering another plot againg the throne?”

"Lady," he said, sepping forward to clasp her hand, "I know not. | was on my way here, in answer
to your cdl, when |- remembered something.”

The queen let her incredulous eyebrow speak for her.

Vangerdahast gave her a sour amile and added, "I'm not quite in my dotage yet, Faeril. It was a
rather important memory-of the Blackgtaff and the queen of Aglarond, here in these hdls-and | can't
think why it came back to me. So sudden and so vivid-dl of it playing out in front of me asif | were living
it

The queen's eyes narrowed. "Khelben and the Smbul here? When was this, exactly?"

Vangerdahast sghed. "Lady," he sad, "it's no part of present treacheries. I'll explan later, when
you've unfolded whatever this latest plot is. Would it be Lady Kesse-mer's, by any chance?'

Hlfeeril stared a him. "How did you know?"

The Royd Magician coughed. "Lady,”" lie reminded her mildly,"l am awizard.”

Thet roya sparkle of anger was back, infull force. "You knew, and you didn't tell me?”

Vangerdahast took great care neither to Sgh nor to rall hiseyes. "Lady," he began carefully....

"Ss30, Queen of Aglarond, at lassst you stray within my reach! One little missstake, but | fear 'tisss
your lassst!"

The gloating devil's great bat wings struck her tumbling from the sky. She fdl hard onto rocks. The
crud taons of dozens of laughing fiends held her captive and raked her mercilesdy before she could rise,
laying her bare-just intime for the great beast's whip to come down.

Mystral What firel Screaming and sobbing in the grasp of the fiend's minions, the Smbul could not
even convulse under the lashing pain. Claws caught at her hair and her throat, dragging her head back,
bending her over backward. Her blood-drenched front, laid open by the lash, turned toward a sky that
meatched its bleeding hue.

"Sss00, what does a god-touched human taste like, | wonder,” the great fiend purred, dretching
down an impossibly long black arm.

Spread-eagled and hdpless, the Smbul could only moan as that grest taloned hand closed on her
breast and tightened crudly. Nails dug into her. The fiend's flesh was hot. She could smdl her skin
g9z7ing as it burned, the gink choking her even more then the fresh pain. Somehow she managed to
scream, "No! No! Nooooo!”

Her cry sent crystals and gems humming and Snging dl around her in the darkness. Gasping, Alassra
Siverhand stared up a her own bedchamber celing.

No devils, no blood-red sky... she was done, thrashing on her bed, drenched with sweat. Her
hands were twisted in the samite beneath her, and there was nothing covering her but air-cool ar. Yet
she was dfire, hot and burning, asif she had a fever-

No, the fire was raging in her breast! The Smbul gasped the word that made the celling glow. In its
light, she looked down dong her body. There was dark, dried blood dl over her... but not enough to
hide the horrible scar seared on her bresst.

It was a deep burn-a brand she'd wear forever, unless magic banished it. It looked like it had been
left by large, long, sharp-taloned fingers

Panting with rage and fear and pain, she sat up and ran a hand over her twisted flesh. Aye, it was
red.

Her jaw tightened in anger even before her hands flashed out to two of the gems st into the edge of
her bed. Magic kindled within them. The flagh of the fird told her that no taint lurked within her, and she
let the second do its heding work.

Bregthing more easily now as the pain ebbed, the queen of Aglarond threw back her head, her har
writhing like soft snakes dong her bare shoulders. "Tharammeas of Thay, and his spell of nightmared It
must be!”

The heding gem winked out, and bare feet struck the floor. Imperious, furioudy driding, the Smbul
charged dong darkened corridors, doors flying open-and dmost cringing-before her.

Seepy guards snapped to careful attention and dared not move another musde as their monarch



raged by. Rings and staves and robes and cloaks whirled to the queen of Aglarond as she went, dothing
her for battle. A snarled word made spell-locked doors at the end of one lagt passage fly open, to let in
the chill moonlight.

"Wadl," she told the cool night wind savagely as she stepped onto a moon-drenched bacony, "a
leadt thistime | know which Red Wizard isn't going to live to see the dawn!™

Spdls sparkled around dender fingers. The robed queen mdted away into a raging shadow. It
quavered a moment under the moon, and then whirled away into the wind, east into the night, and was

gone.

[Amid the raging of Hdl, one Old Mage sinks back with a 9gh and looks a his empty, broken
hand.] Aye. Supid wizard, indeed.

Chapter Five

HERE BE WIZARDS

"If you please, Lord Mage," the lady servant murmured, turning with a swirl of cloth-of-gold and
white slks to indicate an ascending side-dtair, whose carpet was deeper and less worn then the dusty
ways they'd been travding, "to falow me..."

The doddering War Wizard straightened out of his customary stoop and indined his head with a leer
that he probably meant to be a pleasant amile. His hand unfolded in a grand gesture indicating she should
precede him.

The lady servant kept her face serene as she gracefully gathered her gown and set off, soaring up
the sar. The bony old mage watched. She was Vangy's latest apprentice, wasnt she? And a
Crownglver...

| see wizards but no EIminster ok silver fire. You're hiding something from me behind this too.
| warn you again, human, my patience is not infinite.
| appear in this soon enough, Lord Nergal -with secrets of magic, too.

[sneer] You sound like a merchant trying to make a sale. This had better please me, worm.
| strive to give satisfaction. Always.
And i strive to refrain from ending your miserable life. Always.

A Crownglver, wasn't she? Hmmph. As if that mattered a whit to him. Stll, it had been long years
snce amad as beautiful as this one had flown eagerly up paace dairs in front of this old War Wizard.
Tha had been another lady, dust now, in a different tower.

Bdlifar Geldert firmly set asde that memory and did not let ether of the slently hurrying servants
who brushed past him hear his Sgh. Balifar was studious, careful, and hard-working, more than most
senior war wizards of Cormyr. That was its own reward and carried impressive weight in this place.

Hed dwet long enough on past glories. Memories do not keep one warm nor fill one's hands with
comfort, like the reassuring heft of a favorite dagger or the railing power of arisen pdl. It was his turn to
mount the narrow dair.

At the top, sanding gar, was an arched gate of heavy iron. Its bars were as stout as his own
forearms, and studded with blunt spikes. It looked like something made to hold dragons long ago.

In the cross-passage beyond waited the lady servant. She tried not to look nervous as she shrank
from two restless panthers, who pulled taut the rattling chains that held them. They leaned forward,
licking their lips and gtaring hard at her.

The other end of those chains was wrapped around the strong and hary hands of a smiling man.
Dark eyes, a goatee, and a crue face between, the Master of the

King's Beasts, looking every hit as dangerous as the two greet cats he was walking.

Bdlifar gave hm a dow, ddliberate nod and received the briefest of brow-inclinations in return. Not
an unexpected inault, but something Vangerdahast should be apprised of nonethdess. It sat not wel when



beast-tamers thought themselves higher in rank then senior War Wizards.

Thar gar crossed the hdl where the panthers crouched and switched their talls. They stared alittle
less hungrily at a bony old wizard than they had at the curvaceous grace of his guide. The lady servant
ascended the next flight, rdief written plain down the splendid curve of her back. Bolifar Geldert
followed, dutching his writing satchd a trifle more tightly than usud. He took care not to hasten-even
when he heard the rattle that meant the master had loosened the chains. The firg panther who dared to
ank claws or fangsinto this War Wizard would aso be the lat.

There were no beasts in the next passage their sair crossed, but Slent hurrying servants and a pair
of diffly sduting guards. Gods above, hadnt he asked for a chamber with a door he could lock,
somewhere off the "little-used, out-of-the-way upper passages'?

There was nothing at the top of this last sair but a closed door. Metd rattled as the lady servant
turned her key. Her touch brought the glowstone adorning the door-plate to crimson life. In its ruby light,
she amed and pressed a key, warm fromitsride in her bodice, into Balifar's hand. Without a word, she
dipped past him down the steps and was gone.

Thoughtfully Bolifar watched her go. He unhurriedly turned and pushed the door open, stepping into
the deep darkness beyond. Unfamiliar this turret-top room might be, but it was adso heavily spdl guarded
and isolated-just the place he needed to write his report.

Vangerdahast had waited long enough-far longer than his patience was wont to stretch. What
Master Mage Geldert had learned thus far of possible traitors to the crown in the minor noble family of
Corddlar would have to be set down right smartly; Old Hammerspells was undoubtedly pacing his
chambers dready and scowling like an Immersea storm.

Balifar gave the warm and waiting darkness a rueful amile. Vangy's scowl was fated to grow darker
soon. Thisold War Wizard was here, at the top of too many steps- rather than in his usud offices in the
Roya Court-because he had his suspicions about the involvement of certain of hisfdlow War Wizards in
the plotting of House Corddlar.

Hun. Feeble intrigues compared to those here in hdl, hut i can fee magic near-and getting
nearer. No leading astray, now!
None. The memories merely unfold....

Vangerdahast found himsdf yawning again. Quite ddiberately he reached out to the nearest candle
and snuffed the flame between hisfinger and thumb.

The pain brought him fully awake. Letting the smoke curl up undisturbed, he stepped back and shot
aglance across the chamber. The tal, dender form was dumped and ill: Sardyl, Stting patiently in her
usud chair, had dipped into dumber.

It was late. Time had passed-too much time. The chambermaids would long since have begun
ducking at the thought of the Royad Magician's persona messenger and scribe shut in with him this late,
thislong. Asif the Lady Sardyl Crownslver didn't trust Vangerdahast absolutely... dmost as deeply as he
trusted her.

"Wake, lass"" he said, stroking her cheek with one finger, far more gently than the chambermaids
would have believed Old Hammerspells was capable of.

Sardyl blinked awake and looked a slent question up a him.

Vangerdahast nodded impatiently, angry a the tardy Geldert. "Aye, fetch him," he growled and
wheded away to pace across the room once more, seeing not the desks littered with tomes and
parchments, but his increesngly wecoming bed and much-needed deep. "Give hm no more time. I'll
have whatever he's got ready now," he added, qudling yawn after yawn.

Without a word, his scribe rose, stretched like a cat, and set off to bring back Master Mage Geldert
from the arret she'd conducted him to earlier. Vangy turned by his desk and watched her go. The Lady
Sadyl Crownglver might not have spdls enough to best a good guardsman yet, but she was far more
blessedly dlent and tectful than a dozen of his most senior War Wizards-and more trustworthy, too.

Mmm. Trugt, Always a rare commodity in Cormyr.



Ho, ho! A little lust in the offing, perchance?
[mentd eyebrow raised] Devil, ye make me look like a prude-and that, | fear, is an
accomplishment.

The door at the top of the stairs was dill spell-locked. Sardyl lifted a shapely eyebrow and raised
her hand again, feding the fant prickling that told her she hadn't been mistaken. "Bdlifar," she cdled
Softly, knowing how smdll the turret room beyond was.

There was no reply. Sardyl frowned, cast a quick look back down the gtairs to be sure no guard
was watching, and turned her hand in a swift circle as she murmured the words of a spel known to very
few, even among the War Wizards.

Thelock spdl died with atiny flash, and she turned the door ring and went in.

Thelamp was lit, its soft light faling warm and steady across the turret room's rug, chair, table, and
wal map.

All of these things, and the lamp itsdf, occupied their usud places-but the chamber was entirdy
empty of' Bolifar Geldert, his pens and ink, his parchment and blotter, and hiswriting satchel.

There were no corners to hidein. Sardyl looked up, found the cealing every bit as bare as it should
have been, and took two smooth steps into the room. She turned dowly, looking dl around, reaching out
to touch nothing. The windows were closed, ther solid-dab shutters locked from within, and there was
no sgn of anything unusud in the turret room. Neither was there any sgn of Bdlifar Geldert.

The Lady Crowndlver's mouth tightened. She backed hadlily to the doorway. From there she cast a
magic-seeking spdl into the turret room-and found only what had dways been there the old,
many-layered magics on the map. Presarvative enchantments laid down wel before shedd been born,
perhaps before her grandmother's birth.

Y et, ganding here, she did not fed aone, somehow.

Eyes large and dark, Sardyl took severd steps back and cast another spdl, one that sought out
invighle creatures. When it found none, her face grew white and grim. Securing the door, she
spell-sedled its lock again. With the added flick of a finger, she made her sed different from another
caster's, and went to find Vangerdahast.

Ah, a whiff of mystery! Show me more!
Of course.

"If what Lady Crownslver says is true" the sage said, an edge of asperity in his voice as he
knuckled the last deepiness from his eyes, "I've been brought up severd hundred dars to see
nothing."He took two restless steps dong the passage and then turned back to look up the last flight of
dairs. At its top, the mightiest wizard in Cormyr stood glowering at a closed door.

The sage burst out, "Is there no trace of him? | mean-could the man not Smply have taken himsdf
away somewhere? Therere over athousand roomsin thiswing do-"

The Royd Magician turned and gave the Court Sage a levd look. "Alaphondar,” he said flatly, "we
know our work. 1'd not have summoned you to bear witness without trying to trace the men firs. My
speis would find him, if he were dive and anywhere in Faerun, unless he's magicdly shidded.” He turned
his head to the third person present. "Is that your sed, lass?'

"Itis, milord," Sardyl said quietly, her fingers poised over the door ring. "Shdl | break it"

Vangerdahast frowned. "No, let me" He made a little wave of his hand that everyone in the paace
knew meant "stand back,” and cast a gpell that naither the sage nor the scribe had ever seen before. They
heard a snarl of magic race away from the other sde of the door, afant whisling echo asiif it had struck
the walls and come shuddering back, and then-silence.

Saclyl and Algphondar both looked at the Royd Magician. Vangerdahast stood with his head bent
to one Sde, ligening intently to the dretching Slence. After a long time, he stepped forward and flung
open the door.



The turret room was just as Sardyl had Ieft it.

Alagphondar frowned. "Who lit the lamp?*

"Bdlifar, gpparently,” Sardyl replied. The sage looked a Vangerdahast as if expecting a different
answer but recelved no utterance at dl. The Royd Magician was hagtening to the shutters.

He hdd his hands over them for a moment before turning the thumb-keys on their locks and
throwing them wide. Long-unused wood squealed and stuck momentarily. Dust curled up from the gl
into the wizard's face. Vangerdahast sneezed like a bull belowing in a thunderstorm. The sage and scribe
joined the Master of the War

Wizards a the sll. They looked down over a sheer drop of a hundred feet a the cobbled courtyard
below and saw the faces of startled guardsin the lantern light, gezing back up at them.

Vangerdahast |et the sentinels get a good look at his face, watering eyes and dl, but said nothing.
These shutters hadn't been opened for some time. Anything entering or leaving by way of them would
have been reported. He nodded sourly. He hadn't expected to see blood below or anything of interest
hanging from the turret roof above, and his expectations were met.

The Royd Magician drew his stout body back into the room and turned, rocking dightly like a
heavily laden cart dragged around a tight corner. "Is there anything,” he snapped a Sardyl, "different
about the room since your earlier look? Anything at dl... the smdlest detail or impresson.”

The shapely Crowndlver turned with more grace than the portly wizard. She wrinkled her nose as
wdl as her brow when she frowned. "The rug... it seems different, somehow... more worn." She
shrugged and added, "Y &t how can that be?'

Neither man replied. Vangerdahast was dready bending over the rug suspicioudy, gathering its
weave in his hand and plucking it up to glare a the solid stones of the floor beneath. Algphondar knelt
and dmogt angrily poked and prodded at hitherto-hidden flagstones, seeking a seam that would part or
something that would shift.

After some fruitless time he sighed, straightened his back, and looked a Vangerdahast. "Wdl, O
master of weaves?"'

The Royd Magician did not bother to amile a the weak joke. "As an Obarskyr prince once sad of
afar grander gift than this”" he said grimly, "it'sjust arug. There mugt be forty or more like this around the
palace. Woven in Wheloon eighty years back or so. Bought in bulk, in 1306, when the Lion Tower was
built and dl the furniture moved about. Proper chaos that was, too."

Feding the stares of histwo companions, Vangerdahast gave them both a glare and added, "Yes, |
was herein 1306. The weather was fine that year, and the five before it, too, as | recdl. I'l thank you to
direct your disbdief elsewhere, and spare me any comments about wizards dotage.”

Sardyl Sghed. "Secret passages?’

Her master gave her a weary look. "Youve been reading too many fantasy books, my dear.”
Alaphondar, who'd been about to ask the same thing, shut his mouth with an audible snap.

The Royd Magician gave the sage a withering glance and waved his hand at the chamber around.
"Look you: The stones are solid, with nothing to raise or lower them, floor or celling-and there's no room
inthe walls for secret doors or passages. The curve you see is because the wadls here are the same wals
that form the outsde of the tower." One of his hands went to a belt-pouch, hestated with visble
reluctance, and then dipped within.

There was asmdl glass sphere in the wizard's fingers when he raised his hand again. He murmured a
word over it. Sudden light winked and moved within its depths.

"Stored magic?' Alaphondar asked, leaning forward for a better 1ook.

Vangerdahast nodded. "These hold but one spdll-and it's a Spdl| that works only once in a particular
place. Once I've cdled this forth, another spell of the same sort will never manifest successfully in this
room."

"Anditsa.. ?'

The Royd Magician left the sage's question hanging unanswered in the ar as he went to the
windows, closed and latched the shutters, and put his back to them. "In a moment,” he announced, "we
should see animage, a person. Identify it if you can-and fix its features in your mind if you can't.” He fdt



Sardyl's question without bothering to meet her gaze, and added, "My magic will be seeking the likeness
of the last person to use trandoca-tional magic into or out of this room."”

As he spoke, the glass sphere flashed with a vivid golden flame and shattered, tiny shards tumbling
musicaly through his fingers,

A moment later, the ar in the middle of the room shimmered, seemed lojlow for a moment, and
suddenly grew misty. Gray wisps coiled, lengthened, and became- very suddenly-sharp and didtinct.
They were looking at a woman, or rather a the faint, flickering image of a woman's upper torso, die rest
of her logt inthe migts. She looked determined, even eeger, as she raised dender bare ams and moved
her fingersin the most graceful casting Sardyl had ever seen. Suddenly, she was gone, leaving two fading
motes of garry light.

It was a long moment before she redized the woman hadn't been wearing anything but rings and a
necklace. It was another before she heard Vangerdahast svalow in away he rardly did.

Sardyl knew what that sound meant and turned intime to see grief in Vangerdahast's softened face.
The Royd Magician looked like just what he was: an old man sruggling not to cry. That was dl she saw
before his face hardened.

He looked up at her with what could only be called a defiant glare.

Wordlessy she put a comforting hand on his arm-something Alaphondar would never have dared to
do-and asked her question with her eyes.

"Amedahad," he replied gruffly. "High Magess of Cormyr, into the reign of Draxius. This was her
“by-hersdf” chamber, long ago. No one's used trandocationd magic here snce her time-not redly a
urprise, that, given the wards.”

The wizard strode afew paces to the wdl, peered at the map, and touched a tiny monogram in one
corner of it. “Aye, here's her mark. She drew this... more than seven hundred summers ago.”

Alaphondar 1ooked around the room once more, and shook his head. No, it redly was too smdl to
hide anything from them. "If your missing Balifar were in this room,” he said carefully, "and didn't just go
back down the gtairs after you left him, perhaps he left by way of the window, in wrathform.”

Vangerdahast shook his head. "No holesin those shutters, and no gaps for ar to dide through. Saw
you the dust when | opened them? No. Something darker happened here, | can fed it."

His scribe was nodding. She could fed it, too, as strong as when sheld been here before. There was
something about this room. A watched feding...

Alaphondar shrugged irritably, and said, "I'm for the bed. I've seen your nothing and have far too
much to do tomorrow to stand here yavning any longer. The gods give you good dumber-though for the
life of me, you don't deserveit.”

As the sage turned and left, the wizard and his scribe looked a each other. In unspoken accord,
they frowned and turned to prowl the room again, searching for what must be there.

With a sudden growl of impeatience a his own faling wits, Vangerdahast cast a magic-seeking,
advanced on the mgp and the lamp, and sghed sourly. He leaned back againg the wdl. The map hdd its
complex weave of old spells, and the lamp, flane and dl, was bereft of enchantment. The rug dso bore
only the magics of long ago.

Bolifar Geldert, it seemed, had smply vanished from this room. Smply and impossbly.
"Impossible" in Vangerclahast's experience, dways meant magic.

The sage's desire for bed seems wiser than before” he sad quigtly. "Come, lass. Let's spdl-lock
this room and go. Therell be plenty of time to search fruitlesdy on the morrow.”

Sardyl nodded and said nothing, but then she usudly did.

You don't seem to feature in this yet, mage. You will he teaching vangekdahast about magic
before this is done, won't you? Or is a little of this necessary?

[mind dap, red pain flaiing like flamesin the vaulted darkness)

If ye refrain from that, Nergal, 'twill unfold faster!

[digbalic growl of warning]

[fresh images flaring]



Between great pantings and tapestries, sheets of polished copper driped the pdace wadls.
Lamplight reflected from the metd, throwing a warm glow onto its face and flashing back onto carefully
motionless, watching guards. Standing in pairs dong the wadls, the guards kept their faces expressionless
as the Royd Magician escorted his scribe past them to the door of her chambers.

"Get some deep,” he told her grimly, his voice low enough to reach her ears done. "Theréll be
plenty of time to worry about Balifar's fate in the morning. Set your spdl shidd.”

Sardyl nodded and bowed to him. She looked pale and on the verge of tears, her eyes large and
dark.

After another wordless moment, Vangerdahast put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

Lady Crownslver did gently out from under it and went into her room.

The Royd Magidian stood like a tatue, ligening as his scribe closed and bolted her door. It was
bardy a breath later before he heard the tiny Snging sound that meant she'd set her spdl shidd within.

Vangerdahast nodded grimly at the closed door and cast a spdll of his own. As he turned away for
the long trudge to his own chambers, the guards were sartled to see a fig-sized eye hovering behind the
wizard's back, keeping alookout for him.

The conjured eye saw nathing suspicious on the journey, nor was there anything amiss as the Royd
Magician entered hisfamiliar rooms, set his own wards, passed into an inner spdl chamber, and turned to
his workbench. Without even pausing to light alamp, he worked amighty magic to trace Bolifar Geldert.

The mighty magic collapsed into darkness, falling utterly.

Vangerdahast frowned down at the fading ashes and wisps of smoke that had been his spell. He
sghed for perhaps the hundredth time that night and headed for a closet he rarely opened. A hooded
thing waited there.

The spdl on the closet door gave him enough dim red radiance to drag the hood off and toss it
asde. The reveded spesking-stone atop its pedesta was a chipped, doping mass of rock, not the
polished crystd sphere favored by the fashionable mages of Sembia and Cd-imshan. Just now,
Vangerdahast couldn't have cared less what it looked like. Sx guards whose minds were free of megic
hed agreed that Balifar had gone up those stairs- and not come down.

Wherefore the answer to his whereabouts lay somewhere in that little turret-top room, amost
catanly hidden by a magic older and greater than his own. To find out what that might be, the Roya
Magician of Cormyr needed to talk to someone who'd remember Amedahast dive- how she talked, how
sheld thought, how she'd lived.

The wizard Sghed again and ran his fingers through his beard. Like it or not, he could think of only
one person yet dive who, if the gods smiled, might have known her wel enough....

A rug in the comer flickered, rippled, and reared up from the floor like some sort of menacing
mongter. Vangerdahast blinked wearily at it for a moment, whirled away from the speaking-stone,
snatched up a wand from his workbench, and amed it grimly & die rippling pillar of cloth.

The rug blinked back at him reproachfully, and then fdl away to reved atdl, gaunt, white-bearded
men in worn robes. With one hand on his hip and an eyebrow raised, he regarded Vangerdahast. Even a
date-cutter in the westernmost reaches of Cormyr could have identified the vidtor: the Old Mage of
Shadowdale, EIminger.

"Thy wards need a little work," Vangerdahast's onetime tutor observed in a dry voice. "l could
reach through them without difficulty, having so used this rug before.”

Vangerdahast's eyes narrowed. "You did? Why?'

Elminger raised his other eyebrow. "To vidt Amedahast, if ye must know," he said, with what was
amog agrin. "Yon nig lay besde her bed.”

The Magter of the War Wizards rolled his eyes, "I might have known," he snapped, sarting to pace.
He brought himsdlf to a hdt, drew in a deep bregath, wrestled down the anger that aways gripped him
when he faced Elminger's easy gmile and said abruptly, "We-I-need your ad. Therés been a

disappearance.”
"Heir? Crown jewels? Azoun's second-best codpiece? Or isit sarving maids again?'



Vangerdahast gave Elminger a dark look. "A War Wizard," he sad quietly. "A good man. Come.”
Without a backward glance at the rug or the speaking-stone, he set off toward the doors, driding hard.
Elminger shrugged and followed.

A long time to the magic, little wizard. What are you up to?
Trying to call up memories for ye, devil. There are many, buried deep. But there's magic
enough in this one. Watch and see.

On his second dircuit of the little room, B bent over, siffing. He dropped to his hands and knees
and prowled, like aboy playing a being a gdking wolf. His swffling became congtant, his beard trailed
aong the floor, and his eyes narrowed. "'D'ye have much trouble with rats?* he asked the stones.

"Running about? No. Or do you mean dead rats in the walls?' Vangerdahast frowned down at the
crawling wizard. "There's naught but air outsde these wadls... why? What can you smdl?'

"Rotten meet. Decay. Very fant.” B sprang to his feet, his prowling done, and asked sharply. "The
lass said the rug was different?”

Vangerdahast nodded.

H nodded back a him, the barest grim beginnings of a amile playing about his lips. "No doubt, no
doubt."

The Cormyrean wizard's eyes narrowed. "What do you know, or suspect™

"A trapper on the floor, who ate the rug atop it dong with your War Wizard and his papers. His
bones, ink bottles, and such will pass through it soon. Lurker-beasts give off such gtinks at will."

"A trapper? I'd have found it," the Royad Magician of Cormyr said sourly, waving & the floor, "and
it's not there now. | took care to make sure that nig was just anig. Spin another dream, Old Mage."

"The murderer put it in here before your Bolifer arrived, and took it out again after the lass ran out of
here to come looking for ye."

"'Someone who can carry lurker-beasts around like carpets or bid them follow like pets? You dran
credul-"

Vangerdahast stopped speaking in midsnap, and left his mouth hanging open. The color drained
dowly out of hisface.

"Kaulgetharr Drel," he said, very dowly. "Master of the King's Beasts. He has a trapper; I've seen it
devour butcher scraps and the like. When he casts the right spells, it follows him about like a hunting
hound."

H smiled and spread his hands. "Wl then,” he said briskly, "I've work of my own waiting, back in
S

Even as he raised one long-fingered hand, VVangerdahast barked, "Wait!"

The Old Mage raised an eyebrow again, and the Cormyrean wizard said hadtily, "My scribe Sardyl
spell-locked this door! Drel couldn't have jugt-"

Therest of the color left his face. Vangerdahast 1ooked suddenly very old, as ydlow and as brittle
as crumbling parchment.

"Sardyl,” he murmured. "Is sheinit too?"

Elminger shrugged. "Mayhap... but she needn't be. That's not the way the trapper and its handler
camein.

He waved at the map on thewall. "That's one of Amedahadt's portals. All of her maps are. Have ye
never known?'

Vangerdahast gaped a him.

"Ye can aso see and hear through them,” Elminder added with a tight smile. Turning to look at the
map, he drew hisfingersinward like a crone's grasping claw. He seemed to beckon or to pull something
unseen toward him.

The map shimmered. Out of it sumbled a man in a rich, open-front shirt and tasseled leather boots
and breeches. The newcomer's face was twisted in a snarl, and he lunged atop Elminger. One arm-the
one that held a gleaming dagger-rose and fdl in a blur. Blows thudded as hard as gdloping hooves as he



stabbed the Old Mage repeatedly.

Elminder raised his other eyebrow. "Are ye done?' he asked cdmly, watching the blade pass into
and out of his chest, as harmless as smoke,

The dagger-widding man diffened. His blade fdl from trembling fingers, struck the toe of his boot,
and clinked its way to atumbling hat dong one wall.

"Bagrune Cordalar,” Vangerdahast sad in a voice of doom from just behind the man's ear,
"surrender your person and the truth your tongue can speak to me, now, or face everlaging torment in
beast-shape!"

The motionless noble could move only his eyes.

Elminder stepped forward dmost lazly, touched Cordal-lar's forehead with one long finger, and
murmured, "Three others with features like these-one a woman. His kin. And a cad man with fine
features and a goatee. Two others- one of Arabel, one of Marsember-with ambitions but only dight
involvement, to be used as dupes later. The woman's thoughts have shaped the plot, but this one was to
be the chief indrument. He is to have wed the Princess Alusarr... then brought about the death of her
elder Sgter, Tandaga”

Vangerdahast growled, alow rumbling that rose in growing fury. Baerune's eyes became desperate.
He struggled to speak, face quivering, but managed only whimpers, like a muzzied dog.

"How many plots againg the crown hasit been, this tenday?' Elmingter asked dmost merrily. "Now
| redly must go."

Vangerdahast drew in a deep breath and said smply, "Thanks. This is one more | owe you." He
rased an eyebrow of his own. "How did you know about the maps?’

Elmingder amiled. "If | were a gentlesr,” he told his onetime student mildly, Td not tel. Amedahast
was... very beautiful. I'l take care of your beast-master, ere | depart; this map leads to the one in his
chambers, in the back robing room."

"You can see that, through the mgp?' the Royd Magician of Cormyr asked curioudy. He strode
forward to peer a Amedahast's drawing of the kingdom. in the wizard's wake, Baerune Corddlar was
jerked dong hdplesdy, diffly upright and unable to do anything but move his eyes about, which he did
wildly.

"No," H replied sweetly. He stepped forward and melted into the map. "I recadl where the matching
map hangs. That robing room used to be mine”

It seemed to Vangerdahast that the lagt he saw of the Old Mage of Shadowdale wasn't the arily
waved hand but that old sardonic amile. As dways.

I look and see no Mystra, nor silver fire. Only more cleverness of Elminster.

[red anger, ebbing] Yet you are a Chosen of Mystra and most hold some of her secrets in your
murk of a mind.

So reveal what i seek, or die.

W, we must all perish sometime. Say me, then, if ye care so much for my present comfort.
I'll give you the comfort of death, Chosen of Mystra, when the silver fire is mine. If you cease disputing me, it
may even he a swift one.

Have my thanks.

Get on with it, mortal! [mentd dap]

[pain, reding, the maggot gnawing, gnawing... aaghh]
[hedling, purging fire, frying maggot]

There. Nothing vital. Proceed.

"Vangy," the princess in gleaming armor growled as she drew on her gauntlets, "this had better be
good. I've alittle treason to ride and attend to, and-"

The Royd Magician raised one bushy eyebrow. "You think this is news to me? Alusair, where do
you keep your wits? In your codpiece, like dl the blades riding with you do?'

The princess stared a him and chuckled. "Wdl said, wizard. Just don't start a series of jokes about



"What does the wayward princess carry in her codpiece,’ hey? Mother's been through enough laidy.”

Vangerdahast gave her a severe look as he came close to her. "I know that wdl. Unlike some
oh-so-important young lasses, I've been comforting her.”

Alusar rolled her eyes. "Van)," she said, employing a nickname she knew he hated, "the queen is
gtronger than any of us. She needs comfort like a dragon needs more scales. Now, what do you need me
for-oh. What're you doing?"

The Royd Magidian of Cormyr had unlaced her gorget and flipped it aside, and his thick fingers
were now busy with the laces of the leather jack benesth it.

Alusar arched one eyebrow."Redly, magel Have you not heard of courting? A glance, a few
honeyed words, perhaps a glass of winefor agirl-"

"Alusar Nacacia" Vangerdahast growled, "behave. Blagt-look you, lay bare your throat and fish
out that pendant | gave you." He digagtefully eyed the pointed double-prow of her breastplate and
rubbed a his foreearm where hed bumped the sharp-sculpted Purple Dragon adorning it. "Your
breastplate leaves me very little room to work."

The Sted Princess gave him awry grin. "It's not supposed to. Some men who come close to me use
swords and daggers, remember?’

"Huh," the wizard growled. "They're the wise ones."

Alusar et out aroar of laughter.

Vangerdahast had to shoot a severe look over her shoulder at the Purple Dragons who'd leaned in
to see why their warrior princess held her armor aside and her throat out to the Roya Magician.

"Now this" Vangerdahast said, carefully dipping a new pendant onto the old one, "will protect you
agang some rather nasty spells that I'm afraid our latest crop of traitors will try to fdl you with. It's...
it's.."

"Wizard?' Alusair snapped, putting out a hand to steady him. She'd never seen Vangerdahast's face
0o s0 grim and ashen before. He looked afraid and old. Afraid and... ashamed.

"Van," she murmured, shaking him as she stared into his eyes, "what isit? What als you?'

With a growl, the Royd Magician broke free of her and stepped back. "I-nothing that need concern
you. It's awizardly matter."

"Oh, | see. Like a knight saggering into his hal with two swords through him. That's a 'warrior's
metter?'

"Alusar," Vangerdahast said heavily, with Sgns of persona distress, "leave me. Please. You cannot
hepinthis No one can."

Alusar stared a him, clapped hisarm wordlesdy, turned, and strode out. In the next room he heard
her murmur, " Jdance, lace this up for me, will you? And thistime, try to keep your fingers on the thongs,
hmm?'

Severad men laughed, and the old wizard heard them moving away. He stood aone in the center of
the room, feding close to tears.

"Mysdra save me" he whispered, "but | cannot. I'm old. | would not have lasted five breaths in
Avernus at the height of my reckless youth. My place is here, in Cormyr, where | am needed for a little
time more. Oh, Lady Mystra and Lord Azuth, forgive me. Elminger, forgive me"

He looked wildy around the deserted room and saw the brief glimpse that had been twisted Into the
fading edge of that second memory. The sharp rocks of Hel jutted like dark teeth agangt a blood-red
sky. A broken thing crawled, the sharp ends of bones protruding from its tortured limbs.

A shaggy face drooled and bled and wept, with deep-set eyes he knew. His old teacher, EIminger.

The Old Mage of Shadowdale was trapped in Hell, his magic gone or captive, reaching out with his
mind to those lie hoped could aid him. It mugt be dl he had |€ft.

Vangerdahast took two swift steps across the room, shaking his head. Those eyes... with an effort
he banished that image from his head. It had been wrested from the gaze of some lesser creature of Hell,
to be sure, who'd been weatching Elminger. That meant B was probably dead by now, haf-devoured.
Y et he should make sure, should try to do something to aid the old meddier. He should... should what?

"Mysdra, Mother to Wizards" he whispered, the words of avery old prayer, "what should | do?



Silence was hisonly answer.

"What should | do?" His shout rang around the chamber celing and brought startled servants and
Purple Dragons dike running.

When they reached the room, it ill echoed with anguish, but the Roya Magician was gone.

Chapter Six

ANOTHER WARM DAY IN AVERNUS

It seemed held been crawling forever, in pain forever, wandering in Hell with an archdevil tramping
through his mind.

My, my. Nether the usefulness nor the entertainment. I'd expected-or been promised. Show
me more! Show me what shaped you, little being of silver fire! Swiftly, before i give in to the
growing urge to make things more entertaining.

[mindworm thrusting, mentd fire, bearing down, tightening]

[shriek, welter of images, howling falure to fleg]

A grim man in black strides warily through a dripping wood, his hand on his sword hilt. His cloak,
drawn up around him, is pinned with a brooch in the shape of a siver rose. From time to time, his dert
and peering eyes seem to flame with Slver.

Yed More silver! Get to the silver that flows and burnsl Show mel

A slver harp pin, bobbing on the breast of someone running, in shadowed darkness where hounds
how and men curse, close behind ...

Don't twist away from me, wizard! Show me the silver magic at work, not every last cursed
slver thing that holds magic! Your mind is like a library where every tome's been shredded, and
now you hurl handfuls of torn parchment in my face!

Show me silver and magic together. Now.

A silver-handled cane, black and dender, hangs in the hand of afat, bearded mage. Heavy-lidded and sighing, he
trudges clown gleaming marble-floored halls, past high-arched windows whose uppermost glass is worked into stained
reliefs. images of a purple dragon in flight. The Purple Dragon of Cormyr.

"Honored Vangerdahast,” a voice murmurs from ahead, "the queen has need of you, and in some
heste."
The mage glares at the unseen speaker but quickens his pace.

Not that doddering fool! | watch over him myself!

Ancther bearded man in robes, taler and grimmer, strides through a room of many beds where
young lasses are hedtily dressing. Robes, sashes, high boots, and garters form a flurry. He sees them nat,
though he snaps orders obvioudy meant for them. He paces on, his gaze intent on a smdl blue sphere
thet floatsin the air before him, flying dowly and smoothly elsewhere.

Khelben of waterdeep is not unknown to me either. Is this leading somewhere, elminster? Or
are you but wasting my time once more and courting fresh torment?

The two bearded faces, together, wear expressions of irritation as they whirl down a rainbow-hued
wdl...

A dender feminine hand reaches with firm, unhurried confidence through blue moonlight to touch the
black-robed shoulder of Khelben Blackdaff Arunsun. The wizard diffens, wonder warring with



apprehension on hisface. The hand dissolvesinto aflurry of amdl stars that svim and dance and spin to
become a cirde of nine stars.

Khelben goes to his knees in reverence, his eyes never leaving them. The nine stars race around in
their cirde to become seven, and the seven one. One that's not a gtar, after dl, but a Sngle blue-black
eye, shot through with many racing motes. It winks coyly, once, then isgone...

No! No more teachings of mystra! What's this, over here-what you're dwelling on behind this
cavalcade of snatched glimpses that avail me nothing! Show me what you're rummaging through!

[whirl of images, swept aside] That's better. I'll judge what! Should see, captive.

[bright scene unfolding]

This looks interesting. I'll see all of it.

The news spread through the city like wildfire. The Company of the Wolf was riding into town. The
Wolf himsdf would be at their head, fresh from defeeting the armies of Amn in battles at far Sxtrumpets
and the banks of the Winding Water. Behind that grim war captain would be horse after horse laden with
plate, coins, and other booty of far-off wars Cdishite slks, spices, wines, and dl manner of srange
things They would come to spend and carouse, and forget fdlen friends and much hard riding and spilled
blood. That was good for the girls who frequented the Slipper.

Mirt the Merciless, dayer of a thousand thousand, took his usud route from South Gate through the
twiding streets of Dock Ward, at the head of a proud procession of battered men on battered horses.
Men who had stared down deeth eye-to-eye two days before rode weaily into the shadow of Castle
Waterdeep and turned a last into ther usud stopping place: the old and rambling inn known as the
Scarlet Sipper.

The Wolf sat patiently on his saddle while the wounded were carried to hire-nurses in South Ward.
Three trusted captains rode to buy fresh horses, food, and drink. Others arranged rooms for the yeomen
of the company. Only then did Mirt dismount, with a creak of protesting leather. He strode diff-legged
into the dimness of the Scarlet Slipper to cal for hisfirg jack of wine,

Bah! More love and tenderness! Weakness! Is that all thiswizardsis full of?

Thisis an utter waste of my r- bur hold. This cannot be from your own remembrance. It must
have come from mystra. Perhaps if i follow it, i can trace other leavings of hers, until at
last-nessiis, at last- i reach something useful...

The Scarlet Sipper was wdl known in Waterdeep, City of Splendors. Hither came many night
maidens of the less expengve sort-young or old, fat or thin, from near-tea uties to heavily painted exotics
of dl eccentric descriptions. Those femde ditizens whom merchants caled "ladies of the evening' kept to
the gentler wards of the city. The Scarlet Sipper had aless exdusive reputation.

Asthe day drew down and dusk crept catlike dong the dleys, they began to appear-night maidens
gralling aone, in pairs, or even threesomes. Like softly scented shadows, they stole down from their
upstairs rooms everywhere in Dock Ward-and a surprisng number from wards farther afidd. Word of
the company's arriva had brought out what sailors caled "afull hunt," wel endowed with perfume, furs,
and gowns of sk, satin, and muster-delvys. Ingde the inn, wine flowed apace, and the gathering night
grew loud.

Humans seem to spend a lot or time feasting... Hut so would i if avernus were not a place
where to linger over a meal isto become a meal. Hmmm..

Scarred and hardened warriors laughed and roared and tossed dice. Some, emboldened by wine or
youth or great need, took to dancing with tavern-girls amid the crowded tables. Others disappeared up
dark gairways or into sde dleys before full dark was come.

In the center of the tumult, Slent and watchful, the one cdled the Wolf sat nurang a jack of wine. He



ignored calls and caresses and flirtatious displays. Several men who sat with him looked interested. With
acurt nod, Mirt dlowed each in turn permisson to leave duty behind for atime and join the frolics.

The burly, hawklike leader of the company sat warily a his table, hand never graying far from his
blade. He took no companion from the many who approached him. His eyes no more than flickered
once or twice.

So the evening passed. The Slipper's regulars trickled in, emboldened, to join the merriment and
broad mingrdsy of the house. Ale and wine flowed fredy. Others came, too; watch officers and urchins,
passers-by and salors. They stood quietlly dong the walls near the doors, watchful and curious. Mirt
returned their stares, camly and quietly, but nodded to few and spoke to none.

Theless bold night maidens, too, drifted in by the door to stand staring, timid and yet hopeful. One
or another was whirled away for a dance, or caught the eye of a favorite and left escorted. Most just
stood, watching longingly.

Mirt looked a them dl, expressonless, as the wine in his jack grew steedily less. Young or old,
short or tdl, buxom or dim-hed seen them dl, or ther like, many times before. Sooner or later held
choose one-who or why he did not know, for none had yet caught hisinterest- to spend the remainder of
the night with. He was in no hurry. Wolves can seldom relax.

Then, with quickening interest, he noticed a new arival among the night maidens. With the quiet
grace of alady, she dipped in behind louder, bolder wenches. She stood with the others in the shadows.
He noticed her because she was far plainer than the rest.

Her gown was smple and gray. She wore no face paint, made no gesture, and took no preening or
beckoning stance, Mirt looked a her again, medting her eyes squarely. She seemed momentarily taken
aback at hisinterest, then returned his gaze with steady cam.

Mirt looked at her more closdy. She was much older than mogt of the girls He watched her move
adde srendy as awarrior pushed past. She had a beaklike nose that would have sat better on a man's
face than on the serene visage whose gray-green eyes met his so steadily. Unexcited, yet not derisve or
uninterested. Faintly curious, faintly-something else, but hiding dl behind a steady mask.

Without hesitation Mirt rose. As he passed, he skirted bolder hands that stroked and plucked a him
and ignored familiar entreaties husky and ghill dike. In a few gtrides, he was among those women who
had hung back. Some were shy, or affected to be so. Some were young and unsure, or intimidated by
more experienced rivas. The one he sought had as yet spoken to none. Most of the other girls thought
her awife or creditor come to seek one man of the company, not anight maiden at all.

Eyes widened in surprise and dawning hope a his approach. "Mirt," whispered a dozen excited
throats. "Mirt the Wolf!"

There was dhifting to traighten hair or best diolay a shapdly leg, but the lady in gray moved not at
dl, nor spoke. Something flickered behind her eyes, but her expression did not change.

Girls moved aside, looking more surprised dill, as the object of the Wolfs attention became clear.
He came to a stop, hand on bdlt, and raised an eyebrow in dlence.

This one was old indeed for the Scarlet Slipper. He had never seen her before.

Inlike sllence, the lady nodded her head, once. Mirt stepped forward smoothly and took her am as
though they were old friends of high Sation a a dance in Piergairon's Palace, not strangers in the course
of an old trade a a rundown inn. The amulet around the Wolfs neck remained ill and cool; there was no
megic here.

"Whither?' was dl Mirt asked as they stepped out into the moonlit street.

Amid the shadows, dark figures drifted a step or two closer, saw the scabbarded sword ready
beneath the man's other hand, and moved away again.

"Thisway," was the cool reply. "It's not far." They waked dowly up the Street toward the castle,
looming high above. Mirt seemed in no hurry; he was intrigued.

"How much, milady?' he asked, in a gently neutrd tone.

"l am no lady, dr," was the tart reply. "Two gold-one before my door... and one in the morning.”

Mirt's eyebrows rose. "Y ou've not done thislong,” he sad flatly.

"Is the price too high?" came the cool chdlenge from beside his shoulder. But she walked on as



before.

Mirt shrugged. " 'Tis not that," he answered. "You spoke of morning. Long indeed for but one
gentleman-guest.”

"I have not been doing thislong, sr.”

Mirt stopped and turned to look over his shoulder. His companion made as if to draw free, but he
held her arm firmly.

"Have you changed your mind, sr?* she asked, dowly.

Mirt shook his head, raised his hand, and made a sgn. Two men who followed them returned it and
turned away, one rasing his drawn sword in slent saute.

"Nay," Mirt replied. "My men," he added, and began waking again. They'll fallow us no more."

"Why-no, you need not answer that," his companion of the evening replied. "It is just here, Sr. Your
gold?’
Wordlesdy Mirt opened the hand whose am was , linked through hers. In it gleamed a gold piece.

And humans call us evil! At least we make no pretenses about the evil we do!

What, is Nergal telling me there€'s no deceit in Hdl! No lies? Hmm?

The little healed one wakes! WHl, well... Enjoy the ride. I'm off through your memories again, little man,
though i'm beginning to forget why!

Ah, my spell's working!

[snort, mind lash, groan of pain, diabolic chuckle] Idiot human, show on...

"Sill awake, milady?' Mirt asked gently later, into the darkness. She turned from the window where
she had been watching the moon sail above the harbor, laid down something long and thin that gleamed in
the moonlight, and came back to bed.

"Yes" she sad very softly, getting in. Mirt put an am around her and drew her to him, to warm her.
After a moment or two she rdaxed, and lay dill aganst him. Mirt traced the fdl of her hair past her
shoulder.

"How are you caled, milady?' he asked.

"Nditheen," she replied, a curious tightnessin her voice.

"l am Mirt," Mirt said. After amoment, she chuckled.

"So hdf the girlsin the Slipper said, when you came over." She lay againg him, warming, unmoving.
"The Walf, they cdl you. Slayer of Thousands. | had thought to find you more-savage.”

Mirt shrugged. "Why s0? If | am angered, my trade is battle.... | get my fill of lashing out.” He
coughed, and stared into the night in his turn. "Some of my men are crue, aye, and will dways be so.
Some bluster and swagger because they are too young to know better."

"I have hosted some of those," Nditheen agreed, in neutrd tones.

"Those who have fought longer,” Mirt added, parting her shoulder, "would never treat you ill. The
greatest thing a woman can give a soldier is safe rest, so that he can deep deeply and relax, not fearing a
knifein theribs."

" know that," Nalitheen said quietly. "My husband was a soldier. He was killed two summers back,
near Dagger-ford. Borold was his name. He rode for Waterdeep and was wel thought of. He was dan
by mercenaries sent to seize the city's bars of slver that he was guarding. Every man in his command was
cut down, and the lords were very angry.” Her voice was thin and bitter as she added, "Angry for the
loss of their dlver.”

Mirt lay ill, looking into darkness. A smdl chill of sadness added its weight to earlier sorrows,
deep within. The Company of the Wolf had taken that slver, under hire to the merchants of Amn. If
Borold had commanded the guards that day, Mirt the Merciless had dain him. A stout man, with bristling
Sdeburns and eyebrows. He had been fast enough to get his saber into Mirt's am before he died. He
dirred, and dmost spoke-but Nalitheen's voice had been o bitter.

"Men who swing swords have no idea how many women go hungry because of them or are left
behind, forever done. Many | know here will never know if they've been abandoned or how ther lord



died," she said softly.

"How isit that you heard of your-of Borold'sfdl?' Mirt asked.

"They told me; soldiers at the palace, when they summoned me there and gave me his pay.” She
shrugged. "I know not how they learned it, or evenif it | is the truth. They gave me forty pieces of Slver
for the life of my husband.”

"Then why, milady,” Mirt asked softly, "sdl yoursdf? ,J Is jt-forgive my blunt asking-loneliness?’

Nalitheen shrugged again. "' have two daughters. They Jmust eat. For mysdf, | don't care anymore,
now that Borold isgone. | used to think I'd hear him call, and held come up the sireet again as he dways
did, snging. But | know he won't now. Ever again.”

They were dlent, for atime. Then Mirt asked again, roughly thistime, "But why-sdll yoursdf?!

Nditheen turned in his arms to face him, in the darkness. "What dse have 17" she asked smply. "I
can cook, aye, but there are a hundred hundred folk this Sde of the castle who can cook better than 1.1
have no kill a handiwork, nor strength to load or unload goods in the Streets for whatever coin is
offered. All dseinthiscity isguild work, and | lack the coins even to gpprentice to a guild. And 'prentice
wages won't feed two younglings, evenif | near garve.”

Mirt ran a hand dong her ribs. "Naught ese to spare, have you?'

Nalitheen chuckled. "Borold used to say that. | have dways egten little”

"I've no complaints™ Mirt assured her, and they chuckled together. He fdl slent then, and soon after
began to snore. Nditheen lay dill in hisarms, looking into the night-and surprised hersdlf by fdling adeep
amos immediately.

You humans certainly rut a lot. If you wasted less time talking your way into each other's arms, you'd have
more time for killing and plundering.

My thanks, Nergal, but some in Faerun, as it happens, have noticed that already.

[snort] Reveal more, wizard. My patience is a shorter thing than it was when i first captured
you.

And as it happens, 1've noticed that. [diabolic chuckle, images flying by]

When Mirt awoke and rolled over, it was gray dawn. Beside him, the bed was empty. He looked
fird for his sword and lad it by long habit close within reach. Then he dressed quickly and quietly, as was
hiswont, stretching once or twice as cats do.

Nalitheen came into the room before he was done, with two steaming tankards of what smdlled like
bull-tongue broth. She stopped suddenly at the Sght of him fully dressed.

She was barefoot, and as a warming-robe wore a once-fine, patched gown, open down the front
but loosdly belted a the waist. She handed him one tankard with what might have been a gmile and sat
down on the edge of the bed, pulling what she wore more tightly around her.

"Youll be leaving, then?' she asked, rasng her eyesto his. There was something strange in them.

Mirt nodded dowly. "I mugt. The company rides again, this afternoon, after we've bought food
enough to ride on." He sipped, and nodded appreciatively. "My thanks- this is welcome, indeed.”

Nalitheen looked at him. "So was your kindness last night," she said. Mirt met her gaze steadily, and
then ddliberately drained his tankard and rose. A gold piece fdl from his hand to clatter ingde it as he set
it down.

"One more thing, if you will," he said dowly. Nditheen raised her eyebrows over her tankard, as she
spped her ill-geaming broth.

"Show me your daughters,” Mitt said softly, amost pleading.

Nalitheen looked at him for a moment, the tankard suddenly forgotten in her hand, and then nodded
and led him to a curtain in one corner of the room.

The door behind it was locked. Expressonlesdy, Nditheen put one end of the curtain into Mirt's
hand'. Then she bent and took a dim key from beneath a floorboard in a corner nearby, fitted it to the
lock, and swung the door wide. A ladder led upward into soft gloom.

Nalitheen waved him forward. Mirt nodded and dimbed the ladder dowly and carefully. The rungs



creaked under hisweight. The ladder ended in alittle room under the eaves of the house, rasy now with
the fird true light of dawn. Great, wondering dark eyes wated for him there, as two deepy,
toud e-headed |asses stared at him from their shared bed.

"Naeetha and Boroldira," Nalitheen introduced them from behind him. Mirt turned at the harshness
of her tone and saw her knuckles white around a dagger she clutched, its wickedly sharp point toward
him. "Borold's" she added, flatly, nodding down &t it.

Mirt met her burning eyes for a long, slent moment, then deliberatdly turned his back, to face the
grisin the bed. "Ladies" he greeted them gravely, bowing as if they were high ladies of a court, "l am
Mirt the Walf. Pray accept my gpologies for digurbing your dumber. Naeetha, Boroldira; | am pleased
to have met you."

He smiled and turned back to Nalitheen, the amile ill on his lips. "Thank you," he said smply. He
stepped past her blade as though it was not there and went back down the ladder, not hurrying. He
strode on, with Nditheen behind him, on and down the stairs below, to the front door of the house.

When he turned, Nditheen was standing on the lowest step of the dtair, trembling, the dagger in her
hands. Tears glisened in her eyes.

"Put the blade away, milady,” Mirt said softly. "There's no need for that."

Nalitheen shook her head, dowly and heplesdy, and let the dagger fdl to the floor. She stared
down at it slently, her har fdlen around her shading her face.

"How long have you known?' Mirt asked her quietly.

"T-they told me who killed him," Nalitheen whispered, and then looked up at him angrily through her
tears, head to one sde. "They told me Mirt the Merciless killed my man. I've waited for you. Two long
seasons, lying done and arying every night. | wondered if you'd ever come close enough to me for this
dagger to reach.”

"And now?" Mirt asked, unmoving, holding her gaze.

"Lagt night was different,” Nalitheen sobbed, and looked away, sriding dong the bottom step of the
dars. She wheded a its end, and cried, "How long have you known? Who | was, and wh-that you'd
killed my husband?'

"Lagt night. When you told me how he died,” Mirt told her truthfully.

"And you stayed?'

"I'd pad,” Mirt replied mildly, and then added, "No, that was cruel. | trusted you with my life,
Nditheen. Then and now."

He drew his blade, dowly. Nditheen flinched but did not draw back. Mesting her eyes steadily,
Mirt upended his scabbard and shook a cloth bag out of its depths. The coins ingde it dinked heavily as
he put it into her hands.

"This" he sad gently, dosng her fingers around it with his own, "is for you, and Naeetha, and
Boroldira I'm sorry. I'll come again, and therell be more. Y ou have my word on that."

Ndlitheen looked a him, unmoving and expressonless, the gold in her hands. Mirt kissed her
forehead gently, resheathed his blade, and fetched down his cloak from a peg.

"Gods bless you for your charity, Mirt," Naitheen whispered, sounding more weary than bitter. She
shivered, shook her head alittle, and closed her eyes, leening againg the door frame.

" *Tis not charity,” the Wolf of Waterdeep told her dmogt fiercdly as he turned to go out into the
brightening street, "for I'll be back."

Ah, so touching! The misplaced pity that humans call "honor," i relieve. Ok loyalty, ok some
other weakness like tiiat. And yet-minds like mazes, this one especially.
Rest not, captive wizard-nergal craves entertainment! Show on!

"You offend me, pig of a merchant,” the Cdishite said, his accent as heavy as his perfume. Though
Ve zraedo Hlaklavarr of Cdimport was hardly dimmer than the wheezing figure sprawled with his boots
up on the charr, Velzraedo was far better dressed. His spade-beard wagging, the Cdishite added a
delicate stream of curses that cdled into question Mirt's ancestry, persond hygiene, digtary habits, the



hobbies and judgment of his mother, and his familiarity with camds. "Kindly," he added with a sneer,
"remove yoursdlf from this seeting you so indolently occupy. Its use is required by mysdf- Vezraedo
Hlaklavarr of Cdimport, First Finger of the Masked Vizier!"

Mirt's reply was a repetition of the mdlifluous echoing belch that had firg offended the silk-clad
envoy. "My," hetold hisfingernails, not moving from his sprawled postion a the best table in the Brave
Bustard, "but it certainly seems mustard and quince were not meant to be in a sauce together-at least not
in my somach. Why, stop me vitas my very proximity seems to have a marked effect on the sanity of
vigting Catamites-or isit 'Calishits? | can never recall! Why-"

The envoy interrupted his airy observation with a roar of rage. He snatched one of the dozen or so
wicked slver-bladed throwing knives from the gleaming row adorning his belt. His am was a blur of
purple slk-right until the moment it crashed down on the table in the vidlent and bouncing company of
Vedzraedo Hlaklavarr's nose.

The Cdishite's generous behind and gilded boots rose into the air, driven up by the chair that Mirt
the Moneylender's boot had thrust into his guts. In the suddenly slent tavern, everyone heard the loud
sob of pain and robbed breath that Ve zraedo Hlaklavarr announced to the world.

Almog lazily Mirt plucked the knife from the Calishite's numbed fingers, used its point to skew aside
the envoy's turban, and ddicately brought a decanter of firewine down onto Velzraedo Hlaklavarr's
balding head.

In the wake of that wet, solid blow, the Cdishite jerked once, arms flaling weskly, rolled to one
sde, and lay 4ill. His tongue hung loosdly over the edge of the table.

Mirt looked up at the 9x grandly uniformed warriors the envoy had brought with him. He amiled,
Ve zraedo's throwing knife waggling ever-so-gendy between his fingers. "Fity overwhem us dl, but he's
collapsed. It mug be the ar in here-very bad, very bad. | fear my own offerings do nothing to improve
that state of affars so perhaps His Fingerness will revive most speedily and completely elsawhere,
hmm?'

The envoy's guards glared a Mirt, hands clenched on the hilts of ther blades-then surveyed the
dozen or so0 armed, scruffy men Stting tensdly at the tables dl around, wegpons ready and bottles hefted
for hurling. Dark eagerness burned in their eyes. Even the serving wenches had turned to glare, day
wine-jacks poised in their hands.

The largest and mogt grandly mustachioed guard looked a Mirt and bowed his head. "Perhaps
there is wisdom in what you say, merchant. Well take our master elsewhere, in peace, and remember
your kind concern- and your face-in our prayers, for later.”

Mirt's amile was wintry as he replied, "As | will yours... and with two sets of gods heeding fervent
entreaties, our next meeting should come soon, hey? | know I'll be ready.”

The guard froze for a moment to match stares with him, then dowly and deliberately dragged the
sensdess envoy back off the table and into the arms of the other guards. They went out, the two
rearmost men facing back into the dining hdl, hard expressions on their faces. Various gestures offered
them a swift and eventful journey-even before a sudden tumult and dang of ams in the passage outside
heralded their fate.

Bresthing heavily and wearing a smile as broad as the sun, Beldrigarr Stoneshield of die watch burst
into the room. "Did those Cdishites cause any trouble in here?"

A dozen smoothly expressionless faces adorned as many shaken heads, tdling him no.

Stoneshied grinned. "Thought so. Well, two of them tried to cut down a sarving lad right under my
nose, there by the door-and we were dready looking for that envoy for passing crooked coins in the
Sunset Sal”

The tavern master of the Bustard cursed heartily and scooped his hand into the bowl under the bar.
He brought up afigful of coins and peered at them.

The watch officer shook his head, chuckling, and sat down across from Mirt. "So, Old Wadlf* he
growled. "l might have known I'd fi-hey! What's amiss?'

Mirt the Moneylender, most famous roisterer on the Docks, was frowning and shaking his head, an
odd expresson on his face.The Cdishite throwing knife fal forgotten from his fingers to clatter on the



table.

Soneshield drew back from it asif it were a calling viper. "Is it-poisoned?’ he rumbled, his eyes
darting from it to Mirt and then back again.

"N-nay," the moneylender said dowly. "No, I-something just touched my thoughts™ He lifted one
scarred hand to tap the sde of his head, and added dowly, "Just about-here.”

"Magic!" the waich officer spat, bailing up out of his chair. "Why, Il have those Cdishites in chains
intwo hot moments, seeif | don-"

"No," Mirt snapped, putting out his hand,” it's not them. No. | hardly think they'd know of Nalitheen
or her daughters." His frown deepened, and he rumbled, "I'd best go check on them. Perhaps they're in
need, an' the godsve sent me asgn.” He rose, tossed a handful of gold coins toward the tavern magter,
and said, "Top up dl flagons, will ye?'

A roar of gpprova followed him out of the Bustard, but it didn't cheer him up much.

**k*

He set his hands on soft shoulders.

Siver har whirled around and coldly imperious eyes looked into his. "Do you have any idea what a
fodligh thing that was to do, Elminger of Shadowdale?' the Queen of Aglarond asked, anger lifting her
voice like a drawn sword. *1 might have dain you in an ingant.”

"I've spent my life doing foolish things and stepping into the path of peril,” the Old Mage replied
gently. "I'm not going to stop now-no matter how beeutiful the lady who admonishes me"

That brought a amile. "Y ou flatter like a Thayan,” The Smbul observed, making the words dmogt a
dagger-thrust.

"They, Lady, learned flattery from me" Elminder said in dignified tones. "They failed, however, to
learn any good judgment from me if they are so fodlish as to offer violence to a queen so powerful and
passionate and wise"

Slver har stirred as soft words fdl like singing blows. "And whet if | like violence, old man?'

"Then you may offer it to me" replied the wizard in the patched and stained robes, spreading his
hands. "Mystra has made meinto an old anvil, to take the blows of many. Lady, do your wors."

A sudden gmile like slver moonlight split the room. "I think I'm going to enjoy this" the Smbul told
the air around her. She plucked off her crown and sent it Spinning into a corner. As she started toward
him, she crooked one shapely eyebrow. "Which shdl it be, now-my worst, or my best?'

"Lady,” the old man replied in a purr that matched hers, "let me, | pray, be the judge of that."

Wizard, do you have any idea now boring the flirtations of humans are to me? Now, if you'd
knocked her over with a spell-hurled horse, or accidentally buried her under dung or rotten fruit
and had to endure her fury after, that i'd like to see. But honeyed words... D'you think devils know
nothing of such bandinage?

Moreover, it's hardly a revelation to me that you concern yourself overmuch with the ladies.
What randy 0lj) he-wizard doesn't?

My impatience grows. | think a little lesson isin order.

And in hell we teach with pain.

* k%

"All Faerun bows before the beauty of the-the queen of Aglarond” the Purseroyd of Tantras sad
tentatively, the sweat of fear gligening a his temples. Did one daresay "Witch-Queen” to the Smbul's
face? Or cdl her "the Smbul"? Indeed, what at dl did one dare do in the presence of a lady who could
be a purring kitten one moment and a castle-shattering tempest the next?

The Smbul lounged barefoot on her throne, clad in a plain robe that hung open from her shoulders
to the sash & her wai, and fel away from her magnificent legs high on her thighs. In both cases, the



Tantran ambassador could tdl with disiressing darity that the fiery ruler of Aglarond carried not an ounce
of spare flesh on her body. Why, he could see every muscle and tendon, rippling as she shifted lazily,
clear down to... Holy Sune! Guard my thoughts----

"An gppropriate wish," the Smbul murmured, loud enough for just the ambassador to hear. "Know
that your musings do not offend me, but know dso that | am in some haste, and would hear with rather
less formdity and more speed the wishes of Tantras toward our fair realm. In plain speech, get on with it,

"Wah-I-ah, that is" the purseroya began auspicioudy enough. Irritation and then anger stole across
the regad face before him. The blood drained right out of his own face. His mouth trembled in
uncontrollable terror.

One dim, long-fingered royd hand rose in a dawing, svegping mation, asif to rake him away.

The Tantran was suddenly aware that he might have only moments longer to live The courtiers of
Aglarond, ranged tightly around the wadls of the throne room, had fdlen tense and slent-and were
leaning forward in unison to see every detall of hisfate.

He whimpered once, wondering where to run and knowing that such flight was doomed, and-and-

Then it was dl too late. The Smbul lifted her head dmost in defiance, stiffened, her face going dark
and her eyes dating to blaze. Abruptly she rose and turned away from the quaking ambassador. She
sirode a few catlike paces across the open dretch of floor around the throne, dawing at die ar in
frustration.

What was it? Thrice now, whilg thisfool gabbled and shook before her, it had touched her, dirring
something in the depths of her mind. Oh, so faint a touch, but troubling, setting her nerves to jangling and
the slver fire to flowing impatiently. When this happened, it dways betokened something bad. It dways
made her restless, too. Part of her wanted to hurl off her clothes and fly, shifting from shape to shape,
dragon and falcon and wyvern and pegasus, on and on as the spirit moved her, as she tore across the
skies of Faerun, seeking... something. Something she knew not what.

Alassra Slverhand stood dlent, motionless except for the shivers running up and down her body.
She was denching her hands so tightly that her fingernails pierced her pams, and blood began to drip
through her fingers. She stared at the floor as if her gaze could burn through it.... From one courtier, a
tiny, hadtily gifled shriek ran around the throne room as smoke curled up from the floor tile that bore the
brunt of the Smbul's regard.

The Purseroya of Tantras shrank back, weeping as quietly as he could, visbly sruggling to keep
control of himsdf. Writhing in the icy claws of his own fear, he was on the brink of screaming his
headlong way back to his ship, through closed cadtle gates, plate-armored guardsmen, and dl. In a
moment or two he might be blasted by the Witch-Queen of Aglarond in one of her fits of destructive
fury- or as somefaolk caled it, "insanity.”

There was fear on many of the faces dong the walls now. When the Tantran ambassador saw that,
his nerve broke. With a raw wall that would have done judtice to a banshee plummeting down a long,
long well, the purse-roya whirled and fled for the door.

As his despairing cry rose to its height, the Smbul 1ooked up-and froze, astonished. The throneroom
was dmogt deserted, with only afew of her most faithful retainers trembling by the door. Their eyes were
on her, their faces white and set.

"Whatever-? Oh," the Witch-Queen said, stopping in midsnarl as she caught Sght of her image in
one of the tdl, narrow mirrors on the throne room wadls. Silver fire licked forth from her eyes and her
mouth. Blue lightning crackled from her fingertips.

"Mydra" she murmured doud,” but this is serious. Either grave matters are dirring,
somewhere-trying to reach me, I'd say-or I'm findly going as mad as folk say. Well, one way or ancther,
B will tdl me soon enough.”

She moved her hips restlesdy and laughed and waved reassuringly to the sorceresses by the doors.
"I'm growing to need him," she announced, "and that's a weakness | cannot indulge further. Thorneiral
Phaddaral Fetch back that screaming Tantran fool, and soothe and clean him up if he's no longer
presentable! Bring me envoys and tregties and wrangles to settlel It's not nearly time to take ease and



dineye!"

With uncertain amiles, her apprentices scurried to obey. After they'd gone, the Smbul stood done
amid deserted splendor and frowned down at her empty pams. The lightnings were gone now, but fire
dill surged and roiled just below the surface.

What-or who-could have brought on that troubling touch? It was so distant, so... strange, like a
horn-cdl from Héll....

Shaking her head, the Witch-Queen of dl Aglarond went back to her tlirone, and to the decanter of
mint-water that rested beside it on a bed of ice. Well, if it was like dl the other troubles that had flaled
her with thorns dl her life, ‘twas a stone cold certainty that if she ignored it now, it would come back to
amite her dl the harder soon. And "soon" would become "right now” whenever its arrivd would be most
inconvenient.

* k%

Elmingter threw back his head and screamed again as the imps tore away dl of his fingernails and
began gnawing on the bleeding ends of hisfingers.

Mortals who presume to waste my time should expect to pay for their effrontery.

Nergd's mind-voice seemed dmog to hold aggh or ayawn. His rage amid ElI's memories, thistime,
hed been brief, leaving behind afiery headache. Blood ill ran from El's ears and nose and welled up in
histhroat... but at no timein this last torment had he lost awareness of who and where he was.

No, held been spared that blessing. The endless brawl and daughter that was Avernus raged around
hm unabated. B and the svarm of imps were writhing together on a rocky height whose stains and
scattered bones attested to its usud use as a feagting-perch. From this height he could see far across the
land of tortured rock. At least three dragons were flying across the blood-red sky, surrounded by
swarms of winged devils that sought to day the wyrms even as they savaged and devoured devil-flesh.

They'll have your toes next, then your hand and feet. | think the disobedience of even the
great eminster may he tempered by a little time spent crawling and dragging along on raw
stumps.

H did not bother to mugter his will for a mentd reply. He was too busy spinning a magstrom of
remembrances to deceive his captor into thinking his sanity was faling-to hide the dow seepage of
hedling slver fire he was releasing, oh so gently, within himsdf. B had to keep the pleasure of its heding
rdief out of mind, so Nerga wouldn't see it and pounce on what he so hungrily sought.

Something large and dark and terrible suddenly rose over the edge of the rock. The imps fled with
frightened squedls. Naked and holding up bloody sumps in futile array, EIminger faced the pit fiend.
Nothing but the vapors of Avernus separated them.

A dow, crud amile quirked around man-rending fangs. Dark eyes flickered with mirth. Curse of the
Nine, it wants to play. Mayhap I'll be torn apart owly.

With an dmost lazy flap of itswings, the hulking devil lifted itsdf over the lip of the rock, tall curling
likethat of a crud cat, and landed before EIminger, aslight as any feather.

Nergal, EIminger cried, putting dl the fear he could find into that shout, aid, and swiftly-or your
toy will be gone, silver fire, memories, and all-and whoever sent this fiend will know of your
scheming!

Red rage flared in the back garden of hismind. You dare-?

On. Gabble, man. Quaver, screamand then move your hand as if whelming a spell. Flee not!

Ingtants became long minutes of frenzied thought- flash and shimmer among the dark inner pillars-as
Elminger did dl of those things enthusiasticdly. Nerga shouldered forward through the wizard's ravaged
mind, gathering his own strength for what was to come, and his captive saw much.

Deep rage camed Elminger and fed him, rage at this ultimate violation. Nergd mugt be utterly
destroyed. Not for the satisfaction of a certain mage of Shadowdale but for the memories the archdevil
had dready rummaged through and taken. Nergd now knew far too much about far too many people for
avilized Faerun to survive. A Nergd free to play could now manipulate important folk and, with them,



entire redms.

Nergd mug be destroyed, before anyone ese can learn what he now has or read the dolen
memories... but how?

That question rang through Elmingter's mind again as the pit fiend pounced. Magic so grest thet it left
the wizard dck and shaking swept through him, laced with Nergd's triumphant laughter. It rode
Elminger's bloody spittle down the fiend's gullet, to explode within.

H arched over backward, tumbling through the air, cloaked in a shied of Hedl-magic as blast after
wet, spattering blast heralded Nergal's triumph over the hapless fiend. Spells upon spells resounded,
enough to shatter even the rock upon which they'd been standing and leave ashes of the mighty devil.
Elminger meanwhile tumbled unscathed out of the wrack.

Nergd must be destroyed. But how?

Chapter Seven

NIGHT COMESTO TAMAERBL

Panting, in pain, the haf-heded worm that was EIminger, weary beyond the power of pain to keep
awake, now, swaying...

Aye, paul down! What cake i that your pack be unbroken or not? But keep me waiting no
longer, wizard. You uvk yet for the memories you yield to me-so show me more. Mind you're not
wasting my time again, though. | find you're teaching me one thing all. Too well. Impatience.

[shimmering of many Images, dhifting and tumbling like black slk scarves blown aside in a bright
breeze...]

It was the fourth of Hamerule, in the Year of the Harp. In the clear night sky over the great city of
Waterdeep, a sky the color of royd-blue velvet, stars glittered like tiny, far-off torches. A warm breeze
did gently past the spires and stone lions of the city rooftops. On a certain high bacony, doors of copper
and black bone had been Ieft opento letitin.

There came a sudden dirring, a movement at the bacony ral. A shadow rose, blotting out garlight,
to glide forward with slken speed into the dark room beyond.

A vigllant watch-eye floated dlently in the soft gloom of the bed-canopy. It saw the shadow.
Peering, the eye perceived more cearly in the near-darkness. The intruder was a man in sSmoky gray
leathers, gloved and masked, who carried a long, dim sword naked in his hand. Moonlight gleamed
down its stedy length as the intruder turned this way and that in a cautious search about the empty
bedchamber.

All was dill. Whatever he sought was not here. The masked man listened & a door and slently drew
it open. Darkness hung beyond, in a room lined with dathing hanging on pegs like bats in a cave. Not
what he had come for.

Theintruder closed the door with dow care and crossed the room to a larger, grander one. There
was a tingling about this portal, a tendgon that grew as he lad a gloved fingertip on its dark surface and
eased it gar.

From where he stood, a broad dar descended into a high-domed, cavernous hdl. Darkness
reigned save for die faintest of sted-blue glows. It came from a full-armored guard who stood in front of
the door. He faced away from the masked intruder and grasped a grest blade.

Stood? Nay, floated. No feet joined the dark greaves of that armor to the stone step below. No
flesh joined its gauntlet to its fluted elbow and shoulder guards. Moonlight shone faintly between the hdm
and the high collar of the back plates benegth it.

Behind the intruder, moonlight grew. The guard's floating hdm turned dightly, the blade risng.

With a smdl, slent shiver, the masked intruder drew his fingertips dowly back, letting the door
close. His own blade rose, ready, as he backed two cautious paces, and waited.

Silence. Moonlight grew dowly brighter in the bedchamber. The intruder cast a last ook around the
room, stooping to peer beneath the canopied bed from afar. No one hid there, and nothing moved. His



graining ears heard no sound but faint music from-the night outside.
Away, then. In three swift strides, the masked man regained the bacony, to rgoin the night shadows
outside. There would be blood enough to sill esawhere.

This had better show me some useful magic at last, worm of a wizard-or i'll burn your mind
like a torch and be done with this time wasting!

Ye'll see magic, Nergal -and blood and cruelty, too, enough to suit even ye.

Do you seek to goad me or appease me?

[silence] Coy human! Show me memories, or die forthwith!

[images, whirling in profusion]

Laughter floated softly up to her from below. Didinct words, and the magic that some words
release, could not penetrate her el wards, but Tameeril could hear the murmur of speech. The servants
seemed happy tonight.

Tamegil haf-rose to open the door and ligen-then sat back in her high-backed chair and smiled
wearily. Hadn't she heard enough tak in her years? Whispers in dleyways, clack and clamor in the
bazaars, and cold debate in the mercantile offices of the noble house of her birth. She'd heard more high
words these past nine winters through the masked hdm of a lord of Waterdeep as she sat in judgment,
her name and face secret.

Perhaps some of the younger sons of the Bladesemmer blood had returned early from the pleasure
barges and the lantern-lit dancing parties in the Streets of North Ward.

If they had come back to Bladessmmer House this early, little doubt they'd be chasing the
maidservants. Later returnees often entered the forecourt hal on litters carried by menservants of the
house. Shoring or moaning out the sickness in their somachs, such sons had had too much fiery wine and
too little sense.

In earlier days, when sterner Bladesemmer men had aled the House, no such unruly merriment
would have been permitted. Time changes dl things, and its unending march had carried away those stern
brothers, uncles, and cousins, Tamagril's hushand among them. The younger folk laughed more and
grudged less. They cared less about piling up gold coins and grimly holding to old traditions and old
feuds. So the world turned again, and who was Tameeril to stop it?

A lady of a noble line yes, and a lord of great Water-deep to boot, though her lordship was a
secret to dl but a few. Sill, age had relegated her to these spell-guarded chambers and a role of
digpensing advice, approval, and disapproval that went gently unheeded dike.

Tameeil sat back in her chair and remembered parties and suitors long ago. She reached for the
tdl, dender drinking jack on the table besde her. Its dnuous slver-shea died length caught trie
candidight. She raised it in age-dappled hands and looked thoughtfully at her gray-haired reflection.

Not four nights ago, Mirt had spoken to her of mounting one last adventure. "One lagt toss of us old
dice Hed been restlessin hislord's chair along time and had said such things before, but never had she
fdt such quickening, eager excitement at Mirt's talk. Perhaps...

There was a sudden flickering of cold, white light beyond the drinking jack-light where there should
be none. Tameeril lowered her wine to look.

An expanding ovd of white, shifting light stood in midair, flickering as if it were aring of flames that
gave off no heat. A gate! A portd to span distance, perhaps even to link this plane with another, stranger
one. Danger enough, and an effect that should not be able to form here, within her wards!

Tameeil set down her jack and shifted to rise. Her hand went to the ornamented knife a her
belt-but shev, as old and dow.

Too dow for the dim, gleaming blade that leaped at her out of the flowing flames of the gate, driven
by an eager gloved hand. It did into « her soundlesdy, with shocking ease. Its kiss was so cold that dl the
breath went out of Tamaeril's old lungs. Half-disbdieving, she fdt the shock of the blade's tip biting into
the chair behind her.

She stared at the masked face of her dayer-a young one, a man by his scent and build, gloved and



clad in gray shadow-leathers. He amiled down at her fiercely, a smile cold with hatred.

Letting go of the sword that pinned her to the chair, the man reached with his sword hand to the cuff
of his other glove, where several smdll pieces of Slver gleamed.

"Don't you know me, Lady Tameeril?" he asked in a soft, dmaost purring voice. Tamaeril knew shed
never heard it before. Tin surprised. Ladies, by and large, seem to know nothing-but you are both lady
and lord. And lords of Waterdeep-or so I'mtold,” he added mockingly, "know everything."

The gloved hand was approaching her breast now, reaching over the blade that trandfixed her even
as the numbness of death crept swiftly outward from it. Helplesdy Tamaeril watched it bring asmdl slver
pin toward her, a pinin the shape of a harp.

A harp? He was pinning it to her gown now, gently and delicatdly, teking care not to prick her with
the pin. Tamaeril amiled at the irony of that, even as she fdt srength ebbing away. Blood did into her lap
and down her thighs, ruining her favorite gown....

"Why are you amiling, Lady Tameeil?' came that soft voice again, this time with an edge of riang
anger init. "Do you find me amusing?"

There was a brief slence as Tamaeril swallowed and found she could not speak.

The masked man seemed to master himsdf. When he spoke again, his voice was once more soft
and controlled. He stepped back a long pace to study her, wearing the pin, and seemed satisfied with
what he saw.

"Know, Lady, that you mug die to atone for the shame done to my family. You had no hand in it,
true, but you are alord, and you could have undoneit. You did not, and so you die. More sudden than |
would have preferred, perhaps, but I'm dill learning this 'revenge.’ As the bards say, it's rather sweet.”

The gloved hand went out again as he approached. "They tdl me that you were once beautiful,” he
sad dmog gpprovingly, as he picked up her drinking jack and swirled the wine I€ft in it. He stepped
back again, toward the cold fire of the portal, and added, "You look pretty now, with your color back.
My apologies for the gown... but you wouldn't want anyone else wearing it after you're gone, would you?
No common born or outlaw"-his voice went momentarily stedl-hard- "should be seen in die dtreets in
Lady Tameeril's fine gown!”

Tameaeril's murderer sipped her wine thoughtfully. "I'll stay until you're quite dead, of course. Is there
anything you'd like to talk about?"

Tameeril sat helplessin her high-backed chair, strength falling. A venturesome ribbon of blood was
diding coldly down her ankle now. Talk... hadn't she grown weary enough of talking? And yet-you are a
lord, and could have undone it. She was no more powerful than any other lord, and-I'm still learning
this revenge. This one would day as many lords as he could!

Mogt lords had Art or strength or kill a blades far more than her own to command, yes, but most
were old or very busy or both. They were apt to deep soundly when they retired to chambers warded
agang magic and guarded with loyd swords. How many would he kill before he was stopped?

A tiny, chilling voice asked within her, Would he be stopped? One last adventure, Mirt had urged.
Wel, she had not chosen it, but it, the Lady of Luck willing, had chosen her... both the "las" and the
adventure.

Tameeril amiled wryly, even as the drowsiness of her last great dumber stole up behind her eyes.
Spdls she had dill, though none to harm this one or anyone. She mugt use them, for the sake of Mirt and
Durnan and the others, even young and stern Piergeiron....

Tamaeril worked her lips to speak, even as she exerted her will in a dlent command. A door she
could not see, behind her chair-a door she would never see again- swung open by itsdf, in answer to her
will.

"Wh-who... ?' she managed to say, as the blood poured down her ribs more dowly.

The masked man lifted the drinking jack again.

Her night hound smdlled the blood and the unfamiliar man and Tameaeril's fear dl a once and came
through the door in a slent bound. The shrieking howl of warning and bettle rage was dill rigng in its
throat asits jaws opened wide to tear out the intruder's throat. Borgul's front paws raked down the am
that the man threw up to ward off those jaws.



They fdl together in front of Tamaeril. She tried to raise her hand to the blade that held her there.
Her hand trembled and fdl back. Numbly she bent her will again, to the crystd stopper of the wine
decanter on the table beside her. It shifted, just a breath. Yed

Borgul's jaws closed on the drinking jack, thrust between them for the crudid ingant as he and the
masked one rolled together on the floor. The intruder hissed one word. Many smdl lights pulsed, and
Borgul diffened without another sound. The man held sought to kill rolled free and found his feet.

The great hound lay spread and dill as the masked man, breathing heavily, faced Tameeril. "Have
you any more pets, Lady? Anything ese | can day before your eyes? Well-can you no longer spesk?”

Tameenil turned weary eyes to him. "Young man," she said, raggedly, breast risng and fdling with
the effort of bresthing as blood filled her lungs, "I would know who you... are... and... why-why-" She
coughed, aracking agony that forced her head down and made her eyes flood with red tears.

Through it dl she heard her killer say softly, "Tdl you who | am? When | can let you die never
knowing? Why, Tameeril, gracious lady, | find | cannot afford you this satifaction. Pray accept my
deepest gpologies” He laughed, a mirthless rasp that made her shudder.

Tameeil forced her head up again and watched him through dulling eyes. Her will carried the crystd
stopper dlently on, on across the room. She would have only an ingant once he discovered it. She dare
not look until the very last moment.

Tameail forced hersdf to shudder agan-it was not difficult, but the pan it brought was
sckening-and turned her head, asif in agony. There. There it drifted, Straght on, inches away from the
servants gong. Goddess, aid me.:

Tameenil turned her head back to ook at him. The gong rang.

He amiled. "Oh, by dl means, Lady, summon aid. | want eyes to see you and loyd retainers to
grike down with my Art! | want to enjoy this to the full! My thankd" There was a sudden rudtling behind
him.

He spun with that thin-lipped smile Hill on his face. A spray of magic missles darted from his hand
to blagt away the life of her just-awakened songbird, in its cage. Her tormentor hummed marily as they
heard the thud of amaid's dippers on the Sair below.

Tameeril raised a hand and spoke a cantrip of her own devisng; the fird magic shed created for
hersdlf, under the tutdlage of the one caled Elminger, long ago. The degant carpet beneath her dayer's
feat jerked suddenly, sending him sumbling off-balance, back toward hisflickering gate. Her other hand,
dow and trembling, found its way to the cold sted in her breast.

When he regained his feet, the masked man was snarling with rage. "Enough, old cow!" he snapped.
He strode forward and wrenched his blade free, twiding it savagdly in her breast as he did so.

Tameeil gave alittle scream and doubled over, spitting blood. The hand that had been dimbing past
the blade found its destination by accident. Her convulang fingers grasped the amulet about her neck.
Dimly Tameeril was aware of her murderer backing up to his gate. The door of her chamber swung
open. The wards shone suddenly bright across it. Her maid's thin scream rose ghilly. Shouts and
pounding feet camein answer.

Theamulet glowed, fant and blue-green and soothing. Pain ebbed as Tamaeeril stared into the light
and logt hersdf init. She scarcdly fet the magic missles mat tore into her old and broken body, lifting her
back up into a gtting postion in the high-backed chair. Tamaeril made a gift of the last of her strength.
With the few fading ingtants of her life, she whispered a warning to her colleague and friend Mirt. Mirt,
Beware! Masked one... comes daying lords... has Art... took me, Tamaeril....

And 0, with the pride of accomplishment, Tamaeril, oldest Lord of Waterdeep, did into the
embrace of death. The crysa stopper shattered as it struck the floor. The chamber was dlent for a
moment before the smdl, grieving wall of Tameeril's favorite cat began.

[Somewhere in Hell, the fallen human-sprawled on rocks drenched with his own
blood-sinks hungry and yet sick, parched and yet awash, into waiting oblivion-]

Don't you faint on me, treacherous human! Well just taste the mindwokm together again,
shall we? You were finally going to show me some magic, after a tour though all the Dying lords



of Waterdeep asi recai.l...
[mind lash, mental pincers clamping down furioudy, images streaming]

Mitt the Moneylender, who had once been cdled Mirt the Merciless, stared around the darkened
wizard's parlor and swalowed. "Gods take usdl," he rumbled, broad blade aready gleaming in one hary
figd. "What are we coming to, that lords of Waterdeep can be struck down in blood, in ther own
cozy-rooms? And awizard, too!"

He glared about the room like an angry hawk, brisling. A battered hand-axe seemed to find its own
way from his bt into his other hand.

"Keep close now, lass" he added. "I can't protect you if | can't reach you, as some smart-tongued
prince or other said to his concubine, just before | soilled his brains out.... | forget me just where that
was, now. Gods, but | must be getting old!™

"Now, my lord," Asper reproved him softly, her own dim blade in her hand as she put her back to
his, eyes darting warily about the room, "remember that balad of Randd Morn's: 'Y ou're only as old as
the one who feds you'"

Mirt grunted, and then chuckled rluctantly. "Aye. Aye, | recdl. But hush, now, as we prowl a bit. If
any buck's gaing to try and gut me, | want to hear him coming!™

They stood together in the dim, cluttered parlor of Resengar cdled the Whitebeard (and, by some of
his gpprentices, Old Badpate), alord of Waterdeep and one of Mirt's friends. Or rather, he had been.

Not the width of a hand from Mirt's battered, flagoping old boots lay Resengar, eyes geaming
gghtlesdy up at the star-decorated celing above. The old wizard's hands were drawn up asif to ward off
afoe. His mouth was open in disbdief. Just benegth it, someone had opened another mouth in his throat,
ared sword dash that Hill lesked blood onto the dark furs underfoot.

Looking down at him, Asper dmaost expected Resengar to cough his dry little cough, look dl about
with beard bobbing, as he dways did, and gpologize for having nodded off. But as dlent moments
followed, one after the other, he did not move. Those saring, Sghtless eyes grew dull. Resengar would
never cough again.

Mirt had liked the shy, fussy old wizard perhaps best of dl hisfdlow lords, after Durnan. HEd been
looking forward to swapping ancient tales over even older wine tonight with the aging fusspot, watching
Resengar stare longingly at Asper as he treated her with elaborate courtesy-until the wine took him and
he began to snore, whereupon they'd quietly leave. As usud.

Now someone had cut Resengar the Whitebeard down in the middle of his cozy-room, his most
private chamber, amid dl his wards and defenses of Art. Someone who had Ieft a slver Harper's pin
behind on the breast of the wizard's robes. Resengar-who had never worn his own rune, let done any
other inggnia-did not even own such athing.

Someone was going to pay. Pay in blood, if Mirt the Merciless had anything to say about it. He
hadn't redize hed snarled that doud until he heard Asper's soft but firm, "Yes, Lord. | am with you and
will stland with you in this™

Mirt turned to amile a her, and Asper saw tears gligening in his angry old eyes. He met her
undergtanding gaze, saw her expression, and tossed his head, turning away quickly. "Wdl, then," he said
oruffly, "let's be looking about, then! We won't be finding anyone while we stand here, growing old!”

Asper only smiled and nodded as her lord turned and stomped away into the dim corners of the
chamber, weapons raised. He had been alion of a man once, Iron shoulders swung axe and long sword
from the saddle on many a battlefied in those days, with force enough to cleave armor and bone. Or s0
the old warriors tdes told, in the taverns.

Men had caled him Mirt the Merciless, and when he rode, fear rode before him. The Walf, lie was,
and his men the Company of the Wolf. They looted and dew with grim efficiency. Butchery was never
their mark, except againg those who did not pay the Wolf his promised fee, or dedt him treachery.
Those he hunted down and dew-mercilesdy.

No man can stop the seasons, it is said, or escape ther dow but certain claws. Winters pass,
uncaring, and with them drength seeps away. The Wolf became the Old Wolf; Mirt grew old and



gray-and rich. Men no longer feared his name. He rode no longer to war. The coin he had won by the
hire of his sword lielent out, at far rates, in the aty of Waterdeep. Those who tried to cheat hm learned
that his sword had not grown so dow as dl that, and that over the years he had learned a trick or two
and picked up a useful magica bauble or three.

When honest debtors could not repay loans, he lent them more in return for a share of this and a
share of that. In such a way he saw many old war companions to comfortable graves, who would
otherwise have starved or frozen, homeless, in winter gaes. Min said prayers over their faling foreheads
or unhearing remains, paid for the burials, and turned over what they had |eft to their descendants. What
he owned a share of-hoves, shops, or ships-he bought outright and took as his own.

In this patient way Mirt the Moneylender grew richer without making over-many enemies, and
became aswdl loved as a moneylender can. Wdl loved? Aye, and in the end a lord of Waterdeep, for
meany andl kindnesses revedled in his grayer years, and one greater one.

The homdess girls of the dty were dways wecome a Greygriffon House, once the quarters of
Mirt's mercenary company. Mirt spent much gold hiring good women to see to the girls upbringing and
tutdage, and himsdf sponsored them to apprenticeships as they desired or gave them dowry when they
were taken to wife

"Mirt's Mads" were dways to be seen wearing gowns as fine as any goodwife when out in the
streets. When of seventeen summers, they were free to take tharr weight in slver and gold and make thar
own way in the world. Some stayed happily a Greygriffon House. Others asked Mirt to sponsor them as
gpprentice amiths, or warriors, or ship captains. The Old Woalf proved to have a heart as soft as his
pockets were deep, and did so.

If he grumbled and brigtled and blustered through his days, those who knew him saw past that and
vaued his friendship for what it was. Mirt grew fat and wheezing from hours at the flask and belly-up to
well-laden tables, but he never laid aside his weapons or let down his guard of wary eye and sharp wits.

Asper looked at her lord now and saw wrinkles and stubble, his paunch and wild-flowing, mostly
gray hair. She saw too the anger smoldering in his eyes as he looked around die room with drawn sword
raised, and loved him dl the more.

She had aways loved him, since that day many years ago when he had come loping through the
streets of aburning city, while his troops looted and dew dl around him, and scooped her up from under
the wild hooves of ariderless horse.

Hardened fighting men had looked on amazed as their generd, the cold and deadly Woalf himsdf,
caught up the crying toddler. He had held her close againgt his stubbly cheek as he snatched the reins of
the terrified horse, hauled it near enough to grab a brutd figful of mane, smung into the saddle, and
spurred out of that ruined place.

Women he had taken, that night and many nights later, but aways he bathed and cuddled his stolen
child before he dept, tdling tales and hoarsely whispering coarse songs to her in the night.

"Agper” was dl she remembered of her name. Asper she was to him. She rode to bettle strapped to
his back, wrapped to the chin in thick, sweat-stained leathers, A great sed shidd covered him from
shoulder to shoulder and kept her safe, if haf deafened and much bruised, within.

He fed her on mare's milk and such wine, fruit, and cheese as she could suck from his fingers. Later
ghe ate bread and haf-raw mest, and choked on the fiery wines he plundered from a hand's-worth of
cties Scarred and loud-voiced warriors tickled her and showed her tricks of knifethrowing and
gring-knotting and drawing in the dirt around a hundred campfires. She laughed a lot and grew to love
the man who made her laugh so.

Winters passed, and Mirt's riding and fighting came less often. Asper findly lost count of the battles
sheld been big enough to actudly see and grew deadily sadder a what her eyes beheld. One after
another, many warriors she knew and liked groaned or gasped ther last moments away or lay twisted
and dill in the dust. Mitt grew older, too, and dower, and at last he came to vast, noisy Water-deep to
day, not just for aroaring ride of drinking and wenching and hiring on new swordsmen.

Asper grew tdler. Mirt took to buying her gowns and fine dippers and one day awkwardly
presented her with a canopied bed and a room of her own. He had held her, too, when she came



howling from night-terrors or sheer londliness to interrupt his snoring, and told her gruff and bracing truths
and marched her firmly back to her own bed. He even took to cdling her his daughter.

S0 she had been thefirg of Mirt's Maids, Asper reflected, even if he saw her more as his daughter
and less as a consort. She would never leave his Sde, if she could manage that. She would die for him,
gadly, if the gods willed it s0. She would do anything-anything-to take the tears she saw now away,
forever. But Resengar lay dead, and she could not bring the dead to life.

Mirt's angry prowl around the parlor ended on his knees beside his old friend. He carefully
examined blood and wound and the body that bore them. He took a slver pin carefully into his hand.

Asper could see nothing more in the sudden, slent flood of her own tears.

A grong, familiar am went around her shoulders. "Now, lass" Mirt rumbled in her ear, "amilé
Remember Resengar leering a you and showing you that little cantrip he was so proud of, that made the
arde of gars.... When Mysdra thinks of her follower Resengar, shell remember such things as those...
and sell be amiling, mark you!"

Asper did, despite hersdf. All, Mirt! she thought, the gods smile upon me, indeed, to give meyou as
father and lord and perhaps husband someday, dl at once!

"No!" he whispered, dowly. "Gods, no! Tamaeil!" Asper soun to look up a him, blinking away
tears in sudden foreboding. "Tamaeril.™"" Mirt cried suddenly, his voice sad and soft. Defeated. Axe
and blade hung forgotten in his hands.

"Lord?" Asper whispered, hestantly. Mirt looked off into the shadows a moment more. Then he
turned his head dowly toward her voice, as if dragging himsdf back from a far-off place. His eyes were
haunted.

"Tamedil is dead," he said roughly. Anger burned in his eyes again. His chin came up. "Someone is
daying the lords of Waterdeep," he sad, jaw set coldly, eyes dangerous. "Someone dble to pass
wards'-he waved his blade impatiently around the room-"whose magic should be impassable. Someone
who may be a Harper or wants dl to think him one. Or her. It may just as easlly be amaid or anillithid or
worse. It goes masked, is dl | know." He shook himsdf, as if avakening, and strode toward the
doorway with sudden energy. "Come, lassl”

"Where?' Asper asked, fallowing him out of that room of death.

"To find Fiergeiron. The lords must be warned." The Old Wolf strode down the worn stone steps
toward Resengar's ova front door and the many-shadowed back dley beyond.

"Tamaeil? The Lady Tamaeril Bladessmmer?' Asper murmured her question, her back to Mirt's
shoulder as he crouched by the door's way-dit, peering into the night beyond.

"Aye. She managed a sending to me as she died." Mirt kicked the door open grimly and thrust a
cloak on hisaxe out into the dley. Slence. No shadows moved. He shrugged and tossed the cloak aside,
crouching to hurl himsdlf out into the night. "Fast, now," he whispered softly. "And stay low."

"My lord,” Asper whispered back urgently, "shouldnt we go home for armor and friends, better
wegpons, magic? You are not the least of the lordd! Y ou stand in great danger!”

Mirt grinned wolfishly. "The gods must know | grow bored, these days. | would share that danger,
lasd If this one who days lords knows | am a lord, then let him find me! | want to be found... for if he
finds me, then it follows that | will have found him?

The blade he hed lifted a little, a snake eager to drike. "l fed in some need of finding this
lord-dayer, right now," he added softly, and Asper shivered alittlein spite of hersdf. Then he was gone,
out into the night. She set her trembling lips together in slence, raised her blade, and followed. As
adways.

Chapter Eight

FRESH TORMENTS

Elminger sumbled forth over sharp stones into full wakefulness once more-and into the claws of a
red haze of pain.

It seemed held been lurching and scrabbling and crawling dong forever, his guts sick with agony, his



thoughts a chaos of grim scheming and involuntary remembrances, goaded by the archdevil riding his
mind like some exhausted, tatter-winged bat steed-

Your mind is larger than i've seen in a human before, Nergd mused, his mental-voice as
slken-smooth as ever. Crudty thinly cloaked in grace...

This reaming could take forever, and | weary of it.

Elminger drew himsdf up so he could lean againg a stone thickly smeared with old, black blood.
The cracked skulls of devils crunched and rolled under his feet. And s0?

And so, defiant mage, 'tis time to burrow through your twisted tangle of a mind in earnest.
Nergd sad in a mind-voice tha was a sharp biting sword. | spurn the visions you lay before me to
waste my time. | cars nothing for long-ago adventures or romances. | desire mystra's power-|
know you must have wielded it, and from your memories of such usages, i can learn so give me,
man- yield and cram.’

Shouldn't that be yield or crawl? All ye need do is- aaarggh!

[dark lances stabbing, bright pain flashing, tumbling, memories surging, faling, wild pain, screaming
screaming amid devil's laughter, risng to outbellow dl]

Little worm, i could have done this to you from the first!

[mind lash, raw screaming)

Hah! | should have done this to you from the first!

[bright whirling chaos of torn memories, shards and scraps a-tumbl e

... Across the fidds she saw him go, a bent and tattered gray form. He dwindled, sriding steadily
on, became atiny figure, and was gone.
And she shivered, sighed, and turned away.

[images dwindling, fdling, fading, lost and forgotten forever, now, in the wake of an archdevil's
wrah|

The warrior looked down at the gathering vultures and the heaped bodies of the falen and leaned on
his spear.

Far they dtretched from the height where he stood, far across ralling hills and the plain beyond; a
hundred hundred souls and more this day. Davalaer thought on the walling and grim sorrow that news of
this battle would bring to the dales, even though victory had been theirs. Too many men would never
return home. Too many were gone forever.

Aye, there would be lamenting in the houses of the daefolk. Davaaer sghed, looking out at the ill
forms below. "But they will forget,” he said heavily. "And then- somewhere, sometime-this will happen

agan."

Bah! Your mind isa cesspool of these misty-eyed moments! What care i for the tears of weak
and fooush humans? [shards of remembrances hurled, broken, away...]

How can you hide what i seek, when magic is your power anf your life's work? How? How?

[red eyes glaing through the darkness of shattered chambers, memories strewn broken on the floor
like shards of glass and torn cobwebs] mystra. That's it. Your goddess aids you.

[digbolic eyesraging up into pyres)

Show yoursdlf, goddess!

[darkness, slence, eddying dust] come forth, cowardly wench!

[darkness, memory shards sghing down to rest] elminster aumar, snow me mystra! Reveal to me
memories of mystral Show me!

[aringing, fdtering, pain-ridden]

Aye...

"The Starym are apt to be overproud fools" the Lady Laurlagthee Shaurlanglar said camly, "but



they are right in one thing: to dlowing these gtinking bears of humans into our midg is to sully and doom
us That'swhy | invited you here, plaything of the Srinshee. That moonwine you drained oh so degantly
was laced with enough srindym to kill a dozen overambitious humen magdings”

The man they caled EIminger cast three swift, hawklike glances behind and before him, dgliding a
pace to one Sde to peer behind a hanging as gracefully as any young warrior of the People.

The df lady laughed lightly. "We are quite done, doomed one. I've no need or dedre for
witnesses-no guards to keep at bay the paws of adying brute. | am the last of a proud warrior ling, and |
can protect mysdf."

Elminger gazed slently down at the dender wisp of gowned dven beauty in the chair. The Lady
Laurlaethee was fral even as dves measure such things. Standing tadl, she'd be little more then hdf his
height. Sapphire-bright eyes looked coolly back up into his with no trace of fear. He gave her the
dightest of amiles and asked, "And ye did this thing-why?*

"Hatred," the matron said, rigng with supple grace. "For you and the likes of you. Beasts who seek
to sted what they havent the wits to learn. If the Srinshee wasn't o besotted with lugt, you'd 4ill be
scrabbling and graining to cdl forth a little glow from your fingertips-in the brief moments before you
found your corpse decorating the end of a Cormanthan spear.”

"W, that's certainly blunt enough,” Elminger observed. "Being a thirsty beast-and one of course
quite devoid of proper manners, | wonder if I might have some more of this excdlent wine. | believe the
gindym improves it somewhat.”

Sapphire eyes flashed. " She protected you!"

Elminger bowed his head. "Lady, she did."

"That traitoress!” the Lady Laurlagthee spat, driding to a corner where large and smdl spheres of
crydd turned dowly, chiming faintly as they spun. "Once word of thi-"

"Lady, | must guard ye againg thy own foolisiness™ Elminger said swiftly, rasing his voice a trifle.
"Yeseem to think | speak of the Srinshee. | do not. She neither knows of our meeting nor provides me
with any defenses. My spdl cloak ismy own."

The exquisite beauty of an dven face is shattered when perfect lipstwig into a sneer. "You presume
me foolish indeed, gpe-thing. Y ou wield no magics of any accomplishment that you did not seize, Sedl, or
cozen from thisdf or that. Who isthis'she" who protects you, if not one of the People?’

“Divine Mystra, the goddess | serve,” Elminder said quietly. He watched for her response as camly
asif he feared nothing.

"Pahl" The Lady Laurlaethee spat, coming to a hdt behind her crystals and glaing at the guest she
hoped to day over them. Ther radiance lit her face srangdy from below. "All sorcery dreams from
those we reverence- the True Gods! If this'Mystra of yours has any power at dl, she must be but a face
and a name extended to you unwashed humans by divinity that cleaves to eves, the Chosen Folk!™

"Andif thisis s0," Elminger said with a smile lurking in his eyes that did not-quite-touch hislips, "and
my magic triumphed over thy magic, it would mean that a goddess we both revere, by whatever name,
has chosen me over ye-would it not?"

"Bedill, ape!" his hostess snarled. "Lie down and die! How clare you profane the ar of my home,
to say nodi-ing of my own ears, with such a suggestion!”

She made a dawlike gesture with one hand, and the air seemed to sparkle and freeze in place, just
for amoment, around Elminder. He gave her alazy amile and strode forward.

The Lady Laurlagthee diffened and went white, her eyes blazing. There was a gghing in the ar
around the advancing human. Her eyes widened, and she drew back a pace.

Elminger Aumar stepped gently around the spheres of crystd and continued to advance on her.
Furioudy she wove magic with nimble fingers and hissed incantations. The ar became dive with tiny
slver lances and curling, haf-seen dragons... but gill he came on.

"Back, beadt!" the df matron said, her voiceriang in redl fear. "Stay back, or-or-"

A ring on her finger winked and vanished. Suddenly great hands reached up from the floor beneath
her guest's boots, and down from the calling... hands that faded into trailing dust before they could close
on the human.



Laurlaethees lips tightened. Other rings flashed. She shouted a sudden incantation and dashed one
hand across her other pam, gashing it with the thorn-barb on a ring. A swift word made the drops of
blood sheflung into the ar catch fire and hang motionless between them.

Elmingter amiled gently and stepped through them, wincing not at dl as they exploded.

The Lady Laurlagthee was dmost in a corner now, her mouth trembling with fear. The next words
mede the room rock and roar. They Ieft her visbly wrinkled and withered... but seemed to touch the
advancing human not &t dl.

Sender shoulder blades brushed a flower-girt wdl, and the lagt of the Shaurlanglars shuddered,
drew in a deep breath, and closed her eyes. She did not need or want to see what she did next.

Her hand swept down like a gtriking adder, plucking the tiny dagger from its sheath a her loins and
bringing it back up to her breast in one flashing movement. As it went home, she would spit her desth
blood in his face and bring down a curse on him that no mage shidd could turn aside. Laurlagthee
Shaurlanglar did not want to live in a world where beasts rose to rule. To think that it had come to this,
that-

She knew just where to strike, but sheld not thought it would fed soicy.

Cold, so cold, the blood spurting and-and-sudden glory! Warmth, a risng song, ecstasy such as
sheld not fdt for years, snce the ams of her gone and gathered beloved Touor had last clasped her
clos..

She blinked her eyes open-and stared into those of the hated human, inches away. His hand was on
her breast, the magic that had healed and restored her curling up from his fingers. Those fingers trailed
down to her wrig with infinite gentleness and captured her fingers

He kndlt and kissed her fingertips. "Lady,” he said from his knees, looking gravely a her, "I came
here hoping to win afriend, not to shatter a foe. Does it matter who we worship if we do good to each
other? | hope to cdl on ye again... and that ye never have proper cause to use thison me”

He rose as swiftly as her hand had sought her own death, and dropped something into her pam: her
blade of honor, dill dark with her blood. As she watched, that gore vanished like smoke, leaving the
dlver-ged as bright as before.

She closed her hand around it and raised it, ashamed at her trembling. He stood regarding her, well
within her reach, and did nothing but look into her eyes.

Laurlaethee Shaurlanglar flung her blade away blindy and was sobbing as hard as sheld ever wept
in her life, dmogt blinded by the flood of her tears. Through them, she dimly saw the human wak away
across the room, through the tatters of her mightiest pdlls, to the balcony whence hed firs come.

The human Elminger stood there, looking back at her, and raised his hand in a sdlute used by eves
of older times to show respect to their elders.

As he did so, every spdl held broken whirled once more to life, restored and snging bright and
mighty around her. The room rocked once more with the force of their contesting powers. He hed them
in check, one doom upon another, and then, with awave of his hand, spun them dl back to nothingness.
Her ring reappeared on her finger, undrained. Her spells and her spilled blood returned to her, thrilling
her once more with their waiting power.

Laurlaethee gaped at himin astonishment. No one could do thus. No one.

"Mystrais nothing if not merciful,” he whispered, the sound carrying loudly to her ear. "Be a peace
and of good cheer, Lady Shaurlanglar. Neither of usis angry with thee"

Then he was gone. The ancient df raised her fingers to her cheeks to brush away tears. For the firg
timein centuries-long, long centuries of londly pride-she fdt wonder.

She turned her head to look a hersdlf in the lone mirror in that room, and stood a long time logt in
thought. Even the withering was gone. She looked-younger! She turned to show one flank to the glass,
and then the other. Younger, firmer, taler... she threw back her head and laughed, caring not if it
sounded alittle wild. Then, impatiently, she did off her gown and |t it fal behind her, griding bare to the
ba cony where she sniffed at the decanter of moonwine, and found it, of course, purged of dl siindym.

Laurlaethee shook her head, amiling a little, and leaned out to watch birds flit and whir and Sng. A
cool breeze had risen from the shadows to ghost past the rail, but she stood proud agang it, not chilled



inthe dightes.
Wonder makes a very warm cloak.

Ljttle mumbling gods, more prettiness? My heart trfmbues, but my gokge risky flke of the
pit, human, but you try me sorely! | suppose that was mystra working through you, and thus-by
the thinnest, most twisting thinking-a fulfillment of my command.

I ndeed.

Slencel When i have need of your cleverness, wizard, i'll not fail to inform you. You can avoid
torment right now by showing me yourself wielding-openly and as a weapon in a banner useful to
me and clearly revealed-power granted you ii y mystra. Impressive. Power, mind, not identifying
the fragrance of flowers or some such frippery!

Thy command becomes my wish.

And thy mouth remains far too smart fob thy comfort, idiot wizard! Do asi command-now!

[flow of bright images, like stars poured down a well, quickening and growing broader,
deeper ... dowing, dowing... one radiance wells up to outshine all]

Theline of blue fire blazed down the doors, seding them. Ancient magics girded the hdl, for dl its
runed state, agang wider Faerun outsde. Here the most mighty had contended in formd dues for
centuries upon centuries, fusng the stone into glassy flows, embedding desperate radiances... and leaving
behind the smdl| of fear and the prickling tenson of watching, bound and hdpless spirits.

A anmile crossed the face of the tal, impossbly thin combatant. 1t held no trace of mirth or
friendliness

"Did you think," the lien hissed in triumph, “thet I'd come done?'

A gdactite behind and above one bony shoulder blurred and descended-and became a floaing
sphere of many eyes. It drifted forward with dangling tentacles and many jaws sngpping on stalks. From
nearby shadows flew a bat-winged gargoyle waving a sword of black flame A vast snake dithered out
and lifted its gigantic, crudly beautiful, human-seeming head. Near it stood a graceful she-df with
obsidian skin and spell-sgpoun daggers whirling about her dender wridts.

These creatures strode or glided or floated down the hal to menace the lone challenger-a human not
S0 tdl or thin as the lich. He had little of a warrior's build and nothing about him sharper than his hawklike
nose.

The human's eyebrows rose. "Strange bedfellows, indeed,” he observed cadmly. "Thy fdling into
leegue together-that's atde I'd like to hear." He sat down on a piece of the tumbled stone beside him,
propped his dusty boots on another stone, and got out his pipe. "Wdl?'

Thelich stared. "Are you insane?'

The mage shook tobacco out of alittle pouch and commenced to tamp it down into the bowl of his
pipe with his thumb. "Probably,” he replied chearfully. Death advanced on him, spreading out with
gedthy grace to outflank and surround him. "Are ye surprised?’

The lich did not bother to reply but instead snapped hurriedly, "Before Mysra and the Mages
Arcane, | daim right of subsumption inthis dud, that dl my opponent's powers be granted to me-attack!

Though the presence of dlies and the falure to dlow one party to dam before commencement were
blatant breaches of the rules of Spelldown Hall, and though the crestures arrayed againgt him made desth
aswift certainty, the humean puffed on his pipe and made no move.

As the firg spdl touched him-a bright bolt from the death tyrant-the hdl was suddenly full of
blue-white fire and a wordless snging that was both feminine and exultant. Drow limbs roared into flame
and were gone. The gargoyle mdted away into a brief whirling chaos of black flame and mdting shards
of sword. The gigantic snake burst like a boiled sausage and crumbled to dust. Slently, the beholder
winked out.

Asthe lagt of its dlies vanished, the disbdieving lich gasped, "How-?"

"Mysdra gives ye gredtings” the redining humen said pleassantly. He blew a smoke ring in the



direction of his opponent before following it with the innocent question, "Does this mean ye don't want to
tdl me the tde of thislittle dliance?'

The lich's scream of fury was as wordless as Mystra's swdling song. Black flames and red roared
out of its bony hands and snarled across the hdl at the man with the pipe.

Blminger watched the flames come. As they struck home, he jerked his body this way and that in
gpasms that made his pipe shoot up to the caling. Smoke curled from his lips as he announced camly,
"Mystra niakes reply."

He closad his mouth. When he reopened it dl the blue-white fire in Faerun poured forth, sweegping
away one end of Spdldown Hal, frantic lich and dl, in asngle roaring ingtant...

Blue-white and so bright...

Aargh! Rrraaaaaghh! Oughhh!

[writhing flailing red-eyed pain, shuddering horns and tentacles, rocking and keening in
helpless dithering agony, dying dowly to gasps]

[cautious peering, stealing forward from shadows to look at the smoking ruin of too many
memories, with the smarting sentience of an archdevil smoldering at their heart]

Ohhh. Urghh. [dow rall over, curling of stiffened talons, flexing of torn tentacles, unfolding
in the sudden absence of pain]

Sweet fires of Nessug!

Nergal?

If i thought you'd done that deliberately, wizard, i'd tear you limb from limb and savage your
remains

| but yielded what ye forcefully sought.

S0 you did. Though it showed me nothing useful such fury rarely comes forth when i open my
mouth.

Oh, | might disagree with ye there....

Have your smile, little man. Torment will come to you again soon enough.

[risng from the ruin to stand and then stagger, tentacles questing forth, the light growing more as the
search begins once more]

S that's what the fire or a goddess tastes like. Spare me no warnings in future, when i take
hold of any similar surprises!

I know not, devil, what can surprise thee.

Really? Nether do I. [grim mentd amilgl Well, we'll just have to learn togeth-

Spinagons swooped and tumbled out of the blood-red sky. They fdl upon a hulk and stabbed with
forks and raked with feet. The thing reared up, scattering them with two thrusts of its tentacles, and
bellowed, "Who dares-?'

Shrieking, the devils flapped out of the hollow, flesing in babbling panic.

Nergd glared after them, able to snatch only one of his attackers. Snaking tentacles dowly tore one
limb after another from that hapless, shrieking spinagon. One end of a tentacle thrust into its mouth,
bresking the jaw to keep from being bitten, and remaining. That muffled the shrieks. Nergal shook his
head.

Whether agents sent by a rivd or merdy brainless hunters, these flgpping annoyances were an
overdue warning. Logt in the enjoyment of rummeaging human memories, hed been leaving himsdf
vulnerable. Not dl the denizens of Avernus were wise enough to avoid an arch-devil. Others might well
decide to try their luck with a wounded, reding Nergal-to say nothing of the naked, puny crawling thing
that was Hminger. Alone amid smoke and scuttling things a few gorges off, he was wel on the way to
blundering into the arms of Tasnya, or Oomith, or Skeldagon, or hdf a dozen others.

Caution wasin order. Nergd moved across smoking fissures to a more defensible place. A pack of
nupperibos had gathered there. Nerga gave them a many-fanged amile ful of fdl promise. The
nupperibos fled from him in grunting haste. Nerga flung his awareness back to the dark caverns of



Elminger's mind.

Back to the human's youth in Hastarl, and from there no doubt a long, tortuous chain of memories
wherein the wizard knew ever more of Mystra's power, and magic mastered and then hidden. Magic that
would soon belong to Nergdl.

Diabolic laughter echoed in a cavern around the tentacled lord. The sound filled aso the riven
chambers behind the eyes of the Old Mage. Spines bristled, granted by Nergd to make Elminder a less
obvious morsd.

Languid limbs stretched, cherry-red and glisiening with the blood of the gutted, haf-crushed lemures
thet filled the bowl-shaped bed.

"So," purred ther owner, as little flames licked from between her lips and rose from the tips of
meagnificent breasts, "Nergal has a new toy-one dluring enough to distract him from his usud hunts and
crudties. Such atoy Tasnyamud have.”

She rolled over on the lemuran corpses, aching away from the razor-maws of the land lampreys
whose gnawing brought her such pain and pleasure. She-devils kndt eagerly at the foot of the bed. She
fixed one with alook that had firein it. Its human-seeming tongue licked both its lush lips and the dainty
fangs behind them, in anticipation of a pleasurable misson.

Tasnya did not disgppoint her dave, though her voice dripped with irony. "Do you go forth, loyal
Sressa," she told the erinyes, "and take an interest in Nergal's doings. Harm him if you can, and snatch
away unharmed his human captive if possible, bringing it here to me. Tasnwya has uses for morta
wizards-and blundering archdevils who come raging hence to recover them, too."

Chapter Nine
WHO'SKILLING THE GREAT LORDS OF WATERDEEP?

Many-spined, tormented, crawling...

[images of afat, wheezing man and a dender lass, hurrying through a city at night] you're taking me
on thkouch au. of thigl: there's best be some vivid and useful memories of magic by the end of fl,
elminsteh, or i'll give you memories of agony that won't soon fade. and don't tell mb you've heard
such threats before.

[slence] WHI?

| but follow thy wish, devil, and so remain silent.

Hummph. Inside, you burn as dark as any devil, don't you?

[amiling dlence] Get on with it, wizard!

"Wl use the tunnd,” Mirt rumbled. "I've no time for pleasantries with courtiers.”

"Do you ever?' Asper replied, amused. Mirt merely grunted. He'd been hurrying through the darker
streets and dleys, his old boots flgoping, for some time now, and retained little breath Ieft for talk. For
once.

Asper could hear m wheezing dong ahead of her, his bresth a constant whisile in the night. The
Old Walf, waved his sword cardesdy in one hand and moved with surprising speed. Asper tried to keep
her eyes on dl the night's darker shadows, tensdy dert for an attack she hoped would never come.

Mirt made no attempts a stedth or caution. He charged through the night like an angry bull, heading
around the rocky am of Mount Waterdeep on which the Castle stood. He scrambled through dleys,
rubbish heaps, and backyards hung with washing. Mirt began to growl deep in his throat, a risng and
fdling rumble that boded ill for whoever-or whatever-got in hisway. As usud.

They crossed Gem Street a a lumbering run, nearly bowling over a watch patrol. Mirt plunged
down a Sde street. Asper ducked under a grasping watchman's am and scrambled after him, ignoring
angry shouts to stop.

Mirt was fumbling with something at his belt. "Here)" he snarled at her, thrusting his sword into her
hand. "Hold thig"



"I hear those words at least thrice a day,” Asper panted. She turned... to face watch officers
charging down the dley. Trugt her lord to rdieve hmsdf a atime like this. But, no-

Mirt amed with a louder growl than usud and dived a the ankles of the foremost officer. That
unfortunate shrieked in protest as Mirt heaved him up into the air and flung him like a child's doll back
into his colleagues. They crashed together with a meaty smack that made Asper wince.

Mirt soun back toward her. In one hairy hand he held a length of slken cord that ran up to his bel;
its other end was tied to a key, which he had hidden in his codpiece. He fetched up againgt one wadl of
the dley,

"Huh!" he said an indant later. A stray beam of moonlight winked on the key as he let it fdl and
dangle, turning back toward her. "Come on, lasd" he roared. "In with you!"

Without waiting for a reply, he spun about to boot aside the reaching saff of an officer of the watch.
"We havent time for these foold" he snarled, wrestling the man aside and damming him into the nearest
wadl.

Asper dived past im into deeper darkness. Mirt's fingertips trailed aong her shoulder. He followed,
kicking aside the grasping hand of the man he had fdled so that it wouldn't get caught in the door.

"Perhaps later," he said with a ferocious amile. He leaned close to the watchman's startled face,
displayed his discolored teeth, and dammed the door shut.

"Where are we, Lord?" Asper whispered softly and urgently in the darkness. Mirt chuckled.

"In Shyrrhr's house" he replied. "Stand dill, lass, while | find alamp." He deftly plucked his sword
out of her hands, as though he could see perfectly.

"Therés no need,”" a cool voice said out of the darkness. "I've one ready.” A door opened with the
fantest of grating noises. A hood rose from a lantern perhaps four paces away. "Welcome... Mirt?'

"Aye Lady." Asper could hear her lord amiling. "Y our darm ill works, | see”

Before them stood a tdl, beautiful lady in dippers and a degping gown of emeradd green worked
with gold. She held the lantern in one hand and what looked like a wand in the other. Her eyes matched
her gown. She amiled.

"Up to your tricks again, Old Wolf?"'

Mirt unconcernedly stuffed the key back into his codpiece. "Lady, meet my lady, Asper. Asper, this

is the Lady

Shyrrhr. | know you've seen each ailier from afar many times at court, so perhaps we can dispense
with dl the tongue work. We're in a hurry, Sheer, to reach the palace."

Shyrrhr's eyebrows rose. "Come," she said smply, and led them through severd doors and down a
steep spird dair. "If you were not who you are, Mirt," she added oftly, as they descended into cool
dampness, "'l would not let you pass thisway. All is not wel a the paace.”

Mirt stared hard at her bronzen hair, as if the weight of his gaze could lay bare the thoughts in her
head. "Nor outsdeit,” he grunted shortly. "Watch officers followed us here.”

Shyrrhr chuckled muscdly. "1 know | can dways count on you for an entertaining evening, Old
Wolf. No offense, Lady Asper.”

"None taken, Lady," Asper replied.

The gar ended in a stone-lined tunnd. Shyrrhr handed Asper a lamp from a shelf where a row of
them stood ready. "He dways drops them,” she said, looking with her eyes to Mirt as she lit it. "Go in
speed. Gods watch."

"And over you, Lady," Asper replied.

Shyrrhr waved and smoothly dipped back up the gairs. "Il talk away the watch for you,” she caled
back softly.

Mirt grunted. "Tameeril Bladesemmer and the wizard Resengar are dead this night, Lady, Guard
yoursdlf."

Shyrrhr turned. Her eyes were very green. "1 dways do,” she said softly. "'l thank you for the news,
Mirt. Tdl me more when you can." She turned again and was gone.

Mirt nodded in answer. "A good lass, Sheer. No doubt she has some envoy or other updairs,
Falling news they never intended to as they empty her wine decanters.”



Asper crooked an eyebrow. "l take it you've emptied her decanters atime or two, without spilling
whaever she wished to learn.”

Mirt grinned. " She's Piergeiron's best agent,” he said dryly, "but not a lord, if you take my meaning.
If Fergeiron were to marry again, though, 1'd not be surprised to find Shyrrhr at his sde kneding before
the priests.”

He grinned again, and strode forward down the tunnel. "Watch sharp, now. The stonesre none too level." He
wheezed and moved faster in alumbering trot. "Hold that lantern high, lass, and pray to Tymora that were in time!”

Il wanted more than long enough for even a paltry things of mack. There had best be
more-and better, too! Wizard, you entertain me, but you waste my time.

Ye have other pressing engagements, Lord Nergal? [growl, mental dap] [pain gasping pain]
[teeth bared; satisfaction]

Torgent was old for a man trusted to guard the lord's person. His mustaches were snow-white, no
longer gray, and his shoulders lacked the bulk and weight of years gone by. He ill stood as proud as
ever in hislivery, and none had ever seen him as much as yawn on a night watch.

The three men under him could not match his years with dl of theirs put together, but it was his old
ears that heard it fird: the soft scrape of a leather sole on one of the stones down the tunnd.

"Ready, ladd" Torgent snapped. "Someone comed”

Ready-loaded crossbows were snatched up. Torgent drew his sword and raised his shied before
him. He stood behind the great spiked and iron-barred gate to chdlenge whomever was corning.
Waterdeep the Mighty depended upon him, and he was ready.

"Stand and declare yoursdves, in truth and without omisson,” he issued the traditiona chdlenge. His
deep voice boomed in the tunnd. Through its echoes two came forward in haste, one rotund and puffing,
the other dim and lithe. Both bore drawn blades.

Torgent! Tis |, Mirt of Watercleep, with my lady, Asper,” Mirt roared as he came up to the gate.
"We mud see Piergeiron, speedily, so tdl your lads to put down those tows and open the gate as fast as
they know how!"

"Mirt! Wel met, Old Walf!" Torgent chuckled, tossng sword and shidd aside. The gate clanged
and clattered as dl present heaved at it from both sides to raseiit.

"Not so much of the 'old," youngling,” Mirt growled as he rolled up from under the gate's iron spikes
to clasp Torgent's gauntleted hand. "Wherée's Piergeiron, this hour?"

Torgent looked troubled, even as he gmiled and handed Asper to her feet. "Lady,” he sad
automdicdly, bowing. His face fdl grim again. "The lord is no doubt in the Inner Audience Chamber,
under heavy guard. I'm glad youve come. He's not himsdf, these last few days™ The other guards
murmured agreement. They wrestled the gate down again. "Keeps his amor on day and night, with the
visor down. He's dways been one to use words sparingly, but he says even less laidy. Just 'yes and 'no*
and next’ and 'enough.’ I'd take it kindly if you'd let us know what's amiss.

Mirt's frown was black.

With a little shiver, Asper saw him in memory-once again in the saddle in his mercenary days,
hearing of the treachery of a Tethyrian noble and vowing to repay it.

The blade in Mirt's hand legped a little. Seaing it move, one of the younger guards reached for his
own sword out of habit.

"Il tell you what | can, when | can,” Mirt said, griding on. "My thanks, Tor. | know the way." And
he was gone, boots flapping. Asper danced at his ebow on lighter feet.

Torgent turned back to the gate, a fierce amile on his face. "Now, by my sword, well see
something! 1'd see the back of dl this mystery, lads-and that manll do it where others would sirike stone
and fdl back. Theréell be some wild times ahead, or | miss my guess” He sat down again whidling a
jaunty old marching song.

The younger guards exchanged glances, shrugged, and grinned. More than one of them stole a look



the way Mirt and Asper had gone, Not one remarked on Asper's beauty. Torgent looked just a mite
dirred up for that.

Magic, eminster. When do we get to the magic?

Soon, devil, soon.

That refrain has come so many times, it's almost a chant.

That it is, Nergal. Would ye like the entire ballad?

[disgust] get on with showing me remembrances, wizard. I'll not sit ill for your singing.
[amusement, bright images flashing]

They took a secret passage, and another, and avoided most guards and dmogt dl servants. Mirt
was known, and his ready passwords and display of a Sgnet ring of Waterdeep carried them swiftly to
the doors of the Inner Audience Chamber.

The guards held ready blades and moved them aside not a finger's width while ther cgptain went in
to announce them. He was along time coming out again. When he did, his voice was cold.

"The Lord Piergeiron will see you both. Reluctantly. Lay down your blades and follow."

Mirt shrugged and dropped his blade. He had others, to spare, about him. Asper handed hers
hilt-firg to the nearest guard.

"Cheary greeting, indeed,” Mirt said, matching the guard captain's cold stare with the sted of his
OwWn anger.

Were he not alord of Waterdeep, held have little way of even reaching the First Lord. These guards
did not known his true standing.

Were they not lords, his friends would not now be dead-nor would warning FPergeiron be
necessary.

Mirt's face was as dark as his mood as he stalked into the gloom of the Inner Audience Chamber.
Ahead, Fiergeiron sat inful armor under asingle lamp.

"Dismissed,” Mirt snapped at the guard captain.

The guard ignored him. Who did this fat moneylender think himsdf to be, anyway? Lord of dl lords
in Waterdeep?

Fergaron's slent gesture reinforced Mirt's order.

Mirt waved to Asper with one finger to keep her eye on Fiergeiron. No sooner had the guard
closed the door than die Old Wolf spun about, a dagger appearing from somewhere about his person to
flash through the ar» and trandfix the bell-rope not four inches from the Firgt Lord's hand.

Asper gasped.

Mirt ssomped forward, leaped on Piergeiron, jammed iron fingers into the visor-swive, and jerked it
upward as they crashed together to the floor.

"I thought not,” he snarled, saring into shocked brown eyes within. "Who are you, and what have
you done with Piergeiron?’ Without waiting for areply or shifting his gaze, he snapped, "Take that wrid,
lass, and hold it up over his head! 'Ware daggerd”

The struggles beneath him were feeble. In another indant he had the hdm unbuckled. He tore it off
with more haste than gentleness-to reved the frightened face of alass younger than Asper!

"Now just who might-Aleena?" Mirt growled, hand bringing yet another dagger up to the bare
throat of the girl in armor.

"Y-yes"" Aleena swalowed, face marble-white, jaw | trembling. She lifted her chin and looked
angrily at him.

“Is-did you try to day my father?" When she spoke, her voice had the full, deep boom of a large
men of middle years, Piengeiron, defender of Waterdeep. It sounded odd indeed, coming from such
ddlicate lips

Mirt frowned and rolled off her, waving Asper back. -Nay, of course not," he growled. "What
befd|? Come girl, quickly! Tdl! Lords of Waterdeep have died this night! What happened to your father,
and why are you wearing his armor? Fiergeiron would never agree to usng you as bait to trap a blade



thet missed him oncel”

Aleena nodded, sadly. "Father'sin no condition to agree to, or forbid, anything. He lies in Blackstaff
Tower, deep adeep. Someone dmogt dew him, three nights ago.”

Mirt bristled. "And we were not told? How is he?'

Aleena shrugged. Her eyes were moist. "He lives. Lagrd poured a good seven heding potions down
him. He'd-been run through, more than once. He-oh, gods weep, Mirt!" She dung to him and burst into
tears. Mirt patted her awkwardly, tuming to Asper with an apped in his eyes.

Agper fetched the nearest decanter and poured out a glass of whatever it was.

Mirt thanked her with a glance and held it to Aleenas lips. She shook her head vidlently through her
tears. "Too much dready,” she said. Mirt shnigged and drained the glass himsdif.

"I've been so scared.”” Aleena sobbed. "Stting here, walting for the killers to come again... | can't
even touch this sword! It's father's holy blade, evenif | knew how to fence as the warriors do!”

Asper gently shouldered Mirt aside and kndlt to put her arms around Aleena. The grand plate armor
was cold and hard as she embraced it.

Aleena blinked at her with a watery smile "M-my pardon, Lady, she said desolatdly, "I-it isnot right
to weep before strangers. | am Aleena, daughter to Piergeiron. Might | know your name?"

Asper amiled. "l am Asper. Mirt ismy man. We came here to warn your father, | fear: two lords of
Watercleep, a least, have been dan tonight. The Lady Tameeril Bladesemmer is dead; she managed a
sending to my lord, and we know that one man, masked and able to get somehow within her wards, dew
her. Earlier, the wizard Resengar was killed in his own parlor. Do you know of others?'

Aleena shook her head. "I do not even know the full count of who is alord and who is not. Laerd
did tdl me that Mirt was, ere she sent me here”

Mirt stared, the decanter dready hdf-empty in his hand. "Laera sent you? What foolidinessisthis?*

Aleenalifted her chin again. "Lord," she said softly,” 'tis | my duty to Waterdeep, as your sarvice is
yours. The palace throne could not be seen to be empty, dse this man or men, and their backers, would
know they'd succeeded-and what might befal the City of Splendors then? An army, attacking? Feets?
All daughter that we might prevent!"

"Men, you say," Mirt said, frowning, ignoring her other words. "How many attacked your Sre?"

Aleena shrugged. "None here know. He used a teleport ring Khelben gave him long ago, to come to
us in Blackgaff Tower. The Blackdaff is gone waking the planes these nineteen days now, on some
work or other he spoke nathing of, to me. Laeral and | nursed him. When we had done what we could,
ghe told me | must wear father's armor and St the throne here, being of height to do so. | agreed. We
washed it up, and she lad a Spdl upon me, so that"-a amile touched her lips, and did away agan-"I|
sound like father when | speak. A comica effect, I'm told.”

Mirt grinned. "I'd think twice about embracing you, with your visor down, aye. So what now?'

Aleena spread her gauntleted hands. "I-1 don't know. | can't deep for worrying over father, I'm sck
a heart over deciding who should hang or who owes who what damages or-dl of it! | know not how
father or anyone does it, day upon day! I-1 can't go like this much longer.” She wrinkled her nose. "As
wal, | gink to the very heavensin this armor, and soon enough those who know father will know that the
grdl isnot right for him."

Mirt and Asper chuckled. "Yes, it grows strong, with your hdm off," Asper said. "Let's go to
Blackstaff Tower and talk with Laerd, then, or we've reached atral's end.”

Mirt nodded. "Aye, indeed. Put on that hdm again, and well get you a bath if nothing dse”

Aleena smiled. "How did you know, so quickly?'

Mirt shrugged. "The way you sat. The way you waved to the guard. The way you didn't look
offended beforehand at the dirty joke you wouldve known 1'd be making as | greeted you-dl that on top
of what Torgent said.”

"Torgent?'

"One of the palace guards. He's on Shyrrhr's tunnd gate, tonight. If you need a friend or protector in
the palace, Lady, you could find no better than he. Look for an old man with a white mustache. He sad
you'd said little and kept to your armor these past days, he knew something was amiss and as good as



told me that it wasn't Piergeiron indde the armor. Folk can tdl, lass. Folk can dways tdl." He shrugged.
"Besdes, if 1'd been wrong, your sre owes me aturn or two. Tisnot my habit to legp upon every lady |
mest, you know."

"Lady?' Asper asked him, eyebrow raised. "Is there not a tunnd from here to Blacksaff Tower
that we might use?'

“Aye" sad Mirt and Aleena together and chuckled. "Come™ said the fat moneylender, driding
toward a pillar. "Thisway."

Aleena frowned. "Here? But it's down-"

Mirt grinned a her. "Trust me, Lady.” He said. "Therere ways and ways, in this place. You'd want
to miss a chance at giving that surly grim-chin outside the door a fright, no? When he finds you gone, itll
give him a short breath or two!"

Shaking her head, Aleena joined them. "Father warned me about you, once. But | had no idea-"

"They never do," Mirt purred, as stones parted to open a narrow, secret way. "Mind your heads,
ladies...."

A hungry mouse in a corner of the room had time to draw only three breaths after the secret door
closed and before amidair flickering filled the chamber.

Cold flames raced outward and around. Out of them legped a masked figure, blade ready in hand.
The room was dark and empty. After aquick and slent look around, it shrugged and stepped within the
flames once more. The fire and light dwindled to nothing, and darkness returned.

The mouse scurried out in case the strange vistor had left something edible, but there was nothing.
Not like the old days. Tilings were never like the old days, the mouse reflected, dowly and dimly.
Perhaps that was the way of the world.

Lord of the pit, wizard, where is the devil-damned magic?
[silence, mindworm burrowing grimly on through vaulted darkness]

"Through here,"” Mirt wheezed, trotting bent over low. "The way opens out-"

"S0 it does! All the more danger for someone who's a lord of Waterdeep, but Faerun is a
dangerous place!™

The voice was chearful and unexpected, very close to Mirt's ear. The Old Walf was fagter than he
looked. He had his sword raised and ready, in just the right spot, and he ducked back with a snarl.

His would-be dayer hissed out a curse. Sender stedl sang out in a vicious thrust that skewered only
ar.

Mirt's stouter blade lashed in over it, biting hard into leather and flesh beneath. The man sobbed at
the sudden pain. Mirt brought his sword back traling a dark ribbon of blood and batted his attacker's
sword down.

They dtrained, sted againgt stedl. Mirt used his free hand, candle and dl, to ddiver a punch to where
the wound mugt be. His foe groaned and shuddered, reding back. For the firs time, Mirt dared to scuitle
out of the passage into the room.

Asper snapped his name, tense and low, from behind Aleena

Mirt growled, "Siill dive-and dancing with a masked man, for a change.”

"My turn,” Asper replied. "You killed the last ruthless dayer who attacked us, remember?”

"Huh," Mirt grunted in reply. He svung stedl with dl his strength to parry another deadly thrust. The
blow struck the dender sword. It clanged from stone to stone and must have numbed his foe.

The gloved and masked man waved his sword as if he was fanning flames, staggered backward
aong the side passage held attacked from, spun around, and raced away.

Mirt scrambled after him, thankful that this new passage was full-height.

"Whoisit?" Asper cdled, pdting after him.

Aleena clanked and stumbled dong in their wake, dumsy in her armor.

"I know not," Mirt snarled, bounding down a short flight of steps with his wounded attacker
sumbling dong just out of reach. "Someone who knows what | am and how to find me, obvioudy-ho!



Y our name, Sword-for-Braing! A lady demandsiit!”

Gagping, the dender masked figure scrambled across a chamber and plunged into the dinking
darkness of a sewer-arch. Mirt bounded after him with grunting enthusiasm.

Ahead, a flickering light flared. Mirt glimpsed his leather-clad foe lunging through a whed of cold
white flanes. The flames blazed in a dowly turning ring, perhaps a handspan from a stone wadl. A gate,
gods be thanked again.

He came to a lurching hdlt, ignoring a rat that scurried out to see if his boots might be supper, and
peered around the chamber. Reeking pipes let into it. Channels carried sewage dong one sde of the
room. The vaulted caling was webbed with old, tiny cracks. There was no way onward that didnt
invave cold flames.

Mirt eyed the rat that fearlesdy nibbled his boot, and peered at the gate again-ere his blade stabbed
down.

Its curving length rose an ingant later when Asper burst into the room. She spun away from his stedl
even as he snatched it back, and skidded to a hdt within easy reach of the flames

"You didn't have to wait," she grinned, nodding at it. "We could hardly have gotten lost with no
other way on, hey?'

The Old Wolfs blade barred her way. He hed up awarning finger, clipped his sword to trandfix the
rat, and tossed it lightly into the ring of fire.

There was a flash, aloud Szzle, and a and| that made the armored warrior entering the chamber
gag and sag back. Aleenaraised a disgusted hand. She winced in the sudden blazing light of the whirling
whed of flames. It flared bright, shrank, flared again... and was gone, leaving nothing but a little smoke
behind, and the stink of cooked sewer rat.

"That might have been you," Aleena gasped hollowly, between gulps of nausea.

Asper tossed her head. If she was frightened, she gave no sSgn of it. Only anger was on her face as
she glared around the room. "He could be in the lowest of the Hels by now," she said bitterly, "or in the
next sawer over- and well never know."

Amusing, eiminster. | laugh. Now snow me magic!

Somewhere in Waterdeep, a vid clattered onto a table-top. There came a Sgh of satisfaction. A
moment later, a gloved hand reached down to the table and took up a slver harp pin. Chuckling, the
figure waved, bringing cold flames to pinwhed out of nothingness. The legther-clad form leaned through
this fresh flickering and was gone.

Magic, yes, and another memory given you by mystra, but againi find not what i seek! Thisis
ridiculous! wizard, get on with it!
The tale unfolds, Lord Devil. [bright images flying]

Thetime before dawn grew more difficult as he got older. Durnan stood in the cold, getting dressed
for another long, long day. The Yawning Portal was his home and his life, and he loved it dearly, but
sometimes- these dark fore-dawns, usudly-he wanted to be somewhere ese. Somewhere that did not
dlow innkeepers to rise before highsun, when their old aching feet and shanks were thoroughly warmed
by the sun, and someone e se had the cooking fireslit long ago, and a hot med ready, and-

The high, ragged scream made Durnan jump hdf out of his hose. Tamdl, from the taproom
downgaird He hopped awkwardly, kicked his garments away with a curse, snatched up his sword belt
by the hilts and launched himsdf bruisngly through the door frameinto the dimness.

In the brief whirl of his naked charge down the gtairs, he shook the hilts in his hands for dl he was
worth until the belt fdl away, roaring wildy dl the while to distract whoever might be attacking his
daughter. Tam was more than old and curvaceous enough to catch the eye of d' thief who might think
that innkeepers are actudly dlowed to deep, and-

Skidding through a doorway with sword and dagger dlittering in his hands, Durnan found himsdf



with no foe to fight.

Tamdl and her mother Mhaere both looked up a-" him with eyes large and dark with fear. His wife
was,.] holding a double crossbow in her hands, its grings ill thrumming enough to tdl him that both
quarrels had been fired. No foe lay dead or groaning on the floor before them-but it did offer the
discarning naked innkeeper's eye alavish display of broken crockery and fresh blood.

"Are you dl right?' Durnen snapped. "And where is" He gestured at the wreckage on die floor.

Mhaere amiled thinly. "Yes, and gone. A masked man, armed with a blade. He-"

She drew in a deep, shuddering breath that told him she wasn't hdf as cdm as she appeared to be,
threw back her head to gasp for air, then resumed pesking as gently as if sheld been discussng the
wegther. "In leathers, done, not familiar to me. An ova-an upright ovd, like a lady's gazing-glass-of
flamesthat were cold white, not hot, was suddenly right there, and he stepped out of it and charged at
Tamdl. Thank Tymora, she was carrying water-yon ewer you see in pieces on the floor-and flung it in his
face"

Durnan turned dowly to peer around the fidd of battle, nodding. "Whereupon you," he replied,
"took up the ready-bow from behind the bar and gave him both bolts."

-Chest and shoulder,” Mhaere added, and he could hear the satisfaction in her voice. "He fled back
through the hole in the flames, and they were gone, just like that, and him with them.”

Durnan stalked across the room like a hairy panther and pounced on something amdl on the floor.
"Dropping something as he left you,” he growled in bafflement, as he picked it up. He was holding a Slver
harp pin.

"Papa," Tamdl sad in her high, clear voice, "I don't ever want to see that man again. How can we
stop him ever coming back™

"The only way you can ever redly stop any foe" Durnan muttered, staring at the pin in his hand. "I
mud find him-and he mugt die”

My, my, mystra’'s memories certainly make your toril seem an interesting place. I'm not seeing
the magic i seek yet, though, ami?

Chapter Ten
HARPERS HUNT BY MOONLIGHT

The Lady Mage of Waterdeep bent over the slver harp pin on the table, lying amid the eerie, softly
raging glows of her spells, and murmured, "There. In a moment, well see-"

Obligingly, the pin exploded, boalts of lightning snarling hungrily across the room as the world went
white and Laerd's body was hurled helplesdy away.

A cetain Old Wolf scrambled up out of his char as the lightning that should have dain Aleena
melted and toppled a brazier instead. It was il fdling across Mirt's seat when Lagrd smashed into him
and drove him back into the tangle. They crashed to the floor together, bouncing with tooth-jarring force.
Flames flickered briefly here and there around the room and then went out.

Pinned under a brazier, splintered furniture, and a wizard sobbing in pain, Mirt glared briefly up at a
blinding-bright sphere that floated near the caling: Laerd's safeguard.

Having absorbed most of the unleashed magic, it was dowly fading back into invighility. The cdling
above was decorated with a collection of scorch marks that told him little disasters like this one had
occurred a time or two before. He wasn't sure if that was reassuring-after dl, Blackstaff Tower dill
stood.

"Lass?' he asked roughly, sruggling to get out from under. "Are you wdl?'

He was answered by three sets of moans and curses, one of them from atop his breast. He took
gentle but firm hold of the Lady Mage and thrust her up into the air so he could dide to freedom. "What
befdl?'



"There was a trap on that pin," Laera sad, panting. She rolled off his hand and found her own
windng way to her knees, "left behind ddiberately to harm anyone usng spdls on it. No Harper would
do such athing. Someone istrying to midead usdl into thinking a Harper killed Resengar.”

Mirt nodded. "This falls to surprise me" he said, turning his head to see how Asper and Aleena
fared. Besde him, Laerd toppled slently over onto her face.

Hames flared up from her body as it struck the floor, writhing, and Mirt roared out a heartfelt curse
and acry for ad. As he rolled the Lady Mage over, Asper ran for the door-and the darm-gong on the
wal jugt outside it.

Only hissmdlest bdt flask held water, and Mirt dashed it into Laeral's face and pawed a her nose
and cheeks to try to keep the flames at bay-greenishydlow tongues of hot fire that ssemingly rose from
nothing. Magicd fire, of course, damned wagonloads of praise be to Mysira, and dl that. It ignored dl of
his ineffectud attempts to douse it; though it somehow didn't spread to him, the Old Wolf was heartily
glad when the room suddenly filled with stern-faced Tower apprentices.

He was thrust aside in an ingtant, and the room erupted in tense cagtings and snapped orders and
uspicious

I peering. Ther hedth assured, Asper, Mirt, and Aleena \vere thrust into chairs in the most distant
corner of the room and sernly bidden to wait and not tir.

Jugt now, none of them fdt like doing anything but stting dazedly and letting the numb tingling die
away. Young apprentices were dill scurrying in with more chairs. Hard questioning lay in the future of
Laerd's three unexpected late-night guests.

Amid the nervous tumult, atdl figure limped into the room. Aleenarosein a flurry of danking armor
to run to him.

"Gently, 'Leen,” Fiergeiron cautioned as she rushed to throw her ams around him. Scowling
apprentices reached out to claw her back. Piergeiron made draight for the nearest chair, wobbling a little
as he came. His face was tight and white with pain.

"Wl young lion?" Mirt said, looking into his eyes.

Those eyes were oddly green, a Strangeness that seemed to grow as the Open Lord of Waterdeep
collgpsed into the chair and gasped, "Perhaps 'l live" As his daughter reached him at last and rained
kisses on his face, he caught hold of both chair arms and shook himsdf, wincing.

"Wesek as a guiter kitten,” he hissed, waving Aleena back to her chair. "Now, will dl the watching
gods- or any of the rest of you-kindly tel me just what is going on?"

Mirt hed up a hand to forestdl anyone dse saying anything and turned to the apprentice sanding
watchfully beside his chair. All four of them had acquired such sentinels, he noted, and they did not 1ook
entirdy friendly,

"How faresthe Lady Laerd?'

"That's not for me to say, merch-" the young wizard began, his voice as cold as the edge of a drawn
blade. He fdl slent in astonishment as a long, dender hand took hold of his am from behind, and its
owner followed, giving him a qudling look.

"1, too, perhaps will live a bit longer,” Laerd told them, a wry amile on her lips. "A clever trap
beneath the Harper enchantments-or at least, what | thought were Harper spells™ She gave Piergeiron a
friendly nod and turned her head to regard Mirt. ™Y ou were about to say something important, | believe?!

Mirt nodded and looked in turn to Fiergeiron. "Tdl us what you last remember-of what befdl before
you' ended up here"

The pdadin drew in a deep, quavering breath, lifted his head to dare thoughtfully at the
spell-scorched cdling, and said, "I was... charmed by a g, cast by one who came on me unawares, in
private. A man, by the mind-touch, young and full of rage and excitement. He forced from my mind the
names, faces, and abodes of dl the lords of Waterdeep."”

Around the cirde of chars and apprentices, there was a slent bridling, a sudden tenson that was
amaos n gasp.

"He thanked me... mockingly,” Piergeiron said dowly, remembering, "and then came around from
behind me to bow-al sweeping arms and snooty flourishes, a parody of a courtier-and swept a sword



from behind his back and ran me through. He wore a mask, and | don't think, if hed removed it, | would
have known him. His blade went through me-"

AJeena hissed in disgust and fear, and her father tlirew her a amile as he continued,"-and struck the
back of my chair. That broke the charm, and | roared at him and rose. He tried to dash open my throat,
but | managed to draw my own blade-"

Aleenawas dready holding it out to him, hilt firg, inits scabbard. Piergeiron gave her ancther amile,
took it, and laid it across his knees.

".-and he seemed disndined to cross swords. He threw a spell into my face-force bolts that burned,
like daggers stabbing. It threw me to my knees. He (led into the next room. | got there crawling-just in
time to see his back foot vanishing through a gate.”

"Anovd of flickering fire?" Asper asked. "Cold flames? Shrank away after that?"

Fergeiron gave her athin amile. "Indeed. Is he afriend of yours?"

Asper gave him a withering look, and his amile broadened. "Forgive me, Lady,” he said, "that was
unworthy of me-and an inqult to you. | fear my jests are apt to be awkward.”

"Yd, look you here, Paadinson,” Mirt growled, beckoning one of the Tower apprentices over. The
wizard blinked back a him until Laeral gestured that he should heed the summons Mirt gave him a fase,
sweet amile and plucked the slver harp pin from the man's hand, holding it out to Fergeiron with a
flourish. "This matter does question friendships, as it happens.”

The Firg Lord of Waterdeep peered at it. "Yes, the Harpers have dways been friends” he said
dowly, frowning. "Or perhaps had been until now."

"This has gone on long enough,” Mirt growled, and lifted his gaze to Lagrd. "Get EIminger to the
palace, away from dl your wards-and take dl of us there, too, to meet him. Now."

As quickly as if sheld been his youngest maidservant, the Lady Mage of Waterdeep nodded and
trotted from the chamber, leaving her gpprentices staring from her dwindling figure to Mirt, then back
agan. "Eiminder," someone muttered, in tones of awe.

Well, quite the mighty savior wizard you were. A pity i'm not seeking much of the magic you
promised.

[mind lagh]

[pain] [mind lash] [writhing pain] [mind lash]

stupid human! Think i'll sit patiently to be duped forever?

[mind lash]

Hdf a world away, in a tomb deep under Myth Drannor, a glowing ring of wraithlike figures
flickered like so many man-high candles, cold and whitein the gloom.

Two darker figures stood unafraid in their midgt, aman and a woman. "Enough talk for now, | fear,”
Elminger was saying reluctantly, rasng his saff. "Y ou've quite filled my brains with old spells and lost
lore-and I'm sure you must be more than weary of my gossip.”

"Nay, man," the closest baglnorn said in swift reply. "You two are the only vistors who bring us
news of the passng world-the only ones to remember us. Even we grow londy." He turned to face
Storm Silverhand and added fiercely, "Lady-oh, ‘twas good to hear songs again! Y our voice is lovey."

"Aye" saverd other ghodlly figures Sghed in eerie unison.

The Bard of Shadowdale turned to give them dl a smile, and replied, "My thanks. | cannot hope to
meatch even afar snger of Cormanth-"

"Ah, Lady," another of the tomb guardian pirits said, waving a dismissve hand, "our spdls can
bring back at any time the sounds of past songs sung to us. What we lack is new songs, and the singer
dive and here, performing for us. Your kindness will give us much joy ahead, much to talk over-"

A sudden radiance of sparks kindled about Elmingter's forehead. The wizard tiffened and swayed,
pain flashing across his face.

-What befdls?" a baglnorn snapped, rasng hands that glowed suddenly bright and dangerous. "Can
we ad?'



Elminger's gaze rolled down, and he shivered. "N-nay, friends. A new peril has come to light. We
ghdl return intime to coine, if we can. For now, we mug go. Farewdl.”

Blue sparks swam before Storm Silverhand. She barely had time to be startled before they washed
over her. The world became a place of endlessfdling through a blue glow.

Her boots were suddenly on uneven ground. Blue sparks were fading, and the amdls around her
were now dung and the sea, rotting fruit and cooking smoke.

"An dley near Piergeiron's Paace, in Waterdeep,” Elmingder explained as her hand went to the
blades at her belt. "Laerd farspoke me"

"And?' she asked smply, putting hands on her hips and pivoting to look around.

"Time to use thy tracing spell, lass-take thysdf to any Harper pin in this dty that's been tampered
with or had other spells lad atop it. Theréll probably be a man there who's good with blades. Keep
thysdf dive until | teleport to thee" He kissed Storm while she was ill blinking and frowning at him, then
whirled away, gtriding aong the uneven cobbles toward the palace.

Its grand and lofty entrances seemed drangely- deserted. The doors to the private wing, however,
were closed and guarded by two huge men who stood like expressionless titansin their closed hdms and
mirror-bright armor.

The Old Mage strode up to them without hesitation and reached between them to lift the ring-bar
from the doors-and dmost lost a hand to the haberds sweeping down.

The point topping one followed him as he scuttled back. Its wielder's voice was less than kind as he
sad, "None may enter without leave.”

Elminder sghed. "Leave | have, gooddrs. Pray stand aside for Elminger of Shadowdde. | am in
great haste, and for good reason.”

"Eiminge?' The guard's voice dripped with the skeptica sneer hidden behind his hdm. "Aye, and
I'm the Grand Pasha and Vizier Most Mighty of dl Caimshan!”

"Who are you, redly," the other guard snapped, his own halberd leveled menacingly, "and who gave
you leave to pass? Of those not known to us by sght, our pass-list is very short, and | very much doubt
you're anyone on it!" He backed to where he could eesly and swiftly dagp an darm-gong with one swing
of his gauntlet. "WdI?'

"I am Elminger in truth," the straggle-bearded man replied quietly, "and | have leave to pass
anywherein the city-leave given to me by Lord Ahghairon of Waterdeep, long ago.”

"Panl" the firgt guard responded, throwing back his head. "Y ou expect usto bdieve that?"

"I care not what you do or do not beieve" the old man told them mildy, "but if you dday me
longer, know this I'll send you forthwith to where youll end up anyway, if you retain the supidity to deny
an arcchmage anything."

The firg guard drew himsdf up in triumph. "You would dare to threaten a Guard Confirmed of
Waterdeep, in the very palace? Why-"

He thrugt ruthlesdy with his haberd a the old man- and the world suddenly changed.

Elsawhere, in dusty near-darkness, the two guards found themsdlves blinking a each other over
their halberds, and then, dowly, trembling in fear.

They both knew very well where they were: the trophy hdl that gave entrance to the Hal of Heroes,
the warriors tomb in Waterdeep's City of the Dead.

Elminder strode draight through lofty hdls, anger and magic crackling around him. He scattered
guards and courtiers like so much dust. As chamber gave way to chamber, the guards he faced were
older. Not a few of them recognized him and stood aside with salutes. "Piergeiron,” he snapped at the
firg pair of them not to do so. They swiftly opened the doors they were flanking and waved him in.

"No, Lord, | cannot,” Laerd was saying firmly. "There are too many enchantments hereabouts, layer
upon layer, hundreds of them, and many old and forgotten. If 1 could but touch him, | could put a tracer
on him that few mages could bresk, but-"

Heads turned as Elminder joined the smdl, tense group of folk. They gathered by a lone lamp,
within awatchful ring of dlent Tower gpprentices. Laerd, Mirt, Fiergeiron, and Durnan nodded to him.

Asper bowed her head and murmured, "Lord Elminger, be welcome.”



At her words, Aleena and Duman's wife and daughter stared at Elminger as if held suddenly grown
severd heads, each of them saitting flame.

"I may have a solution to that,” the Old Mage told them, "but we mugt move swiftly; Storm is our
bait, and stands in peril. All who would see battle and this affar done, gather around me now, touch me,
and hold that contact steady. Apprentices, back to the Tower."

Thering of novice wizards wavered.

Laerd turned her head and said crisply, "Do as the Lord Elminger directs, please. Now."

The Old Mage did not wait for pleasantries or to watch the apprentices hasten out. Brief magefire
flashed. The room was suddenly much emptier than before, leaving only Mhaere and Tams| daring at
their father, who stood aone by the lamp.

Mhaere frowned alittle a her husband. "Y ou... didn't go,” she said, a question in her voice.

Diiren strode over and put an am around her and Tamdl. "You left your crossbow behind,” he
replied softly. "What might have befdlen if the dayer had come here, after weld dl gone?”

With his free hand, he drew his sword. It gleamed in the lamplight. "Whatever dse befdls in this
world, I'l not lose you, if | can prevent it."

Bah! Weepy sentiment everywhere! This human's wits are addled-addled! What sort of fool
lives his live wrapped in love of others?

The human sort of fool, Nergal. It's what we are, just as ye are the creature of Hell ye are.

Grrrr! Fall silent, captive ward!

They were suddenly elsewhere-a dark and cold esewhere, with dust risng around them and the
grdl of stone strong in their nogtrils. Underground.

Fergeiron dapped his armor, sartling his daughter rigid, and willed it to come dight. It awakened in
apde blue glow.

By its radiance and Laerd's glowfire they could see they were sanding in a high-callinged hdl that
looked empty but for the drifting dust. Many dark archways marked led to passages that ran off into
gloom.

The radiance coming from Laerd's hands flared to dmogt blinding brightness. The Lady Mage of
Waterdeep reached up to touch Piergeiron's head.

He gasped, shuddered, and sumbled away from her.

Laerd reded and sank down to her knees. Aleena bent to catch hold of her, but Asper was swifter.

"Lady?' she asked quidly.

"Il be fing" Laerd said cdmly. "Piergairon needs to be hde and whole right now, and I've made
hm so. I'll just be alittle wesk for awhile”

"Aleeng" Asper said, "say with her. Guard her-and if anyone wearing a mask comes anywhere
near, scream your head off."

Fergaron's daughter looked a Mirt, EiIminger, and her father, collected their nods of assent, and
kndt down by Laerd with an audible Sgh of relief.

Mirt dapped Fiergeiron's chest gently. He rumbled, ™Y ou know where we are, don't you?'

Fergeiron was daring at a coat of ams carved over a nearby archway, "I think s0," he replied
quietly, "and | tegin to suspect why."

He drew bregth to say more-but Storm's long, raw scream came echoing down to them from
somewhere far beyond the arch.

Asper, as dways, moved fird, racing like a dark wind through the archway. Piergeiron soon caught
her up, his consecrated blade glimmering as he willed it to shine. ElImingter sprinted dong close at hand,
leaving behind the puffing and astonished Mirt.

Along a passage they ran, then through two chambers of cobwebs and dust, and a third where a
lone, scuttling spider fled their furious approach. In the fourth, light shone amid vaulted pillars, casting
forth the shadows of two dark, struggling figures in leather. One was masked. His sword, gligening with
blood, stood out of Storm's back. Impaled, she was sruggling forward in agony, trying to reach him.



The masked man saw the new arrivas and raised his other hand. The many-hued flames of a ready
spdl were racing around it.

"Sssambranath,” he said dearly and carefully, the first word of an incantation that would define what
part of the chamber erupted in aracing storm of lightning bolts. "Naerth-"

Hisincantation broke off as Storm spat blood into his face, making him choke. The hilt of his blade
was dmog againg her breast, now, and she clawed weakly at his masked face. He shook his head
vidently, ducking away from her as much as he could without Ietting go of his sword-but his spell was
ruined.

No such misfortune befel Elminger. Svinging around a pillar to a panting stop, the Old Mage
caught his breath and cast a careful pdl. The room suddenly fdl shimmering and slent.

Striding past where Asper was frozen in midlegp, the Old Mage reached the two bodies joined by
ged. He cast another spdl with the same fussy care, touched Storm Silverhand to vist its effects on her,
and gently took hold of her shoulders and tugged.

Wely, she did back dong the masked man's sword, her eyes unseeing and her face twisted in pain.
Elmingter kept on pulling, wincing at the fed of the sted diding out of her.

The longer he kept this ancient Illuskan spell going, the more pain he would fed. Yet it could be
nothing compared with what Storm must be suffering. He'd sent her into thisthe most rebdlious of the
three lasses held raised as his daughters, dbat centuries ago.

Gods above, but hed forgotten just how much this could hurt.

The Old Mage st his teeth and dragged the Bard of Shadowdde a few unsteady, trudging steps
farther, past the tatue that his spdl had made of Mirt. The Old Wolf was frozen in midgtride, ams
swvung wide for balance and drawn sted in both hands.

Elmingter knelt beyond him, wrestling with a snarl againgt the risng surges of agony that made his
hands tremble. Mystra, how many times had he done this for this lass? And she for him? On her riven
breast, he carefully laid out what he'd need for the heding spdll. When he was done, teeth chattering with
pain, he banished the spell.

At once the world was dl loud, racing movement again. The pain was abruptly gone. For him.

H let Storm hdf-crush his hand in her own as she stared up a him, agony like fire in her eyes. Then
he drew a deep breath and drowned out her scream with an iron command of his own. As Asper,
Fiergairon, and Mirt charged at the masked man, the Old Mage's voice rang out over them like a battle
trumpet: "Don't kill him. Yet."

Fires of Nessus. A room full of clever-tongued humans! Do i get to see them die?
No, but ye get to bear their talk of powerful magic- and | do mean powerful.
Ahl About avernus-freezing over time!

Helpless the man hung in the air above them, masked no longer. Spread-eagled and furious, frozen
inthe grip of Eimingter's spells, he was running out of obscenities to spit down at them.

That seemed dmog fair, because fewer and fewer questions were occurring to those below. His
answers thus far-most given proudly-revedled him to be Anril Zoar, of the noble family exiled from
Waterdeep long, long ago. Hed armed himsdf to destroy dl the lords of the ity with the spells and an
enchanted sword held gained from a man who bore a slver harp badge, and he wondered how to reach
them ere they gathered together to hunt him down.

For years hed schemed and brooded until by chance his spies found a book. It turned out to be a
log tome of Ahghairon, the "Founder of Waterdeep,” tha detailed how to create "ring of firé' gates.
These short-lived gates were but echoes of certain ancient, long-hidden portals moved into the cellars of
early Waterdeep by Halaster Blackcloak. Echo gates could be created only within a short distance of the
ancent portas, but-Mirt's eyes gleamed a this news-they could bypass many modern barriers and
defensive enchantments. Once a master of echo gates, Anril had taken his tutor's harp badge as his own
and begun daying lords of Waterdeep.

Mirt peered up at the floating man and said grimly, “Right. Enough. Kill him. We can spdll-talk to his



corpse about hiskin and kill them, too."

"No!" avoice rapped out from behind him. Storm's face was pae, but she strode forward as swiftly
and smoothly asif sheld never fdt the bite of cold stedl. "I mugt know more of the man with the Slver
harp, who taught this Amril magic!”

Elminger looked up. "What happened to your tutor, and who was he?'

Amil Zoar glared down at him and said bitterly, "I never knew his name. He was killed by a knight
of Waterdeep, who came seeking my father's death-and mine. He found my father's, but my tutor bought
ny lifewith his own."

Elminger let his hand fdl to his sde, and the spread-eagled noble sank, ill spellbound and
motionless, to hang a few feet off the dusty stone floor.

Mirt stepped forward in grim silence, axe in hand, and looked to Piergairon.

The Firg Lord nodded. "For Waterdeep, then. For Tamaeril, and Resengar,” he intoned.

The axe swept up, dlittering.

A legther-clad form sprang in front of Mirt, bare hands raised. "No!" Storm protested. There were
tears in her eyes. "Do not kill this man. His cause was just in his eyes-and his task nigh impossible, for
one done, | would have him for the Harpers."

Mirt frowned at her. His gaze strayed to Amril's sword, ill lying in a dark pool of Storm's blood,
and then back to the Bard of Shadowdale. "Why?" he asked bluntly.

"He saw his cause as just and did what he thought he had to,” Storm replied. "Who are we to think
oursalves better than he?'

Mitt's frown grew. Something that might have been a growl stirred deep in his throat-then, dowly,
he stepped back, lowering his axe, and bowed to Storm.

"Methinks yon youngling enjoys daying overmuch, Lady,” he said darkly, "but enough. | grow sick
of killings Mind you get that book of Ahghairon's from him, though... I don't want his cousn or squire or
trained dog coming through a gate beside my bed in the midst of my snoring time, one or two nights from
now!"

Storm nodded. "If he cannot or will not change hisways," she said softly, "he ivill find death. At my
hands."

"So beit," Piergaron said, dmog wearily. "Jus take him far from Waterdeep." He looked down at
whet he was turning over and over in his fingers, asif seeing it for the firg time. "A Slver harp,” he said
thoughtfully. "'l thought the badge of the Harpers was a slver moon and a silver harp.”

"The glver moon was my mother's badge... her kin came from the dty of Slverymoon,” Storm said
softly. "But Harpers have a better answer. Mirt?"

Mirt smiled. He put his am around Asper and growled, "The harp is the Harper. The moon need
not be part of the badge-for as the motto says: Harpers hunt by moonlight.”

S0 we see some whispers of magic, but hardly the silver fire i seek ok anything i can seize and make use or i
weary of lashing you, idiot wizard-so i'll do nothing to you, now try not to fool yourself into thinking i'll forget this
and that you're getting away with something.

You'll learn differently soon enough.

Mirt found himsdf blinking at the calling, dl slver in moonlight. "No!" he gasped hoarsdy. "Gods,
no!"

He was 4ill dressed. The hilt of his sword was ready under his clenched hand. Amril Zoar's blade
dripped with Storm's gore... Hed hdf forgotten the details, but they came flooding back, with a face
behind them: EIminger. Or rather, what was left of EIminger.

A desperate, wavering mind, less then it had been, pleading, and in a ruined body... in a ginking
gony waste under' a blood-red sky. Avernus. It had to be.

"When I'm ready to look for a place to die" Mirt told his sword as he drew it and watched the
moonlight gleam aong its bright length ,"Hel will not be where | start. Just so long as that's clear.”

With a grunt he rolled off the bed, stamped hisfeet to settle them in his boots, and set off down the



passage. This might be one wak he didnt come back from, and he was j damned if he was going to
leave before he saw-

Asper, apdeflamein the gloom, burst bare out of her bedchamber. Her har was wild. She hed a
sword in one hand and boots in the other. "Thieves?' she gasped, dmog fdling in her haste to bar his
way. "Lord work?'

"Worse than thet, lass. Elmingter needs me"

"Elminger? Why?'

"Because he's trapped and in torment in Hell," the Old Wolf growled. "Where | dare not go.”

"No, Mirt," Asper cried. Her face went bone-white. "Not to Hdl! Youll never even get near im
before the devils get their talons on you, and youll be-you'll be-"

She flung away her boots and clutched hisarm. "No friend is worth dying for-when your death isn't
going to help him!"

Mirt scowled at her, eyes gleaming like two old torches. He tried, and faled, to shake off her grip.
Her fingers were like claws. "Aye, true enough-and with Khelben and Laera gone off the gods done
know where, that leaves me just one weapon swift to my hand that's sharp enough to hew down devils"

Asper's face was wet with tears. "Wha?'

Mirt set his jaw, freed himsdf from her hand, and strode toward the dtairs, hefting his sword.
"Hdager Blackcloak. | have to find him, down in Undermountain, and-ha-convince him to fight his way
into Hell and bring Elmingter back here to me. Without delay, so he might just il be dive when Halaster
getsthere™ He chuckled, a dry, terrible sound.

"Mirt, no!” Asper dmost screamed. She gnawed a her knuckles and sobbed."You can't! He's
med! You-"

"-Have to," he finished her sentence for her, softly. "For-live or die this night-if | fal my best and
oldest friends, what am 1? And what have | lived for?"

Chapter Eleven

OLD DEVILS, NEW TRICKS

Bare, thorny branches of stunted trees stabbed like desparing fingers into the blood-red sky.
Elminger Aumar sighed at them. Wdll, at least he could move, seeing new sights on the probably short
remainder of his journey toward death. Such mohility afforded hm a deep and abiding consolation, of
course.

B crawled forward on raw, bleeding knees, his body brigling with greasy, green-black spines that
he hoped looked hdf as ungppetizing to devils as they looked to him. He tried not to think of the trall of
gore he must be leaving. Twice now, heid had to turn and roll over to trandfix and day maggots nipping &
his feet, and held lost count of the times held retched and spewed in helpless nausea at the sghts and
sounds dl around.

Devils were dawing and didfiguring each other overhead right now, ditting eyes and tugging out
entrals with eager savagery, spattering the rocks below with thenkful lack of attention. EImingter crawled
on, aniling inwardly &t his looks. Well, hed been a raven-haired, silken-hipped lass when that wasn't his
true shape, ether, so he hadn't much cause for complaint. Not that rocks Listened to the complaints of
broken archmages any more than they heeded the curses of other beings.

The ground trembled in the throes of a violent underground explosion. B tried not to think of what
death traps caverns must become at such times. Another snarling firebdl crossed the sky.

Sooner or later in this tortured landscape of rock and flame and bitter fumes, where devils roamed
in search of too-scarce food or traveled in ruthless patrols-in the distance, a flying phaanx of abisha
swooped in unison to spear qudling nupperibos-his luck would run out.

Sooner. Even as he dipped for the thousandth time and logt his wind in a bdly-landing against
saw-«dged rocks, a spade-barbed tal rose in front of him. It was glossy-black and as large as his head.
The body it was attached to mus have been large indeed. Bl ground his face into the stones a moment
before the razor-sharp tal cut across his head. The resounding dap set his skull ringing and drove him



into a wavering upright posture. It had diced open his scap far enough back for his own blood not to
blind him with its first drenching flood.

What a stroke of luck, indeed. With that sarcastic thought held in the forefront of his mind to keep
Nergd from naticing what he was doing, Bl leaked a tiny amount of dSlver fire dowly out to stanch the
bleeding. He lifted his head to see what was atacking him.

"Wdl," purred what could only be another outcast arch-devil. It reared up from the rocks in front of
him. "What have we here?'

Three long, Snuous serpent tails rose from where they coiled around and amid rocks, to mest in an
obsidian-hued body that had the shape of alush human femde torso.

From the shoulders spread bat wings, dark beneath and ruby-red on their deek outer surfaces. A
forked-tongued and horned head swayed on the end of a neck that was too long, but otherwise looked
both human and attractive. Unfortunately, the fingers extending in his direction ended in hooked, hawklike
taons. Each was aslong as Elminger'sarms.

Three barbed tails flipped up to dap the rocks in unison and prope the devil in an undulating charge.
The swaying head came within a foot of Elminger's own. Ale-brown eyes with flames flickering in their
depths stared hard into blue-gray, weary human ones... and beautiful red lips snaked into a amile

"A spdl-twisted human, if I'm not mistaken... transformed why? 1'd best see just who you are before
| cook you for dinner or remake you into a more pleasant shape for my own amuse-"

The serpent-devil diffened and hissed, rudtling her wingswith a sngle, convulsive shudder. She sent
amind-lance into EIminger... and found Nergd.

[ruby sun, blossoming and widening, serpentine awareness questing forth]

[tentacled giant turning to face the intrusion, gathering ominous strength]

"Ho-ho, a wizard of great power... memories aplenty here, both entertainment and something |
could usg, if | can but find the right remembrance... but hold: Here's ataint that's somehow famili-"

Malachladra!

“Nergd!"

Die, serpent-bitch!

"Your turn to feed worms, Lord Most High of Nothing!”

[mind bolt, turned aside, raw agony, Elminger screaming as wadls smash down, calings fal,
chambers collapse... mentd arrows, legping one two three, struck aside and hurled back in bright array ...
H dill screaming)

"Human, | an Mdachlabra, Duchess of Hel and daughter of Dispater! Cleave to me, and I'll rid
your mind of this tentacled brute!”

[mind bolt strikes mind bolt, great flash, long despairing shriek of agony, Bl writhing as fires are
hurled back and it forth in his burning mind|]

"Human, |... ah, your name is-Elmingter! Elmins Aumar, cleave to me!”

Abisha veered away, soitting and shouting, as the serpent-devil reared up and spat ribbons of fire
far across Avernus. She drove one long, crud taon into the ungainly creature at her feet. His raw
screams died into frothy barking, and even maggots shrank away from the thing of chuming flesh,
erupting limbs, and wetly jetting gases.

Far away, the ground shook. Maachlabra shouted in triumph. She was dill laughing, raised upright
into a sky she; was raking with her talons, when Nergal's reply came down upon her.

Thered air shimmered, bled purple, and ralled back for an ingant. It vomited huge purple spheres
of roaring, trembling flame on dl sides of the serpent-devil.

Then, of course, they exploded.

Convulsng talons whipped and cartwhedled past' the ropy thing that was Elminger. Stones lashed at
him, and he was drenched with she-devil gore. Torn and \ gutted lengths of serpent danced in macabre
trembling long after they'd fdlen among far stones. Where Mdachlabra had been there was nothing but
amoking, fresh-tumbled rocks-and black and crimson dime spattered on the stones.

All a once, as Nergd's laughter thundered through Elminge’s mind, the thing of teeth and



odd-shaped limbs and lumpy bodies shuddered. It ceased its shgpe-shifting chaos. Arching and snuffling,
the transformed wizard writhed on blood-spattered rocks. Maggots reared up hungrily, yellow-white and
gligening with dime. El, adrift in blood-shadows of suffering, never fdt their gnawing.

S0 you can change shape at will, little man? Well, well. another secret it's time you yeilded to
me. I'll Have All of them in the end, you know-but by the freezing styx, you make it hard work,
tearing every last one out of you!

[Through rivers of blood, the tentacled creature shoulders fearlesdy forward. Through many dark
and shattered rooms, he seeks bright memories of shagpeshifting.]

Siver fire threaded out, oh-so-subtly-mere droplets where rushing floods were needed. Face
twigted in pain, EIminger Aumar writhed on the ground, dapping a maggots. As Nergd's thought bored
on, probing ever deeper into El, the long and fissured torso dwindled. Its limbs became humen ams
agan.

H groaned and I&t a little wash of dlver fire sear the maggots gnawing him. They fdl away, dan
ingantly. He collapsed again with a groan. Let Nergal think the shape-shifting was my doing and not
Malacblabra's. Anything to keep him from noticing the fire...

[A great horned head looks sharply thisway and tha as it presses on through a mind where red
rivers recede. Tentacles trall through the gore as it paces and peers)]

"Dig, evil magel” Crud spears thrugt like tongues of flame into his back. El snarls a curse that turns
into a helpless spewing of blood. Spear points trandix him. They shove hm forward, between the
merlons, to plunge out into emptiness and down, down toward the sinking moat.

There are ragged cheers as he plummets, but they become shouts of darm ere he reaches the
ground. That landing will come somewhere else.

Thering on hisfinger has done its work. His very bones are rubber! His skin itches, his body feds
wet and empty and sick... and it's flowing, changing as he struggles for breath. He watches the ground
and the scum-cloaked water hurl itself up to meet him....

Less than the haight of a man away from smashing into that water, the black-robed body becomes a
black star. The burst of dark radiance freezes for a moment. The weatching crowds murmur. It drifts
Sdewaysin the breeze ere it winks out and is gone....

*k*

Black, sinking pools bubble with sulfurous stinks. Cruel wasps dight on the heads of submerged,
spellbound captives and thrust home their long stingers, trading venom for blood. The thrashing, foaming
victims drown.

A sudden whirlpodl pierces those waters. It turns up gigantic ribcages black with dime, and
odd-shaped, unidentified things that are flung far and wide from the muck. At the heart of that whirlpool
rises acloud of red and black. It spins swiftly at first and then more dowly, to stand at last, reveded as-

"Mdachlabra, Duchess of Hdl and daughter of Dispater,” murmured the watching Tasnya She
banished her scrying imege with a lazy wave of her hand before the." distant serpent-devil would have a
chance to fed her scrutiny. "You are such aheadstrong fool. Almost as bad as Nergd.."

She gave her own cleverness a crooked amile and rolled over again to bite out the throat of an
erinyes. As the others whimpered and shrank away from the gore-filled bed, the imps hovering above
Tasnya never paused in their work, flogging her jugt the way shed commanded, with the little barbed
whips she'd fashioned. By the Nine, but she loved pain.

*k*

Again you try to dupe me, human! Just now stupid do you think i am?
[Slence]



Yes, you'd better keep silent, about now. Fire and blood, how have you ever found anything
in this wallow-pit you call a mind? Every link has a sde trail, every memory two ok three
overlapping it, and you dance in front of me like a little yapping imp, thrusting one thing into my
face when i seek another! When i've got your secrets at last, i'm going to take great pleasure in
your dow, painful death. I'm going to tear tender organs off you and out of you that you never
knew you had!

[slence tinged with weary amusement]

Yes, i know you sneer at devils for their unsubtle crudties, little human worm, but creatures
can't sneer when they're too busy screaming.... You'll discover that too! Now, i want to see more
memories-so get on with it!

Steaming bowls of soup sat on the weathered kitchen table before them. Hot tankards of cider
stood to one sde. The two dlver-haired women ignored both in favor of chuckling over the latest
"Hegttsted" novd out of Sembia

" 'Eyes flashing,' " a voice on the tremulous edge of helpless laughter announced ungteadily to the
world, " 'she flung dweomers that flashed brightly &t the otherworldly apparition....""

The other woman groaned in derisive disgust and fdl into helpless gaes of laughter a breath behind
her sgter.

Storm, who held both the book and the current title of Reader Aloud to the Assembled, mastered
her mirth first. Tossing long hair back out of her eyes, she eyed her sster's shaking shoulders and sad
oruffly, "None of that laughing, now-we've an epic to finish!"

"'A bodice-throbbing saga of broken hearts and blazing spellsl' * Sylune quoted with a fresh whoop
of laughter. "Wherein boldly thrugting blades strike at the heart of evil, amiting aside chastity belts in the
way!"

Storm looked up at her. "It doesn't say that," she! protested mildly, her own lips trembling on the
edge of laughter. "It says 'dong the way,' I'm sure" She did not bother to flip the book over to check.

Sylune descended into a fresh fit of giggles, buried her face in her hands, and waved a Storm to
read on.

Storm gave her a dubious look, adjusted the ornate and rimless spectacles lower dong her nose
they went within the post of Reader Aloud, for reasons both of them had forgotten some centuries ago,
and cleared her throat loudly. '

Sylune obediently sat up, eyes streaming, and stared at the ceiling to avoid meeting Storm's eyes.

Storm gave her an amused ook, and then raised the;, book once more and resumed the tale. " The
gdlat, | rippling-muscled blue-black steed neighed as loudly as a temple bel as the knight in shining
amor hurtled bravely down out of the ba cony, tumbling through the crossbeams with sounds like unto an
entire amory crashing into the same midden-pit, and dammed into his place in the high-cantled
saddle-but facing backward. The dangor of tortured metd and the scream of the tortured knight that
quite outsang it, Sartled the fathful war charger even more than the sudden heavy weight on its back, and
it reared-amost Soilling Sir Taen from his seat once more-and then galloped wildy down the length of the
bedchamber. The startled princess sat up in bed just intime to see-' "

"Oh, stop!" Sylune sobbed, howling. Her rocking-chairl creaked as its pace quickened into a
near-canter; Storml watched with amusement as it commenced to walk across! the floor, bringing the ribs
of Sylune s new body hard againg the edge of the table.

Her laughter never fatered-even when the chair tipped forward and Syluné's chin came down on the
spoon with a clatter. It soared toward the rafters, and Storm waited for it to come down again, fidded it
with deft hand, and asked, "Could you kindly refrain from hurling the cutlery? We're not dining at a royd
table, you know!"

Sylune's laughter redoubled. She threw hersdf backward, chair and dl. Not surprisngly, the rocker
took this as asgnd to rock. Violently.

Sorm rolled her eyes, sghed, and told her farmhouse calling, "It's not much to ask, but it might just
be too much to ask... if you take my meaning.”



The caling evidently did. Something amdl and light fluttered down from somewhere amid its loftier,
dudtier beams, didodged in dl the hubbub. Storm caught it and raised her pdm to stare at it a folded
paper jumping frog that one of her Harper trainees had made three summers ago. He'd obvioudy flicked
it doft before leaving.

As Storm regarded the clever little thing, her mirth gave way to sadness. She'd buried that Harper's
gnawed bones in the Teshen backlands last winter; thislittle frog was dl that was left of him now.

"Sdter," Sylune murmured, bereft of dl humor, "I must go-Alustrid can tdl you why!"

Storm lifted her head from the frog to stare at her older sster. Syluné's head lolled, drooling and
empty-eyed- before she pitched face-forward into the soup.

Storm stretched out along am to grab a good handful of har, muttering too late, "Not in my soup,
you don't!"

She hauled the body back into a tting pogtion and set down the frog as if it was the mogt precious
thing in the world. Then she sghed and took up her discarded gpron to wipe the soup from Sylune's
vacant face. Lifting her sster's discarded body up in her arms asif it weighed nothing, she gently carried it
updtairs to a bed.

The Bard of Shadowdae looked down, sghed, and! arranged the lifdess hands to clagp the
Heartsted novd to the dill breast, in case she wasn't around when.." Sylune returned.

Then she went downgtairs and outside, to look across the dde she loved. She plucked up her
tankard of cider dong the way and wondering how long it would be, this time, before she too was cdled
towar....

No! No!' Moke time wasting! Beautiful humans, but what interest have i in such? Magic i
want, curse you, human! How can you still defy me? How?

[growling, firmly quelled]

No, i'll not tear and snarl i'll dive into your mind one more, and this time seek beings you
respect but do not consort with so closely. What else would earn you respect but real power?
Magic to tame kingdoms with! magic i can use!

[red eyes burning, griding into dark rooms and tearing down what images are found there, dawing
adde and seeking more...]

"L-lady Queen?' The young lass quavered, her face solving into terror. She trembled vidlently, too
frightened to move. She desperately wanted to be anywhere but here, anywhere but kneding and
proffering flowers to the queen of Aglarond in the roya gardens.

Her mother looked on with a face as white as chalk.

The Smbul, the witch whose spdlls tore Red Wizards to blood and bones and smashed down
towers and made mountains shatter, had suddenly scowled. She scowled even now, her hair risng and
twiding dong her shoulders as if with a life of its own-no, many lives, dl of them eager to blast and
destroy and lay waste to little girls who dare to offer flowers.

A smdl sob dragged the Witch-Queen of Aglarond back to awareness. Her gaze met the wild,
trapped eyes of thelittle gil who'd made the sound.

A chill went through the Simbul. Nothing should ever happen to make little girls look like that. She
mustered the warmest smile she could, kndt to say, "My thanks™" and bestowed a royd kiss on the
trembling forehead. "Be welcome adwaysin our gardens,” she added, raising the dill-fearful girl to her feet
and turning her head to give the anxious mother a amile.

The courtiers ganding around vigbly relaxed. The girl darted away like a rabbit from under the royd
hand, heading for the safety of her mother's skirts.

At the Smbul's elbow, the oldest of her guards dared to murmur, ™Y ou scowled, Mgesty?"

The Smbul nodded. "I did. At amemory.”

"All," the guard said, stepping back. No doubt a woman who'd dain hundreds of Red Wizards in
frantic spell battle over years upon years had more than a few grim memories that might come to mind
unbidden.



So she did, but what made the queen of Aglarond frown again as she turned away to wak a garden
path was the fact that the memory was not her own. She could dill hear her Ssters helpless laughter over
aromantic book, a fancy-nove... a moment new to her, but tattered and dusve in someone's store of
remembrances. But whose?

Whaose mind could have touched hers so fegbly? Whose?

Chapter Twelve

THE HARPER WITHOUT

The easy thing to do would have been to hurl hersdf over the cold stone dli, into the night and the
ran. Out and clown, down to the courtyard below. Aludrid gripped the sony edge with fingers that
trembled, pae white. Why then did she not do it?

Pride. Jugt that-a amd| thing to stand between her and a quick doom. It would be swift, yes, but
dishonorable, a shame as sure as tha Irlar sought to bring on her, with his mocking amile and honeyed
words. She looked down again. The night hid the stones sheld stared at for hours. It would be an easy
thing now, in the dark, alone. In the morning they'd find her lying on those stones. "Aye, she jumped,” her
unde would say. Hed soit out of the side of his mouth, shake his head, and turn away, waving at the
servants to bundle her body to be burned.

I will not have him think that of me, Aludrid thought.

She turned away from the night to face her waiting chambers. Irlar would come to her soon. Irlar the
laughing lordling, a sneer bright in his eyes. Irlar, who'd take her to wife not for love-though no doubt
hed force the attentions of love on her, this very night-but for the lands and wedth held in her name. Hers

to surrender but not hers to enjoy; her uncle saw to that.

Uncle Thamator. The Wolf, men cdled him, and dared not meet his eyes when he was in a fury. All knew him for
afearless warrior, matchless in the fidd, and a bitter man-and al knew him to be a Harper. Alustrid shrank even from
the memory of their last meeting. Together in his chambers after a feast, sharing wine-her firgt taste of such things,
amber fire that warmed her throat like spiced sauce-she'd asked him eagerly, innocently, when she would be made a

Harper.

Thamator fixed her with eyes like colorless glass. "I gave my lady for the Harpers, girl. My lady, and
my son not yet born, who died with her. Too many comrades to count have followed them. I've given the
Harpers this strong right arm, these thirty winters since. | have given them friends with my sword, too,
when it was necessary. What have ye to give them?'

He spoke the last words with biting anger, dmogt soitting his contempt. She stood slent, shocked,
face white-and then red. He saw her mounting color, stared at her deliberately, and went on. "Ye are not
awarior. Ye are pretty, but beauty is not something so rare that it will ad the Harpers. Ye do not
believe that one god isthe right and true one above others, and cannot then serve as a priest; a good one,
a leadst. Ye have the dlence to stedl but no strength or speed'-and ye lack the craft to lie glibly."

Thelord of Bluetower strode angrily across the room, and turned to confront her again. "So | paid
good coin to see ye made something of amage. The wizard Thurduil said ye had a way with the power.
Eight years! Eight years of coins out of this purse, one handful after another, too

meany of them gold-and to show for it? Y e can make a servant sneeze. A prank | can maich with a
pinch of pepper! No doubt Gaerd has managed to get ye to do some other tricks of the like by now.
He's a magter; the fault's not with him."

Thamator's eyes were like the points of two sword-blades. "And ye want to know when yell be
made a Harper,” he minced with bailing sarcasm. She couldn't turn from his eyes as he lowered himsdf
into his chair and added with terrible softness, "Get out of my dght for atime. Ye look too much like your
mother did to besaying such idiocy to me" His face twisted brigfly in a spasm of pan or regret. A
passing shadow |eft his features as smooth and blank and unyidding as stone.

Aludrid turned and sumbled out, wiping vanly at the tears that streamed down her cheeks....

Two days ago, Irlar had come riding at the head of a company of laughing young men in finery,
swords bouncing a thar hips. When he offered for her hand in marriage, her uncdle had not even botiiered
to see her. Held sent a servant to give her the smple message: "Heed." No more-and that before dl the



house. Her cheeks dill burned a the memory.

Irlar! The same lordling who'd once spat on her a a Shiddmeet feast and hissed, "Get awvay from
me, unclean one! Witch blood! Harper!" Aludrid had never forgotten. It was clear from his barbed
sddong questions these lagt two evenfeasts, neither had he.

If she could have worn the Slver moon and harp badge of the Harpers, the badge her unde sad she
did not deserve, Alugrid was sure Lord Irlar would have shied away like one who has seen a ghogt. Or
if she could have worked magic strong enough smply to push him away when he approached, his fear
would poison his greed. But she was a weak, defenseless prize, and he knew it.

Not so0 easly mastered as dl that! Irlar had taunted her tonight, saying over wine and mindrd musc
that he would come for her when the house was adeep, to taste what he would own when they were
wed. He added that if she was a dl reluctant, her magic would protect her. She could have screamed
out her rage and frudration a him then. As surdy as an animd in a forester's cage, she was
trapped-trapped! Only tiny victories were within her grasp. She had said nothing to his taunts, only
amiled as serendly as she could manage, hoping to discomfit him. After amoment he had laughed-a short,
ruthless bark-and turned away contemptuoudy.

All her magic, aye. Aludrid looked down a her dender, empty fingers, bone-white in the dimness.
Only fant torchlight came in the window from rooms adjacent to her own. She could make people
sneeze. Irlar had made allittle joke of that; she had refused to demonstrate. She; could aso make sounds
out of empty air, but only in a very limited way: she could mimic a sngle harp sring, plucked note by
note, choosng the tune and whether it played softly or loudly by how she imagined it in her head. She
could aso make the source of the noise shift from very near to something from afar, perhaps a hundred
paces. Gaerd had told her she wasn't a Harper yet and suggested she keep this ability a secret from dl
until she'd mastered something more to go with it. She had done so.

Bardly ten days ago, under the master wizard's kin tutelage, Aludrid had managed to make a grest
blue spark snap from one of her fingers to a metd coin set on a table severa paces digant. Shed fdt
only atingling, no pain... but she could make a spark appear only when she was excited or frightened or
upset. Its creation] dways left her sheking and drenched with swesat. Great magic, aye.

Yet it wasdl she had. Aludrid turned in the darkness and strode into the little room where she kept
her spel components-harmless ingredients for this or that. A sudden indinct made her hand close on a
certain vid of iron filings and dip it into the hidden pockets in her skirts. Perhaps she could blind Irlar with
it. She could not make hersdf pick up thetiny, bgeweled dagger that she knew lay on the table near the
vids. He would only dash her face with it-or tossiit laughingly aside.

There was a sudden scraping sound at the door of the other chamber. Irlar had come for her.

Irlar was a servant of Bane. He had a tiny brand under a ring that he turned around and around on
hisfinger. Irlar meant to take her to a temple tonight, to forswear Mysira for Bane and quench any magic
she might have forever. No doubt, he would aso force hislove on her at the dark atar, to daim any child
she might bear for the dark god....

A sudden shiver shook her so much that' her teeth chattered. Aludrid bit her lip, illed her quaking
limbs, and forced hersdf to move camly and slently into the main chamber... to meet her doom. Her
unde might never be proud of her, but she would not see him dismiss her as a light-headed wench, a
nothing. She heard a gentle Sghing sound, and knew it for an unseen blade cutting the bell rope so she
couldnt summon ad or rouse the house.

She made her face as dignified as she could and looked to the door. She ddiberately unhooded the
tiny ail lamp before her on the stone window-table. The sudden light caught him diding home the flimsy
door bolt of brassfiligree. Hislook of dert surprise rose into a 9mile as he saw that she was aone.

"Wdl met," he sad with gentle sarcasm, "my Aludrid." He stared a her eagerly, hungry for a
reaction. Waiting to fed her fear.

Panic and nausea rose together within her. Alugtrid looked back a him, kegping her face cam. She
dared not speak; she trusted nether tongue nor voice to be steady and loyd. Irlar grinned a her
indecison and advanced, |

"Come, now," he asked, "is my offer of marriage such a hated thing? Or a matter so trifling thet it



wakes no' spirit in you at dl?" At that, Aludrid smiled, though insde she fet more like weeping. It was
meant to be an unsettling, catlike amile, but it wavered. He grinned, not wary a dl. Why should he be?

She was helpless, and they both knew it. Sowly she hooded the lamp, plunging the room into
darkness as she gathered control of hersdlf. Again.

"Welcome, my lord," Aludgrid managed, finding her voice a lagt in the polite phrases of her
childhood training.

"I hoped | would be," he answered triumphantly. With a sudden sride he reached her, putting his
ams around her. He kissed her fiercdly. Hislips were those of a proud conqueror.

Aludrid fdl back a step. He advanced, keeping their bodies tightly pressed together. Her risng
anger made Aludtrid's heart and breath quicken. Irlar took this for excitement, and his hands began to
move. Boldly, to her hip and breast, pushing her back.

She retreated toward her high-canopied bed. Furious resolve made her breath shudder and mided
him into renewed boldness. Onto the degping furs he bore her. Eyes closed, lips glued to his, Aludrid
concentrated with infinite care on her harp spdll. It had to sound just right.

There. He diffened atop her as he heard it. Far away it sounded, and muffled, asif in another room.
Sowly it grew louder. Aludrid held Irlar to her with feigned caresses and bent her will with achingly
caeful precison. The unseen harpist was coming nearer.

Irlar pulled hislips from hers and gripped her arms with bruisng force.

"What-who's that?" he hissed, sheking her.

"My unde" she whigpered with fase urgency. "In the secret passagel On his way here; he only
plays so when he comes to speak with me”

With an oath Irlar rolled off her, drawing his dagger. Aludrid saized her chance, heart pounding. In
her skirts, her fingers found the vid and uncorked it.

Ifar turned his head and hissed, "Where?' a her commeandingly, to learn where the nonexistent
passage was.

She flung the contents of the vid into his face. She stabbed a finger a his eyes, gathering her will
with that peculiar surge she aways fdt-and there was a snap. A blue spark legped into Mar's eyes,
crackling for an ingant among the filings there.

Irlar roared, dutching at his eyes.

She fdt his dagger swing around, missing her in the darkness as she Hung hersdf back and away,
ralling dong the edge of her bed. As dways, casting the cantrip left her weak and trembling. She found
her feet and fled ungteedily across her dark bedchamber, hampered by her skirts, trying to keep ahead of
his reeching blade.

Curang, Irlar came after her. He dashed wildly with the dagger, dill blind but heading straight for the
passage door. Sheld have no time to throw the bolt and escape from her rooms. She whirled around her
unseen guest table, bending her will again to the harping, bringing it louder and nearer.

Irlar followed. His curang sounded scared now, more than angry.

Alugrid bregthed a prayer to Tyche as she bumped her shinsinto her little Sde table, sumbled, and
caught hersdf on it with both hands. She swept it up desperatdly, silling a mint-water decanter and two
drinking horns to the floor. She hdd it like a shield.

Irlar charged toward the noise, dashing wildly. He dipped on one of the horns and flung his arms up
to hold his balance.

Aludrid stepped forward to bring dl her weight to bear, as sheld seen her unclé€'s axe men do, and
brought the little table down as hard as she could on the hand that held the dagger.

Irar screamed on the heds of the dckening crack. The dagger rang off the glass decanter
somewhere underfoot.

He lunged upon her, grabbing at the table with his good hand. She hed to it, but he jerked
impatiently, tore it from her grasp, and flung it away. It crashed againgt the far wall.

Aludrid dodged away again, desperate now.

"Bitch!" Irlar hissed at her savagdy. "I'll kill you for that!"

She knew his words for smple truth. His thoughts of abduction on horseback to a temple of Bane



were gone. Nothing less than her blood would satisfy him now. He crashed into another table, toppling
datuettes and jars, but did not upset it and stopped, holding to it to steady himsdf. Aludrid heard a jar
rall across it with dmost lazy downess-before it toppled over the edge to the floor.

Then she was pulling at die bolt of her chamber door with dl her strength. It squeded, and he
roared at the sound. Some indinct made Aludrid duck away. An indant later a perfume bottle crashed
into shards againgt the wall just above her head, showering her with glass and a singing mist. Then came
another and another. In her hampering skirts, she scuttled Sdeways seeking a weapon... or a refuge
agang his murderous fury... and knowing she would find neither.

A rushing, whidling sound in the darkness told with cold certainty that Irlar had found her riding
whip.

She had to get out of these long skirtsl With shaking fingers, she unlaced and tore at the garment,
crouching low and hiting her lip.

Irar panted and thrashed the darkness furioudy with the whip, seeking her.

Nearer he came, and nearer. Aludrid rolled out of her skirts &t last. He heard her and charged with
an exultant roar. She twisted on the floor and brought the doth up before her in both hands, as a shidd.
The whip cut into them with a sharp crack, and one of her arms burned with sudden, singing fire.

The whip came down again-and again and again, in a ran of blows too wild and rage-driven to be
precise. Aludrid rolled and crawled and writhed on her luxuriant rugs, but could not dude him. When
she got the edge of a table between her and the whip, Irlar kicked her savagdy in the face and breast
until she was out from under the table's shelter-and pressed on with his whipping, grunting with the effort
of his stroke.

Aludtrid sobbed as she made for the table. Thistime the whip missed her. She crouched motionless
inthe dark, gathered her tattered will, and bent it to her task.

In the darkness above, Irlar sneezed. Aludrid gave alittle crow of triumphant laughter. Agan she
fdt the surge- and again he sneezed, the whip swinging wildly. She rose swiftly under die table, catching it
on her shoulders and driving it into him. Irlar sumbled back into furnishings and went down, losing the
whip. Alugrid danced away from hisflaling limbs. She headed for the door, her only chance.

She pulled on the bolt with sudden, risng hope-but the brass jammed in her haste and wouldnt
budge. Looking back, she saw Irlar slhouetted againgt the dim torchlight of the window, leaning on the
stone table and reaching for the bell-hood of her tiny ail lamp. She could not let him lift it, or she was lodt!
With light enough, he could stak her e leisure....

His eyes mugt have recovered. As his hand settled on the hood, Aludrid ran a him with frantic
haste, heart pounding. She crashed into him just as he saw her in the blossoming lamplight. He struck her
on the brow with the hood. Aludrid redled... but her hands were on the hot metd, and she swept the
lamp up and out the window, heedless of the sailling oil-and the room was safely in darkness again.

She was too close to the window. Irlar could see her outlines in the faint torchlight. He shoved her
away 0 he could land a blow with his good hand: a solid punch that sent her reding, eyes ginging and
wits dazed. Her jaw fdt asif it was broken... gods, the painl He was after her triumphantly, reaching out
to throttle her.

Alugrid fled from him-had she been dodging himin the darkness forever? In sudden determination
she turned and fled no more but ducked in under hisarm, ramming her head into his belly as hard as she
could, charging forward.

Irlar was in pain, and unsteady. She carried him before her rush, back, back to the window. He
kicked out wildly as his back hit the low dlI. He lost his balance. Alugtrid punched his groin, grabbed his
foot, twisted, shoved- and suddenly she was donein the room.

There was a sckening crack from the courtyard below. Lord Irlar struck the stones and bounced,
once. A moment later, Alustrid heard the sudden shout of a guard. Torches began to flicker and move.

She leaned on the sl for amoment to catch her breath, watching them, and then turned ddiberately
for the door. The harp's song began as a few happy notes and swelled around her. She walked, uncaring
of her appearance, down the long dark passage, through the heavy doors, and around the turn to her
uncles door. As she approached, it was thrown open.



Thamator came out into the night gloom, his sword drawn.

"Who be ye?' he chdlenged roughly, blinking into the darkness. The mudc of the harp swirled
around him.

"I dill want to be a Harper," Aludrid told him, surprised a how cam her voice sounded.

"Ye, grl? Must ye wake me with such tricks at this time of night? Hast aught else to do?' her undle
demanded thickly. She knew from his tone that her music reminded him of someone e'se, from long ago.
The sword in his hands began to glow paédly. In the growing radiance she saw his jaw drop.

His gaze was on her bloody state of undress, and roved to take in the red whip wed’s crisscrossng
her body. He took a step forward, peering a her in dishdief. "What, in the name of dl the gods, bef-"

Then there was a clatter of hurrying boots, and a waving torch came around the corner, its light
gleaming on hdms and spear points... and anxious faces. "My lord!" snapped one of the guards, his voice
highwith tenson. "The Lord Irlar! He's dead! In the courtyard, belike he's fdlen from awindow!"

"Aye" Aludrid sad into the astonished slence, "he did." Ignoring the startled looks from the men
crowding around her, she added, "After he was pushed.”

Mesting her uncle's eyes seadily, she added, "1 was disndined to become a bride of Bane-and
before my wedding night, too."

She turned her back on them dl with newfound dignity and left then. Her uncle's astonished curses
faded behind her as she sought her room again. His voice sounded, she thought, amazed and... and alittle
pleased.

Now to ask Gaerd how to become a Harper. Aludtrid looked down a hersdf, shrugged at her state
of dress, and turned her aching, whip-scarred legs down a different passage. Why not now? Why should
her uncle be the only one roused this night?

When she knocked on the wizard's door, it opened, and Gaerd was gmiling a her-deepily, but
gmiling nonetheless.

There was a crystd sphere in his hand, and in it she saw, with alittle shock, the open window of her
room as seen from within... captured as a tiny scene within the.j globe. The mage waved her to a chair,
beaming at her proudly. On the table beyond the sest, a harp of Slver hue was playing softly, by itsdf...
and with a amile, she recognized her tune.

Chapter Thirteen

NERGAL SURPRISED

Adrift in a dream of pain, EIminger gradudly came awake to the redization that it was red. He was
floating, or fdling, through a cloud of red and black smoky foulness shot through with crackling fires.
Balts of bright fury lanced out of it from time to time to trangfix him. He was fdling through Nergal's mind.

Awake, little worm? Wasted my time again, thank you kindly.

[mind bolt jabs repeatedly until the human writhes and curls in shuddering pain, and then jabs ill
more]

What did i think of it? Charming. [sneer] Defeat a man by luck, and take your reward from
the goddess.

[gasp] WEll, mind-dave, i've logt patience. Again. Prepare to he taken apart. I'm through
dancing to your little games. I'm going to find and take the useful memories from you and be
done. Die, mighty wizard!

[bright arc of mind bolts, raining down like fire and splashing back up to overwhdm dl, searing the
tumbling, howling, fading form of the human host]

Give me, fool! Give me what i seek!

[bright ring of fire tightening into a noose around the fdling, dwindliing, limbless essence of
Elminder]

Give me that silver firel

**k*



In the void where stars fdl endlessly, a head lifted, blue-black har swirling behind it in a great wave.
Stars shaped themsdlves into a frown. "Something is amiss.”

The Weave quivered once more. Mystras eyes blazed in sudden siver.

"Elminger! Old Rogue, what befd|s?'

She reached out for the familiar dy warmth, the impudent whimsy that aways met her touch with a
wink and a caress... and found nothing.

"Elminster!”

Alarmed, the goddess of magic gathered her strength around her in bright array and quested forth in
earnes.

Pain... the slver fire sailling... in the Helld

Her teacher, the root of much of her power, her surest link to the Mystra who'd been before her-in
pexil!

"No!” Brightness blazed up amid the stars, and the void shook.

Across Faerun, dtars to the Lady of All Mysteries erupted in blue fire that consumed nothing and
seared no hand caught in it but jolted dl sworn fathful into full, restless wakefulness. Locks on
spellbooks failed, and tomes boomed open. Runes blazed up to trace spinning mirror glows of
themselves above thelr pages, and dragons rumbled and growled and looked this way and that for foes
or vigtations.

In a dearing in Neverwinter Wood, the young mage Dethaera Matchlass drifted wonderingly in the
orip of her fira Magefire ritud. She soared in sudden bright array high above the astonished heads of her
fdlow worshipers. She sobbed in pain and wonder as spdl after unfamiliar, mighty spell unfolded in bright
glory in her mind.

In the green depths of Myth Drannor, alone and leaning tower collapsed with a roar.

In Waterdeep, a young gr daing up a Ahgharon's Tower waked through the
hitherto-impenetrable barriers around it. Its door swung open a her approach. Eagerly she stepped
ingde and came not forth again.

In Luskan, one of the overwizards of the Arcane Brotherhood, in the midst of ordering a crud fate
for a dumsy apprentice, suddenly acquired the head of a lion in place of his own. In baffled horror, he
commenced to roar helplesdy, his means of working magic and of conversang both snatched from him in
an indant.

In Suzall, while stepping curtly past a bardly concealed Harper spy in a little-known passage in the
palace of the Purple Dragon, Vangerdahast diffened. The lady amost stepped out of hiding to steady him
as he reded, but the gruff old wizard strode on, damming a door hedily behind him. In the chamber
beyond was a chair, awriting-desk, a cloak stand, and amirror. He leaned on the desk, wondering why
his blood was &fire, and happened to look into the mirror. The face that looked back was not his own,
but femae, with eyes both wise and beautifully young. Breathing heavily, Vangerdahast blinked-and the
mirror shattered. He turned away grimly, knowing that at lagt it wastime.

In Avernus, a bdl of fire raced down to burst amid scorched pinnacles. It suddenly veered aside.
Out of the ar before it stepped atal, dender femde form, as bright as a beacon.

In a hundred gorges and on a thousand mountainsdes below, devils lifted ther heads, diffening.
They took wing in great hosts and saw a human woman standing donein midair, as tal as a dozen devils
and cloaked in her own blue-black hair.

"Whereis he?" her voice rolled out across dl Avernus.

At fiend generas winced and growled. Lesser devils cringed. Those flying agangt her fatered.
Black whips lashed them on. The intruder watched them come and did nothing.

Forks and lances and fire-daggers plunged into her as if into nothing, tearing her bright rament.
Where bared flesh should have lesked blood, there was only darkness in the ar, shot through with
rushing stars. The eyes of the floating lady flared siver.

"Where is he?" she said, more urgently." What have you done with him?"

Dragons came, flying hard and fadt, jaws agape in hunger. They were goaded by archdevils whose



hosts mounted the skiesin their thousands and tens of thousands, blotting out die bloody vault with ther
bodies.

Mystra glared at those who thrugt their weapons into her. They blazed away in wisps of Slver
smoke. Magic snarled and spat at her. She twisted it and struck back through it. More devils died.

Died forever, seared away as though they'd never been, gone in thar hundreds. Benegth the
converging hosts. Avernus trembled as archdevils deeper in the Hells looked up in red darm and gave
orders. From the very rocks of Avernus, pit fiends erupted, leading armies of winged devils.

Hdl was aroused. The sky split with lightning and the smoking mountains roared fire. In the heart of
amillion devils and more, Mystra glared and dew, glared and dew, until those flying three ranks back of
the vanished were singed. They fdl from the skies onto Avernus in a dark, wet ran of broken bodies,
cloaking the peaks and choking the blood rivers.

Terible trumpets sounded. Dark chariots ascended the skies. From their fanged maws poured
hordes of winged mongters, horrible hydras seldom seen in Avernus.

Mystradew and dew, a bright Slver flame againg atightening sphere of black bloody death. The air
itsdf began to shatter and fal away around her like smashed glass. Rifts opened around the embettled
goddess. When she saw Faerun bright and fair through them, below and behind her, Mysira knew that
she must go or lose Toril in her trying. The harrowing of Hell-and the snatching of Elmingter-must wait for
another day and another way.

Like her fathfu Chosen before her, she bent her atention to dosng rifts between Toril and
Avernus. Unlike EIminger, she passed through the last, dosng rent with a parting gift in her wake.

The blood-red sky of Avernus flashed slver and then blue-white. All over that tortured land, every
flying devil fdll, torn apart in an ingant.

Black, smoking blood drenched and drowned the land. Mystra never knew that she amost
drowned the man she'd come to save. An erinyes had swooped out of the daughter moments earlier to
embrace and shidd a blindy cravling Elminger... and when she fdl away from him, torn apart and dying,
he was unscathed. He staggered to hisfeet to see the lagt dlver glow fade.

"Mydra" he whispered. "Grest Lady... dl this, for me?'

Weeping, hefdl back among the dead. The ar for as far as the eye could see was filled with dark
explosons. Countless pit fiends arrived from Nessus, ful of the fury of Asmodeus to day the lone
intruder who no longer stood in the sky. Hell shook with dark rage from below. The flames rose high.
The sky became blood-red for another eternity.

**k*

Azuth.

In the drifting darkness of a space that was not a plane, formed by the magics of dl the
enchantments of Candlekeep, the Lord of Spells glided like a bright serpent from one rune to another.
They stood like sculptures in a void. He restored the fire of this one, and subtly reshaped that one,
shifting its powers and meaning dightly to safeguard the fabric of Toril and to guide mages in dightly new
directions, thus...

Thevoicein his blood, as he drifted as athing of fire and risen magic, was so soft that it might have
been an imagined thing.

High One, | have need of you. This time the mind-voice was dear and strong. Mystra, near a
hand, sought him.

"Great Lady, | hear. How may | serve?!

The void suddenly blazed with silver fire. A blue-white glow rolled to the horizon like a wave seeking a far shore.
Two eyes, as dark and star-shot as awarm summer night, regarded him from a spot within easy reach of his hand.

Azuth restrained his sudden desire to embrace the goddess and taste of her love; it was a feding that
washed over him a their every mesting, the call of her power to his

"Great guide" she said softly, "our most mighty Chosen is fdlen into Avernus, and Hel is risen
agang me. We mug take him back. How?"!

Startled, Azuth shaped himsdf into a tall, young mage with robes of shimmering white and eyes both



large and dark. "You're sure-but of course”" There was a flash as Mystra shared with hm what had
befdlen her, her mind-touch with Elminger... and how feeble the mightiest of her Chosen had been. The
Lord of Spells frowned.

"Wdl?'

Azuth winced. "Gregt Lady," he murmured, "with Hdll roused, force is not the way. Stedth, too, is
doomed for atime. If he survives, a smdl, swift rescue might succeed- but know, and forget not, that
whomever we send, we shdl be throwing away. Even those who escape Hel physcdly are often driven

* k%

So your mystra has missed you and wants her little lapdog returned. Yet even goddesses find
hell too warm in its welcome and flee empty-handed, shelll never have you now.

You're mineg, little chained wizard.

Mine, while your sniveling ruin of a mind still Totters along, vainly trying to hide things from
me. There's not much of you left to resist me, is there?

Let's see if we can uncover your memories of control over magic by seeing you teach novices,
hmmm?

Glass burst into the room in a thousand sparkling shards. Sghing, Elminger put one hand over his
teacup.

"Die, cursed magding!" The mage in the window thrust her hands forward in claws, and lightning
burst from her long fingers.

They snarled across the room amid the customary blinding flashes and spitting sparks, and struck
something unseen afoot or so sy of the Old Mage's nose. He camly watched them rebound and waved
cheerily to the Red Wizardess as her own spell smashed into her and drove her-shrieking-back out of the
room.

"Lhaeo," Elminger announced camly, "the window. Again. An amhitious Thayan, as usud.”

"I know," a sour voice floated in from the gardens outside. "My roses-why mugt they always land in
my roses? Haf an acre of liliesand wort to lie and smolder in, but oh, no, into my roses it is, enthusiasiic
plunge and dl the thrashing...”

"It'sthy turn for the casting,” B reminded him sweetly. He stuck a thumb into his teacup to do some
serious dirring.

"I don't have to do this, you know," Lhaeo muttered. "l could be earning a whole copper piece a
month digging gravesin VVoonlar."

"Ye could be ruing a kingdom somewhere not so far away, lad,” ElIminger told the celing.

"Don't tempt me" Lhaeo grunted. "Glass everywhere, roses shredded and smoking, and severd
dozen young Sernbian ladies coming to tea! Couldn't you just day me ‘now and get it over with?'

"And what would | be doing for fun tomoirow, eh? Ye princdings-dways thinking only of
thysdves, sparing not a thought for the welfare of feeble old wizards, worn out from saving the world for
afew thousand years...."

"Oh, bdt up! The only thing worse than a gushing gossip is a puffed-up wizard! You've dready
egten hdlf the sandwiches, and they're not even here yet!"

" Twas the least | could do, lad," Elminger replied in hurt tones, "after ye went to dl that trouble,
timming off j the crusts™

Lhaeo's head rose into view through the glass-toothed window frame. "And that's another thing! Off
you go to another of these ‘other worlds," and pick up another utterly crazed ideal Cutting my perfectly
good egg-glazed crust off bread diced so thin | can spit through it What idiotic sort of folk do that? I-"

"Could spit through it, as a mere supposition, | hope" Elminger said reprovingly, one eyebrow
lifting.

"Could and did," Lhaeo told him. "I had to try it, once | thought of it."



Elminger emitted a sort of incredulous "eep,” and looked down at the neat piles of crustless
sandwiches on the plates before him.

Lheeo gave him a disgusted look. "Y ou don't mess about much in kitchens, do you?'

At that moment a fat-bellied copper frog Satuette on a nearby shelf opened one eye and its mouth,
cleared its throat, and sad in flat tones.- "Bong."

Lhaeo groaned. "They're here”" He waved a hand wildly, murmured something-and dl the glass in
the room rose back into place in a smooth, dlittering swirl.

Elminger raised a sardonic brow. "Getting a little show} ' now, for the ladies?'

The window made a very rude sound in reply.

Elminder ignored it. Lifting two fingers in a swift little gesture, he said to the empty air. "Pray enter
and be welcome, ladies far. Let my humble home be a refuge to thee, however unworthy its
accoutrements. As ye wak about my home, | bid ye remember only this If ye don't touch it, it can't hurt
ye. Teais served in the room whose door is now glowing blue"

Blue migs roiled for amoment at the far end of the chamber. The door there svung wide.

Something large and lace-trimmed and seemingly triple-bosomed saled in through the migts before
Elminger could finish putting a kindly amile on his face. "Oh, so YOU are the GREAT Elmin-STAH!
SUCH an honor, SUCH a rare joy to meet you! My friends back in Sdgaunt will be SO jedous A
REAL live archWIZARD, stting in his own parlor with dl his books and funny hats and skulls and JARS
of frogs and... oh, well, yes; it's SO exating! ISN'T it, girls?'

There was an obedient chorus of "Yes, great lady" from the doorway, but Great Lady Caabrista
wasn't waiting to heer it.

"l want you to know, srrah, that we have come SUCH along way just to see YOU, and that I've
chosen only the FINEST of my young ladies I'd not DREAM of wagting your time on anything but the
BEST! Oh, yes, | think youll be HIGHLY stisfied at the sort of young lady my little school produces-if |
DO say so, mydf! Girls? GIRLS! Ddly not a the doorway, but come in, come in,, S0 the GREAT
Elminger can see you!"

The teacup in front of Elmingter muttered, " Sounds like a daver | once heard in Tharsult.” The voice
sounded suspicioudy like atiny, tinny replica of Lhaeo's.

Elminger amiled and said, "GREAT Lady Cdabrista, ye must be SO hungry after such a LONG,
ARDUOUS journey!"

The teacup sputtered, but EIminger ignored it. "PRAY enter in and St in my BEST chair, and
partake of these SUCCULENT sandwiches and a little light berry cordid.... Thy young ladies, too, I'm
sure, would not take such fare amiss...."

Before he finished spesking, the owner of the high- " prowed gown and hdm-high hairdo had
whisked hersdf into the pink slk cushions of a gilded high-back lounge. It had been a rotting mushroom
inthe forest out by Harper's Hill only that morning. She swept sandwiches onto a Slver self-platter faster
then raindrops fly to earth. A dainty decanter of cordid floated gently off ashdf tofill a fluted glass at the
Gresat Lady Cdabristas ebow, causng her to emit a surprised little titter.

Four young and silken-gowned beauties drifted into the room, making hand-courtesies as they
came. They ranged themsdves before the four empty chairs farthest '] from their tutor. Ther beauty was
as gilded as fine court furniture, but at least two of thelr amiles held a touch too much superior sneer. All
of them affected dight boredom and languid ease. All of them would soon catch cold in the gowns they
hed chosen to impress. Watching pearls glisten, dippers glide, and pendulous gem-cluster earrings sway
and dangle, ElImingter was beginning to be reminded of Tharault too.

"Come dong, come closer, girld DON'T be shy; great men have no time for dhy little girld Sirrah
Elminder, these sandwiches are QUITE the most EXQUISITE morsdls that have passed these my lipsin
weeks! Why, whatever are they made of ?'

"Snal, Great Lady," Elminger said with the sweetest of amiles "Laced with a green paste made
from only the largest tree-dugs of the forest around us, garnished with pepper and lemon-squeezings, of
course."

"Of course" the Great Lady Calabrista echoed, faintly and hatingly.



Elmingter put afirm hand over his teacup to muffleits snort of mirth.

Four gracefully extended hands stopped, quivered, and withdrew, leaving platters untouched.

The Old Mage raised his brows. "Oh, but they're GOOD! Nobles in Waterdeep prize nothing else
more highly! And if the gods amile upon thee, and grant their brightest luck-" He leaned forward eagerly,
peering a the sandwiches upon the platter before him, until his hand stabbed suddenly down, to ped
back bread and reved a hurrying dug undulating out of the heart of a sandwich-for just a moment, before
he dapped the bread back into place, snatched the sandwich to his mouth, and bit down, hard-"ye find a
live onel Ah, there's nothing like it!”

As he spoke, the green head of the dug poked out of the corner of his mouth, twisted this way and
that ques-tioningly, and then vanished within again. Elminger chewed heartily, beaming at his guests. The
litle illusons get 'em, every time.

"I-I think it would be best," the Great Lady Cdabrista quavered, "if we proceeded with the burden
of our vist. Men of great influence in Sembia-not to put too fine a point on it, men of great
WEALTH-have enrolled their daughters at my school for some years now, seeking to find those who are
GIFTED BY THE GODS with an aptitude for magic... an gptitude that | flatter mysdf | can draw out
without recourse to dark dtars and midnight fires and sacrifices of, er, snails.... THAT IS TO SAY, | am
confident that these, my BEST students, will not disappoint any competent practitioner of the ART! | was
REQUESTED to bring them before you by VERY highly placed individuds for your examination
and-ah, approva.”

"Ye have done wel and wisdy," EIminger said with a amile. "l approve of dl of them."

"You DO? Without eve-that isto say, their fitness at magic shines forth so BRIGHTLY?"

"Indeed, Great Lady," EIminder said with a gracious smile, gently dgpping his teacup (which had
begun to emit amdl sounds that resembled hiccups), "it doth. Indubitably. Had ye not had so GREAT a
hend in the shaping of their glories, their power would blind EVEN YE! Let me tender my gpologies,
ladies four, for discussing thee as one does cattle, or fine gowns, or the luster of china.... What concerns
me mog is not thy grasp of spdls but thy thinking, and characters, and the dally flight of thy heans.
Perhaps we can assay abeginning in learning that, here today. I-"

Glass burst into the room in a thousand sparkling shards. Sghing, Elminger put one hand over his
teacup agan.

"Die, cursed magding!" The mage in the window thrust her hands forward in claws, and lightning
burst from her long fingers.

They snarled across the room amid the customary blinding flashes and spitting sparks, and struck
something unseen afoot or so shy of the Old Mage's nose. He camly watched them rebound, amid the
screams, crashing heedlong flights, sprays of loose pearls, and the Great Lady Cadbrista dawing her
way up the back of her grand chair, which promptly overbaanced to reved far, far too many dlk and
gem-beaded gauze petticoats to the world. Lightnings clawed at the Red Wizardess who'd cast them.
They scattered before her shidd as she snarled in angry triumph and lashed out a random around the
room, causing a certain teacup to dance, chairs to dump back into mushrooms again, and the frog to
open both its eyes very wide and inquire, "Bong?'

In three bresths the room was empty of four Sembian ladies. EIminder reclined a ease in his chair,
sandwich in hand. He watched with interest as the lagt of his young visitors, trembling and white to the
vay lips, held forth a wand she'd snatched out of a hitherto-hidden hip sheeth, gritted her teeth, and
hissed out a word that brought the stick of wood in her hands into furious life.

A white beam smashed across the room, caused red fires to rage about the Thayan mage for a
crazed ingant, and then smashed the Red Wizardess, window, spell shied, and dl, out into the garden,
leaving alarge and amoking holein its wake.

The young Sembian stared at what she'd done, unshed tears bright in her eyes.

A weak voice groaned from somewhere outside, "My roses!”

"Are ye dl right, Lhaeo? | wasn't expecting this soitfire here to have a wand of ever-searing
flames...."

"That wasn't me" his scribe told him wearily. "I was ill being a teacup. That was a Red Wizard-or



Wizardess, whatever."

Old and magdy brows rose together. "Two, in one afternoon? I'll have to start charging a toll.”
Elminger's head turned dowly, and he asked the astonished young lady, "Noumea Fairbright? Thet is thy
name, isit not?" At her nod, he continued, "Noumea, wherever did ye get awand of ever-searing flames?
They're not safe, ye know."

Theyoung lady gaped a him for a few moments longer, and then found her voice. "Safe? SAFE?
After you set your apprentice on us hurling lightning? To trick us and scorch us and scare us like I've
never been scar before? Why, you-"

Elmingter grinned, and Lhaeo's face, as it appeared at the window, wore an identical expression.

"Yell do," they said in chorus. "Yes, yeU do jud fine St down, feet up, and have a snal sandwich,
they're redly mustard, cheese, and pickles. We've much to talk about.” 1

Noumea glared at them both for a moment longer. Then she sat down firmly on a mushroom and
brought two spike-hedled golden dippers down on Elminger's table with a crash. "WdIl?' she asked,
rasng a severe but amused eyebrow. "Wasn't there some cordid ?'

Chapter Fourteen

ONE HELL OF A BARGAIN

Tentacles tightened-and a devil's head flew. The spinagon's neck fountained black, smoking blood
as its body whirled around in grotesque spasms. Its saring head bouncing wetly on the rocks some
distance away.

Disgusted, Nergd turned away. Even daying things gave him no satisfaction now. Avernus wasin an
uproar, with pit fiend generds riding dragons here and there, legions of cornugons flying in their wake,
and barb-tailed osyluths gaking everywhere, goying and prying. Thrice held escaped attack only by the
swiftest of shapeshifts and magterful acting. Sooner or later hed end up trying to impersonate a particular
generd to troops who reported to the real generd.

Almogt as bad as that prospect was the likdihood of his encountering a spy of the Lord of Lies-a
margrave or overduke or demichancdlor who'd been sent to scour out the truth of thingsin Avernus.

All this because of one old, weak, smart-tongued mortad wizard who was till successfully ressting
dl attempts to plunder his mind of anything ussful. A wizard who even | now was wandering Avernus,
blundering dong into trouble. Trouble for Nergd, too.Aslong as Nergd was riding ,| his mind, there was
alink between them that even an amnizu could follow.

Hed best pounce on the worm and leash him in chains, and then take the shape of one of the pit
fiends hed dan | himsdf-Gorkor, or Jarlel, or Tharthammon. Y es. Tharthammon would do adow, grim,
close-mouthed giant among pit fiends. Few, even among the dukes, dared to question when he gave
them dark looks.

So farewd | tentacles, and fair gregting to greeat arching wings and a bulk as large as four Nergdls. It
was high time to call his wandering mind-dave back home.

Mind-twisted Faerunian bastard.

Ho, little worm! How are the fair sights of hell?

[quilty swirling of Slver-silver fire? Had that been silver fire? But softly...]

Unprepossessing.

Ah, then you can see me again?

I'm not bleeding into my eyes just now.

[growl] You tread dangerously on my patience, wizard....

An erinyes swooped down and healed me-see the memory if ye believe me not. what?

[mentd scrabbling, frantic haste, images flashing past in a roar, hard dow garing, then bitter curang
inthe tongue of Hell]

Elminster, heed! Cease moving about. Find some cave or crevice to cower in, and stay there.
I'm reclaiming you.

I'd hate to miss the pleasure of shared company.



Your tongue, mortal, will be the blade that stabs you yet. Just you hide in one place until i
reach you. I'mless than pleased with your stalling. You know very well what i seek and persist in
giving me memories of this wench and that-is lust all that consumes you?

No, but 'tis one of my favorites.

[growl] that clever tongue...

It occurs to me that i've been seeking your memories of wielding power in the wrong way.
Humans seem so direct, but perhaps you wizards do more as we of hell do: meddle, acting at a
distance through agents, unwitting and otherwise...

I've quite a collection of memories of my meddling in things-busy centuries worth, in fact.

[mumbled curse] | find myself unsurprised. Let us begin....

[mind lash, fiery eyes moving forcefully forward, cries ignored, images flashing past...]

**k*

Torchlight flickered off gligening mauve dime as a tentacled head turned. "Wdl, wha have we
here?'

"Mhulker," Baergrim snapped from behind him. "It's dill you, isnt it? That-that thing isn't taking you
over, isit?'

"My guest has... needs," the mage with the mind/layer's head replied in hurt tones. "Were you in a
particular hurry to descend yon dtairs and die deeper in Undermountain? Or is hereabouts exclusve
enough for you?'

"I'm in no particular hurry to die anywhere, thank you," the warrior replied sourly”! just wanted to
remind you thet this is the lair of Halaster the Mad, and things are sedom what they seem. | mean, if yon
lady's been chained for long, how isit that something €lse hasn't come dong aready’ to devour her?”

The wizard, breathing heavily, pushed through the bead curtain in the archway. He entered a room
where a chained woman was spread-eagled over a pedestal. Her large eyes were terrified, pleading over
the tight leather gag that covered the lower hdf of her face.

"My guest only wants her brain,” the wizard snapped. "You may have the rest of her when I'm
done."

Baergrim came to a hdt wel back of the pedesta where the woman's torso rested, and exchanged
warning looks with the other two Blades: a amdl darker-, skinned warrior named Eltragar and a dim
womean inworn and patched leathers. Mheriyam was a nervous thief. She had daggers in ether hand, and
her face was." white with fear.

Together, the three Blades watched the wizard approach the pedestd. It was surrounded by a
glowing circle of green dugt on the floor. Runes of asamilar hue had been ', painted on the woman's arms.

The wizard gave the ring a quick, sneering glance and | strode right across it. As he leaned over the
womean with a | tight amile growing on his face, she jerked her head from j Sde to side, sudden and
frantic flaling making her chains| rattle. Y et, arching and twigting, she could not escape the tentacles now
reaching out-

"Mhulker!" Baergrim snapped suddenly. "Mhulker, get back! That gag's covering her mouth and
her nose! She can't be breathing-so she can't be human!”

There was a sudden confuson of writhing tentacle jouncing chains and railing lights around the
pedestal-and then a brief roar of flame.

When its flash died and the Blades could see again, they found themsdves blinking in horror a
something lurching; toward them. Mheriyam screamed.

Mhulker's legs and pelvis were saggering back from the pedestal with nothing Ieft above them but a
little cloud of \ drifting ash.

Three blades came up in unison, but no one made a i move toward the pedestal. As Mhulker's
remains sumbled j and sagged to the floor, the cloud of winking lights and < rushing smoke above the
pedestal coa esced suddenly into-a man.

A bad, dderly man with long white hair and wrinkled brown robes stood beyond the pedestal. His



fierce eyes softened not awhit as he folded his arms across his chest and gave them an eager, welcoming
qmile

"Hdager!" Mheriyam howled in terror, whirling around and bresking into a frantic run Halaster
Blackcloak!"

Baergrim and Eltragar did not need to hear her warning; they were dready running hard, bouncing
bruisngly off stone wadls as they gasped and sumbled. Cold, crud laughter pursued them a long way
down the passages they fled through.

When the echoes of frantic boots had faded, the mad wizard shaped one of his arms once more into
dender femininity and with a glance spun a chan out of nothing to link it with the wal once more.
Someone e'se was coming, and the old ruses were the good ones.

In a few moments, the woman lay spread-eagled in her chains on the pedestal once more, eyes
pleading above the gag that once more covered both mouth and nose. One had to give the dert ones
some smdl chance a survivd, after dl__

The chained woman turned her head and stared in swift fury at the figure who came through the
beaded curtain next. It wore his own true likeness, a bad, dderly man with long white hair, fierce eyes,
and wrinkled brown robes-and it leaned againg the archway, folded arms across its chest and smiled a
him. "Haagter Blackcloak, | presume?!

Hadagter did not bother to drop hiswomanly disguise as he snapped, "Aye, so who are you?"

The spdl that cracked out of him stripped away the intruder's disguise and sent him flying heplesdy
across the room. A fat and unlovdy man struck the far wall with a groan and did dowly down it, face
tight with pain.

Halaster rolled off the pedestal, becoming himsdf as he strode forward to dedl death. No, best learn
how and why thisfool had taken his semblance firgt. And then- ah, yes, and then...

Blue bolts of lightning were dready whirling and spitting around one of his hands as he came to a
hdt above the windng and sruggling man. That face...

"Mirt? Mirt of Waterdeep? What by dl of Mystras whims are you doing here?" Hdaster hdd the
lightning where the old merchant could see it and said softly, "I asked you a question. Answer swiftly or
die-l shan't stand here waiting for you to ready an attack.”

The Old Walf spat blood and said. “Found y-you. Knew | would." Then his eyes became two
blue-white flames, and he began to rise from the floor, floating upward even as he-no, she, for shapey
limbs and hips were beginning to spin into beng out of what had seemed his own tattered brown
robes-glided forward.

Halaster raised his hand full of lightning and snarled, "Who-or what- are you?"

"Cdl me Mystra," hisvigtor said gently. The ralling echo of that voice shook Haaster to the depths
of his soul.

He found himsdf on his knees, trembling, tears threatening....

The hand that touched his was firm, solid, and smooth. It sent a wash of power through him that
drove back the dark curtainsin hismind for atime and left him blinking in grateful awe.

"Dont thank me" the goddess of dl magic said to the mad wizard. "We need to talk."

"Because?'

"I have need of atask swiftly done,” Mystra said. "A hard task, and one suited for a madmen.”

Hdagter's lipslifted in what was dmaogt a amile, and he asked, "If | live, will you give me sanity?'

“If I can."

"Will you give me magic enough to have a chance of succeeding?”

Mystra nodded.” | will. Thrice as much power as you've ever tasted or wielded before, and more.”

"That's what made me mad. | think," he whispered. “I'll do it."

It was Mysdtra's turn to not quite amile. "Would you like to know what the task is, firg?"

Halaster shrugged. "No, but tdl me”

“l need a wizard brought back from the Nine Hells. As dive and as intact as you can make him.
He's aliving man and an intruder there, not a denizen.”

“I'll do it. Who ishe?'



A face and a name and a more secret name whirled into Halaster's mind, and he staggered and
caught at his head. “EIminger," he said in surprise. "Lady, is he not one of your own?"

Mystra nodded. "He is-as you shdl be."

“L-lady, | have been touched by Shar," Haaster dared to whisper.

Mystra tossed her head impatiently. Smdl winking stars scattered from her long, flowing tresses to
gream about the chamber. "I know. Touch me"

Haaster Blackcloak swallowed. He rose and extended one hand timidy toward her. The power
that jolted through him made him shriek and go blind. 1t seemed to him, just for a moment, that his body
sruck a wdl with bone-shattering force.... By then, dl was blue-white fire, roaring on and on, and
Hdagter was laughing in exultation a the power racing through him. He rode it far and away, across
planes and greet voids and past shadowed, reaching things... or perhaps it rode him.

* k%

Wel, now, what's this? Many folk, some sour of feast, spdlls going off... Yes.

Though the hour bells had rung but nine, the revel was in full swing. Laughter, snatches of off-key
sanging, and! fond shouts of friendship echoed off the high cdlling in! an unending din. The mingrds had
long since given up trying to be heard and joined the crowds around the drink trays. The ring of empty
goblets ralling around tiled floors was the loudest music now.

o Sr Sabrast Windriver watched servants carry a hopelesdy drunken noblewoman past on a
gigantic fluted slver platter and amiled. Someday, the younger Lady Hawklin might learn to gracefully
spew ruby wine dl over hersdlf, but she hadn't learned it this night-though she had been practicing.

Beside him, his good friend Andemd sghed and said, "Such a waste of good wine. She could be so
beautiful, too... in green.”

Sr Sabrast winced. "And waste that much dven menthe? At six lions to the bottle, ruby wines bad!
enough, but..."

"Ah, but if we were truly noble” Master Andeme Graeven said dyly, "we'd not care a whit about
costsl and prices.”

"If we were truly noble" Sir Sabrast retorted, "wed! be out of busness in a month and a tenday ...
a about! the time the Crown loans ran out. Tis a pity, to be sures that honest merchants can't get
wagonloads of free lionffl from the Crown to indulge their mercantile whimd"

Andemd led the way back through the curtains into the! cozy dimness of their favorite acove. By
the gods, both of! the pillars that held up its arched caling had been moved.! There was a new and
gonily regd bust of Azoun standings in one comer, too. Did they ever stop rebuilding things at the
paace-with tax coins taken from those in Cormyr who! actudly had to work for ther living? Probably
not. Andeme shrugged and asked his friend, "Just who in Suzall, now would you be cdling an ‘honest
merchant?'

"My apologies,” Sabrast replied with agmile "Let us say ‘common-born,’ then.”

Andemd nodded. "Better. Ah, but I'll forgive many haughty nobles a lat of things so long as their
vanity keeps them hogting revels like these. Did you see that lass with the glowing gown? When the mock
flames died away right down her front, 1'd thought 1'd choke! How does she keep those emerdds glued
on?' He shook his head in remembered admiration. "She's dill around, isn't she? Mayhap I'll ask her if
sheld like to see the new Graeven garden topiary, hey?'

"Wdl, friend," Sabrast told him, "old lion you may be... but she's even older.”

"What' Magic? She looks not a day over twenty winters- if thet!"

"Magic, indeed. Kept you from seeing her beard quite effectively, didn't it?"

"Beard? Sabragt, what're you drinking?"

"Excdlent firewine, thank you,” Sir Windriver replied. He stepped out through the curtain to deftly
procure an entire plater of oysters drenched in garlic butter. The servant carying it looked very
surprised but departed in swift slence. "Andemd, youve met that young lass in the gown of flames
before... and, as | recall, you didn't stop shuddering and cursing for a tenday. Yon lass is the wizard



Elminger.”

"What? Sabragt, you're... serious. Oh, godd"

"How did you think he learned dl the Cormyrean gossip? Can you see him spending days gtting in
front of a crystd bal when he can have the fun of spying into our mindsin person?

"But..." ashaken Master Andeme Graeven replied, bravely druggling with the shock of how close
hed come to trying, to win the charms of one of the oldest and most feared magesin dl Faerun. "But...”

Ancther brace of servants struggled past, gasping under the weght of a fat and snoring noble
burden. Under the strain, the metd of the Silver-plated platter was groaning more loudly than they were.
The hairy arm dangling-over its edge might have belonged to Lord Blester... or Lord Staglar. No one
ese at court was quite grosdy fat enough.

Sr Windriver drew the dcove curtains firmly shut. "Glah! I'm not so eager to see more brazen
young ladies that | have to watch dl of Cormyr's most corpulent being; carried off to bed. Sometimes |
wonder how this kingdord staggers dong from one day to the next, with the likes of Blester leading the
converse a court. Bah-enough of id You lured me here, Andemd, with talk of something that would
interest me greatly. | trust ‘twas more than thd pleasure of seeing Elminger in afine enspdled gown!™

Master Graeven settled himsdf back among the cushions of the most comfortable seat and crossed
hisslver toed boots atop the gleaming polish of a handy side tabled don't recdl having to lure you dl that
hard, Sr Wind-river... but aye, there is something of import | wanti to share with you. Something I've just
acquired, caled 'Godsfrown Shield." "

"A 'Godsfrown Shidd? Explan!”

Andemd reached for an oyster. "If you should have vduable cargo stolen, wagon and dl, or have a
ware house burn with dl that isin it, the gods frown on you no? So Baeaisin takes a iff fifty golden lions
and undertakes to intercede with the gods for a month, or a tenday or whatever you agree upon. If the
wagon goes missng or the building burns, he gives you severd thousands gold pieces to replace your
loss. He isyour shield, you 'Godsfrown Shidd.' If dl is well-and he has agents who watch very carefully
over your wagon or warehouse, to keep dl well-he keeps thefifty lions™

Sr Sabrast frowned. "Hmmm... a theft on his part, it seems at firg-but no guards come dl too
expengve-especidly when one mugt pay them more than a rivd dips them, to avoid betrayds. Shieds
are dways expensve- and if it falls, this one comes expensive to Baenign.”

Andemd nodded. "Exactly. Wherefore, 1've purchased a shidd on my shop that lasts un-"

The dcove curtains were thrust open, and a face that bore die latest sylish wigps of mustache and
beard, adorned with tiny golden rings, peered in. "Ah!" it exclamed in delighted recognition, a scant
second before a servant summered unnecessaily, "Master Raurild Sarpath!™

Raurild turned and made an unmistakable gesture of dismissa to the servant, one that involved the
trandfer of a golden lion, then strode into the acove, pulling the curtains firmly shut behind him. " Andemd!
Youre dive, by the gods! A thousand thanks to Tymora for that! I've just heard about the fire in your
shop yestereve and 1-"

Master Andemd Graeven peered nervoudy into the shadow corners of the acove, seeking spy
holes with eyebdls gleaming in them... and thankfully finding none. "Hush!" he said urgently. "By Oghma,
let the record be draight: the fire was not yestereve, but this night. About an hour from now.”

Sr Sabrast Windriver filled the momentary sllence with a chuckle and poured himsdf more wine.
Ruby, of course.

"Raurild, thisis late out for you... your good wife grant permission for once?"

Magter Raurild Sarpath grimaced. "Yes, as it happens. 'Possibly good for business, so long as |
drank but little she said-s0 here | am.”

"Your wife decides whether or not you can go out to arevel?' Andemd asked increduloudly.

"Aye, quite s0," Raurild told him. "In marriage, | leave dl of the smdl decisons to my wifein fact,
sheindggsonit. The larger matters are mine to ded with."

Sr Sabrast Windriver crooked one eyebrow. " ‘Larger matters? Such as?'

Raurild amiled thinly. "I don't know. We've been wed (. only sxteen summer's, no larger matters
have come up yet."



Sabrast and Andemd exploded in mirth. When he was recovered enough, the knight poured
another glass of ft wine and hdd it out to Raurild, just as the dcove curtains parted again-and a sudden
dillness descended upon the cozy scene. A quiet that bespoke tenson. The four grim and fully armored
Purple Dragons who held the curtains open might have had something to do with, the sudden change of
atmosphere. Two officers raised glowing maces, flanking the dender, oily-haired figure off Suzail's most
senior tax collector. Those court wegpons! could pardyze or turn aside other pdlls, and they were borne
only by the mogt able and high-ranking soldiers of the redm. Precept Immult Murauvyn wore the
thinnest! of crooked amiles.

"Ah, Sr Sabrast Windriver," Murauvyn said softly, "what a pleasure findly to look upon your face.
A hard man to catch up with in dl sprawling Suzail. They warned! me, and | certainly found it to be so.
Yet we meet a ladt. | bear a fond greeting from the Crown-and the request that you surrender unto me
die thirty-gx thousand lionsin lagt year's unpaid taxes that you, Sir Sabrast, owe to the Royad Treasury of
Cormyr!*

Feding the sudden weight of interested gazes upon him-those of Andemd and Raurild foremost-Sir
Sabras Windriver grew a whit pale. "l seem to have faled to carry such funds about with me" he
observed smooth! "It's these new formHfitting tunics... they leave precious little space for thousands of
coins, y'see..."

Precept Murauvyn interrupted witheringly. "Sir Sabrast Windriver, my agents have faled to find you
with coins enough in your tunic a your villaon Turnhem Street, you stables on Sarangar Lane, your dty
manor in Ambel Row, your busness offices on Waervar Street, your little romatic hideaway on
Westchape Way, the cottage that so sumptuoudy houses your misiress on Brightstar Street-"

"Ahem," remarked Sir Sabrast Windriver, hedtily.

"-the cottage of your second migtress on Unddmring Street-"

"Ahem, hem, hem," Sir Sabrast Windriver added, more vigoroudy. "Now, just &"

“-your country estate at Gray Oaks, your yacht moored a Moonever, your hunting lodge a Mouth
0 Gargoyles-and oh, yes, the cottage of your third migress, in Waymoot. The port rollsin Suzal record
gxteen salings of vessels owned by you so far this season, and twenty returns; a least two of the ships
that were unloaded at the docks to your enrichment shared a name and charter but were quite dissmilar
insze and age. Felow agents of the Crown report that the ledger of landings in Marsember that records
the particulars of your fleet is myserioudy missing. They have thus far falled persondly to examine any of
the offloaded cargoes, which would, of course, add taxaion to the amount I've just mentioned-to say
nothing of any personal transactions you may have accomplished that may adso be of interest to us |
speak now merdy of the face vaue of annud land taxes on the properties I've just named, though one of
my colleagues reports that you own a least two score housesin this city and some hundred or so upland
farms. How is it-with so much land that you could reedily sdl enough to meet dmost any royd demand
for monies-that you seem to habitudly forget to render unto Azoun what is, undeniably, Azoun's?'

Andemd and Raurild, whose eyebrows had risen a this agtonishing catalogue of wedth, looked
with interest at their colleague, wondering what Sr Sabrast would say or do now. Without thinking, in an
indinctive move to distance themsdves from finandad embarrassment and Crown suspicion, they'd
stepped a pace or two away from him, so that the master of Windriver House now stood done in a little
cleared spot of gaudy Thayan carpet.

Teking one dow dride to where he could leen agangt one of the recently relocated pillars, Sir
Sabrast Windriver managed a smile

"Actudly, Murauvyn,” he replied cadmly, "you appear unaware of my fourth, fifth, and sxth
mistresses, my Olde Lace and Glitterswash chain of souvenir shops throughout Sembia, and the current
needs and dispositions of my large family. My eldest son, Fdorian, is hard a work founding his own
shipping line out of Selgaunt, my middle son Arastor is fast becoming the largest builder in stone in
Westgate, and my youngest, Bralzaer, has founded a mercenary company in Impiltur, Bralzaer's Bold
Badlisks. | have sx daughters, dl of whom arein Sembia going through three or four new gowns each a
day, trying to snare wedthy Sembian husbands. My sckly wife-of whom I'm sure you've heard-is busly
trying every medicine that can be suggested by men or hdfling, seerching for a cure for... living, it seems.



Do you have any idea how many golden lions they can dl spend in a day?'

He amiled archly and added, "If | don't give any of them so much as one worn copper coin, why
should | give anything to you?'

Into the tense sllence that followed, Raurild couldn't help but snort as he tried to smother his mirth.
The tax collector gave him a cold look before bending an even more icy gaze upon the unrepentant
knight.

"Sr Sabrast,” Precept Immuit Murauvyn said in cold, precise tones, "your treetment of your family is
not the concern of the Crown. Your falure to render tax monies, however, is In fact, it has become a
concern so grave that the Royad Magician of Cormyr has gone so far as to grant me permission to seize
whatever of your properties | choose, to meet the outstanding debt-after you have rendered menid labor
on the royd roads of the kingdom for a month, as any penniless debtor must. You act the part of the
degtitute man dl too wel and drive usto treat you as one."

Sr Sabrast stepped away from the pillar, casudly moving one hand to cover the rings he wore on
the other, and asked softly, "And if | refuse to submit to your demands upon my properties and person?’

The other pillar in the dcove suddenly twisted and blurred. Glowing maces swept up, and Purple
Dragoas reached for ther wesgpons on dl sdes. They paused as the pillar resolved itsdf into the
unmistakable figure of Vangerdahast, the Royd Magician of Cormyr.

"Sabrast Windriver," the old and pudgy mage said camly, "be aware that daring to cast any spdl or
commit any acts of violence at thistime will earn you ayear or so of additiona service as a toad... in the
palace dung-Middens.”

Even as Vangerdahast spoke, the pillar Sabrast had been leaning againg became a whirling chaos.
Aningant later it snapped into the shape of a beautiful maid who was almost wearing a gown of legping
flames

Purple Dragons gasped and swallowed as those flames died away, shrinking to nothing, to reved a
body that was covered with a shapely tattoo of the Royd Arms of Cormyr. The painted mad blew
Andemd akiss, flickered, and was suddenly a bearded, hawk-nosed old man in plan gray robes.

"BIminge!" several armamen gasped in Startled recognition.

"Jugt another pillar of the paace,” the Mage of Shadowdale told them dryly. "Wl met, Vangy, loyd
amsmen, and good merchants of Cormyr. Isthis a private party?'

Vangerdahast glared at him with a look as sharp as a drawn sword. "Elminder,” he asked in a
dangeroudy soft voice, "wha are you doing here?!

"Paying Sabradt’s tax debt-with handsome interest, yell note-and advisng ye, in a friendly manner,
to reconsider thy rightful demand for his performance of hard labor.”

Precept Murauvyn opened his mouth to say something, licked hislips, and looked a Vangerddiast.

The Court Wizard asked softly, "And just why would you do this?"

The bugt of Azoun in the corner was suddenly surrounded by a vivid amber radiance that drew
every eye. It Jwinked, twisted into the shape of a harp for afleging J ingtant, and then dumped into a
gleaming, dithering heap.i of gold coins and glass-topped coffersfull of gems.

"Rogue he may be, but I-as wel as many unwitting folk of Cormyr-are indebted to this knight of
thine for j certain supportive actions he hath rendered.”

A dearly furious Vangerdahast snapped, "And if | refuse to accept your payment? What then?'

"Wil, then,” Elminger replied mildly, "I'l be forced to end my protection over certain treasures here
inthe paace -... and, I'm afraid, they'll revert to thar true forms™

"Eminger,” Vangerdahast snarled, "are you threstening me?'

The Mage of Shadowdale looked shocked. "By the gentle mercies of Holy Mystra, no," he purred.
"Jugt volunteering some more friendly advice-about consequences, thistime. Some of those treasures, ye
see, will no doubt | angry when they awaken."

"Angry? Awaken? Elminger, you've placed mongersin the midst of our palace?'

"Nay-am | to blame, if various kings of Cormyr have , an eye for vauables others fal to nal firmly
down, and] bring them home?'

"Eiminger Aumar,” Vangerdahast said tightly, "enough bandinage. Just what sort of mongters are in



our hdls under your control?"

The Mage of Shadowdae resumed the shape of the curvaceous maden in the gown of legping
flames and ,ve the nearest Purple Dragon awecoming, pouting wink. "Ah... dragons,” he told the calling
innocently.

“ Dragons?"

“Only three-or was it four? And only asmadl sort of dragon,” E replied.

In the shocked slence that followed, the lady in the flaming gown took Sabrast's am and added
sweetly, "I'l just go and tdll the chancellor ye accept Sir Sabrast's belated but generous payment, shdl 17!

Vangerdahast swallowed, closed his eyes, and croaked, "Wine... | need wine. Lots of it."

As ghe glided through the curtain, the lady in flames snapped dender fingers. Full wineskins
appeared out of nothingness and rained down on the Royd Magician.

It was hardly the fault of the Mage of Shadowdale that the third wineskin burst when Master Raurild
tried to catch it-and that the fourth hit the momentarily blinded merchant on the head and aso broke,
drenching Vangerddiast and Precept Murauvyn, and spraying everyone else in the acove with wine.

Ruby, of course.

By all the fires of hell, is there no end to these trivialities? Mace, now does one live year upon
year and do such... Such waste?

[furious valley of mind bolts]

[wizard screaming down into torn, broken darkness, and dripping, motionless silence] [diabolic
satisfaction]

Chapter Fifteen

HALASTER COMES CALLING

Black taons closed crudly on shuddering, ainging white flesh.

There you arel Again you toy with me!

Bugng ams plucked and tore a the thing that might have been human, shaking it furioudy-so
violently that some bleeding appendages fdl off.

[whimper]

Hah! Some vaunted archmage you are!

[sodll flagh, rattle of spell-spun chain] [Szzle of burning flesh, howl of pain]

Hah! That jolted you, didn't it? Yes, i can hurl spdls better than most mortals. Behold, your
very own collar and chain. Good dog.

[laughter]

What... have ye done to me?

Put you on a leash, to keep other devils from eating you-or worse.

Ther€'s worse? [wry amusement]

Oh, yes. Why, if y- but no. Well not speak of such things. Trying to worm the secrets of hell
our of me? Mortal, what the hdl are you playing at?

[mentd chuckle] Wel said.

There was a moment of menacing sSlence, there on a smoking ridge in Avernus, before Nergd
laughed too.

Human, i begin m think i'm going to miss you.

You're leaving? So soon? [menta snort]

Idiot. A jester among wizards, you are. Down, dog, and come hack this way with me, and i'll
heal you a little. | don't want a trail of blood to bring us unwanted attention.

Where are we going?

Somewhere ese. [bdlow of laughter] Sew on that, clever wizard. Think humans are the only
ones mighty in magic? Why, i know a spell that can bind a demon for a hundred years in the shape
of a sword. We call them "doomblades." There are a dozen or more wandering around your



precious toril right now, in various unwitting hands. You steal any swords lately, wizard?

Ah, how recently?

[gusts of laughter] Ah, elminster, you'll day me yet!

Ahem. A figure of speech, of course.

En? Indeed, indeed. Little human bastard.

Slently, a pointed rock behind the archdevil moved, curling out like a dark finger....

Nergd let heding fire wash briefly over the shuddering humaen in his hands. He bent his will and
watched his magic turn the scrawny man dowly into a creature of Hdl: a nupperibo, bloated and dirty
and ydlow-white. With a tight smile he dropped Eminger to hang, choking and srangling, at the end of
the spike-studded chain. Fresh blood flowed as his captive's new bulk was dashed hdplesdy againg the
barbs.

Nergd shook the chain, raitling his struggling captive againg a rock. Bl clutched franticaly at the
chain to avoid having his neck broken. He danced for his life as the arch-devil threw back his head and
laughed.

With a sudden, dark surge, the point of rock stabbed forward-and thrugt through the laughing pit
fiend like a gigantic spear tip.

Nergd screamed.

Impaed and aflame, the pit fiend flaled vanly a the skies, beat his great wings in agony, and
saggered franticaly forward. He dragged himsdf gorily off the rock. The spear of stone flashed
blue-white, searing the shrieking devil each time.

When the outcast devil staggered free, it was visbly smdler, and trembled vidently with each step.
A sudden flurry of smdl explosons-erupting megic left in it by the stone-rocked its guts. Gore and
entrails spewed indl directions. Shuddering and bent over, Nergd sagged to the stones of Avernus. He
groaned and dwindled into a shuddering thing of tentacles.

The stone that had pierced the archdevil moved again. It arched over to touch the ground, its matter
vighly flowing. The tip grew thicker, and Straighter, ganding tdl and then... bresking away and taking a
bold step out onto the sharp rocks of Hell.

A white-haired, bald wizard stood above the chained hegp that was Elminger. His eyes blazed with
blue-white flame as he soun a web of the same glowing hue around the captive mage.

The net touched the chain, crackled angrily dong it, and collapsed. Halaster muttered a curse and
rased his hands to weave another spdll.

He was three murmured words into it when a cloud of stones streamed up from a ridge behind him.
It hurtled down and smashed into the wizard, sending him flying with a startled cry. The stones crashed
onto the rocks of Avernus and stopped bouncing. Haaster was somewhere beneeth them, unseen... and
unmoving.

“In Hell, human, you get only one gtrike' Nergal spat, risng into view from behind the ridge, his eyes
flaming red. Four more boulders were clutched in his tentacles. It's best to make it a good one.”

The heagp of stones held hurled heaved once, twice- and then flew apart, a blue-white flame roaring
up out of their heart.

Nergd sneered and fed it flames of black and ruby-red, hungrily dawing a the stones. They
shattered into deadly spraying shards.

The pain-wracked worm that Elmingter had become undulated franticaly away. Hot shards diced
into him and Szzled where they sank in.

The blue-white flame stood like a knife-blade in the heart of Nergd's spdl flames. It erupted into a
flury of bolts thet beheaded the tentacled devil.

"Hah!" roared aface that promptly grew on the end of a tentacle. "Thought you'd dain me, wizard?
This ishow you hurl a brightbolt spdll!"

A flury of bolts twice as large and numerous as Halaster's streaked back at the mage. The very
stones on which he stood vanished in blast after blast that hurled the agent of Mystraiinto the air. Legking
blue-white flame, he fdl back into the inferno of cresking, red-hot rocks and landed in a frantic whirl of
megic. He staggered upright.



“I'm here for your blood, devil" Halaster snarled, raisng hands that crackled with lightning.

"And 1" Nergd snarled, growing scorpion-gting tals to maich his many tentacles"am here for
yourd"

Halaster's spell-a bright net of slver lances linked by lightning and girded about with spirds of holy
water- crashed down on the outcast devil. Nergd roared out his pain.

The ground under Halagter thrust up in huge fangs of dark, smoking devil bone, much as the mad
wizard hed firg attacked Nergd. Like that attack, those fangs trangfixed their target.

Screaming hoarsely, Halaster wriggled, impaled on what proved to be one of Nergd's tentacles-a
tentacle that ended in along, dender spike of bone. Shuddering off the effects of the archmage's spell, the
outcast devil managed a short, ugly laugh and thrust hisfoe up into the air.

The thorn of bone was twice astdl as the man it pierced. Siriking between the wizard's legs, it had
thrugt its way up through guts and lungs to burst out of Haagter's throat, shoving his head aside.
Blue-white flames leaked from the mad wizard in a dozen places as his faling, darkening eyes sought
Elminder.

"I'm... sorry,” he gasped hoarsdly."|-tried."

Blue-white flame blazed up and spun Halaster away from the bone-fang, leaving it bare. Fire whirled
inasmdl, spinning sphereinthe air. Nergd raised a taloned hand to rake it-but the sphere suddenly grew
vay sndl and very bright. Halaster tumbled indde it like a broken doll... winked out, and was gone.

Elminger and Nerga both blinked up at the empty blood-red sky. In unison, they dropped their
gazes to peer around &t the scorched and smoking rocks, seeking little dancing blue-white stars or some
other evidence of Halaster's surviva.

There was nothing like that to be seen.

Nergd laughed, a sound that began out of rdlief, and became gloating.

S flees your last hope, elminster.any more rescue pacts? Mages who own you enough to risk
theik lives coming here? [weary slence]

| thought not. WEI, then, let me dive into your shattered little mind again and see more
memories of you meddling- only this time let it be with rulers and mages and adventurers, not any
comely lass who happens by... It's magic i'm ahter, remember? Remember?

[mind lash, red pain, hasty flourish of bright images, fading and falling, then whirling up
into a single display once more...]

"My lord," said the Smbul, and tears shone in her eyes, "I cannot stay longer. Those fools of Thay
would try to wrest my land from me again. | am needed.”

Elminger amiled.

The bard Storm Silverhand sat near, thoughtfully putting a better edge on her old and battered long
sword. Only she and the Smbul knew him well enough to see the sadness hidden behind his eyes.

"Of course," he said smply, 'These things-as dways- mus be." He stepped forward with surprisng
speed and embraced her.

The morning sun shone bright and clear through the trees of Shadowdae. Leaf-shadows dappled
the rocks on the rigng flanks of Harper's Hill. Storm's blade flashed back the sun as she turned i,
keeping slence.

Inhisold and deep voice, Elminger muttered things into the Smbul's hair, and she whispered words
back. No other was meant to hear them. Storm took care that she did not. That was the way she was.

The two great archmages hdf-turned toward her as they parted. Storm saw the brief gleam of a
large blue gem that Elmingter put it into the Simbul's hand. " Tis arogue stone,” she heard him say. "It will
bring ye to wherever | am, should ye need to see mein haste. Go, now. These partings grow no easier to
me as the years pass.”

The Smbul nodded, dipped the gem into a pocket of her girdle, and amed back to kiss hm
impulsvely. She whirled away in sllence and leaped into the air, her black robes dwindling and flgpping.
A black facon rose on swift wingsinto the sun, banked sharply eastward, and was gone.

The Old Mage stood slent and unmoving for long minutes, watching where she had gone. When the



birdsin the trees started their calls again, Storm did her shining blade into its sheath and went to him.
In dlence the two old friends linked hands and turned to go down the tral together.
After about a dozen paces, EIminger asked, "D'ye mind, lass, if | cry?'
Storm kissed his cheek softly and said, "Of course not. | think you should do so far more often.”
"Romantic,” he growled back, in mock disapprovd.
"Fdlow romantic,” she replied, and put her ami comfortingly around him. He growled but did not
pul free. She did not have to glance hisway to know how wet his face had become.

How sweet. More lust and sugared words. Weep, little wizard, weep. | suppose such
remembrances comfort you now, but i can't think why. I'd be raging. How much time you've
wasted over females-just rut and move on, and save me all this "love.' there is no such thing as
love.

For devils, no. I'm not a devil, Nergal.

But well on your way to being one, eminster. Belive me.

Oh? Is this something | should make a habit of?

[digbalic chuckle] on with it, wizard! You're wasting time again! Give it up, idiot-no one's
going to rescue you now!

Show me what i seek, or at least what happened after you stopped embracing and crying and
kissing.

Asye wish.

[bright images, flittering down, down]

She was young, dim, and very beautiful. Tarth swallowed and tried not to Stare.

Slvery-gray hair flowed from her head inHlong waves, curling smoothly about arms and tiny waist
and long, long legs. She redlined in a low bough of an old indulwood tree, smoking a clay pipe and
regarding him in thoughtful slence. Her eyes were blue-green, flecked with gold, and very large.

"Ah... wdl me!" said Tarth awkwardly, leaning on his gaff. Hed plundered old magic in forgotten
tombs across the Dragonreach, and peered into forbidden tomesin places both dusty and dangerous, but
held never been so close to a beautiful female moon df before.

Tentatively he bowed and amiled. She returned his amile, enchantingly. Tarth stared deep into those
exquiste eyes and cleared his throat.

"|-I've traveled a long way, good lady, to reach this place. Could you tdl me, plesse, where the
tower of the sage Elminger sands?"

The df-maiden nodded. "Up yonder path, past the pool,” she replied, her voice husky, yet dancing.
Shegiggled.

Tath stared in helpless wonder.
A long, dim ami reached out to him. "This is his pipe, which I... borrowed. Will you return it for
me?"

Tath nodded. In a slent whirl of flashing limbs she vanished into the lefy shade overhead, leaving
him holding the ill-amoking pipe. He stared down at it for a moment, then peered vanly up agan into
the tree, shrugged, and went on.

Ho, ho. I think i'm going to see secrets of magic at last! or isthis just one more of your tricks,
mage? Hey?

[Slence]

ill in the throes of agony down there? Too bad.

Thelittle path turned off the main road through Shadowdale just in front of Tarth's well-worn boots.
No dgn or runestone marked it for whet it was, but the directions given him had been clear enough. The
young wizard stood done for along time, saring dong the line of worn flagstones in the grass, before he
stepped onto them.



The way led him between two tumbledown cottages and across a grassy fidd toward the greet,
rigng rock of the OId Skull. A dill, peaceful pond glimmered off to the left. Birds sang, and chipmunks
cdled, Tath Hornwoodl, known by some as "Thunderdeff,” waked dowly and feafully up the garden
path. He could see what lay at its end now: a squat stone tower that leaned dightly to one side.

Tarth held his staff menacingly in one hand, hoping he would not have to useit. Its power seemed to
have been growing weaker of late. On his other hand gleamed the Lost Ring of Murbrand. Tarth hoped
there would be no need to cdl upon its powers, ether. Despite days of research and experimentation, he
did not know how to command thering to do anything.

At the spot where atral of moss and beaten grass branched off and ran down to the pond, a large
fla rock lay beside the path. Its top was worn smooth, asif many folk had sat upon it over the years. Just
now it held a curved, smooth-carved pipe, twin to the one he carried. It was lit, smoking quietly in the
morning ar dl by itsdf.

Tath stared a it. Was it some sort of trap? The Old Mage himsdlf, perhaps, shapechanged to avoid
prying intruders? The young wizard looked at the pipe for a long time and then with a srug reached
down. Hed faced danger enough and lived to tdl the.tale-and this was only a pipe. He hoped. Hisfingers
touched it, warm and hard and smooth, and he dmost jerked his hand away.

His fingertips tingled againg it as he waited. A bird flew past; dlent minutes lengthened. Carefully
Tarth picked the pipe up and quickly looked dl around. Nothing menaced. Nothing was dtered. It was
exactly the same as the one the df had given him.

Two pipes that smoked by themsdves. Tarth hed them carefully out before him to avoid breathing
inthelr smoke, and walked on toward the waiting tower.

Its amdl, plain door faced him blankly. Tarth leaned his g&ff into the crook of one ebow and
reached out with his freed hand toward the pull ring of the door, to knock.

Hisfingers were il inches awvay when the door svung open slently.

Tath stepped back in darm. After a few breaths of slence, he stepped forward again, and then
hestated, peering into the darkness.

"W, stand not on the threshold, welcoming fliesin! Enter, and unburden thysdf of whatever matter
ye have sought me out for, magding!" came an imperious voice from within,

Tath swalowed, and took a step forward. "How-how did you know | work magic?' he found
himsdf asking, before he could stop the words from sailling out.

" Tis written in foot-high letters on thy forehead, of course,” came the dry answer. ""Have ye not
noticed it before?' A sort of grunt followed, and the voice continued. "Hmm... ye mugt be an
adventurer... such pay the least heed to the world around them... Wel? Come in, then! Tis not so
difficult-advance thy other foot, as ye did the lagt, use thy eff for balance, then boldly reach ahead thy
fird foot, again, and the deed is donel”

Tarth did so, and found himsdf in a dark, dust-choked chamber piled to the caling with parchments
and thick leather tomes. Upon a stack of particularly massve books perched an old, straggle-bearded
menin flowing robes. One gimlet eye fixed on Tarth.

In one hand the old man held a tiny bird, cupped carefully. The bird, too, regarded Tarth. It
cheeped once disdanfully.

The old man's other hand reached out. "My pipes,” he demanded smply. "Ye must have met
Adrue"

Wordlessly Tarth handed over the pipes. The mage's fingers brushed his, and Tarth fdt a brief tingle
of raw power. He stood awed in the dimness of the cluttered chamber, as the old man spoke softly to the
litle bird in words Tarth did not understand. It cheeped again, briefly, and flew into the darkness at the
back of the room.

When it was gone, the old man looked up. "Tea?" he asked, dmaost roughly. "Ye look dry." Without
waiting for areply, he caled, "Tea, Lhaeo! For two."

He waved a an old barrdl, atop which were stacked severd wrinkled maps of Thay and the Utter
Eadt, the hues of their magicd inks glowing faintly in the dimness.

"Toss those aside and St ye" the old man commanded. "We may as wdl get started. Time not spent



isnot saved. Thy name?'

Tarth gave hisfirst name, looking around for a place to set the maps and finding none. The old man
sghed and waved a hand, and the maps wafted out of Tarth's gragp and glided out of sght behind
towering stacks of parchment. At the same time, the two pipes, which had hung patiently in midair at the
old man's shoulder, winked out and rose into the darkness, where they were logt to view.

Tarth sat hedtily, leaning his saff againgt his shoulder.

Elmingter nodded. "Elminger of Shadowdae," he replied. "Y our business with me, lad?"

Tath swalowed, and tried to look fearless and uncaring. "I seek training to further my mastery of
the Art," he said softly. "If you are willing, and find my payment sufficient, 1'd like to learn from you what
| can, by the passing of the next moon."”

The famous sage raised both his eyes this time to fix Tarth with a long, cool consdering gaze. His
eyes were very blue. Tarth soon fdt uncomfortable, but dared not turn his own eyes away. Fndly the
Old Mage nodded dowly.

An indant later, Tarth found a seaming jack of tea floating Slently down out of the darkness, past
hisnose. He closed a hand around it rather shakily.

"Ye mentioned payment,” that dry, imperious voice rolled out. "Would it trouble ye overmuch, lad,
to be more specific?!

"All-thid" Tarth said, thruding forward his hand. "The Lost Ring of Murbrand!”

Silence fdl. The expected astonishment was not forthcoming. Elmingter's blue, clear eyes regarded
him steadily. Out of the darkness overhead, another jack of tea floated down into the archmage's waiting
hand. The old eyes never looked & it, but remained fixed on him. Expectantly.

Tath rushed to fill the slence with excited words. "One of the greastest treasures of the logt
magecraft of Myth Drannor! A thing famousin bards songs and in old tales across the Remd A-"

"A thing whose widlding is far beyond thy present powers" Elminder replied dryly. Tarth looked
back at him, crestfalen.

"Wl yes" he admitted. "Yet its ganing was not easy... and | have Art enough to tdl that it is a
thing of greet power, the greatest | have ever seen.”

Elmingter nodded. "So it is" He regarded Tarth steedily over the top of his jack as he drank. Silence
grew and lengthened.

Tath let his hand fdl back to rest on his thigh. "Wel?' he asked, suddenly afraid. The old man's
gaze seemed dark and menacing and somehow angry. With cold certainty Tarth knew that the great
archmage could probably seize the ring and destroy Tarth Hornwood utterly, in a very short and smple
time. Those eyes hdd his now seeming somehow amused. Death must look like this, so close...

"Isit sufficent?' Tarth heard himsdf asking, camly and firmly.

"Aye-and nay," was the reply. " Tisathing of worth enough, aye. But | don't want it. Ye keep it" A
hint of a amile twisted the mustache. "Ye may grow to have power enough to use it. Ye may even need
it

Tath stared briefly down at the ring upon his finger, remembering for an ingant the crumbling, bony
hand that had worn it. The rest of the ring's former owner had lain shattered and hidden beneath a huge
fdlen block of stone, in a deep and cobweb-shrouded crypt of Myth Drannor.

Tath had not expected to keep die ring for long. He swalowed, suddenly afraid again and
suspicious. "What do you want, then?'

"Inreturn for thy training? Why, thy staff, of course,” came the cam, dry voice.

Tarth's breath froze in his lungs for a long, trembling moment. The g&ff he bore, a plan spar of
smooth-polished, shadowtop wood, was the most precious thing he owned.

Tarth'sfird tutor, in far-off Amphail, had given it to im long ago. Old Nerndd's Art had been fecble
and forgetful with great age, but he had warned Tarth to keep the daff safe dl his days. "It is a thing of
great power,” Nerndel had said. "Guard it well. Perhaps it will make you happier than it did me”

"My gaff?" Tarth asked, heart anking. "No. No, | cannot part with it. | will not! | refuse”

"The door, as| recdl, liesjust yonder," EIminger said dryly. "Yefound away in... those bold feet of
thine may serve to find away out again.”



"No!" Tarth said. "No, no-name some other price, some other payment... if you will. I've come so
far..." Heleaned forward. "Please? A sarvice, perhaps? To ask that a wizard give up his g&ff is a very
great asking-and what good is such a g&ff to you, a great archmage?'

"More importantly,” Elmingter asked quietly, "what good is such a gaff, Tarth, to you?'

"What do you mean?'

"Thy g&ff," the Old Mage demanded, "grows weaker and weaker as ye use it, does it not"

After afew breaths of sartled slence, Tarth nodded reluctantly.

"Ye, t00," Elminger went on, "grow weaker and wesker in Art, Tarth Horn wood, as ye come to
rely upon it more and more."

Tarth frowned. "You know my last name?'

Elminger grinned. "Aye. A while back, afriend of mine, young Nerndel-eh, old Nerndd hedd be, to
ye-told me -he had chosen his heir-of-Art, a bright one. He asked me to look out for ye, if ye came this
way."

"Then-then youll train me?* Tarth asked, hope riang suddenly into his throat.

"Aye. In return for a service

"I can keep my S&ff?"

"l did not say that. The service ye can do me, magding is to destroy thy saff. Ye have come to
depend on it overmuch, methinks, to have survived the perils of Myth Drannor and won that ring ye wave
about so boldly. Tistime to learn to trust thine own power, without frozen fire to ad; thee. Thy service
will be to undertake a smple but precise ritud, to bring about the destruction of thy gaff.”

"Andif | refuse?’

Then ye must go,” said the old man mildly. "On down. what€er roads thy overconfident feet lead
ye... until yefdl, as ye are sure to, to some brigand quick with a rock; or two, or a lone goblin cregping
while ye deep. No man who bears such power openly can have friends, nor trust companions overlong.
If yetry, 'tisa cold and open grave yell find soon, lad, as someone dse seizes thy baubles.”

"I've not done poorly so far," Tarth said, nettled. "'l can protect mysdf."

"Can ye?' came the soft response. "What defenses did ye prepare, then, before venturing into easy
reach of my power?'

Tath sat in dlence, cold fear dithering within himy again. The Old Mage's eyes gleamed geadily in
the dimness, watching him.

Fndly Tarth shook his head in defeat, and spread his hands. "Only the spdlIs| carry.”

"And thy gaff, of course” EIminger added pointedly. "Come, lad-thy tea is growing cold. Have we
agreement, or will ye wak?"

"If | destroy this gaff,” Tarth sad, trying not to look &t it, "do you promise to make me a more
powerful wizard-and let me wak free?'

Elminger nodded. "Aye. | do so swear. Mark ye Only by the unmaking of thy saff will ye give and
find freedom and learn true power and happiness.”

Tarth nodded, dowly and rdluctantly, as his thoughts raced. "Then we have agreement,” he said. A
moment later, he added, "I mugt rgjoin my companions-of-adventure for afew days, then | shdl return.”

Elminger nodded. "Aye, neglect not thy share of the loot," he said with a smile Tarth smiled back,
thinly, and drained his jack.

"My thanks for the tea," he said, getting up. Dugt, disturbed, rose around himin adinging cloud.

"The tea was the least of the things ye should be thanking me for,” the Old Mage told him mildly,
waving a finger. In dow dglence the par of empty jacks rose out of Sght overhead. Uneesly Tarth
nodded, and strode for the door a shade more hedtily than he'd intended to. It opened for him by itsdf.
He sghed and did not see Elminger amiling &t his back.

[5gh] you don't hurry through this, do you?

If one does, it doesn't work. Like certain dealings in Hell.

Clever as ever, mind-dave. Mind the back edge of your own tongue doesn't dice you.
[slence, images flourished dmaost mockingly]



There came a knock upon Sarlin's door. Sarlin the Supreme heard it and rose in haste. Times had
been hard of late, and coins dl too few.

Tath Hornwood stood outside, his face tanned and a ring gleaming on his finger. His eyes looked
somehow older than they had when held visted Sarlin before. He'd been adventuring, surely.

"What do you want, Tarth?' Salin asked plainly.

Tarth regarded the old, evil sorcerer cdmly and said as smply, "Business. And no tricks, thistime"

Salin did not smile, but nodded. "Well, then: what"

Tarth thrust forward the splendid saff he held, dark and smooth and draight. "I'd like you to make
another of these"

Salin raised his eyebrows. "That could well take years" he began. "Do-"

"Not its powers,” Tarth sad quickly, "though it must bear a dweomer and be able to, say, bring
forth radiance, and quell it again. | need a gaff that 1ooks like this one, so close that not even the grestest
meage of the Redms could tdl them apart.”

Salin raised his eyebrows again. "Expengve” he said, after a moment.

Tarth nodded. "I'm willing to pay you with this" he said, extending the fig upon which the ring
gleamed. "It isthe Lost Ring of Murbrand.”

Slin leaned forward to peer at it. "Truce?' he asked.

"Truce" Tarth agreed. Sarlin extended his hand, and Tarth put the ring into it. The old sorcerer
examined it carefully, turning it in his fingers to read the runes Murbrand had put there long ago. It was
unmistakable, or dl the books of lore were wrong. He held in his hands aring of power. Sarlin dmost
trembled with excitement.

But that was not his way. He merdy raised his eyebrows again, and-dowly, reluctantly-handed the
ring back. "This gaff must be vauable to you," he said.

Tarth nodded. "Almog as vauable as the ring I'm offering,” he replied pointedly, "to one who knows
how to useit."

Salin grinned. "As you know, of course, how to widd thering," he returned. "Give me the gaff now
and the ring when I've done, in exchange for the two staves. Come back four mornings from now.”

Tarth raised his own eyebrows. "Tha soon?' Salin shrugged. "'l an a master of what | do. You
know that."

Tath nodded. "You are. Agreement, then?' Sarlin nodded back, dmost eagerly. "Agreement.”

And now the revealing...or you'll pay in pain, mage...

"Ready, lad?' Elminger asked gently. Tarth nodded, face expressionless. The Old Mage waved his
hand "Begin, then.”

Tath stood in the circle ElImingter had prepared, deep in the forest near Shadowdae. On a tdl, fla
done at its center lay the g&ff Tarth had brought here. Beside the g&ff lay a sharp knife.

Tath stepped forward to sand over the stone. Sweat was suddenly cold upon his neck and
forehead. He could fed the sage's watchful gaze like aweight upon his back. The young wizard breathed
deeply, then shrugged and began the ritud Elmingter had taught him.

It began with a spoken charm, soft and precise. Tarth pronounced it and carefully took up the knife.

As he did, his eyes fdl upon the daff. Dark and smooth and gleaming, it was the familiar and
comforting thing that had earned him the name "Thundergaff* in Arabel. Hdf in derison tha name had
begun-but he had made it a term of respect. Now, if Elmingter's will reigned, he would be leaving it dl
behind.

Tath sghed again, forced down his irritation, and raised the knife, beginning the chant. Soft and
light, to begin with. The knife caught the light and gleamed briefly. He raised his other hand to it and drew
blood with a firm, deliberate stroke.

There was a cold tingling in his padm as the blood began to flow. Tarth stepped back and carefully
drove the knife hilt-deep in the ground, whispering another charm in time with the chant. When he



approached the stone again, blood had begun to drip from hisfingers

Carefully, dill chanting, he moved his hand so that the drops fdl upon the gtaff. "Ye have come for
the wisdom of sages" Elminger had said to him. "Yet it done is not enough. The blood of heroes dso is
cdled for, to win freedom. So ye mug shed allittle blood, megding.”

Tarth could fed the Old Mage watching him as he bled on the staff. Each drop that landed on stone
or turf remained, but those thet fdl on the Saff vanished utterly as they touched it.

Elmingter had warned him, whatever happened, to keep on with the chant. Tarth did so, even when
the gaff began to glow on the stone before him. A faint red-gold radiance stole dowly into being down its
length, grew brighter, and took on a white hue.

Tarth stepped back, as Elminger had ingtructed, and made his chanting louder and faster. He knew,
without looking, that he bled no more. The magic was heding his hand.

The gt lifted an inch or so from the stone and began to hum as it floated in the air, glowing ever
brighter.

The ritud required his tears now. Tath stared a the daff, blinking and remembering dl the
adventures held survived these past few winters, gaff in hand. 1ts magic was a shidd againg danger. Hed
Mmissit.

The memories came fast now, and his chant wavered. Hed missit indeed. Tears came to the young
wizard's eyes. His throat grew thick as he recalled the comfortable weight of the gaff in his hand, after
many a battle. Sometimes he had dmost thought it aliving thing, a person.

Tearsfdl fredy now. He moved forward as Elminger had told him to, so that his tears fdl upon the
gowing gaff.

In answer, the aff pulsed brightly. The hum rose in a thrilling surge, into a snging sound. Sowly
and mgedticaly, the gaff rose, turning in the air until it hung upright. The very air around it began to glow
until it was surrounded by a bright aura. Tarth chanted on, fascinated and hopeful.

The daff rose above the stone, pulsing. Bright and then dim, bright and then dim again, its light
dmod faded entirely.

Behind the young wizard, & the edge of the circle, Elminder frowned. He crossed his arms as he
stood watching.

The gaff pulsed more quickly now, brighter and then completely dark before it became bright again.
Its Snging faded. Suddenly, it crumbled into nothing, and was gone, fdling in ashes upon the stone.

Tarth's chant ended uncertainly. In the sudden sllence, he turned to look at the Old Mage, dmost
angrily, "Isthat dl? It seems awagtel”

Elminger amiled sadly. "The waste, young master of Art," the sage sad <oftly, "was thine, in
gpending the ring for so little” He gestured, and there was a sudden flash in the air above the stone.

A daff hung there, dark and gleaming-and very familiar. It was Tarth's aff, the red one-that Tarth
hed |eft safely hidden in a study-cdll in the nearest temple of Mystra, guarded by the most potent wards
Tath knew. Tarth gaped at it.

"The true gaff, young hero,” Elminder said gently. "Honesty is best, even in magic. But that is a
lesson one mugt teach onesdlf. Start on it wheneer ye fed old and wise enough." As he spoke, the daff
turned in the ar and glided down to rest upon the stone in utter slence, the knife legping from the turf to
join it. EIminger spread his hands questioningly, his eyes on Tarth's, then in an ingant vanished, leaving
only empty ar behind.

Tath stared at the fern-clad bank where the Old Mage had stood. Then he looked dowly Al
around, trembling. He was done in the forest circle.

The path he had come here by ran invitingly away into green gillness amid old trees. Tarth looked
down it and swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. He took one hurried step toward the path, then looked
back. His g&ff lay gleaming upon the stone. Tarth stood wavering an ingant, then ran back and snatched
it up.

Its familiar weight was reassuring in his hand. Tarth knew it dl too wdl: It was his own gtaff, indeed,
brought here by Elmingter's magic. The young wizard held it raised for a moment as though to blast an
unseen foe, then turned and dashed down the path.



As he ran, ElIminger's parting words ran through Tarth's head. A lesson one mud teach onesdf...
gart on it whenever old and wise enough... Tath came to a hdt, panting. The saff was heavy in his
hands. Sweat ran dowly down into his eyes.

Tarth blinked until he could see again. He stared wildy around at the trees. No one stood watching.
There was no sound but his own breathing. He thought briefly of the spdl in his memory that could take
hmin an ingant far from this place, and it sirred in his mind. Tarth thrugt it from his thoughts, stared
down at the g&ff in his hands, and turned around. He started to walk dowly and ddliberately back to the
crce.

The knife lay on the stone. The dearing around remained empty and 4ill. Tarth walked into the
crde agan and stopped. His breathing was loud and ragged in his ears. Raiang the gaff, the young
wizard looked at it long and lovingly, feding its heft and power in his hands. Then he sghed and stepped
to the stone. It took a very long time to let go of the g&ff after held lad it down.

White-lipped, Tarth Hornwood stood adone in the circle for an even longer time. Then he stepped
forward and softly spoke the charm that began the ritud dl over again. Reaching for the knife, he never
saw Elminger reappear on the bank behind him.

The Old Mage smiled and nodded approvingly.

The daff rose again. This time Tarth's tears flowed so fredy that he could scarcely see the daff
through them. He was filled with an aching sense of loss and a wrenching, weak feding that grew worse
inwaves, in time with the pulang of the Saff.

It dimbed above the stone. The snging was loud in Tarth's ears. Suddenly it flared into blinding
brilliance. Tarth cried out, bresking off the chant. He fdl helplesdy to his knees amid the anging, and did
Sdeways to the turf, and beyond....

[Growl] how much longer, wizard? How much fire-lashed longer?

Coal ar whispered past his brow. There were gentle hands on him... two, three-had the old sage
grown more hands?

Tarth blinked and found himsdf looking a a clear blue sky and dancing leaves overhead. He was
lying on his back on uneven ground. The aroma of warm tea came from somewhere very near a hand.

"With us again, lad?' Elminge’s familiar voice rolled out. Tarth turned to look at the Old Mage,
opening his mouth to reply. It stayed open for some timein utter astonishment.

The Old Mage was Stting on a stone, teain hand. He wore a worn and patched cotton under robe
above his battered old boots. Sitting with him was a dim, gray-eyed lady regarding Tarth with interest.
She hdd two jacks of geaming teain her hands and was clad only in EIminger's flowing outer robe.

"Wl met," she said, in alow, gentle voice,

Elminger grinned. "Tarth Thunderstaff,” he said with gdlant grandeur, indicating the lady, "meet thy
g&ff. The Lady Nimra. Known in her day as Nimra Ninehands, after a spdl she favors”

His grin broadened. "Y eve been draning her strength to work thy Art these long years, so | had ye
give much of thine back to her, ere ye destroyed her entirdly. Now, I've wasted time enough. Evenfeast
awaits ye both a my tower, when ye find the way thither. 1 imagine yéell have much to say to one
another.”

He chuckled a Tarth's stunned expression. "Now, lad," he reproved, " 'tis not every day a wizard
has a chance to speak so fredy to his saff. Use that glib tongue of thine" With that, EImingter waved a
hand, and was gone.

Wordlesly the lady held ajack out to Tarth.

He took it gingerly, managing not to Soill any on himsdlf, and cleared his throat. "Ah... wdl met!" he
began uncertainly. A wavering amile spread itsdf hestantly across his face...

Gah! Loving again? You humans!

Much later that night, Tarth sat again with the Old Mage amid the dusty stacks of parchment. "How



long have you known about her?' the young wizard asked curioudy, gesturing upwards. The Lady Nimra
dept in EIminger's bedchamber above them.

"Nimra was imprisoned in the form of a daff over saven hundred winters ago, by a riva in Myth
Drannor,” Elminger said dowly. "We never freed her, for her imprisonment let loose a number of fdl
creatures that had been in her power. They searched everywhere for her and would have found and
destroyed her in the end, if shed walked the Redms in her own form. Her imprisonment was the best
disguise she could have found."

"What happened to these creatures that search for her?"

"Destroyed in their turas, down the years" the Old Mage replied. "Nernde dew more than one of
them.”

"Madger Nerndel? How did he come to have the g&ff?" Tarth asked in astonishment.

Elminger grinned. "He was Nimras rivd. It was his trap that imprisoned her. He hoped one day to
free her and woo her-but | laid spells on the staff, so that | could find it wheréer it might be hid and so
that its making could not be undone while Nimras enemies yet lived. | aso took from Nerndel the spels
he used to entrap her- so0 ye are stuck with her, young Master Mage.”

"Stuck with her?" Tarth echoed, not understanding.

"Aye. She owed Nerndd sx services, and the fird he set her to do was to tran him. The second
was to undertake a certain ritud. It trapped her in the form of a staff, while her firg task lay incomplete.
Sheisnot free of the web of spels he lad until she completes the training-of ye, since ye are Nernddl's
har."

"Me?' Tarth asked, dumbfounded. "But whet then?'

Elminger shrugged. "That is between the two of ye. She has served ye these past few years,
willingly, even if ye knew it not, and | think likes ye. Thy ways may well am together along time yet."

"Together," Tarth said wonderingly, looking up &t the ceiling. "But how should | treat her? What do |
say to her? Should | try to make her do me the services that remain? If | try, what will she think of me?
Need | fear her-ah, atacking me?"

Elminger amiled dowly and spread his hands. "In this, ye must be your own guide. Ye have aready
shown that ye can take the proper course, done.”

Tath stared a him. Then his eyes narrowed suddenly. "You did agree to teach me until the passng
of the next moon. Tdl me, then, what | want to know!"

Elmingter nodded. "I agreed, aye. Yet | fear | can help thee little, Tarth. | know not the answers to
any of thy questions.”

"You are sad to be the wisest of living sages, in mogt fiddd" Tarth protested. "One who knows 4l
the answerd"

They heard a light step upon the dtair. Tarth turned and stared at the Lady Nimra, who amiled a
him. Tarth looked deep into her clear blue eyes and was logt.

"Only fools know dl the answers,” Elminger told him quietly. He slently vanished, the dust swirling
up around him.

"And 0, Magter Tarth,” Nimra sad softly, as she sat where the Old Mage had been, "your
guestions are your own to answer, and your choices your own to make, and you mus live out the results.
That iswhat being amegeiis, after dl.”

Tarth nodded, and cleared histhroat. "Ah, uh-wdl met!" he began brightly.

She garted to laugh....

That's your "powerful magic"? You claw mo hard at my patience, little wizard!

How does it fed when i do the same to your chain? And make it take fire at the same time!
Hey? Eh?

[screaming, raw and wild and in vain, dying away]

Oh, no! Nor that eadly! A uttle healing and a jolt awake, and you're ready to taste torment
again.'

[roaring didbalic laughter, screams riang)



Chapter Sixteen

FOR THE LOVE OF AN OLD MAGE

Tentacles reached angrily toward the dirty, naked chained heap that was a man... then, rductantly,
drew back again.

| remain somewhat bewildered as to why some of the memories you've shown me are of
lasting interest to mystra-or to you. Why is this in your mind, elminster? Does mystra place there
only what she wants you to see, or also some things you desire to see?

Out of love and grace, the Lady | serve gives to me memories of things | could not witness
but desire to. The doings of Mirt, for example-1 felt the need to understand the character of this
man, as a fellow Harper.

Ah. Just asi watched you from afar, you watch others. [Growl] I'll not try to hide from you,
manung, that rage risesin me as| scour your mind and search out memory after memory, asif I'm
seeking one stone in all the rock that is avernus, and find nothing of the memories of magic | seek.
Memories | need.

Yet you must have them, or you could not be what you are.. Perhaps mysira is the key. | do
not think she reached out to change you, in her brief visitation here....i would have felt that. So
your memories must survive-and finding the ones she gave to you must he where the treasure lies.

Show me a memory from mystra. It doesn't mattek which one; i can taste the difference now
and follow the trail you leave me make it too long, and i'll give you much pain. Lead me to what i
see, and you'll live longer. A smple bargain, eh?

Clear enough.

| heard your tone. Remeatber this. | hold you in my hand. | decide the terms... And the
punishments. Forget that not.

Oh, I'm unlikely to. Believe me. human, do you dare to threaten me? | never threaten, devil. |
promise.

[growl] | have a promise for you. When | have what | desire, your suffering will be long.

Do you dare to have any promises for me?

Not yet.

[smoldering diabalic glare, whirl about, plunge into vaulted darkness once more, scatering images
like forlorn stars...]

*k*

The ky was gray over Aglarond-date-gray and cloudless, like a vast sheet of armor plate. The
Simbul scowled up at it from her favorite balcony. She set down a goblet of something she'd cast el
after pdl onin avan atempt to make it taste like a certain ancient vintage Bl had spell-stored from fallen
Myth Drannor. The bracer that was dl she wore had begun to glow, tdling her the seneschd had logt
patience in 4dling envoys and courtiers and wanted the afternoon throne session to begin.

The Smbul strode back through her chambers. Snaiching a robe from the nearest hook as she
passed-a rich purple and clothof-gold affair of many entwined dragons that would have been better given
to someone who'd admire beautiful garments a trifle more-the Witch-Queen of Aglarond shrugged hersdf
into it. She strode aong a back passage, vaulted over a raling in front of a carefully impassve guard,
landed on a harlounge, bare inches from a desping cat, marched away heedless of its soitting
wake-fulness, and found hersdlf crossing the last few paces of carpet to the sde doors of the throne
chamber. Without a sash, her grand robe billowed open around her.

The guard by the doors had served her for a very long time. He looked at the Smbul's face and
down & her bared body for just an indant. He set aside his glave and unbuckled his sword belt with
frantic haste, stepping forward to hold it out to her in one gauntleted hand in time to receive a dazzing
gmile from his queen. Her whirling embrace goun him around in the passage.

She murmured,”Buckle me"" During another turn in her arms he did. She saluted as they parted,



thrugt the door wide, and was gone.

Only then did he stoop to retrieve his breeches from the floor, recadl that hed worn his second-best
sword belt, and cringe at the thought that the Witch-Queen of dl Aglarond was even now driding to the
throne with not only a sword and a dagger bouncing a her hips, but a bag of dice, a bit of string knotted
around some cheese with which to entice a pet mouse out of its hole to vigt him, and an undone pouch
with his best deck of ar solitaire cards in it-the ones with the unclad beauties of Thay on the backs,
guaranteed to float inthe ar for at least three breaths after being released.

With a grin, Thaergar of the Doors decided that if his queen noticed, sheld probably be greatly
amused. Thank the gods.

Or & least, s0 he hoped.

* k%

S0 | have called, and my friends come not-or cannot reach me, through the legions of Hell. |
am lost. It is cruelty on my part, sheer vanity, to drag down with me others who can live on in
Toril and serve it as| have. | must fight this battle alone.

And fight it will be, for | shall not go down in gentle surrender. | will fight. Mind to mind, |
cannot hope to stand against Nergal-for he can diminish my will in an instant by visiting physical
pain on me. Heis a swift, reckless, overconfident intellect-a willful child, in some ways-and cannot
hope to match my store of memories or experience...for all his long years, he has done the same
things over and over and seen far less than certain old human wizards.

Yet he knows this. It iswhy | ill live now. | am more than an idle plaything to him, more
than a trophy other devils do not have, or a lure to bring rivals to where he can smash them. | am
a storehouse he longs to ransack, the fount of magical lore he craves-and the source of something
else he refuses to admit: the memories of sensation and beautiful sights, terrible moments and acts
of kindness...a life, all that be lacks. If | entertain, he suffers me to feed him memories he knows
will not yield him mage-lore, or silver fire, or secrets of Mystra. He needs them.

| would give them freely, to make an archdevil more human, to give one being in Hell greater
understanding of Toril-were it not for his mindworm, which takes what | share and strips it from
my mind.

S it must be war between us. It is a war Elminster cannot win but must win. With every
remembrance, ElIminster is less-a little emptier, more of a mumbling sHell-and Nergal is a little
more. A little more Elminster. Somehow | must fight him through the memories that go into him. |
must wortn my way into his mind and fight him there.

Yet, to do that, | must surrender what | have been so closaly guarding. Everything. Mysira,
no.'

On the other hand, saith the juggler, why not? He will have it all in the end, anyway. | cannot
stop him, only steer him as to what | yield, and when. My battle-and any dim chance at victory |
might have-can only lie therein, in the pattern of my yielding.

Isthis not what captive women have done to men who seized them, for centuries? Sought to
master their captors by the manner and pacing of their yielding?

| am armed and armored in greater weakness. Well, then, | salute my foe-and the battle goes
on.

I must think more on this. | need time. Let me yield another memory given me by Afystra and
win some time to plot. | shall go to my tent and confer with my generals, who are all EIminster.

| hope we can agree on something.

*k*

Phaeldara was ganding before the throne, facing the usud dlittering throng. Gems gleamed in her
sweeping wave of purple hair. She drew hersdf up to her full, dignified, darkly beautiful height and said,



"Lords and ladies, patience is a virtue more should cultivate. Especidly in this pdace. I-"

"How now, beloved sster of Aglarond? Are the people unaware of my tasks?' The Smbul made
her voice merry, ignoring the dgh of exasperation from the far corners of the throneroom."Or my...
restlessness?’

With aamile of reief, Phagldara turned to meet her and murmured as they embraced, "Hardly. I'm
sure foolsin red robes inThay can fed that. Go and see your Old Mage for a few days, and... assuage
your hungers.”

The queen grinned. "Going delicate on me now, Phagl€?'

"No," the sorceress warned her, something grim in her dark eyes. "This morn, after you brained
Lorn Thorvim with thet platter, 1-1 tried to farspeak Elminger to bid him vist you. He... | could not reach
him."

The Smbul dtiffened. Phagldara drew carefully back as the queen's eyes went blank. The ar around
her dowly began to crackle. Those cracklings grew as the ruler of Aglarond poured more megicd power
into her questing. The little lightnings turned Slver in hue.

A murmur of fear and congternation rippled through the watching courtiers. Something was very
amiss

The sword and dagger the queen was wearing began to smoke in their sheaths. The buckle that held
them suddenly burst into sparks and was gone. The belt fdl awvay with a crash-only to be whisked far
across the floor by the undulaing fury of the robe that followed it. The woman who ruled them stood
done, clad only in racing siver flames.

"Oh, goddess, no," they heard her gasp. Then her face tightened, and she asked p'eadingly,”Oh,
Mystra, may 1?"

Long slver hair lashed bare shoulders as if a wild gde was blowing. A proud head was flung back
to stare unseaing straight up at the vault so high above. Suddenly, the crackling arcs fdl away to the floor
inafading wave of sparks, and the Smbul was moving.

"Thorneral Evenyl.to me! Seneschd, fetched the Masked One! Phad, I'll need your gemsdl of
them!”

The tal sorceress immediatdy began running long fingers through her purple tresses, combing out
hendfuls of gems that dl glowed with stored spells. "H-here, Lady Queen," she sammered, holding them
forth.

The Smbul cupped them carefully, gliding close to kiss Phagldara on her cheek without ceasing her
hawklike glaring about the room.

"That man," she snapped, pointing. "Evenyl, day him; he's a Thayan spy!"Without waiting to see
what befdll, she turned and stabbed her finger a another man. "He comes to make a fdse dam agangt
ariva; deny him our royd intercession. Phaele, the throne is yours this time-but if Thayan envoys come in
force, yidd to the Masked to St here and speak for me, while you go to Rashemen and fetch their
envoys to come and bear witness."

"Lady Queen? Y ou're quitting the throne?" a courtier was bold enough to ask.

The crack of his head jerking to one side was loud enough, even over the building Thayan spdlls and
the carefully risng shields of the motherly Evenyl, to echo around the room.

The courtier's cheek blazed red, just asif hed been dapped directly. The queen gave him a look that
had death init and said dowly and coldly, "Thorneira, Thdance, Phaeldara, Evenyl, and the Masked One
speak for me a dl times, and they will do so during this short absence of mine. Obey them as eagerly
and as fearfully as you would me."

She did not have to add "or es2' adoud; everyone in the room could hear it. Whatever reply the
trembling courtier might have tried to make was logt in the booming of doors flinging themselves open, Al
around the chamber.

As dartled guards peered into the room, objects began to sl in through those opened doors:
girdes and boots, bracers and breastplates, circlets and rings, and tumbling wands, some of them
winking with aroused power. The room crackled with their magic, and courtiers crept awvay from the end
of the room where the Smbul stood.



Bare and beautiful, the queen of Aglarond spread her arms wide as her summoned arsend of magic
flashed up to clasp and clothe her.

"l go to rescue aman who's worth more than dl of you," she said, her voice suddenly wavering on
the edge of tears, "and far, far more than me"

With awhirling of dlver flames and blue-white racing stars, she blazed up into formlessness and was

gone.

*k*

The doors opened, and the sorceress Phagldara strode grandly forth.Thaergar of the Doors
snapped to rigid, arch-backed attention, carefully expressionless. He was astonished when she spun on
one foot to face him.

"Thee are, | beieve, yours" she sad crisply, holding out his pack of cards. The little piece of
cheese, alittle the worse for wear and lacking its cord, was perched atop the tattooed belly-he could not
hep naticing-of Salambra the She-Wolf of Surthay. He kept dill, unsure of what to do.

"Take them, man," she said in alow voice that had a quaver init hed never heard before.

Startled, Thaergar looked directly into her eyes. They were full of tears.

"Take them, and pray for our queen," she whispered, thrusting the cards forward.

Dumbly.Thaergar did so.

The sorceress broke into a run down the passage, her robes whipping out behind her like line-drying
cloaks caught in a tempest.

Theergar watched her go, and then sighed. This was turning out, it seemed, to be one of those days.

He stood for amoment a attention-then took two quick steps, bent down, and carefully pushed the
cheese into the mouse's hole, in case he was cdled away to fight for Aglarond and came not back to his
post. Ever.

*k*

Well, well, what have we here?

You seem in better humor, Lord Nergal

I'm seeing magic at last, wizard. Be silent, while i plunge in and enjoy!
[images flaring bright]

* k%

The crawling, ever-changing flame runes of the last page chdlenged her, slent and yet somehow
mocking.

Leerd Rythkyn, cdled "Laerd of Loudwater” to keep her disentangled from the Laerd who was
Lady Mage of Waterdeep, had been working through the crumbling tome with her usud patience. Her
exctement grew with every passing day and each new page. Patience and care had made her one of the
youngest mages of power in the North. Patience and care made her methodicdly read, practice, master,
and improve on every ol in the book.

Each page of the tome hed a sngle spdll-dl of them unfamiliar, useful, and quirky in components,
phrases or cagting. They fdt old.

As sheld gone through the thick book, each spell had been more powerful than the last. The last
page of dl was written in flamered, spell-closked runes that shifted dowly when gazed upon,
indecipherable and beckoning. They mugt hold a specid spdl indeed.

**k*

Beard of asm-ahem, talons of tasnya...am | going m be shown magic at last?



Hush, devil, and see sooner.
[growl] Show me. Show me now.

* k%

The pellbook had lain in a shattered tomb in the cdlars benesth Everlund for at least an age. Laerd
hed found it while hdping Harper friends destroy wraiths in those dark, cobwebbed ways. It had sat
neglected on atablein her sudy dl winter.

Laerd had been busy training her apprentice, Blaskyn, to master the amiting spdls that made a
sorcerer a power to be reckoned with. Blaskyn had done wel, showing promise in devisng his own
incantations and adding his own twigts. Soon hed be ready to wak his own way in the Redms.
Wherefore Laeral had set him the necessary tasks of practicing precison in casting and cregting a new
spdl dl hisown.

Meanwhile, she took up the book to further her own studies.

*k*

S names and places at last-and magic, it seems, too. Continue, wizard.
[images wearily unfolding]

* k%

Lagrd stared at the runes for perhaps the fortieth time that day, frowning a little, teeth gnawing
thoughtfully at one side of her lip. Blaskyn had said they looked like little legping flames, these runes, and
50 they did- hrnmm. In one long, lithe stretch, Laerd leaned over the purring cat beside her and plucked
agmdl, battered handbook from a shelf. She sought a cantrip from her own days as an apprentice.

Thereit was. A amplelittle trick of Art, known to haf a hundred wizards this Sde of Waterdeep. It
shaped flame to form illusons or words if one had a candle, campfire, or torch to work with. Laerd
hissed gently in excitement, did a certain protective ring on her finger, and worked the cantrip, bending
her will upon the page.

The runes dowed to alazy crawl, seemed to freeze for a moment, and then flowed dowly into clear,
unwavering darity. They werein Thorass, Auld Common, with its flutings and grand swirls, and reed:

St not alone

On Thalon's cold throne

Unless alone ye would be
Unmatched master of wizardry.
St ye there overnight

And of Art gain great sight
Wise beyond that of any mage
In the Realms, of this age.

Laerd'slipstwisted. A labored rhyme, to say the least, one shed come across severd times before
inlore books and libraries of the North. This was the oldest instance yet, though, and the only conceded
one. Moreover, it had acodicl sheld never seen before: two lines of detailed directions to the throne. It
was apparently in a tower in the High Forest somewhere near Alander, the Lost Peaks.

Wl enough. It was high time to go adventuring again.

This had better be worth my time, little worm. My patience is at an end for diversion, no
matter how entertaining.
Everything is worth your time, Lord Nergal...or were you in a hurry to go sometvhere?



[growl, dap, wry diabolic amile]

"At least tdl me where you're going," Blaskyn said, showing her his easy grin. "Then I'll know where
to look for you if EIminger the Mighty or some king or other comes cdling.”

Laerd amiled back at the eager mageing, then shrugged, Judging by his past behavior, the prettier
lasses of Loudwater would have more to worry about while she was gone than she need trouble about
the safety of the magicin her tower.

She amiled at hersdlf. Save for her Art, she was one of those young loca lasses. And pretty, too, if
the words of some could be believed.

W, sheld trusted Blaskyn enough these past years, and nothingill had come of it.

"I go chading legends, Master Blaskyn."

"Asdways" he said, bowing like a courtier of Silvery-moon.

Laerd wrinkled her nose a him. "'l seek Thalon's Throne-a stone seat said to have been fashioned
by the archmage Thdon, in the days before Myth Drannor rose."

"Any wizard who sSits upon the seat overnight will acquire mastery of wizardry grester than any living
mage" Blaskyn quoted in a sngsong voice. "I've read that in four different places in your books here
dond"

He cocked his head at her. "With dl the folk who must have read about the throne down the years,
you think there's dill anything there?'

Laerd dhrugged again. "To be amage, one must be a seeker &fter knowledge" She quoted the old
maxim mildly.

Blaskyn sighed. "It would seem a wizard can use that phrase to cover any amount of nose-poking
into other's affairs" he said, innocently addressing the cailing.

Laerd chuckled. "Induding your own, ah, moonlit lady-waks on Wychmoon Hill?"

Blaskyn colored, looked at her slently for a moment, and grinned again. "Spesking of which," he
added thoughtfully, a moment later, "doesn't the verse about the throne speak of not 'stting done?"

Laerd shook her head. "No, Master Blaskyn. Y ou're not coming. Not thistime, a least." She went
to a dark suit of plate armor that stood againg a wadl. Had it not been so covered with dug, it would
have looked quite menacing.

"I need you here" Laerd said, tugging the heavy hdm off the stand and turning to offer it to him.
"Here, looking after my affarsin the village, and gathering news.” She thrugt the rather plain old war-hem
into his hands. Blaskyn looked down at it and then up at her, brow raised in slent query.

"The Hdm of Hiding," Laerd told him. "The rest of the armor is Smply so much shaped metd.” (This
was not drictly true, but no mage ever surrenders dl her secrets willingly.) "It hides you from searching
meagic, and al Art prying into the mind. At will, you can cloak

1 yoursdf in shadows and escape most searching eyes. Use it if powerful foes come to cdl. If you
vaue your life and Art, Blaskyn, hide-don't chdlenge! The spell-books you've been shown are yours to
use fredy. The others, you will not find."

Blaskyn amiled and nodded. "Of course. I'll have things enough to try with what youve made
avalable; you needn't fear I'll go rummeaging through the tower the moment you're out the door. Or later,
for that matter." He cocked his head to look at the caling again. "So long as | spell-lock the upper doors,
may | have visitors-ones who aren't adept a Art?"

Laerd wrinkled her nose. "One at atime, | hope. And no drunken feasts-in a house of magic, the
results can be fatd aswdl as spectacular.”

Blaskyn nodded again, dl traces of levity gone. "l ask again, Lady: Are you sure you should go
aone?'

Laerd laughed. "I won't be done. I'll have this" She took up the rod thet lay on the cushion beside
her seat. "Thisis die most precious of my things. It goes dways with me”

Blaskyn shook his head. "It was you who told me" he reminded her, "that a mage who trugs in the
meagic of items trusts himsdf too much.”

Laerd returned his gaze, and answered gently, "Trust not too much in your own magic while I'm
gone, Blaskyn. Guard your words and deeds carefully, for Art done will not carry you through dl the



dangers of life"

"Another maxim?' Blaskyn sighed. "Y oud better go, before | fdl adegp.”

Laerd gave him one of her looks. She unralled the scrall that would teleport her to a hill she knew,
where the River Dessarin flowed out of the High Forest. "'l don't plan to be gonelong,” she added.

Blaskyn grinned. "Logt is the wizard who depends on plans, for the whims of the gods twig them
aways awry," he chanted the old maxim at her triumphantly.

Laerd gave him another choice look just before she disappeared.

Hmmph. Now I'm being fed human philosophy. This had better be worth the attention, little
mage.

Aye.

"Aye"? Is that all you have to say? Could the great eiminster the mighty be running out of
cleverness at last?

Asto that, we'll see.

[dark look from flaming red eyes, wary pincers steding forth]

If thisis some sort of trick...

[silence, images deftly unfolding]

In the gathering twilight, the ruined tower rose out of i dark enarding trees like the black blade of an
upright sword. Laera eyed it criticaly and cast another spell. Once it cloaked her, she went forward to
the tumbled, overgrown pillars that had once marked the gate of a courtyard.

Within, gnarled, twisted tree roots thrust aside the paving dabs. No birds sang in the branches, and
the feding of waiting death was strong. Her Art told her no magic waited close by-but if a hidden beast
dill guarded the keep in the traditiondl wizards way, it would be about here.

The moss-covered boulder just ingde the gate rose with menacing speed. Laera used the flight spell
shed just cast to propd her away, soaring up and back to hover in midair.

As earth fdl away, the riang rock opened eyes and regarded her with a look that was unsurprised
but rather weary. It was a human-shaped head with beautiful femae features of a green-gray hue and
was astdl as she. The head swayed atop a massve serpentine body. A naga.

"S0 young and so pretty,” it said. "Come ye here, maiden, but to die?"

"That is not my intent,” Laerd replied cdmly, preparing to move quickly. "Who set thee here, and
what isthy purpose againgt me or my entry?"

"Thalon set me to guard this place and, by my powers, to day dl who cannot use Art to avoid me”
the deadly guardian replied. Its eyes flickered.

The bolt that legped from its mouth was too fast for the mage to avoid entirdy. Protective Art
flashed asit crackled dong her flank. Laerd wasted no Art in battle but extended her aerid dodge into a
twiding, darting dive toward the dark, waiting windows of the tower beyond.

Behind her, the naga hissed sadly, "Ye will not find what ye expect to, when ye reach the throne.”
By its tone, it seemed to like her.

The mage scarcely had time to be surprised a that. She cautioudy dowed her approach to the
nearest arched window but struck a solid barrier of invisble force, hard.

Had she been flying a little faster, Laerd thought as she tumbled away through the ar, shed have
broken her neck. Bruised, she rose again cautioudy and approached the next darkly ggping window...
then another. Before dl of them were barriers-barriers her detection spdl did not show. They were there
nonetheless. The lone exception flared with such a bright aura of magic that Laeral suspected the traps it
held would outnumber even a handful of digpdllings.

She settled cautioudy to the ground and approached the lone doorway of the tower. It stood open,
dark and waiting, its doors fdlen. There was no magic about it that her spells could find.

Timeto play the hero, Laera told hersdlf. Unbidden, the next line of the balad came to mind: Time
to play the fool. Sghing, she stepped forward into darkness.

Dust swirled within; dust dung to cobwebs dl about. All was dark and cold and ill. Laerd gently



took flight again, her feet treading ar inches above the dusty stones. If Tymora smiled, sheld be sefer that
way.
Softly glowing motes of light kept Laeral company. She floated dowly and carefully from room to
room of the tower. In one lay a gigatic stone block, falen from the caling. The shattered, yellowed
bones of a human skeleton protruded from under one corner. Its ams reached vanly, its jaw open in an
eternd glent scream, Laerd floated over it in wary Slence.

A little farther, as expected, there was a pit. More skeletons lay below, twisted and broken on
dust-covered spikes-the death she had expected. Warily she advanced, wondering when shed find the
traps againg those who flew.

All too soon she saw a spray of quarrels, projecting like the sems of some sort of thorny plant from
one Sde of a dark wooden archway ahead. The skeleton among them dill had scraps of dark brown
snew dangling from it.

Laerd hated before the arch and unclasped her cloak. Hoating in the air, she swirled it forward.

There was adull sngpping sound. A quarrel legped from a hidden fissure and tore through its folds
to join the clugter in the arch, quivering.

Laerd siwung the torn cloth again, but no more quarrds came. Ralling the cloak around her forearms
as a sort of shidd, she darted through the arch, diving low and to the side.

Therusty blade that squedled across the top of the arch missed her entirely.

Laerd dghed again. She wondered when sheld run into the trap that would try to strip any magic
items she'd brought. Unfortunately, traps one knows about kill just as effectively as the unknown sort. At
least, Lagrd thought wryly, | haven't run out of maxims yet.

Fire of nessus, nor has she! Little man, is this going somewhere?
[Slence]
[dow diabolic growl, eyes kindling into flame]

When it came, it was as blunt and effective as shed thought it would be. The ground floor rooms
hed proven empty, stripped of dl but skeletd corpses. Even these had mygerioudy logt whatever they'd
carried or worn.

The way down was flooded and choked with stone nibble, but the way up was an open dair. A
skull had been placed neatly on the bottom step, grinning at her chdlengingly. Lagrd sneered & it and
flew up the stairs. Her rod rose to ward off blades and deflect quarrels.

The dar amed. The ar dl around her was suddenly ful of springing, legping, dutching
claws-skdetal human and bestid hands that tore a her hair, face, and form, snatching and wrenching and
grabbing.

Laerd swerved shaply to strike one wal with her shoulder. She rolled to run her back dong the
wdl as she flew on, faster. Bony hands crunched unpleasantly under her spine and shoulders and fdl
avay.

Smashing a hand out of the air with her rod, Lagrd tore the throttling grasp of another from her
throat. She reached up grimly to break fingers off yet another claw that was cravling down her scap
toward her eyes. Snarling, the sorceress plunged toward the steps to smash away the hands on her legs,
moving like so many cold and crawling spiders.

She saw the danger just in time. Anyone on foot would have done just that, by now, and no doubt
theréd be a trgp wating for them. Laerd turned her dive into arall in midair just above the step.

The toe of one of her boots brushed the stone, and a row of iron spikes suddenly thrust upward.
Laerd fdt one scrape her am coldly as she rose, leaving behind a pinioned, fegbly wiggling claw.

Growling, Laerd tore another claw from her head. Handfuls of hair came too. She flung it away,
twiding in midair without pause to pluck other claws from her legs. "Crawling claws" these bony hands
were caled. Wizards had used them as guardians for along, long time. Lagrd wondered if she'd ever fed
free of the bruises thislot had |eft.

/At leadt they didn't fly after her. Prying alast claw from her thigh, she punched it againg the wall as



she flew on. Finger bones bounced and sprayed, dattering off stone.

Another arch opened ahead. Blades snapped from both above and below thistime. Lagrd plunged
and twisted desperately in the air, sweating now. She won past both seeking rusty stedl edges-straight
into a humming flight of quarrels. She arched away with furious haste and escaped with only a burning
graze. One of the shafts had been swift, and she dmost too dow.

Almod, aye. She flew on up the curving dairs to where they opened into a huge dark,
high-callinged hdl. There the mage waited, floating cautioudy above the lagt step. Motes of light stole
about the room at her bidding, searching the vaulted calling, tapesiry-hung wadls, and dusty stone floor
like wandering fireflies

The room was bare save for rotting tapestries-now only srips of black, cobwebbed rags-and a
ample seat carved from one massve block of stone. Haf-hidden behind one of the decaying hangings
was a stone shdf that held awatchful row of ydlowing humen skulls.

The whole thing was another trap, no doubt. Laerd let her lights wander back to her as she
pondered whét to do next.

Bars of fant radiance suddenly sprang into being dl around her. A cdm, ragping voice with an
unplessant rétleinit said from behind her, "We come, magding. Who are ye, and whence hall ye?'

Laerd spun about as she dispeled the force cage. Its collapse and the end of her flight dropped her
to the steps. She faced her assailant.

He wastdl and thin, haf-skeletal-alich clad in a cowled black robe. Two cold white flames lesped
in black pits where his eyes should have been. He amiled as his lips moved soundiesdy. Bony fingers
moved in gestures smooth with long practice.

Laerd sighed-was everything inthis place to be a well-worn jest? She plucked a smdl token from
her belt. It was shaped like a buckler of sivery hue and grew speedily to cover her hand.

Shewasintime The lich's spdl struck her and rebounded from the shidd. It gleamed with sudden
light and sang faintly.

Another spdl followed. Thistime the shield blazed away to nothingness in her fingers, consumed by
the power sent againg it. The lich advanced dowly and deliberatdly up the gtairs, ignoring the spells that
crashed into him.

Laerd retreated into the room. Everything sheld faced in the tower thus far had been the tired Suff
of apprentices tales-perhaps this place was so ancient that they'd dl been fresh, or the only known
means, when it was built.

The rattling voice came again. "Slent, pretty maiden? A spdl shidd wasted on a mere deep spdl
and asmple charm-and no attack on thy part? Not a word to me? How unlike a mage, not to want to
tak!"

The lich raised its hand and hurled forked lightning & her. Laerd ran toward one bolt and legped
over it. Her hair danced as death crackled under her. She dammed hard into the floor and found hersdlf
fighting for air.

Thelich seemed unsurprised thet its attack had missed. "Have ye come just for the throne?”

Laerd saved her breath for counterspdls, digpdling in turn another charm, an attempt to telekinese
her farther into the room, and a el that made her eyes water and blur ere she foiled it. She was il
backing away when roaring flames envel oped her.

The odor of snged hair hung around her, but the protective shidd Laerd dways wore saved her
from serious harm. It flickered to the verge of exhaudtion. She moved quickly to one side-but even as the
last of the hungry flames rolled away into nothingness, bony hands were moving again. Laerd fdt the
naked feding of her magic being stripped away.

Hadily she cast another shidd of cold fire around hersdf. This must be what a target in an archers
shooting gdlery feds likel

As her foe advanced, Lagrd reached to her bodice shesth and drew forth the only wand she
carried. Hard-eyed, she blasted the lien with magic missles

They struck home, but the undead mage camly continued its advance. Laerd fired agan, her mystic
bolts swarming around the black robes. Expressonlesdy the lich raised a bony hand and struck back



with Smilar missles of its own.

Blazing agony lanced into her in five places. Laerd screamed and shuddered involuntarily at the
pain, doubling over. The lich advanced.

"Thy name, she-mage?" it asked again, in dry, amost mocking tones.

Laerd made no reply. Setting her teeth, she snatched one of-her daggers from its boot sheath and
rose from her knees. She hissed a spdl of her own devisng. As the dagger spun through the air, her Art
snarled around it. It grew longer, flashing and whirling as it went, becoming- a sword.

Gleaming sted whipped end-over-end through the gloom to drike the lich's shoulder. Bone
crumbled amid spurting dust, and one skeletal arm fdl away from the lich to the floor, collgpsing there in
dusty splinters.

Thelich advanced as though nothing had occurred. "If this continues” it told her camly, "l shan't be
able to guard the throne-and yell have won."

Laerd rolled her eyes. What children's tdle had dl of this come from? She dodged aside desperately
asthelich cast lightning at her again and snapped out a counterspell.

Thelich reded, its bony arms writhing into cailing snakes for an ingant before its unlife overcame the
magic. It gave her a gap-toothed grin-and lightning again.

Laerd snapped out a countering enchantment. In midair the racing bolt curved back toward its
source. Bony ams moved in haste, but the undead mage was 4ill working a spdl when hungry
blue-white fire found it.

Thelich writhed amid smoke and fdl to its knees, pointing a bony arm. "Behold-the throng!™ it said
hallomy and toppled into a dattering chaos of unattached bones. The flames of its eyes winked ouit.

Too easy, Laerd thought, scattering the remains with an unseen servant spell. Much too easy. The
bones lay where she pushed them, harmless.

The mage drew forth another token. It grew into a great hammer in her hand. She used a servant
spdl to carry it to the bones and widd it from afar, crushing the lich's skull into shards. There came no
response.

In the Slence that followed, Laerd took a scroll from her belt and conjured dancing lights. By their
radiance she stared dl around, suspicioudy. The slence waited patiently, unbroken.

She took a cautious step toward the throne. It remained empty, unadorned, and slent. She bent her
will. Her floating hammer struck the empty seet, tapped it, then under her direction tapped floor-dabs dll
about it and cdling stones high above. Nothing happened. She kept at it until the hammer's power faded
and it dwindled away to nothingness.

Silence hung around her, waiting.

With a 9gh, Laerd raised a detection spell, knowing shed find the throne ablaze with many spells,
one atop another. She frowned, took a step forward, and wondered if she dared raise her lagt flight spell,
in case a pit trap or fdling block lay waiting.

With a roar, the roof fdl in anyway.

Chapter Seventeen
MUCH FIRE IN HELL

Thisis good fun, wizakd. | would see all of it, magic ok no. Proceed.
As ye wish, [images glowing]

Laerd Jay over stone and under stone. Great blocks from the caling had crashed down beside her,
atop her, and dl around. Dust curled dowly away.

Shrieking pain stabbed from her right leg and from low on her |&ft Sde. The faling stones must have
broken bones.

Echoes of the collgpse died away in far, unseen corners of the hdl. Her wits had Ieft her for no more
then a breath or two. Above her, atilted sone dab was wedged againg another, fadlenin a peak that had



saved her from crushing death-so far. Past them, by the feeble radiance of her globes of light, she could
see the empty stone sedt.

Leerd willed her dancing lights to grow fainter, an easy task with pain tearing her concentration to
tatters. She lay dlent, biting her lip. She was pinned helplesdy, unable to move. It would be a long, cold
desth, after dl.

Laerd wondered dully how much longer shed live One midake, just one... and a swift lesson:
death takes mages as eadly as stable hands.

Pease, Mydra: Let it be quick.

Laerd gathered her weskening will for one last sending, to tdl her faraway apprentice where her
secret spell-books and treasures lay and bid him farewdl. The effort cost her the last of her conjured
light. She froze in the sudden darkness.

A new sound filled the dusty chamber.

Cold, familiar laughter. Radiance, conjured by another, was born and grew stronger in the room. By
it she saw Blaskyn step out of the shadows, the Hdm of Hiding gleaming under his aam. He chuckled
agan, peering toward her.

Hadtily Laeral shut her eyes to dits and lay very dill. From the firgt, he had been very good at the
blagting spells.

"So ends my gpprenticeship,” Blaskyn said triumphantly. "The throne's 'mastery of wizardry' shdl be
ming"

He strode past Laerd to the stone seat, wearing that easy grin Laerd knew so well.

Then, suddenly, Blaskyn stopped and turned. "She held the rod, her most precious megic,” he
muttered. His hands moved in quick, sure gestures.

Lagrd closed her eyes, raging inwardly. He was far more a master of magic than held ever led her
to believe,

Laerd fdt the rocks above her deftly lift away-a telekiness spell, no doubt. Crushing weight rose
from her, gently and slently. The rocks pinning her down were gone.

Withiron will, Laerd resisted the urge to shift to a pogition of easier rest, dilling the pain. Dead she
mugt appear-or dead she surdy soon would be.

She fdt the rod twitched from her hdf-open fingers. "Unbroken? Good," Blaskyn's voice came,
from very close above her. Laerd kept her face, twisted in pain, motionless. "Hmm... her rings”

She fdt the rings stripped from her fingers, her ex-apprentice sghing in disgust at the blood on them.

Deft fingers wandered over her body, finding the daggers in her boots and the shegth in her bodice
where the wand had been. She heard rocks grating as they were moved, and then Blaskyn's disgusted
voice agan.

"Broken. Well, that leaves only this” The crude, plan pendant shed worn so long was roughly
jerked from around her neck, its thong sngpping. "It's some sort of magic; | know that much.”

Laerd lay dill as his hands wandered over her body. All the Art she had left were afew spdls ill in
her head and a certain magicd token, a lone earring hidden in her hair. He'd find it, dl too soon, then
leave her to die.

Probing fingers found the roughness where her leg was broken and stabbed at it, seeking hidden
treasure. The pain! Unable to stop hersdf, Laerd shuddered, whimpering.

Crud hands jerked her chin up, shaking her head until Laerd opened pain-racked eyes and Stared
into the cold, leved gaze of her ex-apprentice.

Blaskyn amiled. "Still dive, eh? Wdl, youll live long enough to tdl me where dl your magic lies
hidden-and long enough, perhaps, for... other thingd"

Laerd whimpered. Mockingly caressng hands shifted her leg with brutal haste. The broken ends of
bone grated together. She tried to scream as he shook her, but could manage only a sob. Blaskyn
chuckled at the sound and crudly dropped her back among the stones.

Red mids of pain rose and fdl before her eyes. Through them, Laera saw Blaskyn wak to the
throne, turn to saute her mockingly, and St down with a triumphant sneer.

His face changed. It seemed to glow with white fire. His gmile did away from his lips amost



immediatdy. Pearly radiance shone from the stone, growing stronger. In utter sSlence Lagrd watched
cold white fire race up and clown hislimbs.

Blaskyn's flesh sank inward, his skin withering and sagging on suddenly reveded bones. He
screamed.

Her horrified gaze locked with his Laera saw his eyes catch fire and burn. The whites darkened
and receded to become points of glowing light.

As hisgums and lips shriveled, Blaskyn screamed hollowly, "Laerd! Mistresst Help me-ee-eeF

Teeth sprayed from his agonized mouth. His cry died away into dry choking. His body shook and
grained. He seemed unable to rise from the blazing throne.

Slence fdl. What had once been her gpprentice seemed to grow calmer-or less conscious. Laerd
shifted hersdlf to as comfortable a position as she could manage, wondering if Blaskyn was dead.

All & once, the dumped body on the throne' began to amile. Lipless jaws worked, and then shaped
words. "Ah... ah... agood body, this Better than the wench, though she taught it but a pitiful amount of
Art. [t will serve”

What had been Blaskyn stood up diffly. Her rod, daggers, and dl fdl to the floor with a clatter, the
rings ralling dowly off into the darkness.

All too soon, the sunken face loomed up over Laerd.

Ha ha! Thisisas good as one of those plays nobles mount at their revels in waterdeep.’
Aye, and all true.

On? Can you prove it?

| must trust Mystra.

[scowl, snort] Well, one of us must, i suppose...ok i'll newr see magic out of you. Proceed.
Indeed.

"This fool thought to question ye before he damed and dew ye" came a cold voice. It sounded
more like the lich she had destroyed than Blaskyn. "I am Thalon and have no need to waste words trying
to pry secrets and cleave through deceit. My claws will cook ye where ye lie. When they're done, and |
egt thy flesh, | will know dl ye know. Thy skull will join the others on the shelf-fools who accompanied
the mages who lusted after mastery over wizardry. 'Sit not done, and dl that..."

The gaunt face stared down a her dmost gpprovingly. "The young and strong mages have served
me as bodies, down the years. Thineis too broken and weaker than thisfool's.

As he spoke, the crawling claws swarmed over Laerd. Skeletal fingers tore clothes away and raked
stones aside. Dry bones scuttled over and under her bared flesh, dragging branches and twigs from
somewhere panfully in undernesth her.

Througji dl this bony violaion, the burning eyes that had once been Blaskyn's looked down at her
coldly and steedily.

"Thisfool lusted after thee, Laerd,” came the hollow voice, dmog jauntily, "but thy flesh is more
ussful to me cooked and eaten. It has been along time... | hope the arundoon sauce has survived.”

Thalon turned away, stopped, and picked up Laerd's pendant. He gave her a gridy amile. "The fool
didn't even know what this was," he said, tying it about his own neck. "My thanks, magding-only one
globe l€eft, but it's been years Snce I've worn a necklace of missles Not since... but ye need not know
that." He turned and went to the stairs, waking more swiftly and smoothly with each stride.

"Don't go-I'll be back directly,” the hallow voice caled back to her, cold and cheerful.

Laerd shuddered and whimpered a the agony her movement had brought her.

The endless, Slent crawling went on. Almost fainting with the pain, Laera raised a numbed hand and
carefully took the earring from her ear. Her last magic. Her hand closed over it and fdl back amid the
growing pile of wood.

A drange, horrid noise came up the dairs, growing nearer: The lich was humming. That white,
sunken face smiled crudly above her again.

Suddenly Laerd fdt cold, sticky liquid faling on her. Thalon was camly emptying the contents of a



cryda decanter onto her limbs

"Arundoon sauce," the archmage sad lightly. "In splendid condition, too, thanks to the spells on the
decanter. I'll just put it somewhere safe-for next time. When | come back, Laerd, well share a kiss, thy
lad, | fear, for withit Il breathe dragon fireinto ye, and yéll burn.... Do mingrds ill Sng of kisses that
burn? | gave them that phrase, though its true meaning seems to have been forgotten.”

Thaon lingered above her thoughtfully. "Much about me has been forgotten in the Redms. With this
fine young body and your knowledge of who works magic and where, I'll change dl that. One mage will
lead me to another, until I've swallowed what dl of them know. | thank thee for this opportunity, Laerdl.
It's mogt kind of ye."

Laerd fought to keep her eyes open agang waves of deepy pan.

He seemed disappointed. "What, no tears? No pleading? | expected some reection, at lead.”

Laerd amiled a him tightly as her hand swept up. "You shdl have it!" she hissed in answer, through
fresh waves of pain, and whispered fiercdy, " Alahabad!"

The earring twisted in the ar as it flew, to become a metd hand as smdl as a childs. It struck
Thdon in the chest, thrugting the lich-mage backward with the force of its blow.

Laerd saw the lich stagger, saw the metd hand close and tighten on the last globe of the necklace
that had been her most powerful magic for so many years, bent her will, and turned her head away.

Hal Now her revenge! More, human-snow me more!
Of course. I've spent my life showing folk things....

Her eyes were closed, so the flash that blistered her face and side did not blind her. It shook the
adling above her and the rubble around. Dust began to fdl on her like a cloak. More pain. Tiny spears
showered her sde; bony splinters from what was Ieft of Blaskyn, Laeral decided wesrily.

She lay dill. The shaking died away. She breathed thanks to Tymora and Mydtra both. As if in
reply, athin, fdling wall of rage and disgppointment rose, mingled with the ralling echoes of the blast...
and dowly died away with them.

Your turn for alittle pain and disgppointment, Laerd thought savagely, as black oblivion took her.

What? I'm m be cheated of the gloat over her fallen foe? Humans are such weak weeds!
Patience, Lord Nergal, and see... [growl, reluctant slence]

Much later, cold and pain awakened her. She looked toward the throne. It ill glowed with a faint
white radiance, but she saw no trace of the lich. What she sought lay at the foot of the throne.

Gritting her teeth, Lagrd rolled over, her broken leg flopping usdesdy. The blazing pain, as she
hauled hersdf through stabbing branches and motionless bone claws, made her sob and shriek in turns.
She crawled dowly across the floor, wondering if sheld get thereintime,

WA, if all this was passed from mystra to you, she must have survived, eh?

Give the tale its time, devil. Give the tale its time. Things are more fun that way...
Fun! [Snort] Now | know I'min the mind of a human!

Ye doubted it before?

It was long, indeed, before she reached the spot where her rod lay. Laera closed her hand around it
caefully. Her fingers shook. She twisted one of its end knobs until the rounded brass came free. A amdl
metd vid rolled out.

Tearing out the stopper with her teeth, Laerd drank the cool, sweet potion greedily. Rdief flooded
through her body. She lay back thankfully and let the heding magic bring her strength.

When she fdt strong enough, she undid the rod's other end and drank the second potion quickly.
Theindant the vid was empty, she straightened her broken leg with firm hands and clenched teeth. The
pain burned and raged for only a short time, then subsided to adull ache.



Patiently Laera picked up the rod again and shook it. A roll of parchment dropped out. "My most
precious magic, indeed,” she said doud, and then added in a fierce whisper, "Blaskyn-you fodl!"

She read the outermost scrall firdt, casting its hed spell upon herself. When she was fully recovered,
she conjured up light again to explore the tower thoroughly, gleening from it what smdl, hidden magics
ghe could find. Not once did she touch the throne.

She found no spellbooks and suspected they were under the throne. She looked &t it once, as it sat
there waiting for her, glowing slently and beckoningly, and shook her head. Only the thinnest of amiles
touched her lips

One day it might send another foe to find her, if she did not destroy it first. But ending the long
career of Thaon was a task for another day. Lagrd unrolled the lagt, inner scroll-the teleport sodl that
would take her home. Without bidding Thalon farewell, she read the scroll and left thet place.

Am | going to see some magic, human? Are you going to live?
[glence]
bah. Show me the rest. [growl]

Standing in her own familiar pell chamber, naked and filthy, bereft of apprentice and much magic,
Laerd of Loudwater smiled wryly.

"Of Art gan great Sght, wise beyond any mege” the verse had run. It had spoken truth; shed
ganed great sght, indeed-of what unchecked power and fanatica mastery of Art did to archmages.

Laerd sghed and cardlesdy tossed her bundle (what was left of her robes, tied as a sack around the
scraps of magic she'd scavenged) across the room.

Right now, the most important god of her lifelay downdtairs, at the bottom of her garden: the stream
where she could wash off the dugt, din, bone splinters, and the gods-alone-knew-what-else was caked
dl over her, stuck to Thaon's gludike anmdoon sauce.

Laerd went down the gairs to the landing where her cloaks hung. She brushed past them to a
littered desk whose pigeonholes held dusty scralls written years before. She took out one sheld never
expected to need and read it as she went dowly down another flight of stairs to the garden door.

The scroll melted away between her fingertips, and the dancing lights it conjured gave Lagrd light
enough to bathe by. She whispered the word that unlocked the door and went out into the night with a
decanter of wine to wash away the ally sauce. Cradling it she dove headlong into the stream.

Sheld have to find another apprentice tomorrow... where was that lis Orliph of the Harpers had Ieft
her? Thered been a good dozen names on it, some of them interesting.

Oh, yes. She snapped her fingers, and out of the night sky above her a scroll arrowed down,
unfolded itsalf gracefully above her nose, and angled itsdf to catch the radiance of the gently drifting
globes of light around her.

Laerd scrubbed and stretched in the cool water, making smdl murmuring sounds of contentment as
the stickiness left her. Tossng back her wet hair, she peered & the list.

Cold fear made its dow way up her spine, crawling like one of the bony claws of the archmage's
tower. Thelig had hed dmost twenty names, she was sure. Now there was only one, written in flowing,
darkly bold and fresh script: "Thaon.”

Laerd curled her lip. Enough. That throne was going to have to go. Tomorrow.

Hah. You deny me once more. The promise of magic, spells waved before me-and then, no
doing and crafting and viewing. Enough of other folk. You taught magic to many, and | know
mystra watched over your doing so more than once.

Let 'us see what she saw....

[images drifting, then flashing up and aside, flung away in the drive to go deeper...]

* k%



The abisha squatted on the sharp-spiked rocks that ringed the hollow, guarding the whorlspel. This
one had not whirled and spit for long.The banners on thar spears, proclaming this hollow the territory of
Great Tiamat the Many-Headed, were dill new. Most of the abishal faced outward, glaring across the
smoking ridges in a search for the trouble they knew would come. Only a few of the largest, eldest
redhides amongst them looked inward, at the spinning chaos of the whorlspell.

The "eyes of Hdl," some cdled them.They were, in truth, more like blindly snetching claws,
scooping up creatures, gems, things of magic, water, or whatever the devil dain in the spdl cadting had
desired most. Whorlspells grabbed things from far worlds and spewed them into Hell. They fed Avernus
and gave it a congant source of entertainment- and problems. Magics unheard-of and undefended
agang came through dl too often, and betimes creatures that could day as eesly as they were dain...

This one had been sporadically spewing forth blesting, wild-eyed sheep and wet, shining fish ever
snce its discovery. The former were eeslly neck-wrung ere they could scramble away, though the
guardians let the occasiond one run about for a little sport. This wasn't going to be one of those whorls
that spewed forth crumbling stone, dl manner of strange decaying things, and lots of magic that had to be
waily watched.

Some of the redhides dmogst desired a little danger. Even gutting sheep in ever-more crud ways
losesits ddight after awhile.

They were not expecting the whorl to spit abright comet of blue-white flame into the arr-ill less, at
the head of it, a human femde with eyes like two black coas and hair like Slver flame.

The Smbul knew her wands-sticks of wood, after al, amid the seering smoke and wandering
firebdls of Avernus-wouldnt last long. She snatched and fired, snatched and fired, in a bright spdlweb
thet left each weapon floating and spitting deeth after sheld let go of it to snatch another. Abisha
exploded into shreds and gobbets before the guardians of the whorl knew what it had brought them.
Thar dayer was away, flying low across the trembling, rocky ground in a conjured shroud of smoke.
Behind her, abisha remains began to spatter back down on the rocks amid the flaming remnants of a few
banners.

B! My love, where are you?

[wordless reply, waning of being devil-ridden, diabolic awareness caching fire and sweeping
around to look, contact broken]

Somewhere in that direction! Stedth was for others. Even the Smbul would find the whelmed
amies of Hdl alittle warm for her liking. After dl, she was but an ember blown from the inferno that was
Mystra, and even the Lady had been forced to retreat. Strike swift and hard was both the Smbul's best
road and the one that suited her.

Bdls of flame flashed and arced in the distance, bright sparks agang a red and darless sky.
Something that might have been a dragon fluttered dumsly down behind one peak as she shot aglance in
its direction.

The ground fdl away into a vast, sharp-walled chasm. Into that gorge, spinagons flew as lagt as their
tattered wings could bear them, fleeing a hunting pack of black abishal.

Snuous tails snaked, wings beat, and talons snatched. The Smbul crashed through the heart of them
without dowing, blagting anything in her path into writhing, cartwhedling agony. The wake of seared and
szZing fiends was promptly torn apart by other devils.

The vinegar tang of abishal bodies and the sulfurous reek of devil-blood were strong around her as
she stormed up and over aline of dawlike crags. larger devils stood on a pinnacle above the tortured
land-tal and terrible baatezu with their folded bat-wings arching high above diem. They took wing as they
saw her, grinning and hooting in anticipation. The mightiest of them surged to make the fird and most
sidying strike agang her.

The Witch-Queen never dowed, racing on as the pit fiend soared to meet her. Its great wings
blotted out the sky ahead.

Its mighty arms spread, and its fangs bared in ddighted laughter. She hurled a spdll in front of her-a
bright burst of lightning that raked its chest like the tals of a whip- and let it below mirth a her feeble

meagic.



It was dill laughing when the claws of her will tore it apart, flinging its jawbone into the face of one
gartled cor-nugon and its skull into the snarling maw of another.

"I'd love to stay" the Smbul snarled to the winds as she plunged on, the hot blood of her foe stling
on her inaginging cloud, "but I'm busy just now. Perhaps another time... soon.”

She sent forth another mind-touch... and found both her beloved and the dark fury of an archdevil
awaiting her. She broke the contact before hismind bolt could do more than legp toward her. Twiging in
the ar, the Smbul flung hersdf over on her back in a sharp turn that would bring her to where Elminger
was being held.

If she tore through the smoking stink of Hell just alittle faster, she might even reach imintime...

*k*

not good!

Nergd broke his hold on Elmingter's mind, leaving his captive to blink and whimper in the sudden
din and reek of Avernus. He lifted his head to peer across the blood-red sky.

"She comes' he snarled, "and Orochd didn't even dow her. What manner of woman d'you lie with,
wizard, that she can tear apart pit fiends without even dowing?'

The wormlike thing that was EIminger made no reply but a wet, bubbling moan. Nergd glared
down at it for amoment, and then back up a a amdl darkness that was stresking across the sky, racing
nearer... and nearer....

Curang, Nergd lifted tdloned hands and wove a spdl mighty enough to leave him trembling-or
rather, several pdls spun together. It cost im alot of his strength and something precious that he'd been
saving for along time-a sphere of fused rock crystd that held a drop of blood from a certain other devil.

Yet Nergd was amiling through the brimstone burst. His meagic snatched him away to another comer
of Avernus. At the sametimeit plucked Elminger Auraar esewhere, into the very lgp of the devil whose
blood he'd been keeping safe.

Two bregaths later, the Smbul came down through the sky like an Avernan firebdl, spitting lightning
before her onto the bare rocks where her foe had been.

They triggered a blast that should have dain her-and did hurl her back across the sky.

She amiled gimly through that bettering. She knew El's captor had hurled her beloved in one
direction while taking himsdf to safety in another. She little cared. The scaly skin of this archdevil or that
was of no interest to her. Avenging torment was a task for another day. She was here to bring the Old
Mage home.

Her mind seeking was flegting, this time-he was over there. Powering hersdf out of her tumble,
heedless of the magic she spent in doing so, the Witch-Queen of Aglarond turned in the air and raced off
in another direction.

All over Avernus, devils dropped whatever they were doing and scrambled to get alook at this new
entertainment.

*k*

Tasnya arched over her bed of blood. She was a dark and snuous thing of many spine-studded
breasts. The abishal that wrestled her screamed as her long, curving spines trangfixed them. The sound
rosein a keening musc that made drinking their blood al the more pleasant.

"Wdl, well'Tasnya purred,"what have we here?"

The hepless thing that Nergal had been amusing himsdf with arrived suddenly. It was but a passing
digraction. She spell-swept it asde to smash bloodily againgt digtant rocks. Nergd no doubt had lad
spying or explosive meagic on the thing.

Moments later, a bolt of otherworldly fire with a furious archmage in it streaked across the sky.

Tasnya of the Torments rolled over. Writhing, screaming abishal covered her like a grotesque,
blood-dripping cloak. She lifted alazy hand to trace a spdl that caled on the blood around her, sending



forth bloodfire in a hungry arm.

It swept up to snatch the onrushing human-and it tightened into a coiling, shrinking spird.

The Smbul swerved to avoid it-and then swerved again.

Tasnya amiled like a hungry wolf and sent a careful spdll right at the intruder's face.

It met and shocked back from a spell coming the other way. Lightning clawed.The ground shook.
Bloodfire lances flew in dl directions, impaling abisha and Nergdl's pet.

Tasnya lifted an eyebrow and sat up smoathly in the gore. She awaited her foe with lengthening,
gpearlike spines. No ol could get through her own curtain of magic.The bloodfire wrapped her foein a
ghrinking cone that would keep her from getting away. As ther spdls wrestled, it would be Tasnya s
Héll-spawned body againg the frall, onrushing human.

"Breest to breast, bite to hite, daw to daw,” she murmured eegerly, anticipaing much
amusement-and a lot of magic-soon to come.

Thevery ar roared as the Smbul of Aglarond came racing down at the waiting, gloating archdevil.
Sod| after spdl snarled and contended around her, caught up in the archdevil's own awakening magic.
Flames of wet, gligening blood roared around her, risng into a tunnd, forcing her down, down toward
wating spines....

Whispering franticdly, the fiirious sorceress did the only thing she could. Heedless of torn nals and
bleeding fingers, she unbuckled and unsnapped and tore off armor for dl she was worth. Metd sang and
dhrieked off metd as she spdll-thrust greaves and plates and dl in front of her, into a shifting shidd. A
grinding chaos of curved metd hurtled toward waiting spines, glowing with the spells the Simbul was dill
hissng when the crash came.

The sorceress screamed. A Spine as thick as she burst up through the crashing stedl and laid open
her sde. Nude and blood-drenched, she crashed into rock after hard rock after harder boulder. She
bounced and rolled with clenched teeth. The last of her spdlls collapsed, and the burning blood sent by
her foe ate its Szzing way into the rocks dl around her.

Behind her, the archdevil had stopped screaming. There was nathing left of it but flames in a pool of
scorched gore. The sticky, blackened hollow of bone and stone was il being hacked at by the pieces of
amor she'd animated into a score of dicing, chopping, stabbing blades. Vicious sed rang tirdesdy on
unfeding stone.

"Gone elsewhere to rise agan, if it knew spelcraft that strong,” the Simbul muttered, ignoring the
pain of her burns. Elmingter would doubtless need the amulets a her throat and beneath her breasts far
more than she did, if he-

-was anywhere to be seen.There was nothing on the rocks where held been but a dark splash of
blood. Maggots squirmed eagerly to rall iniit.

The Smbul sghed. "See Hel in an afternoon, and make sure lots of folk remember your vigt."

Wezrily, the boldest flying devils began to circle in the distance where they could see the battlefidd.

The Smbul spun a spell that would bring her armor of tirdesdy hacking blades back to her. Perhaps
ghe could hang them around her, in a forest of moving, hodiile stedl, and fly on awaiting her tun to
embrace foes.

On the other hand, she wasin no hurry to end up as a blackened pool of blood enlivened by a few
flames. The Smbul looked around at the harsh peaks and the bat-winged devils perching in long lines
atop them.

"Asmodeus,” she told the empty air, "perhaps we could bargain. You give me the man | came
for-dlive, untainted, and unharmed-and I'll daughter whichever dozen arch-devils youd like removed
from the scene. Have we a ded ?'

The sound that raced through the rocks under her bare and bloody feet seemed a thunderous snort
of amusement. When it reached the peaks around her, the hundreds of devils took wing in frightened
unison, flgpping frantically away indl directions.

Alonein Hdl, the Smbul gathered her magic and her garments once more about her. "Wdl," she
muttered with a shrug, as she kndlt to pick up a twisted shard of armor plate"if you should change your
mind..."



* k%

Ho! Ho! Quite a lady lover you've got there, little worm.

I'u. Give you to another unfriend of mine soon.. Just as soon asi get well down into these
juicy memories here....

[scream] hah! Not so much fun taunting me now, eh? Amii finally getting close to something
you'd rather i not have? Dear, dear...

[roaring bellows of diabalic laughter]

Chapter Eighteen

HELL RISING

The spinagon toppled off the ridge, its head an empty, burnt husk. Smoke streamed from the
sockets that had hdd its eyes. Nergd wanted no tral left back to him, and the work of his coerced spy
was done.

It had watched the pit fiend that was not a pit fiend race past like a dark firebal-wings folded behind
it, unused. The Smbul cared about hiding her armor of whirling blades but did not care tha there was
something odd about the shape she'd assumed. If wandering abishal drew back from attacking the pit
fiend that was somehow not a pit fiend, that was enough.

She was on her way to drike at the outcast devil Harhoring-who had unwittingly received the
uwilling bundle that was EIminger. Nergd had forced his mind-captive into the shape of an old,
scorched devil's thighbone, to better hide the wizard in the huge bone pit that Harhoring cdled home. The
future Lord of All Hel hadn't wanted the Lord of Bones naticing the gift while he was dill linked to
Elminger's mind.

Snarling, Nerga wondered naot for the firg time just why he was wadting his time trying to glean
useful memories from the wizard. Again held been shown useless kindnesses to nobodies, not the secrets
of widding great magic. Did the human have an endless supply of usdess remembrances?

Just how long could one mortal keep a devil dancing?

Thrice, now, Nerga had tried to drive hard toward a memory-any memory-of Elminger actudly
cadting a spdll, teaching or being taught magic, or soring or hiding anything enchanted. The human's mind
hed crumbled, yes, collgpsing as it should before hisfury... and yet, somehow, when he ceased charging,
confident hed findly seized on something-he found himsdf empty-handed once more. How did the
humen do it? He was puny in body, had no hidden magic except the slver fire lurking somewhere indde
him, had been torn apart and hedled any number of times now, and involuntarily transformed even more
often- Stll he fought, subtly, deep in the very mind that Nergad was tramping around. Every memory
yielded was logt to the man-yet he joked, he made sarcastic comments... he was dill sane.

Sane @ least as far as an archdevil could tdl about a human-

Fres take dl, he was not gaing to give up. After dl this work, to end up with nothing. He was going
to take this EImingter's mind apart memory by memory, for dl the wearying years this old wizard had
managed to live, and he was going to find that magic. Magic to make Nergd alord of Hel at lagt.

Let the Smbul day hisrivas, one after another, while a fresh mindworm burrowed into her beloved.
Sheld be going to alot of work to rescue a drooling husk.

Nergd cast the spdl carefully, letting the old one crumble only an ingant before he began. He must
unaringly find Elmingter again without aerting ether the humaen sorceress or Harhoring.

He drew in a deep dgh of rdief when the familiar vaulted darkness loomed in his mind once more.
He was back indgde Elmingter's mind... and never noticed that his host had used siver fire in a wild frenzy
of hedling, in the brief time held not been riding the wizard's mind. At least physcdly, B was whole-if
weak and weary- once more.

Hail elminster, archmage of shadowdale, he thought mockingly.



Hail Nergal, Lord of Hell, came the mocking reply.

Rege flared like bright fire in the tentacled archdevil, but he wrestled it grimly down and dipped
deeper into the human's mind as gently as if he was a lover come to caress, and not a ravager come to
saze and destroy.

Let us begin again, little pig of a human.

[mind lash, pain, savage diabolic grin, rending bright images, hurling, burrowing, dawing aside more]

Ahal What have we here?

[imeges surging]

The chancdlor's eyes were black and dlittering. He might have been one of the ravens of the
baitlements as he turned on her.

"Weve heard liesto spare from you lips, my lady,” he said coldly. "Speak truth to me, and soon, or
| may just decide to waste no time on you ever agan.”

Suddenly hisfingers were in her hair, tearing, hauling Silaril roughly to her knees. Hisrings were cold
agang her cheek as his sword grated from its scabbard.

"I have had enough of your twisted words, ‘Lady.’ | have been patient too long."

Sted sung SilarU's throat. She forced hersdf to remain slent, her face ill-but she could not stop
her chest heaving, brushing the arm that held her captive.

The chancdlor knew her fear and smiled dowly and coldly. "I will now hear truth from your pretty
lips. If you refuse, or speak fasdy, your body will taste some truth from this sword. My patience is a an

Now, what was that, | wonder? Pity the rest is gone. We archdevils are so mighty, you know,
that even when were trying to be oh-so-careful, sometimes things just get... Broken. Clever
human wizards, for instance.

| understood thy heavy-handed point, Nergal. Have ye something particular in mind for thy
viewing pleasure.”

No, mage, i let you lead me long enough-and a fine, long, and wasted road you led me on,
too. | believe i'll look where i will, without your guidance-and just might thereby find what i'm
seeking without a lot of clever racktalk from a human whose life hangs by the thinnest of threads.

[slence]

[diabalic chuckle]

[images swilling]

Somewhere in the Stondlands, Manshoon raised his head and looked back the way held come,
coldly and cdmly. The reek of rotting flesh was strong around him. His nodtrils twitched at the sharp

gench. For a moment he remembered his firg fearful experimentation with zombies, in a crypt far away
and long ago.... One never forgot the amell.

[didbalic Sgh, more images flung side, others torn apart]
All right... This one!

The skull watched dl of this, nodding knowingly from time to time.

Bah! Nothing left...
[more images shining proudly]

The other beholder turned an eyestalk or two to gaze at its fellow. "Can we defeat Manshoon, were
he to gain spdlfire?"

The firg eye tyrant bobbed dightly in the air. If it had possessed shoulders, the movement might
have been a dhrug. " See how easily he's swayed to our bidding now," it said, in tones cold with scorn. "A



mighty tyrant and mage as humans reckon such things, to be sure-but blinded with lusts and migtrusts and
paranoias, need for power, hunger for triumph. He's a sunted, twisted thing. Spdlfire could not right dl
that.”

The second beholder blinked. "Agreed.”

Amusing, elminster. A warning for me, i suppose? Oh, so amusing. WEl, if you're going to
persist in trying to meddle in my searching, show me one of the seven right now! Show me-storm!

[pincers like claws of sted gripping fiercdy; dark will set &fire with rage bearing down hard]

[pain]

[stidfied snar]

[pain]

Show me, wizard!

Moonlight traced the magnificence of a bare shoulder as Storm Silverhand rose on one ebow and
put a firm hand over EIminger's mouth. "Stop dispenang twaddle and go to deep,” she told him, not
unkindly, and moved her hand to his chest, thrusting him back flat on the bed.

He drew bresth to protest as to the importance of what he'd been trying to say.

She put her mouth down where her hand had been, thrust her tongue into his mouth, and said dong
itsthrilling length, "Go to deep, | said. Despite my provocations to the contrary.”

That seemed like a good idea to Elminger, drifting numb and weerily in floods of chaos that no
longer brought pain to his bruised and battered wits. He found a dark cavern that was undisturbed as yet,
where the memories were covered with the dust and cobwebs of long neglect, curled up therein, and let
Avernus fade away from him as Toril was beginning to do.

No, don't go to deep on me! | am not pleased.

Are you going to show me every last kiss you've received in your overlong, miserable life,
human? You try my patience too far!

[searing mind lash, bright bursts of pain, shredded memories tumbling]

Well, wizard? Speak to me!

[pain, writhing, gasping struggle to mind speak]

Every memory shown ye, devil, is one logt forever to me. To show ye every last thing, and
lose it all, would not be the act of a sane man.

And are you a sane man?

[slence]

WeI?

[arim slence]

[digbalicd laughter, booming and railing through every dark corner of a shuddering mind|]

"This is ridiculous!” Rathan cursed as they hurried down the dairs, leather cresking and mal
jangling. "Up tower and down! Why can't dl these craven fools march up to the gate and declare
themsdves, like in the children's tales? Twould be far easier on my aching feet!”

"Il try to remember to tdl them that," Torm cdled back merily. "I'm sure this is dl just a
misunderstanding and that anxious regard for your bunions is and will be the first and overriding concern
of dl armed Zhent war parties who show up in the dde araiding!™

Rathan's reply was a heartfelt roar of anger. He fdt for the flask of firewine a his bdt as he ran
down the steps, bouncing and lurching. Three turns farther, he got it unstopped and up to his lipswhich
was about the time his elbow had a brief but painful meeting with a protruding block in the stone wall.

Frewine stings when dashed into the eyes, and overweight priests of the goddess of good fortune
throw dl caution to the winds when pursuing holy business. So it was that Rethan was off balance and
moving far too fast. Momentarily blinded and fumbling with his flask stopper when he should have spared
ahand for therail, he launched himsdf where he imagined the curve of the gars to go.



He was regrettably mistaken.

Thewdl was unforgivingly hard, dmogt triumphant in its bruisng resstance, and it was curved. The
dairs were smilaly hard, worn smooth by years of many feet, and pitched in a steep descent. Rathan
was large, round, and loud in bellows and roars of pain. He bounced off the wal once, twice, thrice,
ricocheted from the centrd pillar, tumbled down over the edges of three very sharp steps, and struck the
curving outer wall again, liberaly doused with lubricating firewine this time and driven into a more or less
helpless ball.

Tymora encourages her faithful to take chances, but Rathan Thentraver was neither a dender nor
energetic man. His armor was more impressive to the eye than it was to the sword-or to immovable
stones.

His precipitous descent down the stairs began with a startled shout and a clatter and commenced to
acquire the full-throated thunder of crumpling armor and a hurtling, heavy body that is embracing its fate
with holy rage rather than the sllence of acceptance or insenghility.

Torm was not dow of wit or foot, but he could jump only so high before negotiating his own
inevitable medting with stone walls, steps, or caling. His frantic legp to avoid his bouncing, ralling friend
faled. He rebounded from the caling down onto the whirling armored ball. With a stream of colorful
curses dl his own, Torm was swept down the stairsin Smilar ralling tumult.

The gmile of Tymora brought a Zhentilar guard captain driding into the antechamber. The
crossbows of his men had cleared the tower entrance of guards and driven the few defenders into flight
out through the kitchens. His duty was clear. "Open yon door,” he snapped, through the din of shrieks,
laughing men, and horses thundering past outside.

Obligingly, his men did so, blades and bows at the ready. A spird dtair awaited-thankfully without
guards or any traps. The boldest guard took a cautious step forward and peered up into the gloom.

"WdI?' the guard captain snapped.

"Therés something,” the soldier replied, with afrown. "A sort of crashing...”

The officer snorted. "A 'sort of crashing? What son of crashing?'

Rathan's hurtling form rattled around the last bend, bounded off the edge of a particularly hard step,
and saled down into the antechamber like a large, jagged armored juggernaut. He smashed the guard
captain to the floor like an angry cook dashing an egg. Zhents scattered as a raw groan arose from the
wreckage, A ribbon of blood dowly followed, and the soldier a the doors turned and snarled, "That
sort of crashing. Sr." Crossbow leveled, he grimly approached the chaos of armor plates and heaving
flesh.

The samdler, much quieter bal of Torm hurtled out of the doorway and struck his legs. With a crack,
the crossbow fired its bolt into the nearest Zhent. The bowman's head cracked amogt as loudly againgt
the floor.

Torm fetched up againg Rathan in a cursng, panting tangle. "So how are your bunions, Old
Barrdhead?'

Rathan's reply was long and loud and extremdy colorful. Tymora was not vishly present to wince
and cringe, so Torm did it for her.

W, that was impressive. Not useful, but at least impressive.
[images plunging]

"Itismy hope, Lord, that you never find out,” Tessaril replied, her eyes grave. As she spoke, there
was a sudden crash, insde.

Another crash? Hmmm. The rest is lost. Another human wench, this one with eyes like smoke.
Nothing but a snippet left... but is this not her face again, over here?

"Now," Tessxil sad, "we wait. Would anyone like something to eat, before conquering Zhentil
Keep?'



Bah!a snippet only, again-i could have sworn there was more...

If ye handled my remembrances more gently, devil, ye might see more. There was more to
that... but "was"is the right of it, now;ye destroyed it!

Don't tell me what to do, little man! Nergal will rummage as he pleases!

[mind lash, pain, frenzied rushing images]

They chuckled, and then the Royd Magician of Cormyr lifted an eyebrow and asked disbdievingly,
"Thislittle maid called Shandril?"

"Aye, Shandril. She didn't know that no one dares attack Manshoon in his lair-so she went ahead
and attacked him."

Again the little maid of spdllfire. You have spdllfire too, do you not?

[Slence]

Elminster! Elminster!

Sorry, devil, | was in too much pain to bear thee....

Cute ploy, human. Cute. Never mind-I'll search without your help or clever comments.

[images spinning]

bah! 1 want to see another op your real memories, something clear and lengthy and useful
tome... something vivid and relevant about one of the seven sisters coming into her power. give
such a memory to me, and give it now. storm seemed to work last time. she's been your lover a
time or two, hasn't she? give me storm-and then another of the seven.

Nearby, a heap of twisted Zhentarim bodies heaved, shifted, and convulsed. Out from under it
emerged a bloody, panting, wounded Storm.

Aha! More, and not destroyed! | can do it!
Slencefel over the fidd of the falen.
[growml] WAL, | destroyed only part of it. There's n- But what's this? The shandril wench again?

"Yemud join the Harpers, lass" Elminger said gravely.

Shandril looked up a him with something like spdlfire ginting in her eyes and replied, "1 'must?
Why?'

The Old Mage shrugged. "Somehow,” he said in a dry voice, waving a hand a the smoking
destruction around them, "ye must learn when not to start something like this

Bah! You teaching, yes, but what use can | make of it?
[images clawed aside, whirling]

"I can't be bothered wadting spdlls on them. Hang them, for the dtizens to watch.”
"Y oull weatch from the balcony as usud, Lord?". "No. | have work to do, and one desth upon order
is very much like another. There are things in life that give me greater pleasure... and far greater

Who was that?

Manshoon, a mage cleverer than some give him credit for, playing the sinister ruler of Zhentil
Keep, some time ago.

And who are these buffoons, here? I've seen them in your mind before....

Adventurers. The Knights of Myth Drannor.



Might they be talking of magic?

Those two talk only of drink, riches, women, bramling, and magic, so ye've a one in five
chance....

Hmmph. Better odds than some you've given me.

[chosen image rushing up large and bright]

Torm coughed. "Ahem," he began, artlesdy. "By dl the good watching gods, lords and ladies gentle,
be of good cheer! Tis a mighty day, to be sure. Rathan the Mighty rides again, and | with him. Full five
scoretimes ago did | firs sdly forth, blade in hand (leaden rapier though it's oft proved to be), to inflict
this priest upon thee. Thou hast stood up to his sermons both manfully and woman-fully, as thy syles
mog rich and various bid. Certes, this heartens me, wherefore | bid ye once more into the hungry,
grim-avisaged fray, b'yr deity whatsoever- once more™

"Bday that knightly speech,” Rathan replied crisply. "1'm the clever-tongued orator herel”

"Not with a flagon that amdl, you aren't,” Torm replied dyly, from just out of reach.

[diabalic snort] Droll, very drall. Is there more of these two?
[sllence, image spinning to the fore]

"Furies and gargoyles be damned, mary Torm said in mock fury. "'l ordered the bridd bed, and paid
you wdl! You said nothing at dl about my having to provide my own bride! Why, in Waterdeep, sx gold
buys you the warm company of alass betrothed to you for the night!”

Rathan sent a discreet cough over the shoulder of the glowering innkeeper, and to it added the
murmured words, "Bold blade of my heart, ye forget something: We are in Waterdeep. Thy dam rings a
mite false"

The innkegper rounded on him, dill furious, and growled, "Unless you pay for a bed, dr, you'd best
be his bride and sharel"

Rathan raised his eyebrows and shot Torm a querying look that widened into astonishment. "Nay!"
He exclamed. "Not that!"

The innkeeper wheeled around again to see what had caused this reaction. Rathan codlly raised the
hilt of his mace to his shoulder-and brought it deftly down across the back of the innkeeper's skull. The
men crashed to the floor like a sack of potatoes, leaving Rathan standing innocently over the wreckage.

"If we carry him out to the stables,” he told Torm. "I can have your bed-and you can have his and
get a bride after dl!™

"Oh, no," Torm sad wamningly. "No chance! I've seen his wife-she should be in the stabled" He
frowned at his friend's sudden frantic gesticulaions and asked irritably, "What?'

The killet that felled him made Rathan wince. In the few seconds before the stout priest of Tymora
whirled and broke into puffing flight, he reflected on how anger can make even four-hundred-pound,
wart-studded women attractive. Being about a dozen pounds lighter, he managed to stay just ahead of
the innkeeper's wife dl the way out to the horse-trough-where, unfortunately, he dipped in something.

Hah! Hah! These two idiots are a delight to watch! Have you more?

Elsewhere, Lord Nergal -over among my memories of Shadowdale.Just- oh, no.

No. Amusements can wait. I'm not letting you lead me about through every back alley of your
mind. You almost tricked me, human-but only almost. Be ill and silent. I'll go rummaging again.

[A cloud of whirling imeages bursts into shimmering fdlls and fades-and out of it, one image is seized
upon and rises brightly.]

The King of Cormyr stood on die battlefidd and shook his head ever so dightly, his lips pursed and
his face grim. "My path lies clear before me" he said to the man a his shoulder. "That draight and
narrow road to the waiting grave.”

The Royd Magician of Cormyr coughed discreetly and observed, "My king, the path you see is



every man's path. Kings smply have a way of not naticing their route for longer than most can ignore it.
Something to do with the digtractions of more engaging scenery.”

"Ah" Azoun said, hefting his sword, "l see. Invading armies, dragons tearing the roofs off fortresses,
death spdlls dropping out of the skies with sharp talons-that sort of ‘engaging scenery?

Vangerdahast nodded. "That, and the paintings on many a boudoir celing," he told the backs of his
fingernails innocently.

If the look Azoun gave him had been just alittle sharper, the Roya Magician's life might have ended
right then.

But then, the wizard reflected, as thelr eyes met, Elmingter would have considered that held taken
the coward's way out.

You tutored him, didn't you? | wonder who-aside from your pet goddess, of course-taught you
magic? Care to shame any of those memories?

If yeingst, why of course-

No! No, wizard! Just sit quiet, and I'll find my own way. It'll save my temper and save you
much pain. Hear me?

As ye desire, devil.

[digbalic satisfaction, images flashing up in disarray, then spinning past]

"Life" as the archwizard said, "islike a squirming maggot-isn't it?'

[bewilderment] Isthat all thereis of that? Who was that? EIminster?

Nay, Nergal, it was another arrogant old mage, not me.

I know that, you fool! | was bidding you answver me!

Ah. Well, | was just sitting quiet, letting ye find thy own way.

[raging growd] I'll break you, puny human!

Ye did that already, and don't seem pleased with the result. With such wavering resolve,
Nergal, how are ye ever going to rise to rule Hell?

Don't mock me, elminster-unless you want to spend an eternity in tor ment.

In many ways, devil, | already have. Think on that, and bluster less.

[snarl, mind lash, burgting mind bolts, raw screams of agony, digbolic satisfaction, images whirling
past like bright embers flung from aroaring fire]

"Holy... dancing... hobgoblins" Asper said dowly, her voice unsteady.

And who or what was that? El.-oh, never mind. | will make you pay for this, human. | swear
by the- oho! It beging

* k%

Horns as tdl as men thrug into the blood-red sky. Ther crud tips, curved dightly toward each
other, were adorned with rows of charred soinagon skulls. The head benesgth those horns might have
belonged to agiant goat, and itslarge, sharp gligening black eyes bespoke fdl, dert inteligence. It was a
pity Harboring's face was dso permanently lined with the pain given him by the Curse of Asmodeus.

It was not arare diginction in Hell to have earned the displeasure of the Lord Most Deep, but few
wore the 9gn of it as a congtant, active torment. The Horned One was the only one of those victims free
to move about and pretend to even the tiniest shred of freedom. It was freedom laced with pain, the
congtant reminder Asmodeus desired it to be.

Worms Harboring could not day-for they were made of his own living guts-gnawed a him
endlessly, burrowing in and out of his bulging bdly. Streams of blood and foul fluids dripped ceasdessy
from the wounds they made. Harboring's own taons and spdls passed like smoke through the



CUrsaworms.

Only commanded devils and captured beasts could drike the worms and dow the gnawing that
daly weakened Harboring. As it was, only prodigious feeding and frantic sazing of magic by the
goat-devil kept him dive. He knew Asmodeus watched hm and gloated-wherefore his mood was
sdldom less than savage.

Harboring was enjoying one of those "sddom” moments right now. He squatted atop a pinnacle
dick with his own gore, tearing hungrily a the ribs of a dragon hed spell-fooled into flying at full speed
into the mountaindde above. Thrice held had to fight off pit fiends seeking to dam its heart or brain-and
hed given up chasing away spinagons and abisha from spattered gobbets of dragon flesh and errant
scaes.

This was the fird large feast held had in days, and the Horned One was anticipating a serious
interruption soon. The immahility of the dragon’s huge carcass kept him in one spot to dine on it... and
that meant foes could find him eadily. Harhoring had prepared a few magics and was watching warily as
he ate. In Hell, mistakes are luxuries one rardly survives.

Therdl Something coming fadt, rushing up without any attempt a stedth or subtlety, hurtling across
Avernus like a dark, slent bolt of devil-flesh...

Harhoring had keen eyes, and he used them now. This was an unfamiliar foe, or an old one wearing
aguise hed never seen before. Like a pit fiend, it seemed, but flew with its wings folded and drawn in
behind it, asif it was an arrow shot from a bow. There was something strange about its body, too, asif it
hed many tiny legs, dl congtantly awhirl around it

Harhoring favored the ariving foe with a toothy smile liberdly adorned with raw, bloody
dragon-and unleashed hisfirg spell.

Tdons of acid diced the air. The dripping latticework of death szzZled and spat as the foe struck it.
A few scraps of armor, it seemed, caught the energy. They dwindled and tumbled as the acid ate through
them.

The onrushing foe seemed a human woman, clad more in her own hair than in anything else That hair
was long, as willfu as the tentacles of a hunting squid. Those tresses held wands and rings and other
items of magic... and even amed them!

Harboring's second magic dammed into her. The odl created stars of long thorns brigling in dl
directions, then caused them to explode, hurling their deadly shrapnel. The nearly bare woman writhed in
her own blood, studded with dozens of javdinlike thorns, and fdl through the air....

Fires of the Fit! She was going to plunge into the till-seaming guts of the dragon! What if she lived
and fought on~what would survive of Harboring's med?

With some dam, but dso with savage glee, the Horned One cast a bloodhook spell and pulled
hard. The spdl would snaich the human femae-torn open and writhing in her death-agonies-to his feet.

The hook plunged home. The woman threw back her head. Cords of sraining flesh stood out in her
throat. She screamed her pain a the blood-red sky. Then she seemed to leap across the space between
them. Somewhere dong the way, her helpless parabola became a pounce. Her face grew a grin to maich
Harboring's own.

Magic flashed and flowed around the human sorceress as the two damned cregtures came together.
In sudden darm, the Horned One bdatedly conjured burning talons to augment the razor sharpness of his
own.

They were just swirling into existence as the foe smashed into his chest, her own hands glowing
fiercdly.

Harhoring knew worse pan than anything held fdt since the hand of Asmodeus himsdf. Red,
dhrieking agony! The Lord of Bones roared as his foe pierced him, and heplesdy, convulsvey, shoved
her away to free himsdf-thereby winning greater pain.

The woman's spdll had briefly turned her hands into metd fauchard forks, each with along point that
stabbed deep into the goat-devil. A crud hook below tore the gash wider. Her points drove deep-one
piercing right through the devil's body.

Shuddering and flalling, Harhoring spat flaming blood on her and wept more flames as he thrust her



away. He pulled himsdf off her blades with frenzied, convulsive strength.

Coally she caught both hooks around his exposed intestines as she went. She fdl away to one side,
and the fury of his shove carried her on past the screaming devil. Her hold on her foe's guts jerked
Harhoring sharply around.

Squdling, the horned devil fdl from the pinnacle, soravling onto sharp rocks. Steaming innards tore
themsdlves out of him in the fdl. The curseworms reared and writhed in hungry agitation around his
midkiff.

Thrashing on the rocks in arching, broken agony, the Horned One cursed the hand of Asmodeus,
which prevented outcasts from summoning any devil to them and their service. By dl the blood in
Avernus, he needed ad now!

With twin shimmerings, the woman's hands dwindled back to human form. She wrapped a loop of
gligening devil guts around one forearm and began weaving another spdl with her free hand.

Harhoring walowed on the rocks, trying to get upright despite the burning pain of broken bones. He
needed to spin a desperate magic of his own.

Harhoring offers little challenge, it seems. Hmmm. I'd thought him one of the strongest
among us outcasts. Come, little wizard: it's time for you to see another corner of avernus.
[mindworm fades to quiescence, casing commences, magic rigng dark and strong]

Blue-white fire raced dong the goat-devil's guts, snarling on its swift journey from the grim and
trembling humean sorceress to the fdlen, thrashing devil.

"Whereis he, devil?' the Smbul snapped. Degth reached for the Lord of Bones. "What have you
done with my man?"

Puzzlement joined rage in the horned devil's eyes. It leveled a shuddering am to point a her and
unleesh a last, desperate magic. The harsh word it said next was the beginning of an incantation, not an
answer... but then her blood spdl reached Harhoring.

The explosion tore the horned devil apart, huge shoulders and dl, drenching rocks dl around.The
Simbul stood, coated in dark ichor. Gore spattered down in a gridy rain that drowned out the sound of
her dgh. The trace had laded. She was done once more. EIminger was gone again, snatched away
esawherein Avernus.

"Someone wants alot of devilsdan,” she said aoud, wesarily. "Surdy there are more eficient ways
of doing that than throwing a lone human mage a them. Even thisone.”

She looked down a her blood-drenched limbs. A few tiny fragments of armor were ill whirling
around them. The Smbul shook her head. With a careful odl she transformed the shards into dark
wings The dower way would have to suffice for the rest of this manhunt if her dwinadling megic was to see
her through another fray.

"Timefor Hel to tremble alittle more," she murmured and legped into the blood-red sky.

* k%

FHery eyes narrowed. "Saw you that?' a harsh voice rumbled.

"Aye" the nearest pit fiend said." Another incurson that's more than it seems. No human sorceress
should have been able to day Orochdl, let done Tasnya the wanton and as deadly a hunter as Harhoring.
Three gone to the flames where none should have fdlen.”

"Indeed. Whelm our troops. Let there be fire in Avernus- and this human intruder writhing and
pleading on my cooking-spit in its midd."

*k*

"At your dread command,” the pit fiend said, bowing its head. It took wing in unganly, flapping
haste. Good sport was not so common in Hell as to be willingly missed.



A bal of flames gouted up from a brazier, with a roar as sudden and sharp as a gong. Horned heads
turned.

"Saw you?' asked a deep voice that made the floor tremble with its force, and the listeners with ther
fear.

"Aye, Dread Lord," they hissed, more or lessin chorus, rductant and anxious.

"Toams" the voice said amply. "Fal me not."

Fames rolled up from the brazier more fiercdy than ever before.There was a sudden tumult as
devils scrambled to leave that trembling place.

* k%

Well, well. Your witch-queen has snared more than a little attention in hell among the deep
and powerful hosts wheimed, mighty magic taken out of hiding, nergal happy...

Pet humans once more of service, hmm?

Cleverness, clevernesst Always I'm treated to elminster being witty, elminster making
mocking pronouncements, elminster saving the day with a sneer for the dolts he deals with! |
could wrench you to bloody pulp in an instant, flames take you.'

And yet ye don't. Why?

Because no other devil in heu. Has a human in his hands who personali.y serves a goddess
and holds any trifling measure of her power. Some deviis cajole or threaten or influence morals
outside heu, but you're mine, body and mind. Obviously powerful and wise, and potentially very
useful and yet i can't manage to learn anything useful from you. Yet.

And-?

and | won'twait much longer. You wiu yield m me, or die

ASHORRIBLY AS| CAN CONTRIVE. that is, if malachlabra doesn't get you firgt.

[unvoiced human query, mentd eyebrow raised]

On, yes. she survived our uttle battle over you, it seens,

BUT HAS GOING INTO HIDING FOR FEAR OF NI-RGAL THE MIGHTY... SO ITS ONLY
FITTING THAT | GO TO HER. OR RATHER, SEND HER TWO LITTLE GIFTS YOU AND YOUR
AVENGING IADY LOVE.

[risng bellow of diabolic laughter]

Chapter Nineteen

RAGE IN HELL

The chaos of stagnant pools and jagged rocks around the pool of blood was dive with cravling
maggots. Those rocks were dso home to something ese, something broken and shapeless, scorched
dark, something that might have answered to the name Elminger if it had possessed a jaw to do so. He
dared hed himsdf only very dowly. Maggots sucked and gnawed a him hungrily where he lay, motion-"
lessin the deep shadows.

The dark thing splashing in the pool hadn't noticed EIminger's arrival. She was too busy spinning a
spd| of her own.

It was a hovering sphere of bright, shifting glows and little chimings. In its depths, dark shapes
quavered and broke, railing like smoke.

Its crafter hissed in annoyance. She frowned, feeding it more power through her long, hooked
taons. "Work for Maachlabra” she breathed fiercely, peering into the depths. "Show me the human
wizard-not my own cavern!”

A rumbling sound echoed down stony passages to the pool. Anger kindled like red flames in
ae-brown eyes. Mdachlabra lifted her head and stared hard down the passage sheld used to reach this
secret place----The passage was strewn with the gnawed bones of the dragon who'd dared to think it
owned afinelar here.



The sound faded and came not again. With a growl the daughter of Dispater rolled over in the
amoking blood of the pool and reclined on her belly, idly dapping the gore into little waves with her three
serpent tals. She stared even | more intently into the depths of her spell-spun sphere.

Shadows swirled in the heart of the sphere. Once more | it shaped jagged rocks and steaming
blood-water, with a | long, Snuous obsdian form lying at ease in the pool, peering into-

Themagic burdt in a shower of sparks, as al such weav-ings do when turned to look directly upon
themsdves. Maachlabra, Duchess of Hdll and daughter of Dispater, reared back with a snarl.

"Aremy pdls o feeble? Or is there something here, twisting my magic? The sphere of seeing has
aways worked beforel”

Ba wings flared once as she stretched restlesdy. Sleek | obsidian flesh reared up from the hot blood
of the pool. Thethick red liquid dripped from high breasts, and ran down the curves where serpent-tails
met in a wide pelvis. Mdachlabra had the body of a lush human femde, "| though for a woman, her
snakelike, undulating neck would have been grotesquely long. The two horns curving up from her temples
looked anything but human. Her forked tongue flickered thoughtfully between her lips, darting forth to
tagte the air, as she thought about how to get back at Nergd.

Nergd the brute, supid and dways trusting overmuch in his power and cleverness. Nergd the py,
adways dyly watching the doings of others, so as to pounce on this and manipulate that, thinking himsdf
the rightful successor to Dread Asmodeus himsdf! Wdl, she'd-

Thething that came rushing a Ma achlabra out of the mouth of the passage gave no warning. It was
bardy atal length avay when it flared into a dozen bright blue bolts of ravening magic.

The serpent devil had no time to try to see wha had cast those bolts. They shocked into her,
Soreading their own cold, cutting pain. Spell-plucked rocks smashed into her from behind, driving her
down into the pool and drowning her Sght.

Desperately she lashed the ar with al her tails, dgpping hard a unseen nothing, and was rewarded
with a heavy, thudding impact.

Fresof Nessus, but the pain was intense! Shaking, Mdachlabra surfaced with talons at the ready,
seeking-

Anything but what she saw: a human sorceress with crude bat wings crumpled around her, sanding
amid the bloody rocks. Her hands racing in intricate gestures.” | feel hm!" the woman hissed, her eyes
blazing."What have you done with him, devil?"

Thisintruder did not wait for areply. The spdl sheld spun burst into another volley of blue bolts that
Sorang into the she-devil.

Screaming amid white fire, Maachlabra twisted and arched. She fought to weave magic of her own
and sobbed with unaccustomed pain by the time it worked-snatching her e sewhere.

In midgasp she was back on the smoking, spinagon-swarming surface of Avernus, not far from the
cavern sheld just fled. Shuddering, she thrust aside hate and pain and tried to think how best to amite this
adonishing foe. How had a human even reached her-?

The third volley of magic missles left the serpent-devil on her face on the rocks, dinging to life and
awareness through a red haze.

"We weren't done yet, devil," she heard the humen say angrily from behind her. "Or at least |
wasn't."

The blade that pierced the base of Maachlabras skull -j was very cold and hard. It did through her
and out her fj nose before she could even shriek, pinning her jaws haf- | open, and struck a spark off a
gonein front of her.

Summoning dl her will and power, the devil threw her J awareness into that spark and rode it

away,...

"Dig, devil!" Alassra Silverhand hissed.

The Smbul's spdl sword meted out of her hands, leaving its own fiery pain behind. She flung hersdf
back asj flames roared up in a thunderous column, shaking the ¢ stony ground. Hesat forced the Smbul a
few hagty paces :1 farther away.



The serpent-devil's limp body withered and writhed &t its heart. It shrank and faded away.

Another column of fire burst into being behind her, J mdting the tip of one of her wingsThe Smbul
gasped at the pain. She whirled to face this new peril and hastily murmured the words that would make
her wings pass | out of existence.

"Look up, human, before you die" came a cold command.

For once, the queen of Aglarond obeyed.

A pit fiend larger than any sheld ever seen before hungin the red ar high above her, flanked by two
others. In the distance, flights of erinyes were flgoping nearer. A series of smoking explosions occurred
on rocks dl around as summoned barbed devils appeared. They strode, grinning crudty a her as they
advanced. One of.J them seemed in distress, convulang and growing as it came. Its legs lengthened into
three serpent talls. Its body 'J became taler and more shapdly....

Anacther column of flame burst into being and roared skyward, ringing the Smbul. Over the lip of the
ddl in which she stood, a pale, gligening amy appeared: a moaning wave of goggle-eyed, shapeess
fleshy things, Lemures, the mindless, maggot-like living refuse of Hell. Terror was written on their empty
faces, but their eyes hdd only darkness. They reached with misshgpen arms toward her. Whips cracked
over them, and abishal overseers peered eegerly at the lone human in the midst of the flames

Sowly, the Smbul's wings sghed into nothingness. She went to her knees on the hard rocks,
crossing her wrigsin the gesture of surrender into davery.

"Wdl, wdl," the pit fiend said softly,"thisis going to be easier than I'd thought. Stay just as you are,
humen, while | chain you."

Minute sparks burst into being between the Smbul's wrists, where the metd scales embedded in her
skin touched. Sheld trandformed her bracers into them after destroying Tasnya, and thrugt the lagt few
powers of her scorched garments into them. Now it was time to cdl on ther true powers, one of the
mightiest magics she'd ever crafted.

The eyes of the queen of Aglarond narrowed. Her magic was dwindling fast, and there were too
many foes here to fight. It wastime to use the Blood Ring.

She shuddered, her eyes locked pleadingly on the gloating gaze of the pit fiend that descended to
her. It lazily shook out the links of a barbed chain crusted in old blood. The Simbul's will bore down on
digant creatures... and her magic took them.

There was suddenly something in the air in front of the pit fiend. Something spherical and floating
that sported a wide, amiling, many-toothed maw, a centra eye that was wide with rage and fear,
and.above this, like awriggling crown, a writhing forest of eyestalks.The pit fiend stared in amazemert,
then sneered a what had to be a desperate illuson. No beholders roam free for long in Hel. Many eyes
trained their gazes on the winged fiend.

"Veay clever, human!" it jeered-just before the eye tyrant's magics reached it. The pit fiend sruggled
inmidar ' j for amoment, caught in those gazes. It diffened, tumning dark... and began the dow, stony fdl
to a shattered death ' J on the rocks below.

It had been only one of many foes. Lemures tumbled and dithered down into the ddl. Hamatula
stalked to the gaps in the flames. Fiendsfilled the air.

Other creatures suddenly appeared beside the kneding sorceress. Two human mages looked
around in astonishment and mounting terror and snatched wands from their belts. Neither seemed to see
each other or the Smbul, only | devils, devils everywhere.

Intheir middt, the sorceress closed her eyes and bade the beholder drike a the other two pit fiends
before she bent dl her will to caling one other creatures. Yes: the dragon...

It had taken decades of daring and careful acting and pain to craft the Blood Ring. Every creature
linked to it had to have some of her blood within it, lingering in some cyst ‘| or scar tissue or body fat,
thrugt there by the Smbul during bloody battle. If she survived this foray into Hel, it might take her
centuries to rebuild the ring. Of course, thet was alarge"if” just now....

Erinyes swooped down thickly. Raveedrin of the Zhen- | tarim whimpered doud at the Sght.
Desperatdy he shouted a gpd| that made one of the columns of flame into a geyser of acid. It sprayed in
agreat plume, dying in asngle burst that hissed deafeningly down onto screaming devils.



On the other sde of the Smbul, Kaadras Yalamm of the Red Wizards saw the effects, though not
who'd caused them. He abandoned the lightning that he was lashing a fiend with, to do the same to the
flames nearest him. Some of the hamatula were only afew strides away, and held have to-

Die, screaming, as pit fiend magic sent him staggering into the reach of a barbed devil. It casudly
tore out his throat and face with one sweep of itstalons.

A moment later, a pit fiend burst apart overhead under the magic of the beholder whose eyestalks it
was savaging. It vanished too in aswirling cloud of gore and stabbing daggers and dhrill shrieks.

The lagt pit fiend, sill writhing from the lightning the Red Wizard had fed it, whedled in the air and
fixed its baeful gaze on the woman knedling at the heart of the battle. She was the cause of dl this tumult
in Hell. She was the one they'd been commanded to bring back in chains-or as bloody, dripping
fragments. The pit fiend Garauder favored the latter. He sent himsdf into a dive that would end & her
throdt.

He never saw the dragon that appeared in the ar behind him. It spread jaws and clamped down,
sharp fangs shearing away al of Garauder's hates and schemesin blood-drenched oblivion.

Gasping wearily, the Smbul rode the dragon with her will. She bade it smash through the erinyes
thrice, then land and roll crushingly over the wounded, dhrieking survivors. A hamaula staggered
sghtledy past. Lemures squelched and died under the ralling dragon.

The Witch-Queen of Aglarond took stock of her tattered remnants of magic. She was too weak to
fight on and survive,

Mystra defend thee, El.

There was no reply to her thought but a pain-laced, feeble flickering-flashing out, just for a moment,
from behind a dark, fdl awareness. She knew that mind-touch.

Despite hersdf, tears rose and broke over Alassra Silver-hand's iron will.

"EIminger!" she shouted through tears of pain and rage. "Hold on, love! 'l be back!"

The spdl that would spin her back out of Avernus took hold. Mystras strength deft a road where
the spdlls of mere mages could not.

With her last magic, the Smbul snatched the dragon and the surviving wizard back out of Hell. She
returned them whence sheldd brought them.They did not deserve to die here, trapped and in torment.
They did not deserve ElIminger’'s fate.

Hah! So much for her loyalty-and your hope! Your little bitch-queen's gone, fled away back to
the lands of bright day, leaving her little elminster here in torment.

You're going to break, mage.

You're going to show me everything you know and remember, and beg me for the release of
death. You're going to plead for my mercy, plead in vain, knowing always that negal is your doom!

[wild, diabalic laughter]

In the meantime, human, show me some magic-something worthwhile-or i'll eat a limb or two
off you right now, keeping you aware and in full pain throughout! Show me!

Aye, but this will be a long showing.Ye must be patient and see all, so as to understand
whatye're seeing....

Yes, yes. | understand all too well that again and again you've tricked and cheated me,
promising great revelations of where magic is hidden and how to cast this or unleash that... Only
to show me all sorts of romance and moral preaching and other useless dross. Give me magic,
and live- cheat me again, and die. Smple enough?

Indeed. Let us begin, then, when night comes to Tamaeril.

Whenever. Just choose the right road for once, mage: your most recent meaningful meeting
with Mystra, remember. It's your last chance.

[images spirding, flashing up to spread glory before the mind's eye]

The little pattern of twinkling lights shifted to hang beside his right cheek. "I confess you make me
more than alittle uncomfortable, Elminger,” Mystra said.



"I can tdl," the Old Mage said, not dowing in his magicd flight. "Please, Lady, set asde 4l
hesitancy. Have no worry for my emotions-speak fredy. Y e cannot offend me”

The rushing lights drifted a little nearer and seemed to sgh. "Well, then. You are the lover of she
who held this name and power before me. She intended you to be my guide and teacher, and you have
been. Admirably. The proud, willful, and empty-headed Midnight is no more.”

The lights were dl around his head now, brushing his skin with what fdt like dozens of soft, swift
caresses. 'Y et-you trouble me, awe me... frighten me. Repe me, alittle. I've little desire to shape a body
and join with you, as she often did. I've doneit, yes, but behind the thrill is the feding of her watching me
and judging. Your watching me and judging. Elminger, old and wise in her service and with her
memories.

"The old ways awaken a restlessness in me. The Weave girs, and other magic crawls around and
within Toril. | am not the old Mystra. | am... humbled by what you have done for me and for she who
came before me-and when you seem in danger, she awakes within me, and | desire you and rush to
protect you and hold you more precious than dl others. | want you dways to be my trusted servant-more
then that, my friend. Yet | can see how twisted you've become in the service of Mystra, down the
centuries. Trust in you comes hard to me. It would be easier, | think, if | stripped away dl of the great
secrets you hold, dl the memoaries of my power. No one ese could learn them from you in time to come,
and I'd not fed you were judging me disgpprovingly. |- | mug do this"

There was slence for a moment, but for the wind whidling past. She spoke again, as axious as a
mother who knows her words wound a favored child. "How does hearing this make you fed?"

Elminger stared into the night sky ahead of him and said, "A little sad. Relieved more than that. Not
angry, nor unwilling. | swore to serve Mysdtra long, long ago when | could have become king in
Athdantar. | am nothing if | break my oath. | have had centuries more to taste and amdl and see and do
than most humans, and regret none of it. If your need or even whim snuffs out my existence in a moment,
or changes me to a stone to spend the centuries to come, | am content. If taking memories gladdens you,
it pleases me to yidd them. | will do whatever you desire, eagerly, and with love."

He amiled. "So do your best to me, Lady. You dways have”

Hed never heard a swvarm of enchanted motes of light weep before, but then, mogt wizards never
do.

Chapter Twenty

PRAYERS AND PLOTS

Ncrgd the Mighty was not happy. He restlessly prowled the shadows under his favorite overhang,
wondering what fancy-dance his human mind-dave was leading him on this time. The goddess told him
she would pillage hismind of everything ussful to greedy archdevils? What good was that?

But then, what good were wrinkled old noblevomen beng stabbed in the humen cty of
Waterdeep? How much useful magic had he gained?

A good distance across Avernus, hed spell-snatched the wizard away from that cavern. He didnt
want an army to find him-or even Maachlabra, who'd escaped by the very graze of a horn.

Elminger was free again, to sumble where he willed- which seemed, right now, to be down some
steep, rocky hillade. He seemed to be heding himsdf again, and Nergd was keeping a sharp watch over
him. For dl his pretended weakness and helplessness, the human was cdling on his slver fire in some
way Nergd couldn't catch him at.

Two abishal sprang up from arift, snatched a passng spinagon out of his flapping flight, and tore him
apart. With ayawn, the outcast turned away to stride dong the overhang one more time.

The maddening little mage was leading Nergd on another lengthy mind chase. Useful magic, my |eft
gmoking buttock! This time, however, held follow the trall of memories to the end as doggedly as any
Hdl hound, surprising the Old Mage and perhaps, just perhaps, bresking the human's mind a last. He
might as well; his attempts to search the wizard's mind without Elminder as a guide had faled utterly.
Humeans had minds like cesspits.



Stars twinkled softly and endlesdy on the caling above her his creations, of course. Another spell
sheld meant to ask him about, and never remembered to. Another magic and secret that'd be lost forever
with himif he perished.

Lying done on the round bed in the topmaost room of Elminger's Tower in Shadowdale, the Smbul
stared unhappily up a the stars so close above her until they melted and glimmered in a fresh flood of
tears.

"Mystra" she whispered into the darkness, "preserve him! Oh, goddess, if you love me-!"

Somehow sheldd moved from the table to her knees on the hard floor beside it, worn fur rugs thrust
out of the way againg the wall. Two old, thick candle stubs stood here, stuck to the floor by their own
melted, puddied wax... evidence of a long-ago prayer to Mystra Elminder must have kndt naked
between them jugt as she was doing now to make his plea to the goddess.

Sobbing, Alassra Silverhand made fresh use of the candles. She it them by the smdlest of cantrips
and by the fire of her will. As their flames rose up, she hdd hersdlf so that her tears dripped into each
flane, and then said fiercdly,

"Mother Mystra, Lady over and of dl who work magic, hear my prayer, | beg of you. | will do
anything you command- anythingyidding my life, my magic, my redm, my hedth or looks or wits,
anything, if youll give me magic enough now to rescue my Elminger. Oh, Mystra, hear mel™

Suddenly, without a sound or a trace of smoke, the candles both went out. The fine har dl over the
Smbul's body stood on end as sudden power awakened within her and flowed through her. The only light
inthe darkness was a flickering blue flame-coming from her own mouth. Her breath was &fire.

Warrior of the Seven, the voice of Mystra said out of the darkness dl around her, | am here, and
heed your cry. Hearken to what we both must do...

*k*

Something moved ahead, among rocks and stunted trees. Thar boughs had been broken off
repeatedly by passng devils for moments of sport, and they bristled with thorns.

Elminger was whole again, though he took care to shuffle dong dowly, hunched over, and dump
into motionless-ness whenever a devil flew past. He was somewhere on Avernus, he knew not
where-but it was far from any of the gates out of Hel he knew of. Almog dl of them were in large,
dosdy guarded fortresses. Of the two out in the desolation of Avernus, one was behind a bloodfal-a
waterfdl of blood, somewhere in Artkan's Rift-and the other was atop Tabiras Spire, where of old an
erinyes had been impded for disobedience and died pleading for mercy. Her bones dill dung to the
shunned rock, and the gate out worked only for someone touching one of them and saying the right
words.

At least he remembered those. Now dl he had to do, naked and bereft of spdls, was find the
bloodfdl or the spire, dude whatever guardians or mdicious wandering devils saw him, and-

Something moved again in the rocks ahead. 1t might have been a woman-if human women had been
twelve feet tdl, ruby-skinned, and had horses heads ingead of breasts. Those strangelooking
appendages snapped thelr teeth at him as thelr owner stepped out to block his way. Her shapdy legs
ended in cloven hooves, a dender barbed tail curling in her wake. Her bat wings folded into a huge sngle
<l of flesh rigng high above her head. Tha head looked human except for the ddicate fangs and
pupilless eyes like two white flames.

Her voice was low and husky as she raised her arms in warning-arms that sported rows of crud
barbs-and asked sharply, "Who-no, what are you?'

"Whet | appear to be" Bl answered her. "A human.”

An eyebrow lifted, and a dender, barbed tongue licked those dainty fangs € oquently.

"No," the Old Mage told her, gathering slver firewithin himin case heldd need it very soon and very
awiftly, "ye don't want to do that. | am-l1 belong to Nergal, and any attack on me will draw him to this
place.That's not worth afew mouthfuls of raw, tasteless human.”

His captor's name had evoked a hissThe she-devil drew back between the rocks once more.



H went on down the hillsde and was two steps past the rocks when the outcast devil's voice came
agan."You have no magic?'

Elminger turned around dowly, and spread hisempty j arms. "No. Do | look asif | do?’

"l am so hungry,” the voice came back plaintivey. "Nergd will just have to get over your loss”

And the devil sorang.

H sat down abruptly, feet together, then sprang off to one | sde in a frog-like hop.The pouncing
devil crashed onto the rocks beyond and skidded to a spitting, snarling halt.

The hillSde was steep and bare.The only cover was the cluster of rocks and thorn-trees where the
devil had been. Grimly E legped and trotted toward it. Wings clapped behind him, and he sprang to one
dde again, dodging around a sparlike boulder.

The she-devil hissed close by his ear as she passed by again, missng with her reaching hands. "Stay
dill, human, and I'll make your desth less painful!™

"Now that's an enticding offer,” Elminger replied mockingly, soinning away from another grab.
"Almos had me with that one!™

Snaling, the she-devil bounded into the ar and glided after him.

He ducked into the devil's lair-a dark cleft between the rocks where the floor was littered with old,
gnawed bones. Tumbled rocks formed a roof of sorts. Once he was indde, and she followed, thered
doubtless be no way out that her body wasn't blocking.

On he went, into sinking darkness.

With alittle laugh of triumph the outcast devil folded her wings and fbllowed."Now you're ming" she
breathed.

H had backed as far in as the narrowing rocks would let him.The only light came from the white
flames of her eyes. The horse heads of her bosom snapped at him as she advanced, ams spread wide to
prevent his escape.

"Toraise avery origind question,” H said camly, "Who and whét are ye?"

"Maraneismy name" she said, drawing closer. "Marane the Hungry!"

Elminger tensed, bending low. He had to unleash slver fire flegtingly when a spdl-scrying Nerga
wouldn't be able to get a good look a what he was doing, so ther bodies had to be pressed dmost
together. Somehow he had to avoid those fangs above, and those sngpping jaws lower down. A stone
rolled under his foot, and he sumbled and dmogt fell.

Marane hissed again, but no jaws closed on him.

B looked up-and saw fant glows above and behind him. They illuminated the body of the outcast
devil, as she arched over him to reach the stone and set it back in place.

"What're those lights?" he asked, feigning wonder, as he ducked low and turned so his shoulder
brushed againg a shapdy devil leg.

"Things of magic,”" she snapped, "saized from other prey down the years. A pity you carry nothing to
add to it.But enough!”

Marane turned then, extending along-nailed hand like a claw right & his eyes-

H thrugt his hand up dong her leg and gave her slver fire

"Quite s0," he agreed coally, as her entire body con-vulsed and sprang upward, smashing her head
on the'J rocks overhead.

Smoke curled out of Marane's mouth. She tumbled limply to the floor, and her eyes went dull.
Something moved in Elminger's mind, and he kept the image of Marane's reaching talons vivid in his
thoughts Trying not to think or look a what he was doing, he clawed blindly. at the stone until he fdt it
roll. He thrugt his hand in amid the cold glows beyond.

Something among them fdt like a wand. He snatched it, let its fading enchantment tdl him its
triggering word and nature-a lightning-wand, thank Mystra andTymora both-thrugt it into Marane's
gaping mouth, gathered siver fire to keep himsdf diveif need be, and activated it.

Blue-white fire howled around the tiny lair. Digbalic limbs flaled bruisngly as the reek of cooked
devil-flesh rose srongly to take hold of his throat. Marane dumped and began to shrive.



Ho, no! magic! must have it!

Nergd's mind bellow was dmost deafening. Bl amiled grimly and raked through the magic with both
hands, letting the chaos of command words and purposes and powers wash over him as he sought
something-anything-useful.

Rings that spat fire, wands that melted flesh, bracers that-wait! Thidl

With shaking hands Bl plucked it forth and hed it, just for a moment. He set up a snarl of slver fire
inhismind so that Nergal wouldn't be able to read his thoughts.Y es, this would do admirably-a scepter
only aslong as his hand, dark and findy made. Netherese-crafted, in fact, by Shadow Master Telamont
Tanthul long, long ago. It could make two hands, or three, or S, out of one.Three hands, or three hearts,
or three legs, as desired, but only bone and blood and flesh. A way of whedming armies or heding the

Hurriedly he raced out of the lar, kegping his mind full of fire, and hid the tiny scepter under a stone
near a certain tree. Then he retreated to the lair, sumbling dazedly around amid the magic and daring a
Marane's dainty fangs.

With an excited growl, Nergal crashed to the ground outside.

H let the fire fdl and sent forth his thoughts in a feigned fury of excitement. These should be
enough! Just let old Nergal set foot in here, and I'll blast him to ashes! Why, there's not a devil in
Avernus that can stand against these, now that I've poured all my silver fire into them! | can-oh,
gods!

Tdl and terrible, Nergd loomed in the deft and sent a forest of flaling tentacles stabbing into the
darkness. In atrice Elminger was battered againg stone, shoved dong it, dapped nearly senseless, and
then snatched out into the light again, blinded and srangling in the grip of a tight-clenched tentacle, while
dinks and raitles told im Nergal was gathering magic in a frenzy.

| could crush your skull Like a rotten fruit, man. Give me one good reason why | should not.

The silver fire will explode out of me and day thee too.

Don't y-eh? It would?

Aye. Best leave my head and neck alone.

Soi shall, Negd agreed savagdly, twisting and wrenching.

Only slver fire kept Elminger from fainting at the sckening pain. Dimly he was aware that the devil
hed torn away both of hisarms at his elbows, leaving jagged, dripping stumps of broken bone.

He cdled on thefire to give him strength, and feigned a mad frenzy, keening as he rose and lucked
out and flaled away with his arms. He leaked enough Siver fire that Nergd hissed in pain and flinched
away. B gimly thrust the sumps of his arms into the outcast devil's wounds, like a child stabbing with a
gick in blind rage and utter futility.

After amoment, Nergal chuckled harshly and dedlt Elmingter a blow that sent him spinning away to
crash down on distant rocks. Pain made him bound up again in shrieking spasms. " Stupid wizard."

Behind slver fire, B thought, Stupid devil. | thrust my broken arms deep into you, and Ieft bone
chips behind. Deep ingde, beneath thy hedings. It may not be Alassras Blood Ring, but ‘twill do. Yell
see. He le the fire fade again-and was amost deafened by Nergd's mind-voice, crashing in.

Again you whisper to yourself of your own cleverness! Enough! This memory of yours, and
this, and this one, too, show me what to cast, to keep you ajjvf.-hah! Thusl-so i can do this!

[tentacles stabbing out, dgpping around arching torso, and then wrenching... flesh tearing wetry...]

[scream, ripping agony No devil no devil agghh gods please no!]

That's sight, plead! Go on! Plead, and I'll ignore you! Hahahaa!

[didbalic laughter, roars of rage and glee, tentacles shredding and flailing, pulping whet little is | eft]

A tdl devil that once more wore the shape of a pit fiend stood glowering down & the seared, feebly
crawling pieces of what had once been a man. With arductant snarl, Nergd sent forth tentacles to gather
up quivering flesh and hed, knitting it to neighboring flesh. He dowly reassembled alimp, broken body.



Live again, foolish wizard. Almost i tore you apart for good-but you are a toy | have, and
other devils do not. Moreover, you are at least... Interesting. | know what you're doing. Time and
again, turning me skillfully asde amid your shadows, revealing what is unimportant and hiding
from me what | seek. That's over now. | shall bear down and shred your mind

Whenever you try to do that to me again. | have most of your spells now-you cannot resist
me. Thistime | seek memories of your using power over important folk of your realms- Not mages
this time, but those who rule and who are heard when they speak. [snort] unlike me.

[mindworm, spirding down, down, down...]

"Interegting,” the Srinshee said gently, her fingatips tracing the line of his chin. "Mogt of my
Cormanthan kin fear the ridicule of their peers more than anything else, and loss of wedth and megica
power after that. You fear Faling your friends and losng them to death. You are both older in your
wisdom than mogt eves of this city and more tragic. You've dready lost more friends and kin than the
younglings of Cormanthor; only we eders have known the weight of tears you bear. Yet there is
something more in you-a backbone of power, dways there, dways warming you againg the storms of
life"

Her hand went to the crotch of the elaborate filigreed gown she wore, and drew atiny dagger from
asheath there. Eyes on his, she murmured, "Forgive me. Thisis no attack, but I must know," Choosing a
spot on the outside of his forearm, she gently drew the gleaming knife dong his skin. Blood weled forth,
and then-a few sparks.

The Srinshee breathed something, reaching with a finger. The slver radiance tha burst from him sent
her staggering back with a little cry, wreathed in flames.

Elmingter spun away, cdagpping his hand over the wound she'd made and Sammering agpologies.

Weskly, from among rigng tendrils of smoke and the ruins of her garments, the Srinshee replied,
"Nay, man, the fault was mine. | worked the spdll that tried to sted Slver fire from the wound 1'd made in
you. Mystrais even stronger in you then 1'd thought.”

That's all? And you whirl it away from me like that? What if i just snatch something out of
your memories thus? No, don't scream. You brought this on yourself! Let's see what we have
here...

Elminger looked up from his book, frowning. What befell-?

A mote of light grew inthe air....

He sprang up, tossng his tome aside and snatching his newest, most powerful warding wand.

The light was dmog his own height now, and blinding bright. Golden, it was, and somehow come
out of nothingness right through his defenses! What coul d-

Thelight was coming from a blade. Slender, beautiful- an enchanted df blade, hed doft in a dender
am... the Srinshee!

"Auluud" Elminger cried, hiswand crackling in his hand-just in case. "Isit you?"

Thetiny df-maid smiled at him, though her face was sad and shadowed. "Only you cdl me that, El.
Ah, but 'tis good to heer it again!”

She let go the sword and ran to him, leaving it floating upright in the ar behind her. Golden radiance
curled down like smoke from its point.

H frowned & it. "Is that the Ruling Blade?"

And then she was in his arms, looking up a him with unshed tears gimmering in her eyes, and he
forgot dl about swords and magic. "Hold me" she said, her voice tegtering on the edge of tears,
"and-kiss me! Kiss me, damn you and Mystra and dl proud eves and doom, doom everywhere!”

She was weeping when he bent down and put his lips to hers, and as he lifted her in his ams her
mouth was fierce and demanding, and her tiny hands as tight as claws on his ams and shoulders. Thear
minds met, herslike a dark sea lashed by storms, dl despair and need, and his wondering and warming
and wanting to soothe....



There was blood in his mouth from where sheld bitten him. The Srinshee threw back her head,
shuddering, and hissed, "Liden to me. Ligen, for haste rides me and goddesses other than yours. Fel
megic may well follow swift a my back!"

H grinned. "Ye dways did lead an interegting life of plots and secrets. | hear. Speak!™

With awild smile, she dedt him a dap. Her dark mood broken, she murmured into his ear, "l must
disappear for a time-perhaps a very long time. Y ou will probably never see me again, or hold me thus.
Know this Mystra has granted me a boon. I'll dways be able to speak to you through the dlver fire
Ligenwhenit 9ngs, and cdl to me, and I'll be there. Now kiss me again, damn you! It may be the last
kissI'll ever-"

[Sap]

[confused chaos of images dying away, mirror-shattered and going dim|

S this is the little secret you've been hiding from me! You've been talking to her all along,
haven't you? Calling your friends to hell against me, some doubtless wokking dy schemes while
the most rash and stupid tried to charged through all avernus to get to me! They're at work right
now, aren't they? Human worm!

No, Lord Nergal! Hear me: | can no longer speak to the Sinshee!

[suspicious glare]

Look, here. Truth, see?

Oh. She died, eh?

I know not. We did speak, back and forth, when each of us very lonely, for years... centuries.
Until the Godsfall, when Mystra thrust her power upon me. A lot of things were burnt out inside
me, then... and this was one of them. Unless the Sinshee comes to me, and works some magic
beyond my skills, I've no way of speaking to her again.

Almost i pity you, human. Almost.

[bewilderment, flare of anger... giving way to utter puzzlement]

Now, why did i say that? Why did i fee that?

[amiling Slence]

No, elminster, i'm not becoming weak and sentimental. Kiss someone ese. If mage-lore i'm
after. Thoughts and memoriesi can usein hell, and you know it. Show me more!

Of course. That's just what I've been doing: showing ye magic, its uses and effects.

Bah! You split hairs even more finely than amnizu! Human, you disgust me!

Another achievement to be proud of. I'm collecting them.

What price your collection, smart-tongued mortal if you can remember nothing of such
achievements-or anything at all? I'll have everything soon enough... Leaving mighty elminster to
drool at nothing all the rest op his days.

Threats, [mentd 9gh] That reminds me of something...

[menta shimmering, memories flashing past to a certain moment, glow found and chosen]

"Haueve Starym," the man in black snapped crisply, "isthis wise?'

The df with three crackJing braziers floating in midair before him turned, eyes flashing with anger,
and sneered, "Ah! The human who doomed far Cormanthor! Speak not to me of wisdom, Sayer of the
Far!"

"Wdl, then,"” Elmingter Aumar said mildly, striding forward, "let me speak of folly-yours. Anyoneisa
fool who thinks to enspdll devils to do his bidding... and truly be their magter.”

Calling up the fires of hell, hmmm? It's been done before, you know.
Aye. And since.
On, wizard!

Hadueve Starym's sneer broadened into a snarl. "Speak not to me of faly, human!" he spat. "Get



you gone while you 4ill have legs to carry you! | can send devils to your bed to ped the skin right off
you, alimb a atime" He acquired a soft, evil amile, and added tauntingly, "And you have to deep, you
know... weak, puny, meddliing human." Although held not appeared to lift a finger in spel weaving, aline
of legping flames raced between the two wizards, drding Haueve Starym. "Begone, EIminger. You are
S0 weak inyour Art that | can smash you a will- and if you annoy me further, I'll shatter you now. Go,
whiledill I show mercy!”

Power roiled unbidden within ElIminger, and siver sparks danced briefly before his eyes. He
diffened.

Flee not, El. He's released a ready magic that seeks to feed on you, eating flesh and blood
and mind together. Smply stand and do nothing but defend yourself with your own spells... and
the silver fire will be his undoing. 'Ware you the right-most brazer; it is a watching devil.

Auluual Elminger’s heart legped. Are you still there?

Bardy, [amilgl Have this kiss, ere | fade....

Warmth surged through him, and a feding as of sweet water and a gentle breeze, summer sunlight,
and dresses of gpdl power...

The daying spdl that struck him jolted him out of pleasantness. It washed over his shidding magic,
tearing it to shreds.

H gave the Starym mage a wintry amile. "My, my, my," he said mockingly. "Hing flang floom, and
I'm dill here. | guess thy spdlls aren't quite as puissant as dl that. Perhaps ye deceive Hdueve Starym
even more than ye do EIminger Aumar. Drained enough from me yet?'

Thedf shrieked in fury and raised his hands like claws, hurling forth a spel whose use was foolish
even when spdll-armored for battle. The room cracked and rocked even before Elminger's blood was
drawn.

Slver fire flared forth to bring real doom to Halueve Starym. EIminger made sure the first bolt he
could shape destroyed the right-most brazier, and was rewarded, as the keep began to fdl apart around
him, with along, harsh, and despairing cry...

Now this, little man, at least takes me to youk youth and brushes with magic ... and | think |
see, close to mystra. You're not afraid to day devils, | see.

After my first few centuries, Lord Nergal, | used up most of my fear.These days, | have
almost none of it left.

WEII see about that, human. Oh, yes, welll certainly see about that.

Chapter Twenty-One

REVENGE EATEN HOT

It so happened that a band of adventurers entered the dark, echoing chamber deep in
Undermountain before the madness passed. They took one good torchlit look at the man barking and
whimpering done in the middle of that vast, bare stone floor and fled, as swiftly and as dlently as they
knew how.

Haaster had cdled on dl of Mystras vested power to hed the great wound that should have dain
him. That terrible, impding bone spike had pierced and crushed dl of his innards. Worse, Nergad had
laced his spells with a curse. The lord of Undermountain lived, but had no magic to gansay Nergd's
crudty. A day, perhaps, or more, had passed as he walowed on the cold, dusty stone, helpless to stop
the sckening rise and fdl of the changes that passed over his body. Ba wings scaes, tals and taons
sprouted and faded, receded and flowed, unchastened by the cries and curses of the writhing mage.

Spines and horns and breasts thrugt forth, curled, and then cruised dong his body like ripples across
water. In the heart of the agonizing chaos Halaster vowed to return to the Nine Hdls He would vist
torment on the devil Nergd even if he died in trying, EImingter or no EIminger.

At long lagt it ended. Halaster Blackcloak lay panting and drenched with sweat. He stared up into
dusty dark-ness. The rags of his shredded robes dung to him.



"Revenge" he announced camly, as he forced hislagt shudders into oblivion, "will now commence.”

He did not, however, move for a long time, even when the cold made him shiver. He lay 4ill,
remembering every last detall of Nergd's movements, words, and reactions, the archdevil's precise
appearance... and what spdlls would make the best wegpons againg such a one.

Jud as patiently, he recdled the drawbacks and precise effects of each suitable spel and his best
tactics for uang them in Avernus. At length, he smiled coldly and told the darkness, "It seems Haaster
Blackcloak would make a good devil himsdf."

The amile dowly faded from his face, and he said more gently, "Lady Mystra, | have need of your
ad. Thistask | would do for you has proven beyond my present mastery. May we speak?"

The stone floor beneath im grew warm. A tingling arose within him. He was suddenly no longer
swesting or soiled, but whole and strong and dert. It fdt dmogt as if warm, motherly arms wrapped
around him.

Halaster Blackcloak did something held not done for centuries: He purred, shifted contentedly onto
hissidein a curled-up pogtion, and drifted off to deep.

In the warm, forgotten time thereafter, he dreamed that he suckled a motherly breast, that he
explained his needs and reveded his thinking. He received in return the spdls he needed and the wise
advice of a battle master among wizards At one point he floated on his hack through an endless array
of lit candles that sprouted out of nothingness. Thelr flames warmed him but did not burn...

Haaster Blackcloak suddenly found himsdf danding in a room he rardy vidted, deep in
Undermountain: a chapel consecrated to Mystra. He was awake and done. The flames of two candles
burned above the bare stone dtar he faced. No candles fuded those wisps of fire. He fdt strong. Magic
moved like raging fire within him, more than he'd ever fdt before. All the spells held thought about were
ready in his mind, and more besides, some completdly unfamiliar and fascinating. He wore smple robes
of black, and boots and a belt to match. All of them were unadorned, yet of the fines make-and perfect
fit. His flesh was bare of dl rings and markings and adornments. Someone had trimmed his beard.

"Lady," he told the dtar, "have my thanks. Thy will be done.

He turned from the dtar and took nine paces. He reached a place beyond the consecration,
intending to weave a spdl flight to Hell.

The moment he thought of his dedtination in Avernus, his spdl yet uncast, the world became
blue-white around Haaster He fdt asif he were fdling endlessy, though he could see nothing around him
to show him for sure. When the blue mig tdl away, he was sanding on empty air a hand's width above
rough black stone, in a place of tortured rock and squaling spinagons, beneath a blood-red sky. He
stepped down into Avernus, and never saw or heard the ghostlike wisp that had come from the dtar
flames to Hdl with him.

It wavered alittle, as yet invisble, holding far more rage than he. The Witch-Queen of Aglarond had

gone to Hell again.

**k*

A broken man wandered amlesdy amid the stone fidds of Avernus. Gore dripped from the
shattered sumps of his ams. He sumbled from time to time-and during those moments, black and red
flames gouted from his eyes. Spinagons and abisha dike shrank from hm and flev away. Even the
dithering lemures and maggots hesitated to approach.

Sometimes his lips fdl open, and he muttered echoes of the great mind-voice crashing in his head.
Other times he grunted and squedled like a hog or made little birdlike trills The lesser and least devils
kept well clear. They had no wish to share in the torment of another.

The trudging husk of Elmingter returned to a place of rocks and trees where Nergd had gnawed the
dripping bones of Marane and dashed his mind-dave repesatedly againg rocks. Sowly and with infinite
subtlety, the siver fire within him rose, douding, meking memoaries swirl like dry fdlen leaves spun by a
breeze. The devil riding hm plunged into those memories with roars of excitement... and never saw the
moment when Elminger lifted a stone, plucked out what was waiting benegath it-and thrugt it through the



long, matted hair above hisleft ear.

Its weight rode there, solid and reassuring. Again he rose, wandering in gpparent amlessness, having
reganed the magic item heéd hidden ealier. Netnerese, the work of the Shadow Master
TdamontTanthul, able to unleash a multiple clone spdl to "grow” bodies smultaneoudy from one body
part or relic-and so whdm armies.

Elmingter put those thoughts firmly away again before a cloak of slver fire and let Nergd gloat at the
length and vivid depths of the memory trall hed been fallowing through Elmingter's mind.

Ah, little human, but we must be close to something worthwhile at last. | can fedl it, as if your
precious silver fireissurging in your! yesl Onward-Show me more!

*k*

"Dread Lord Geryon," the youngest and most ambitious of his pit fiends murmured, pointing at a
shimmer on a distant, rock-studded hillsde, "there.”

The Overduke amiled, though the dark hdm he wore showed the company of devils only the tiniest
curve of hislips. "Thank you,Albitur. The firgt assault is yours."A massve barbed tal twitched.

Some of the gathered pit fiends drew back hdf a sedthy pace. Geryon was excited or angry-and
for those desiring to survive, it didn't redly matter which.

At least the orders the Lord of Nessus had given them hadn't meant await of years... or an eternity.
Great Asmodeus had said this Haaster would return soon, armed with power enough from his goddess
to be athreat to Hell. As dways, but more so thistime than most, the Lord Asmodeus had been right.

Albitur took wing like a dark storm, gathering the cornugons and pit fiends of his command as he
went. Across a deep cavern of poisonous smoke they flew, to sweep over a ridge where rock pinnacles
stood like fangs. They glided down in a deadly dive at the lone human figure, slent but for the wind
whigling through their wings.

Forty devils and more againg one, but no one standing with Geryon laughed or made wagers. How
many, in the measure of fiends, isthe ad of a goddess?

The human saw death coming. He lifted his hands to trace gesturesin the air.

Devils swept down, and bolts of lightning stabbed forth from them. On the rocks around the lone
wizard, flames roared. Devils conjured walls of fire.

The ar above the pit fiends was suddenly full of head-sized, plummeting rocks. The rain of stone
battered the devils to crash brokenly below. A stone crushed the skull of a hapless cornugon, leaving
nothing but a smudge of blood atop its neck.

Hdagter swayed in the heart of the devil-hurled lightning. The spasms seemed to invigorate rather
than harm him.

Devils siwept down with barbed whips sngpping and flalling. They flew into a cloud of little Slver
hands that snatched and gouged and choked and punched, searing diabalic flesh.

Blinded pit fiends fdl screaming to the stones. They rolled and thrashed in agony, arousng maggots
to swarm over the rocks.

" Fires legped up dl around the wizard. One eruption tumbled Halaster onto his face. Through the
flames swept rippling-muscled pit fiends and cornugons, plying their whips so vigoroudy that more than
once they entangled each other and were forced to break from the tightening fray. Punching and raking
and kicking, they swarmed the wizard. Red and black flesh hiding him from view.

"They mugt be dmaost done tearing him apart "muttered a pit fiend beside Lord Geryon.

Even before the Wild Beadt's hairy hand swept up in a rebuking gesture, there was a flash of
blinding slver light from the sruggling knot below. Those few devils who weren't hurled shrieking across
the sky toppled on their backs, ashen husks slent forever.

"Qarlegon,” the Overduke said camly.

The named pit fiend bounded into the sky like a hound off its leash. His cornugons sprung up from
the rocks around to follow.

More than Sxty strong was this second force. It swept down on Halagter from dl sides, in a dowly



sdtling net. 1ts commander hovered, gesturing this way and that.

Haagter looked up at the fiends approaching so carefully-and unleashed chan lightning among them.
It fizzed and died, faling before the magic-queling nature of the fiends.

Qarlegon's hand swept down, and in unison the fiends dropped.

The human wizard frantically worked spdlls as the devils descended, but Geryon and dl the pit
fiends winced long before Halaster could have unleashed anything. The very ar around them trembled
momentarily. Their horns and ears and fingertips tingled.

"What was that?" adevil exclamed, shuddering hisway back onto his rocky perch.

"Trdy mighty magic," an old, scarred pit fiend said unnecessaxrily. "Bdike the hand of Lord
Asmodeus himsdf."

Some of the more junior devils bowed their heads and made warding Sgns a the utterance of that
name. Most stared narrowly down at the human wizard and frowned.

"Not from him," one of them muttered, and others nodded.

The pounce thistime was a sngle, united thrust of flalling and jabbing. Then dl drew back to leave
Halaster bloodied and staggering. They converged again, o he could not help but be overwhelmed.

When the devils drew back again, the human swayed, one am dangling torn and usdess from its
shoulder. There were chuckles at his sudden barks and capering.

The third charge provoked a burst of slver fire. It was more fegble this time. Only hdf a dozen
devils fdl headless and dead. Twice that number were hurled away or fled shrieking. The fourth charge
closed over Halagter, and he did not rise again.

The fiends ganding with Geryon were just beginning to rdax when a sudden flood of blue-white
lightning washed over the melee. Devils erupted in sruggling agony. They took wing in a flurry of
agonized flaps, roars, and groans- only to be trangfixed by bolt after bolt of legping lightning. In seconds,
two dozen devilsfdl.

"Who-7"a pit fiend gasped.

"Hnd out "Geryon snapped. "Perstur, Agamur!”

Obediently, those pit fiends surged into the sky. They flew with swift swoops rather than a sraight
run toward this new, half-seen foe. A lightning cloud hid whomever it was from view. The cloud reached
forth crackling fingers to lift the arching, howling, broken body of the human mage tenderly into the air.
White light blossomed around Halaster Blackcloak, flaring to a brilliance that made dl of them turn their
heads away. When it faded, the floating wizard was gone.

"Could it be that goddess again?' one of the pit fiendsy rumbled disbdievingly.

The lightning cloud retreated a little, and Qarlegon's force advanced waily to encircle it. Whoever
or whatever this newcomer was, it was now cloaked in an upright ovd of bluefire. It didn't seem to want
to be encircled.

"That's a shape I've seen Mystra of Toril use” the old, scarred pit fiend growled.

Thrice the nimbus winked or leaped backward, out of the forming ring of devils. Thrice they
inexorably moved to encirdle it again, backing it up the hillsde to where pinnacles swept up like blades
into the blood-red sky and alittle gorge ran up to a cave mouth.

"That's the lair that used to be Barbathra's, yes?' a pit fiend asked.

The old, scarred fiend and Geryon nodded in unison. It was the Wild Beast who added, "Y arsabras
usesit now."

Asif the Overduke's words had been a cue, the hound-headed outcast devil held named burst from
the cave with his many claws extended. His talons formed awal of glittering blades.

The mygterious intruder ducked suddenly, with a smooth grace that reminded the weatching fiends of
dven dancers.

Y arsabras sailed on hdplesdy into the line of advancing devils, to crash and flal and be flalled. At
the best of times, loyd hornheads had little love for outcasts-and this was assuredly not the best of times

The fire-shrouded intruder bobbed upright again to send lightning crackling and spitting among the
advancing devils.

"That'sashe" the old pit fiend said suddenly, catching a glimpse of hands raised to weave a Spdl.



Geryon nodded. "Y our eyes were ever keen, Grimvold,”" he said gpprovingly. "Goddess or morta?"

The scarred old pit fiend frowned. "Mortd, | think. She stays low, where the divine tend to tower
high and look down."

The Wild Beast nodded again.

"Strange" another of the pit fiends watching from the height said suddenly."Earlier she struck to
day-bolts that trandfixed individud loyals, of her choosing. Now she tries to hold Qarlegon's flight at bay.
Why?'

There were puzzled nods and frowns.

Someone asked,” Could she be opening a gate?

"That'swhy we're here" Geryon told them camly."If | give the order, we're dl to cdl in dl we can,
and whdm a hog, to saize and destroy any such portd.”

"No!"Grimvold snarled suddenly. He wove a spdl right a the Overduke's elbow.

Severd pit fiends shrank away, expecting Geryon to lash out with deadly force to punish this
impertinence. The Wild Beast did nothing.

The scarred old fiend shouted, his fargpesking spell making his voice oddly echoing and distant,
"Qarlegon! Move your loyds Move toward the gorge-now! Move or die!"

"What by dl the fires of Nessus-?' one pit fiend cried angrily. "Who do you think you are, Old
Scarred-Horns?'

"Why?" another asked amply, as the pit fiends below looked up in bewilderment. Qarlegon rose
over them, peering quizzicaly.

"Look you dl" Grimvold said grimly, jerking ataon at the horizon. "That."

They scarce had time to look before it whirled out of the sky at them-or rather, at the devils massed
on the hillsde

It was huge, tumbling up from far across Avernus. Large and dark, the fis of stone had been a crag
or mountaintop torn from its roots. The gigantic boulder turned dightly asiit rushed at the hillsde.

"Hres above," one of the pit fiends gasped in awe. "It's going to-"

"That was the magic we fdt earlier,” Geryon sad quietly. He put one huge, hary hand on
Grimvold's shoulder. ™Y ou warned them "he added with asigh.

The crash of the great stone shook Avernus so badly that they were dl flung off ther feet.The
roaring boom was deaf-eningly loud.The crag struck, bounced, struck again, ground dong for a moment,
rolled, and started to break up.Three of its shards struck the pinnacles crowning the hillsde, then toppled
onto whatever was left of Qarlegon's force.

"Wdl," a paticularly stupid cornugon said from somewhere near the height, "at least it struck down
the intruder, too! Nothing could have s

He was one of the ones crushed to nothingness, a moment later, when blue fire brought a
castle-sized fragment of the great stone out of empty air to crash down on the height, smearing most of
Geryon's force to smoking ichor in an ingant.

The Overduke and Grimvold exchanged glances, but neither moved from where they stood. "She's
gone" the old pit fiend said grimly. "That was a last thrud.”

Geryon nodded, folding his massve arms across his chest. "Gone to seek Nergal and his captive
humen, or | missmy guess”

Grimvold dghed. "Do we whdm an army?"

The Wild Beast amiled coldly. "No. Let Nergd, rightful Prince of Hell thet heis, do a little mustering
and com-manding.Avernus welcomes al.”

The scarred pit fiend amiled dowly at the old saying. The two old devils stood together on the hilltop
as a breeze whipped around them, bringing the scent of death. Both breathed deeply, remembering good
old days of blood and battle and torment.

**k*

The Smbul stood done atop a dark needle of rock somewhere in Avernus. Her long Siver har



lashed the blood-red ar as she caught her breath. She was ill weak from boosting a mountaintop across
hdf a Hdl to crush her foes, a bare breath or three after whisking poor howling-insane Haaster back
toToril. Stll, even daughtering a thousand devils ingtead of a patry hundred meant nothing, if she missed
the one cdled Nergad. Even now her magics were drifting out to sniff the tortured gorges and ridges of
Avernus for any trace of-therel

She unleashed the bolt without a moment's hesitation, sending blue fire Streeking across Avernus.
Hello, devil. Welcome to alifetruly in Hell, brought to you by the queen of Aglarond, dainty human hide
and dl...

* k%

Blue fire crashed and roared. Nerga tumbled through the air, his body aflame. Aarrgh! Pain! he
roared, with both mind and voice. He worked frantic magic even before he smashed to ground.

Snaching magics. He and Elminger were aoruptly elsawhere. Somewhere dark and private and
dripping, a cavern that had none of the tumult of Avernan hillsdes

[daws gimly dinging]

Wizard, show me more vivid memories, omitting nothing. Whatever was trying to day us, it
can't reach here.

Oh?Yed bet on that?

| would and have, human. With both of our lves, of course.

[equd parts respect and reproach, imeges slently proffered]

Elmingter looked up from pages that glowed with. glyphs of deep blue and gleaming copper hue.
Though his expresson was mild, the glint in his eye matched the metd of the symbols. "The hour is late...
the lamps burn low. Thy ever-borrowed wit grows harsh on these old ears. Unburden thysdf without
dday."

Torm nodded, smiled sweetly, and swung himsdf up to perch atop a precarious pile of parchments.
Dusg rose about himin a shadowy cloak. He matched Elminger's long-suffering look with one of his own,
st hischinin his hand, and echoed the Old Mage's own tones. "I've a few words to impart, old friend;
let us discourse together awhile”

I'm supposed to be impressed and learn my lesson? That | am acting the part you play in this
remembrance, and you now mock me as this Torm did you? Wdll, your ploy has worked, little
man: i am impressed.

You may have little liking, i fear, for the result.

| caught sight or a few memories, some while back, that told me your mystra set you the task
of training the seven sisters. I'm going to watch that teaching-or what you still. Recall of it-and
see how they, through you, learned their powers.

[right images flying]

No. No, don't show me. Thistimei'll dig and find what i find-not what you want to show me.

If the journey pains you, remember whom you have to thank for its necessity, overclever little
strutting thing.

Not a wise idea, devil, but | suppose y€ll have to learn that the hard way....

| thank you for your kind concern, mind-slave. Make sure to grovel as we go!

[mind bolt, wince and stagger, tentacles drumming impatiently as their owner strides on, and in, and
down.. ]

| have =0 little left. | can't think...no, can't remember. Much of anything. | am empty, almost
empty, all poured out into this devil. | am... almost nothing. Down to the last, now, all my spdll
lore gone to himwhile | noticed nothing, all the years of faces and names-even the shames | hide
from myself, most days. Down to the last things, long buried and forgotten. My last little secrets.



Gods, so many wearying years, and I'm stiU not ready to let it all go and drift away into the
darkness...

El, ye always were a sdlfish bastard.

Mystra, forsake me not. Preserve me. Please.

[imeges flaring up]

Elminger's mouth was suddenly very dry. "Gods, but she's beautiful,” he said involuntexily.

His scrying-stone showed him a tadl, dender lady in black leether and purple slk griding dong the
path. Her glossy cascade of midnight-black hair gleamed in the sun. Her skin was white and smooth, her
face... words falled him. Hope stirred in him, just alittle, and he let it dance near his heart. He had. been
30 londly for so long.

His blood boiled. Love her, of course, but don't lose yourself in her. This one will betray you.

The Srinshee spoke to him seldom these days, and there was so much he wanted to say, to tak
over, but-

Elminger's hands tightened on his staff. "She will?" he muttered. "Then why not-?"

No. No, El. You must give her the chance. Mystra lays it upon you, and | think it best. Love
her, teach her, but don't lose your heart to her. Make her admire you, and it may give you some
guidance over her when she casts you aside to make her own way in the world.

"But how do ye know this?' EIminder burst out. He brought his fist down hard on the edge of the
polished table. The horned skull on it clattered and the floating shards that had once been a crown
jangled eexily.

Later, El. Your lady has arrived.

"I-by the Nine Hells Nergd Desires"

Hah! You did read those books of yours, didn't you?

"-blagt and damn dl swift-griding would-be apprentices! 1-"

The raven-haired woman cadmly pushed open the door before he could wipe her image from the
floating crystd sphere. She gave it a Sddong glance and a little amile as she strode up to him. Crossing
her arms across a magnificent bosom, she stared into his eyes with alook of dark promise. "I understand
you're looking for an gpprentice.” Her voice was amusicd purr.

Elminger stroked his beard and tried to look puzzled. "Oh? And how did such a wild understanding
come to thee?'s"..;

"Mydratold me" the beauty said smply. "Out of the ‘dtar | kndlt at, last night."

Elminger alowed himsdf a dow amile. "Wl then, of course, | mus be. | was thinking more of a
amdl, gruff, very mde dwarf this time, instead of -" He sighed. - another young and beautiful humen
femde, but... | suppose... what's thy name, lass?'

"Symgharyl Marud." She hesitated a moment, coloring; a little, and then threw back her head and
announcedj proudly, "At mage fairs | cdl mysdf the Shadowsl. | saw your crown of firebdls at the last
one, Lord Elminder; very impressve.”

" 'Lord Elminger? | hope not. 'Old Mage dts better onl the tongue, or 'El' or even, 'Ho,
Longbeard!" So, Lansharra, | how would ye like me to address thee-if, say, we were to dwdl together,
as master and apprentice, for some ten or twelve summers a leest?'

All the color drained out of her face. She swalowed, clucked her head, and asked very carefully,
"How isit that you know my true, secret name?"

Elminger gave her a amile that hed only kindness, shrugged, and spread his hands in a gesture of
innocence. "Mystra speaks to me, too."

Do you never stop? Women, women, women-if you hadn't been one for a bit, i'd think you
were utterly addled over them.
I'm not seeing magic, wizard! You're not deluding yourself into thinking my patience is



growing, are you?
On Toril, Mystra is magic.
Yes, ye-meaning? Oh. Oho. Show me, wizard!
Of course.

Chapter Twenty-Two

THE EMPTYING OF ELMINSTER

The voice he loved so wdl seemed to come curling huskily up out of the fire. "Why Aglarond? Are
you growing tired of scouring the same old places, O Sword of Mystra?!

The bearded man in black abruptly stopped his pacing to peer into the crackling flames. "Auluua?'
he cried. Tescher?'

"The same." Hame crackled up in legping tongues. "I am a little londy, Prince of Athdantar. The
years pass, and | st waiting of nights... and you never cdl.”

Elminger dmog ran into the fire, arms outstretched to embrace-nothing. Frdight danced across his
face as he swayed above the hearth, sudden tears hissng down into the blaze at his fedt.

"Your boots will scorch, E," the Srinshee said, her voice softer now, and less playful. "Stand you
back, and leave off weeping, or youll have me sobbing too."

Almog reluctantly Elminger did as he was bid, saring into the flames. "How is it that ye come to
me?' he asked in wonder.

"You caled on mejust now, in your muttering. When you said 'This mage murderess must be the
Srinshee's peer a huling deadly spells” My peer, indeed!”

B grinned and strode across the chamber, waving his hands. "Wedl, she must be. Look ye
emissaries battle with spellsin the palace of Aglarond, and this senescha-'prentice, the Smbul, who's not
been heard from before, hurls them dl down with her spells-thrice!”

He ran out of room to pace across, and whirled around to sride back. " Tis not easy work,
impressing Red Wizards, but this mysterious wench has done so mightily. Instead of sgning her redm's
surrender, Great Queen llione Sgns a treaty with Thay that makes them nearly dliesd Everywhere among
meges | hear tak of this wild-tempered woman and her daying spdls, and they tdl of Ilbrul the
Ramshorn, who damed to hal from Netheril, and Englezaer the Enchanter, and the spdl hunters
Ammarask and Bragtimer the Bold all going down in battle againgt her! Aglarond grows too strong, |
say-and this Smbul mugt be stopped!”

"That roster of the fdlenistrue, every one... and yet, bold lion, there was a time when you admired
grong she-wizards! Or does your memory of far Cormanthor and the glorious time of Myth Drannor
fade?'

"Nay, but Mystra bids me nurture magic, not stand idly by whils one ambitious mage, man or maid,
cuts down wizard after wizard, sffing out so much learning in momentd™

"So why have you not long since cloaked yoursdf in wrath and mighty weavings and lan waste to
Aglarond, trampling down this Smbul &t its heart? Are you afrad?'

Elminger snorted. "Foolish | may be, but afrad? Only of doing the wrong thing, if 1 may flater
mysdf thus far. Nay, whenever | resolve to chdlenge this Smbul, | hear Mystra whispering, ‘Look well,
firgt.'"

"And s0?'

"I've been too busy with other matters of magicd import and service to Mystra. Yet too much time
hes passed, and 'tis more than fitting that | now cast down this Smbul... after looking at her deeds and
manner as Mystra bids, of course.”

"You seem to have dready made up your mind she mugt die, Sword of Mystra. Yet it might not
prove so smple as dl that; do you not fear defeat and deeth at the hands of this obvioudy mighty
magedayer? She is dangerous... she could kill you."

Elminger spread his hands. "I could be overwhdmed and dan a any time, and wha will the
measure of my life be then? | am nothing but some smdl part of the service | have done to others.”



The flames seemed to shape a amile for him; a amile he knew so wel that tears welled up again
amaog to choke him.

"| fade, El, so heed me now: If you go to Aglarond, go armed for the worst spdl baitle of your life
Go aso with an open mind and prepare to be surprised.”

There was a great puff of spark and ash, and the fire went out, plunging the room into darkness.

Ahhh, and you were surprised. You certainly did your part to make fair faerun an exciting
place for mages-out i'm still not seeing the secret magic | seek, am 1?

[bright images flying]

"Rumor, Lord Elminger, runs like a yapping dog; the truth creeps like a slent snal inits wake."

Elminger sghed and nodded. "A nice phrase, Thauntar. Yet the wizards are dead-and an
impressive hegp of them, too."

The one-eyed warrior shrugged in his mismaiched old armor and replied, "1 try to see truth, as the
Lady we both serve taught me to, and | apprehend you may have heard far more than what is true. The
treety is not a war dliance, but a non-aggresson pact. Aglarond achieves its own surviva-for a few
years, a least-and Thay wins an unopposed chance to infiltrate and influence.... In the longer term, they
will absorb Ilione's redlm with aminimum of cost and effort.”

Elminger shrugged.

Thauntar raised one rusty gauntlet and added, "Moreover, this agreement was won only after the
one cdled the Smbul daughtered three sets of vigting Thayan emissaries™

"Aye, and why would she do that? Were they dl rude to her?'

"What Thayan isn't rude to nigh everyone outside Thay? But there's more, Lord: All of those envoys
turned out to be wizards eager to spell-day everyone in the paace, once they were settled ingdeit.”

"I heard this Smbul blasts dmogt every mage she meets with-and yet | can scarce believe the sum
of her harvedt, in so short atime!”

"The Smbul, Lord... and mark my words. she destroys only those who gtrike againg Aglarond.”

"Oh, come-mages from Cornmyr?'

"An embassy arrives from a dty in Chessenta this very night, Lord. Y et Thayan agents lurk within its
ranks. So, too, did Cormyr unwittingly harbor serpents of Thay."

Elmingter frowned. "I thank thee for thy counsdl, wise Thauntar. | will go and see this Thay-dayer
for mysdf."

"That's dways best,” the warrior agreed. They nodded and then embraced, dgpping each other's
shoulders. Waving their hands in salutes, they parted-the one in a whirl of spdl sparks, and the other
trudging on up over the hill in worn boots.

| suppose you loved him too, this brawny warrior?

No, but Mystra did.

And?

And nothing. He died.

Hah! Her time and attention wasted!

Not so. She does not regard humans as tools, to be measured by their usefulness to her ends
of the moment, but rather as flowers to be nurtured in a garden. Each passing year holds a better
display, and affords grander possibilities.

[digbalic snort, dawing asde of memories like cobweb curtains, pain visted on gasping wizard]

Sop wasting my time, elminster.

The Mouth of Moreyeus shuddered in open fear as the dender, wild-haired woman in the smple
mauve gown languidly made the hand sgn for peaceful parley. Her waist was girt about with a sash, not a
belt, and she bore no weapon. Even her feet were bare on the grass of the courtyard.

"Aglarond bids you welcome" she said with a amile that hdd dy amusement. Her hair was a fdl of



white splendor, but her eyes were dark mysteries. "All who would be our true friends are welcome here”

Behind the gold-bedecked, many-ringed Mouth, in his gold-woven garments and spade beard, the
other envoys and factors regarded her in Sllence. Some trembled openly. Others clenched white hands on
weapons or taismans. Not afew were drenched with swedt.

She gave them dl a warm, dmost matherly amile and turned to lead them up the last bends of the
path. Gracious and regd she seemed, more a ruler than an apprentice. Only a few stray motes of light,
drifting like restless stars in her wake, reveded the might of her risen Art-a spdl shidd that would turn
any treachery driking a her back. Not a man present thought thet those litle stars were visble by
accident. Twas said thet leaves did not dare drop in Aglarond without the Simbul's expressy granted will.

The path wound amid pools of lily pads. Tiny bright fish cdled sunsiver leaped to snatch gnats from
the air. The trall led up across shaded garden dopes to a Sde entrance of the paace. Warmed by the
Smbul's amile as she ushered them across the threshold, the embassy filed within. The senescha stepped
into their wake-and casudly blasted certain of the men ahead of her to ash with a bright arc of ravening
dls

The untouched survivors screamed.

Behind a nearby tree, EIminger snarled a soft incantation. It soun an image of himsdf and set it in
midar outside the door.

"Murderessl" he snapped. "Turn and behold thy doom! Thy daughter has gone on long enough! |
chdlenge thed!"

The bright slver lance of the spdll that would have blasted him, had he been a living man, lashed out
even before she spun around, eyes flashing. "Begone, minion of Thay."

"l am no friend to Thay," the bearded, floating man in black told her.

"If you do their work, you are a Thayan to me. All enemies of Aglarond are Thayans a heart,
whatever dlegiance they profess,”" she snapped back.

Elminger raised an eyebrow. "Come forth and fight,” he said softly, " Slayer-from-behind,”

"I invited possble spies and vipers into this the paace of the great queen,” the Smbul replied,
darting alook behind her a coughing, Saggering men. Logt in the smoke of her spells, they were blindly
swinging swords. "They are thus my responshbility. | choose when and where to fight, man-and have no
interest in petty duels. Get you gone.”

Elminder gave her a crooked amile in reply. He turned, eyes never leaving hers, and amed his am
like crossbow. Bright bolts lashed out from his fingers. A paace turret flew apart and collapsed into the
gardens with aroar.

That made her mouth gape open. His amile tightening, Elmingter lifted his other hand and toppled a
dender trio of spires.

Eyes blazing, the Smbul raised both hands over her head. From linked fingers, she smote him with a
hungry flood of lightning.

The titanic bolt roared forth, shredding his spell-spun image in an ingtant. It bounced and screamed
its way through the gardens and out of Sght, quite drowning out Elmingter's brief gasp of pain as he
shuddered behind his tree.

"Ha" the Smbul cried in triumph.

In reply, the turret beside the doorway where she stood blazed from top to bottom with sudden
ruby flames-dumped into a hot river of rock.

"Hght me, or lose your palace," a door gong beside her explained camly. With a shriek of rage the
Smbul turned and blasted it.

Another turret crashed down, and a sentry's hdm rolled out of itsruin past the Smbul's feet. "Oh, is
thisa race to bury lliones throne?" it asked.

The Simbul's eyes burgt into flanes. Her hair writhed around her in a tempest as she rose into the
ar, ams as wift as speeding arrows. "Reved my foel" she howled. The arr around her crackled with
gathered power. " Show me this snake. ™"

Abruptly the sky filled with curving tralls of force, a great web of crisscrossng paths... and there,
behind a tree, a man who even now was weaving another pell.



The Smbul hurled tears of death a him, a magic whose dowly descending curtains of force would
block any trand ocation. She snapped the word that would bring her girdle of scepters from her chambers
to her.

Even as she buckled it around her wag, bright blades of force sheared away her deadly curtains,
sending their energies spinning through the air. One whirling fragment became a snarling ball of flame and
crashed among cottages downhill. It shook the ground, and fires rose there with greedy speed.

The Simbul turned from that destruction and tearfully screamed out her rage. Two of her scepters
tore open the ground under her foe's feet, sailling him end over end clown the garden.

Few wizards would have dared to use both of those wands together. The magic snarling out of them
seared the Smbul's hands. Rampant energy clawed its way up and down her body, amost choking her.
She bounded barefoot forward through the ar and screamed, "Take this fray elsawhere, man, or so hdp
me, I'll bind us together with pells and hurl mysdf into the heart of Waterdeep- or an inner chamber of
Candlekeep!"

Needles of force that were curling around her like gigantic pincers dowed to a stop. Her
chdlenger's voice came back to her: "Where, then?"

"Crommor's Fang," she spat. "Know it?"

"See ye there, murderess,” came the levd reply-an ingant before bolts of force raced down to strike
her mantle. The Simbul's world became a deafening inferno of numbing, dancing white fire.

A few familiar words snatched her out of raging doom and hurled her across hdf the Sea of Fdlen
Stars to the Fang. She was wont to hurl her wildest magics on it, or lie done on its rocky height to look
up at the stars. This time the Smbul was not kissed by the cool breezes of sunset, but rather muffled,
warmed, and dowed in the heart of a bright, shimmering dome of magic.

Mystra, but this man was fast! A duding ward of old Myth Drannor! She'd seen only one other, and
that-

The ground beneath her grew stabbing spears of stone. They thrust up in energetic, many-pointed
fury. The Smbul snarled an incantation that would turn them back on their source. One of two of the
dissolving razors laid open her legs. She fdl hard on unforgiving stone amid ribbons of her own blood.

The stones rocked under her with the fury of a distant exploson. Her chalenger had no grester like
for his spears than she did. The Smbul smiled grimly and used her trickling blood in a spdll that snatched
her across the Fang to where another human was bleeding. As the world whirled, she thumbed a locket
a her bt and broke atiny crystd therein.

Magic thrummed like a rdleasing bow. It rushed out around her, spinning a cage. Nose to nose in its
crackling heart-a place where no spdlls could kindle-the Srnbul and her chdlenger stared at each other.
Her magic had happened to capture one of the few trees on the Fang, and its thorny branches groaned as
Hie cage tightened around them. The air would be full of hard-driven splintersin a moment-

A scepter became a knife in her hand and thrust up at his ribs. It bit home. Her hawk-nosed,
bearded foe kicked her hard in the crotch, hurling her upward. The knife trailed his blood through the air.
Her hand struck a tree branch with numbing force and the knife tumbled away.

The man pdmed it out of the air like a juggler. She bounced on the ground, loang her breath in a
helpless groan. He pounced, crashing down atop her.

They rolled together. Her tightening magic sang around them. The Smbul saw the knife sweep back
for the dash that would lay open her throat.

Desperately she flung up her hand to guard hersdf. Bright sted burst through it, the wet point jutting
out of the back of her hand.

Mystra, such pain!

Sobbing uncontrollably, the Smbul thrashed on the ground, seeking to hurl her foe off and away, so
she could snatch the fang of her torment out, and-

The weight atop her was suddenly gone. A searing chill flowed out of her, and the blade of her
dagger melted away like smoke.

Elminger stared down & the slver fire cascading over the Smbul's fingers. Her wound closed, and



she winced, sheking her hand asif she could wave away the pain.

"Yeye serve Mydtral" he gasped, at lagt.

She looked up a him from under tresses of suddenly slver hair that curled and writhed like snakes.
"Of course," she replied camly. "Doesn't everyone?”

Chapter Twenty-Three

FIRE IN HELL

Echoing darkness, the labyrinth empty ...

| am afraid. I... cannot think. Where are my wits... where are my memories? Where am-1?
There is nothing left. Nothing but fear. | am afraid. | am so alone. Dark, drifting... cold, all the
brightness fled away. | am afraid.

Ahal Slver fire at last! But is this all? Has your goddess snatched away from you every...
last... little secret | craved? I'll smash you into bone shards and powder! I'll make you scream for
an eon, kept alive in torment, blind and writhing, as lemures feed on you and then vomit you forth
for the next to gnaw on! I'll-gaahh! humans!'

Here | am. Over here, in Nergal. Back in my bones, nothing is left. Nothing at all. He has
won.

Indeed, puny human wizard, how could it be otherwise? [gloating] Your meddling goddess may
have stolen her silver fire from me, and her true secrets, too, but | have your memories-centuries
and centuries of where this enchantment is hidden and how to awaken that magic, and all those.
Gates, too....

| dare not stride into Faerun and amuse myseif properly- but oh, how many dupes | can
command among your cringing humans, armed with what you know and the favors owed you to
raid your toril at will and bring back ever more magic tome... Ah, but hell will tremble at last!

[whirling images of Avernus, awareness flung far]

And let rr begin now, with the smashing and humbling or your little plaything, come calling
to save her EIminster!

[magic rushing out of Nergd like a mad torrent, ralling diabalic laughter, rock pinnacles topple onto
alone human figure]

haha!

[Head snaps up. Silver hair writhes. Lightning crackles, burgting rock into dust and rubble, hurled far
away. Two eyes glow like flames within the tumult of railing dust. A low, soft hiss somehow comes
across hdf Avernus to ther ears)

"S0, devil. There you are. Taste you now what | giveto Thay."

[Art rushes, so quick and bright that Nergd grunts in amazement. His bat wings beat in sudden
urgency, arching and twisting and-Hell explodes in bright fury. The arch-devil spins helpless through
dhrieking air, a broken humanin one fist.]

Fires op the pit, but she's strong! Well, well just have to...

Gaze upon her longer. Such grace, even in fury. Fascinating...

Aye, aye, such- what are you doing, human? Whispering in my head when | should be-

[bright inferno, roar of diabolic pain, bodies hurled helpless once more, two blazing eyes following
amid silver flang]

Enough! Elsewhere, and let her fight across half hell to find ud

Red lightning wresathed them. It died, leaving them elsewhere in Avernus. Nergd's taloned hand
came down on Elmingter's shoulder and spun a chain and collar out of nothing.

Red lightning came again.

"Right behind us"" Nerga growled, "blagting everything that stands againg her. From lar to lar of
my rivds we go, and let Avernus be lad wastel™

He roared with laughter-and they were e sewhere again. Red smoke and lightning rolled around their
feet.



The outcast devil looked back and shook his head in what might have been admiration-or might
have been fear.

"Devils tumbling down broken out of the skies” he murmured. "It won't be long before He of
Nessusis derted. I'd not want to be your little lady-love then!™

Lightning again, and darkness. A pit of offd, Elminger chin-deep and srangling on his collar as the
firm-held chain kept him from drowning

- Comfortable again at last. Now, where were we?

Ho. Yes. From one spell duel to another. Still, 'tis better than the last memory we shared:
seducing apprentices seems a mite hollow after Hell-harrowing at the hands of persistent
goddesses.

Hmm. | fear ye require more refined judgment than ye presently possess.

[snort of dismissd, sngle mind lash] Cleverness later, wizard. Show time now.

[image proffered]

Why, that's tirring in me! Where are your-

Deep within ye, devil. Ye have it all, now. Elminster in thy head.

[-1-

See her, devil Such magnificence, as she throws back her head and glares fearlessdy around
Hell, seeking us. See her as | do. How can one break or bend such a bright blade? She could be
everything to ye! She could be thy warrior-scourge of Hell, smiting all who stand against tbee,
loving thee as fiercely and hungrily as she now days...

Tongue of asmodeus, human! You almost make me want to-

Remember her lips, her silver hair lashing and then caressing...

Yes. Ohhh, yes.

Recall her embrace, her murmured promises, her -

Yes. Yes Thisis the one for me!

Aye, see that memory again, as we-

Are hurled back again, Hel crashing and quaking around us, as the scepters that the Smbul had
plunged into her own flesh like daggers boil avay with the last of ther power exhausted and are gone.
She shudders, going to her knees amid the flames of strewn devil-corpses and shattered stone citadels,
and we want to reach out to her, to draw her close and comfort her, to hed...

Eyes look up and catch flame once more. "Your Her growl rises into a scream that spits raw,
snaling power out of her. Nerga knows pain.

Aarghh! Nessus twist you, bitch! I-1-

Love thee. Love thee more than all the fires of Hell.
Yed [daying bolt hurled wide] Ye-no! Fangs, human, what are you doing to me? Get out of my
head.'

The Smbul's next spdll rains bright knives of flame down in a hissng cascade of death upon rippling
diabalic thews. She spins like a dancer to send the same fury down the throats of the devils now
converging on her across the broken rocks of Avernus.

Black and red flesh convulses. Screams risein aragged chorus of woe.

Nergd shudders and catches hold of a nearby horn of rock to steady himsdlf, gasping at the pain.

| cannot smite her! She's so bright, so beautiful' i must have her, i must-alassra, here i am.
herel

The Lord to Come of All Deep Hel bounds into the air, tentacles become mighty wings, aams
gpread in welcome.

Queen of me, here I-

The bolt that shocks out of the Smbul is so fierce that it plucks her from her feet and hurls her
backward. As she fdls, she sends her will riding dong the beam, to pierce the mind of her foe even as the
bright lance of her dlver fire stabs him.

[In a brief glimpse across Avernus, a lone human female rises into the ar like a beacon, her har a



hao of flame around her. Devils everywhere wince and roar and cringe. Digant mountains erupt in
smoke and flame]

Slver fire crashes into hot darkness, railing...

*Hl, | an come*

I live, and love thee. | amin this devil, all of me. Mystra, but ye are magnificent!

[amusement] *But of course.*

Nergd, roaring in torment at the fire raging in him, the Smbul ruthless in her scorching and searing,
leaving him a broken as Hell that lives only because her ElIminger is trapped within it, only to fade as her
fire does, fade away...

No, leave me not!

No, leave me not! Fade not from what am | saying? Out, human worm. Out of my mind. you
infect me, you- get you gone!

[Nergd summonsdl of his power, a black-and-red wave, dark and swift enough to shatter even the
Smbul's fury. He thrusts. Images whirl in insane chaos, brightness like shards of dhaitering glass,
memories and tears and laughter dl together, into the thing in the offd pit. A naked human retches and
squirms as Hell is torn gpart around him]

Now, witch, it's your turn!

[Red-and-black bolts howl out of the great winged devil, deaving the blood-red sky like reaching
fingers]

Crash, stagger, bright beauty dill standing...

Bloody lipstwig. "Is that the best you can do, devil?" Slender fingers point, and fire surges forth, a
litle weerily now...

Burg of blue-white fire, Nergal screaming...

[frantic red lightning, and flight]

This has gotten out of hand! where is Asmodeus? Where are the hosts of Hdll? Is she going to
be allowed to kill usall?

Fires of the pit, she can strike at me through you!

[mind bolt, dark and huge, sent to day, roaring through the vaullts...]

[... and rebounding back through the darkness to dgp down Nergd]

Sobhing and convulsing, the tentacled devil rolled in darkness, his chain mdting away.

"Sorry," sad the naked, filthy man beside him. He waved sumps that were his ams. "Were too
closdy linked now, devil, for that to work.”

With a sudden, furtive movement, Elmingter raised one arm to touch what was tangled in his hair. He
sad in his mind, cold and crigp and hard, By the will ofTanthul and my need, let it be my bone
shards, yonder-and let it be now.

Nergd had just time to dart alook at his mind-dave before the bone fragmentsin him expanded into
duplicates of the larger bones they'd been a part of-and the archdevil's body burst gpart with a deep, wet
roar.

[song, mad music wild and screaming, red fire and gtaring, disbelieving diabolic eyes, fading to
darkness... oblivion]

Alone and maimed in a cavern deep in Avemus, Elminder went to his knees and sobbed hitterly.
Themind that had ridden hisfor a seeming eternity was gtilled and gone...

It's a dark thing to lose any being one knows so well.

[red, writhing pain, drifting back so dowly through torment, at last to the light...]

"Hres take dl," Nergd muttered, as weak and sck as he dways was when codescing back from
tattered smoke and essence to Solidity once more. He glared around blearily a the offal-choked cavern
and the smdl, round black stone that was dways there when he cheated death. More mighty contingency
megic spent, wasted because of carelessness.

"That was a near one" he whispered, not yet strong enough to growl. "Il never reignin Hel if | go
on underestimating humans”

"Too true," avoice sad sweedy, from behind him.



Nergd, rigntful Prince of Hell, whirled around as quickly as he could on rubbery limbs. He stared
into the amiling face of the Witch-Queen of Aglarond, who floated less than an arm's-reach away.

Her amile was as wide as that of awolf, and her eyes were two dark flames.

"Go down forever, devil," she hissed-and spread her hands. Holy water that was dfire with
blue-white and siver flames burst over imin a torrent. The last thing Nergd ever heard was the Smbul
snarling,"For what you did to the one | love, | just wish | could day you again and again!™

A dark, scded hand set down a goblet that smoked and bubbled green in the gloom. "How
amusang,” Asmodeus observed from his throne of linked, living she-devils, and meart it.

Idly the Lord of Nessus reached out. Saying magic built and snarled darkly up his am and filled his
cupped hand. When his pdm was full, he'd flick his wrigt and sent it to Avernus.There it would day the
exhaugted, sobbing human sorceress whose image floated above him. She even now embraced the
ruined, armless body of amanin a hidden cavern, dl her atention bent to pouring her vitdity into him.

Asmodeus started to smile. Ah, sweet irony...

* k%

In avoid of drifting stars, Mystra drew the howling man from her breast. She hedd Halagter out to
face a whirling vison-the greatest devil of dl amiling as dark fire filled, his hand. She whispered
urgently,"Now!"

Haaster Blackcloak broke off a dobbering sound that was hdf-howl and hdf-giggle, drew himsdf
up with dark eyes blazing, and snapped, "Asmodeus Bow down!”

The Lord of Hdl turned his head in astonishment- and across the voids and spheres and drifting
chaos, their eyes met.

With a crooked smile Halaster Blackcloak said the word of the spdl Mysira had taught him. All his
raving madness roared out into Asmodeus, jolting that degant body.

Those amused and sniger eyesrolled up and leaked golden fire. That quirked mouth parted ina cry
of astonished agony.The fire of thet titanic Spell raged through the devil's mind.

As Mystra firmly dosed the link between void and Nessus Asmodeus blinked at the gloom dl
around and took another sp from his goblet. Now, what was it held been going to do? Something
amusng...

*k*

Mystra lad down the black-robed wizard like a little doll on his own bed deep in Undermountain,
patted the heads of his guardian deep dragons, and turned back to the void and the waiting ams of
Azuth.

Asthey floated together, she sighed, smiled, and said, "I do love happy endings™

Before he kissed her, Azuth frowned and said gently, "That might wel prove a problem in the
future

**k*

In Avernus, the black flames that had been Nergd died down.A lemure sniffed and flowed hungrily
toward the amdl.The fury that had blazed here, scorching rocks that had been scorched so many times
before, was spent. For now.

Chapter Twenty-Four
BRIEF EXCITEMENT IN AGLAROND

"May | present,” the Masked One said in amused tones, handing the lovely gowned lady forward
with aflourish, "ThorneraThaance, now Acting Crown Regd of Aglarond.”



Phaeldara looked up from the throne. "Not for another three bresaths, she isntAnd didn't the
Crowned Fury say to just cdl oursdves regent now, and abandon dl these titles that give envoys and
herads such fits?'

"That'swhy | doit," the Masked One replied with a chuckle" Three breaths, my right haunch! Y ou
should have been up off there at least two breaths ago!”

The courtiers and envoys ranged aong the wals leaned closer so as not to miss a moment or nuance
of merriment.

Phagldara rose, tdl and degant, and said plaintively to Evenyl, who sat on a lounge floating nearby,
"Was ever awoman so wronged?'

The fourth sometime-regent looked up with an innocent amile and held up her hand with fingers
gpread to use for counting items off. "Oh, |let me think. There was-"

A flash and rumble shook the throne room. The regds whirled around as courtiers gasped and
murmured dong the wals. They dl fdl slent a what they saw.

The Witch-Queen of Aglarond stood in the center of the chamber, as naked as the day she was
born-naked, battered, and entwined.

Her hair swirled and writhed around her shoulders asif it were dive as she glared around the room.
Her eyes were two dark and deadly stars. If wearing nothing but smears of soot and dung and blood
bothered her, she showed no 9gn of it.

Her arms were around the waist of a bony, bearded, filth-covered old man with sumps where his
forearms should have been. He was sagging, bent over limply like a child's broken doll; it was clear only
her grip kept him from fdling. Frmly she caught hold of hishair and lad his head back over her shoulder.
Then she amiled down the room into the astonished faces of the regds.

"To coin a phrase," the Witch-Queen of Aglarond said dryly, "We're back."

Asif in reply, explosons of black-tinged fire burst into railing existence behind her, amid shrieks
from the watching courtiers. A brimstone reek filled the room. Grinning devils strode forth from the
flames, long-horned and bat-winged, tusked and terrible. Ther taons stretched out to snatch the Smbul
and themaniin her arms.

"Geryon, Overduke of Hdl, sends us" one of them sad smugly, "to fetch you back to your
degths-in long, long torment!”

The Smbul whispered aword. Lightning raged from the tiles under the devils hooves to the caling
high above and back again.There were fant criesthen nothing but empty tiles and the aily smoke of
diabolic bodies collgpsing.

The Witch-Queen smiled through those remnants.

Another rank of devils emerged from the flames. They wore rather smdler amiles

"Did you redly bdieve ssizing mein my own lair was going to be easy? Here | stand not done.”

A tongue of blue-white flame legped up from her empty hand. Behind her the regas, with set,
determined faces, held out their own hands to cup more fegble blue flames.

"Neither, witch," said a courtier loudly, lifting his own hand and letting swirling magicfill it,"do they!"

"Aye" sad another, farther down the hal, throwing aside his cloak. "For Thay!"

"Yes" came athird voice, hard and cold. "Let the queen and Aglarond fdl together, for the greater
glory of Thay!"

Eyes blazing, an old courtier snatched a dagger from his belt and thrugt it into the throat of the
revealed Red Wizard beside him.The room erupted in shouts and spells.

The doors by the throne burst open. Thaergar of the Doors strode in with a bright new sword
drawn. He stared open-mouthed a the tumult, then snatched and hurled a dagger from his belt-straight
back out the door at the darm gong.

He charged forward, raisng his blade. Red flames burst out of the air in front of him, hurling him to
the floor. He glared up a that dark magic intime to see a huge, ruby-red devil stride out of it, fork in one
hand and barbed whip in the other, to loom over Phagldara, foremost of the regds.

"Pretty meet," it gloated, reaching for her.

Thaergar of the Doors and Phaeldara stared at the pit fiend, the Red Wizards and charging devils



beyond, and deadly magics Snging and snarling everywhere.
"Oh, dung" they gasped in unintentiona unison.

* k%

The ar above a table commenced to shimmer. Tiny slver and blue sparks whirled out of thin ar to
race around each other in asmdl, tight sphere.

Thar radiance made a head snap up, and two eyes glared at them in astonishment and darm.

A moment later, a chair went over with a crash. The man who'd been stting in it crossed the room
with surprisng speed for someone of his age. He snatched down two crossed, rusty daggers from
beneath a shidd on the wadl. In his hands they twisted and became a wand and a scepter. Pointing them
both at the whirling lights the Royd Magician of Cormyr snarled, "How, by dl the whims of Holy
Mystra, did that get through the wards? And what is it?'

In obliging answer,, the whirling lights sank alittle and unfolded themselves downward to the floor in
a cascade of dlver. They formed awraithlike figure afemde df of tiny, nigh-perfect beauty, who looked
perhaps nine years old-except for her eyes, which were as old and wise as those of a goddess... or a
least a Chosen who has seen many centuries.

Vangerdahast lowered hiswand and scepter. "Who... are you?' he asked hoarsdly.

"Mog cal methe Srinsheg” shereplied. "You and | are both needed, right now, in the throneroom
of Aglarond.”

"Aglarond? Why?"

"EIminger is there, embattled and in urgent need of us both-and Mystra bids us come” she sad
smply, and held out her hand.

Vangerdahast stared & her for a moment. An dmog fierce joy flashed across his face. He ran
across the room like an eager young man. "Yed" he snarled, eyes bright. "Oh, yes!”

*k*

Men shouted, ran, and snatched out swords in the throneroom of Aglarond. Spells crashed and
devils pounced.They aso redled, screamed, and died.

Bligering fire burst among shrieking courtiers. Men who'd been enthusiadticaly plunging daggers into
aRed Wizard vanished into crackling columns of ash.

Among the terrified sorinting and shoving, a serving-maid let fal her Slver tray with a crash as a
devil's tdons clawed at her bodice. Thrusing a dender arm, she drove her hand right through the grinning
pit fiend. It vanished with a roar of blue flames and a terrified shriek.

A Red Wizard stared at the maid in astonishment as she reached for the next nearest devil, her eyes
aglow, and snapped," This is quite enough.”

There was a double flagh thistime. Maid and devil vanished together... but where Mystra had been,
nine diver stars floated, tracing an upright circle around a blue flame.

There was barely time for dl the color to drain out of the Red Wizard's face before that flame died
and the stars rushed to the floor and vanished. Where each touched the tiles, a sartled being suddenly
stood, staring around at the raging battle.

"Kheben Blackgaff,” the Red Wizard gasped, eyes bulging,"and-the Seven! All of them!" He was
to be forgiven for not announcing the arriva of the mages Vangerdahast and a wraithlike lady df, where
the last two stars touched down-

A moment later Khelben lashed three devils with howling bolts of lightning. A certain Red Wizard,
caught in the wrong place, ceased to care about anything ever again.

Rage blazed on the face of the Lord Mage of Waterdeep. With a growl, he tossed his black staff
into the air. It hung there, mationless and horizonta, crackling with magic. Many of the beams and bolts
saling across the room veered to it and blazed in harmless gpdl chaos.

Thet |eft the ar clear enough for everyone to see the Smbul, on her knees shidding Elminder. She



thrust up her hand to send siver fire out to dl of her Ssters. In turn from each of them a beam spat forth,
vgporizing any devil it touched.

"Sder," Dove gasped, "what're you doing? Mystra forbids-"

"Not now she doesn't," the Witch-Queen of Aglarond snapped grimly."Behold!”

Her hand thistime pointed to the shimmering air above Khelben's gaff.

The trapped, railing spells were rapidly being transformed into a shining spider web of magic.
Glowing, ever-shifting lines of power rapidly rilled the air. The ghodtly form of the Srinshee raced dong
and among them. The web winked asiit swiftly grew, and was dready dmog too bright to ook at.

"The Weavel" the Smbul snapped. She swung her arm around to point to the entry arch, where
shadows gathered. "And our foe!"

No, not shadows-a web of dark linesthat mirrored the Weave. Strangers were entering through the
archway below it: mages widding wands and staves, who chanted, "Shar! Shar!"

"An anti-Weave?' one of the older courtiers gasped.”Can there be such athing?'

A dark-robed courtier beside him gave the gaping man a snakelike smile-and dapped a tentacle
around the eder man's neck, snapping it with casud ease. "Indeed there can,” he remarked amost
merily to the toppling corpse. "And some of us who wak in shadows see our bright future iniit!"

All down the chamber men and women and devils were dying as spdl wrestled with spdll. Magic
dew with terifying speed. Three devils pounced on the Smbul, trying to wrench her head off. One
franticaly thrust talons into her mouth to stop her shouting spells.

The dirty, trembling man sheld been torn away from lay forgotten on the tilesA titanic crash nearby
roused him to wakerulness. He peered around at the spdl battle, shook his head in disgust or despair...
and started to crawl forward. He passed among sprawled bodies and the rubble faling from the celing.
Thewadls of the room were rippling, goaded by wild, dashing magic.

The Smbul struggled againgt determined devils. Bolts of dark magic spat from the Shar-worshipers
and samote the tiles around the crawling man, showering him with stone shards.

He seemed not to notice, but struggled on, dithering across the room in a manner not dl that
different from the maggots of Avernus.

"Who-?" shouted a Sharran mage, as he caught sght of the crawling man.” Stop him!"

That cry came too late for those who trust in dark dreams. Elminger Aumar, who long ago had
herded sheep in the forgotten land of Athalantar, fel forward. His battered, pain-racked face touched the
slver tray that had falen from the hands of Mystra.

A roar echoed around the throne room. Everyone stopped and turned. Even spdl blasts and the
screams of the dying hushed. It was the roar of massve magic unleashed, Mystra's power left behind for
her Chosen.

Inits blue, raging heart stood a man, a wizard made whole again, a figure of white fire tinged with
blue around its edges.

He strode from where the tray had been, swaying in the throes of power tha made the very ar
throb.

Beams lanced out from EImingter's trembling fingers and glaring eyes-to smite devil and Red Wizard, Maau-grym
and Sharran dike, consuming them in sighing instants until none were Ieft in the throneroom.

The Old Mage leveled both his hands to point a the shadowy web filling the end of the room.
Blinding flames of blue-white and Slver roared forth from his pams.

The exploson that followed left only bright Sky and crumbling ashes in that end of the palace.
Elminger blinked at the destruction with the same awe fdt by the others dill dive in the throneroom. In
the ringing slence that followed, the shattered roof above them groaned loudly and started to fell.

Blocks of stone rained down, ponderous and deadly. If it hadn't been for bright bolts fired so
franticaly by the crouching Seven and the blasts emitted by the Black-staff, the roof might have daimed
the lives of everyonein that place.

Instead, dust rained down, thick and choking, bringing with it an dmaost ominous quiet.

*k*



The sky was darkening into purple dusk before true peace came to the dust-shrouded throne of
Aglarond. Gone were the courtiers, corpses, and those sent by Mystra. The throne room stood open to
the sky. Falen stone blocks lay strewn here and there beneath the winking stars.

Elminger and the Smbul stood together in each other's amsThree regds kndt a little distance
away, awaiting their queen's command. The fourth regd was missing, but they kept their thoughts away
from her face and name. There would be time enough for grieving yet.

"Oh, my love," the Smbul said fiercdy, "When | thought I'd lost you..."

"Gently,” Elmingter murmured, kissng her nose and brow and ears.” 'Tis done-and hear this, lady of
my heart: | vow henceforth to spend more time with thee and let Faerun run more of its own dfars
without my meddling.”

"That shdl be my vow, too," the Queen of Aglarond said in a trembling voice. She reached for his
lipswith her own.

"Wd| said,” hissed a voice from rubble nearby.

Phagldara lay trapped with Thaergar of the Doors, pinned under a dab of roof thrice their combined
gze. It had been prevented from crushing them outright only by the twisted ruin of his sword and a shied
he'd snatched from the wdl in the heart of the fray. Even so, the weight upon them prevented their caling
out. "Let this... be avow both of you... keep!™

"Aye" Thaergar gasped, windng as Phagldara squirmed beside his shattered arm.”| cleave... most
heartily... to the same view!"

The three kneding regds heard them and shrieked- cries that brought Elminger and the Smbul
running.

Asthe spdls that would free them were hedlily chanted, the fainting man and the woman under the
fdlen stone thought they heard something else.

A srange echoing mirth that just might have been a god and goddess of magic chuckling, not so far

avay...



