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Pr ol ogue
12 Fl amerul e, the Year of Monfall (1344 DR)

The worl d changed in an instant.

Before that noment, it seenmed to Dorn Graybrook that life was perfect. The
ni ne-year-old boy rarely escaped his round of chores in the master's cheerl ess
house, and it was only to run errands through the city with its surly crowds
and high gray walls that blocked the sun. Today, though..

Open expanses of tall grass, shimrering in the sumer heat, rolled away on
either side of the dusty road. The snow crowned Dragonspi ne Mountains rose far
ahead, and sonetimes Dorn caught a glinpse of the purple-blue waters of the
Moonsea to the north. He was outside, truly outside, and he loved it.

The best thing of all, though, was the change the journey evoked in his
parents. At home, they often seened sad and weary, worn down by their years of
servi tude.

Mot her, who'd opted to walk for a time anong the half dozen guards, sang
songs. As Fat her drove the wagon, he joked with the boy seated beside hi mand
told himthings about the countryside. Sonetinmes the bal ding bondsman with the
wy, intelligent face even let Dorn take the reins and guide the two dappl ed
horses hinsel f.

Priam said, "Look!"

He pointed up at the western sky. The | eader of the guards, Priamwas a
| anky mercenary with a fierce trap of a mouth. He'd slain nmany a bandit and
goblin in defense of the master's trade goods, and everyone admired his
courage. But his voice was subtly different, as if he had to struggle to keep
it steady.

Dorn peered upward. At first he couldn't see what the fuss was all about.
Then he spotted the specks streaking al ong agai nst the blue. Wen he squinted,
he coul d make out the long tails, serpentine necks, and beating w ngs.

"Are they dragons?" Father asked, reining in the team H s voice was
different, too, quavering, higher-pitched, and though he was a clerk, not a
warrior |like Priam sonehow his fear alarmed Dorn even nore than the
nmer cenary's had.

"Yes," Priamsaid.

The ot her guards startled babbling all at once.

"Weeping Il mater," Father said. "Wat do we do?"

"CGet off the road," Mther suggested, her braided red hair glowing |like
flame. She seened a little calner than the men. "Hide in the tall grass, and

keep quiet."
"The grass isn't likely to hide us from sonething soari ng overhead," Priam
replied. "Still, it's worth a try. The Storm Lord knows, we can't outrun the

things." He cast about, then gestured with the broad steel head of his spear
"That spot |ooks as good as any. Everybody, nove!"

They noved, and Dorn saw that Priamwas right. It was a bad hiding place.
Peopl e coul d crouch down in the grass, but the horses and wagon stuck up over
t he top.

Fat her applied the brake, then clinbed down to stand with the team He
stroked them and crooned to them trying to keep themcalm Every few seconds,
he fingered the hilt of the broadsword hanging at his side. He always wore it
when he travel ed, but Dorn had never seen himpractice with it or even draw it
fromits bronze scabbard

Mot her | ed Dorn away fromthe wagon to hunker down on the ground.

"Now, " she said to Dorn, "you just have to be very still." '



The boy's heart pounded in his chest, and his mouth was dry. He had to
swal | ow before he coul d speak

"Are we going to die?"

"No," she said. "The dragons may not cone this way. Even if they do, they
probably won't notice us or take any interest in us. W're just being safe.”

"Al'l right," he said, though he could tell she was acting nore confi dent
than she felt.

"One of them s swinging this way," said a bl ack-bearded spearnan.

"Bugger this," said another guard, a sharp-featured young nan nanmed Janx.
"Let's scatter. It can't catch all of us."

"Yes, it can," Priamsaid. "It's fast enough. So, would you rather fight it
by yourself or with your conrades beside you?"

"I'"ll wind up just as dead either way," said Janx, but he stayed put.

The next minute or two craw ed by, and everything started happening very
fast, or at least it felt that way. The approachi ng dragon changed course
again to fly directly at the travelers. It swooped | ower. Shivering despite
the hot sun, Dorn could make out the color of its glinting scales—+ed |like
bl ood.

"When | tell you," Mther said, "I want you to run away through the grass,
and what ever happens, don't | ook back."

"Priam sai d—=

"That we nustn't scatter. But you're small, and you'll have a head start.
The creature could easily overl ook you."

"What about you and Fat her?"

"W'|| be fine," she lied. He thought she'd never lied to himbefore that
day, and suddenly she was doing it over and over. "We'll find you when the
trouble's over."

"You aren't guards. You could run, too.

"Just do what | tell you."

Li ke sone terrible shooting star, the dragon plunged down to just a few
yards above the ground.

Until then, Dorn hadn't been able to tell how huge it actually was—huge
enough to make the humans before it |look |ike mce scurrying about bel ow a
scarlet lion. Its anber eyes shone like nolten lava, and its neck frills and
wi ngs were ash blue at the edges. It stank of sul fur and burning.

Despite Father's efforts, the horses went nad. They wenched thensel ves
free of his hold and nearly knocked himover as they wheeled to flee, draggi ng
the wagon with its |ocked front wheels jolting along behind them He let them
go and unsheat hed his sword.

A coupl e of the guards panicked and likewi se tried to run. The red dragon
turned its wedge-shaped head al nost lazily, regarded them then puffed out a
jet of yellow flame at them They dropped instantly, w thout so nuch as a
scream to lie withered and bl ack anong the begi nnings of a crackling grass
fire.

Priamthrew his spear. It bounced off the scales on the wrm s neck

"Bring it down!" he shouted to the other guards, and they started casting
their own | ances.

"Now! " Mot her said. "Run!"

She gave Dorn a shove, and he obeyed her. He was too scared to do anythi ng
el se.

Yet he didn't run far. Perhaps he didn't have it in himto abandon the only
peopl e he loved in the whole world, the only people who |oved him In any
event, after a few strides, panting and shaking, he turned back around to see
what was happeni ng.

The scarl et dragon was on the ground, but not, as best Dorn could tell,
because anyone had "brought it down." No one had yet succeeded in hurting it
at all. It had sinply chosen to land. It slashed with its claws and pulled
Janx's insides out of his belly. Its gigantic jaws bit Priam s head off.

After that, there weren't any nore guards. Just Father, holding his sword
in an awkward two-handed grip, and Mother, sprinting to join himwthout any



weapon at all—spending their lives to buy their son another monment to run

Dorn couldn't bear such a sacrifice on his behalf. He had to stand with
them die with them He ran back toward his parents and the dragon

He was a fast runner, but not fast enough. Before he could close the
di stance, the wyrm caught Father in its fangs. It chewed himup and swal | owed
hi m down, spitting out the broadsword a nonent |later, the blade bent fromthe
pressure of its jaws.

Mot her snatched up the rui ned weapon and hacked at the dragon with it. The
reptile puffed mal odorous flane into her face. She staggered a step and
col | apsed, her hair burning, the flesh of her head and shoul ders running like
nel ted candl e wax.

Fists clenched, Dorn hurled hinmself at the wrm He never got a chance to
hit it. It met himwith a flick of its talons and hurled himto the ground.

To his surprise, he wasn't dead, but when he tried to get up, he couldn't.
The t hrobbing pain started a second | ater

He'd fallen with his face pointed toward his nother. He watched the dragon
eat her, not gobbling her all at once as it had his father, but rather picking
her apart and devouring her a piece at a tine.

He coul d have shut his eyes. He still had that rmuch control over his
damaged body. But he chose to watch.

Sonet hi ng had changed in him Agony and grief wacked him but he wasn't
afraid of the dragon anynore. Terror had given way to hatred, and he glared at
it as if in the hope that his malice alone could kill it.

VWhen it finished with his nother, it pivoted toward hi m
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Kara j erked upright, and her wounded arm and shoul der throbbed. How | ong had
she dozed? Long enough for the air to grow cold despite the nmiserly fire dying
in the fieldstone hearth. O perhaps it was the bl eeding that nmade her feel a
chill. Bl ood had soaked her tattered velvet sleeve and dripped down to spatter
the sawdust strewn around the floor. The snell of it mxed with the anbient
odors of eye-stinging snoke and stal e beer

Hopi ng to di scover sone sign of inmmnent assistance, the willow woman with
the flowi ng silver-blond hair peered around the taproom No one was there but
t he sane six surly-1ooking men she'd observed before, sipping their ale and
wat chi ng her fromthe shadows. Al arned, she raised a nunmb, trenbling hand.
Mandal , the taverner, a gaunt man with spiky, grizzled hair, anbled to her
table. He gave her a smile that didn't quite reach his shifty eyes.

"Patience, maid," he said. "The healer is surely on his way."

Wl |, he ought to be, Kara thought.

She' d prom sed Mandal a ruby brooch from her pouch if he would find help
for her. Still, she was starting to wonder.

"Are you certain?" she asked.

"You saw t he nessenger |eave to fetch him"

"But it's been a long while. Perhaps | should seek the tenple nyself."

She tried to rise, and dizzi ness assailed her. She m ght not have nade it
to her feet even if Mandal hadn't gripped her shoul der and hel d her down.

"You're too weak to wal k anywhere," he said, "you don't know your way
around Yl raphon, and these dark streets are freezing cold. Just wait. It wll
be all right."

"Very well."

In her dazed, depleted condition, acquiescence was easier than resistance,
and in any case, maybe he'd offered good advice. Perhaps it was sinply fear
that rmade her feel it was folly to stay there. Though she'd suffered serious
injury before, she had little experience of dread and the way it could
unsettl e one's judgnment. Many things were changi ng, and none of themfor the



better.

"More nulled wine?" he asked.

She shook her head. The drink m ght warm her and ease her pain, but she was
reluctant to dull her senses any further. Mandal shrugged and wandered off to
huddl e and whi sper with his friends.

Then, at l|ast, the door creaked open

Kara wrenched herself around so quickly it gave her torn flesh an
excruciating twinge. An instant |later, she felt an even cruder pang of
di sappoi nt nent .

Two strangers stood franmed in the doorway. The halfling, no larger than a
human child, his heart-shaped face framed by curly black | ovel ocks, wore
| eat her arnor and carried a warsling and a curved, broad-bladed hunting sword.
The tall and brawny man behi nd hi m sported what anpbunted to half a suit of
iron plate arnor affixed to the left side of his body. The uppernost portion
conformed to the contours of his head, but |ower down, the sleeves of netal
encasing his armand |l eg were so massive it was a wonder even such a gi ant
could bear the weight. It nmade himl ook |opsided, with the knuckl e spi kes and
claws jutting fromhis gauntlet further contributing to the appearance of
grotesque asymmetry.

They | ooked around the grubby, cheerless tavern as if inclined to turn up
their noses and go el sewhere. Then, however, the halfling noticed Kara, and
frowning, hurried toward her.

"What happened?" he asked, concern evident in his clear tenor voice.

"I was attacked on the road just outside of town," she said.

She hoped he woul dn't press for details. She felt too weak and nuddl ed to
weave any nore |ies.

"You need hel p," he said, "and right now. "

"We already took care of it," said the taverner. "A priest is on the way."

"You're sure? | have a friend—=

"We're sure,” Mandal said.

"Well, even so, it will do no harmto fetch Pavel, also."

"I told you," the taverner said, "she's going to be fine, so why don't you
run along and |l et her rest?"

"I"'mnot keen on being told to 'run along,'" the small stranger replied as
hi s hand eased toward the staghorn hilt of his sword.

"What I'mtelling you is this place is closed, to give the poor injured
mai d sonme peace and quiet."

Chairs scraped and squeaked as the tavern's other patrons pushed back from
their tables. Plainly, if the halfling opted to defy the host, he'd have to
reckon with the rest of the nmen as well.

The hal fling | ooked to his compani on and asked, "Wat do you think?"

"Plainly, they're lying," the man in the iron arnmor said. "They nean the

lass ill. Which is none of our affair, but | reckon you want to nmake it so."
"Well, up to nowit's been a dull night." The halfling turned back to the
deni zens of the tavern and said, "If you choose, you can turn the lass, along

wi th her coin and bel ongi ngs, over to us and live."

For a monent the knaves were silent then they whooped w th | aught er—and why
not ? The huge man presented a bizarre, daunting appearance, but it didn't
change the fact that the outlaws outnunbered the intruders seven to two.

"You really should think about it," the hauling said. "My friend is Dorn
Graybrook, and I'"'m WII| Turnstone."

Mandal sneered and said, "Never heard of you."

W1l glanced at Dorn.

"I told you we should have bribed a few bards to spread tal es of our
exploits," said the hal fling.

"I'f you insist on doing this," Dorn rasped, "let's do it."

Dorn yanked his bastard sword fromits pewter scabbard. The bl ade was | ong
and heavy, designed so a strong warrior could wield it with two hands or one.
Dorn opted for the latter tactic, using the armthat merely wore leather to
cock the weapon behind him The one sheathed in iron he extended toward his



f oes.

Meanwhil e, WII pulled his warsling fromhis belt. It seemed a poor weapon
with which to fight |ong odds at close quarters, just as the halfling hinself
| ooked puny conpared to the human scoundrels, but if WII was frightened, Kara
couldn't tell it. He grinned as if relishing the chance to prove his nettle.

"Kill them" Mandal said.

The outl aws charged, and as they scranbled forward, they changed.

The transformati on happened fast. Still, Kara glinpsed thin, black-gray fur
spreadi ng over skin, faces jutting into bestial snouts, front teeth swelling
into chisel-like incisors, whiskers and thin, hairless tails springing into
being. In an instant, her captors, though still scuttling on two | egs and
capabl e of gripping weapons, had cast off a goodly portion of their humanity
to become a mx of nman and rodent.

The transformation fromman to wererat dispelled any lingering doubts Kara
m ght have had as to whet her Mandal and his cronies truly did mean to hurt
her. She had to help the strangers fight on her behal f. She groggily heaved
herself to her feet, called a spell to mind, and an earthen jug smashed
agai nst her forehead.

One of the ratmen had seen her rise and had thrown the missile at her. She
collapsed to the floor in a shower of shards and pungent spirit. Stunned, she
tried to flounder onto all fours, but her Iinbs wouldn't obey her. She could
only lie and watch the fight unfold.

Her woul d-be rescuers | ooked unfazed by the ratmen's netanorphosis. Dorn
stood notionless as the shapeshifters rushed him then, just as they were
about to close, he sprang forward. It was remarkable that such a hul ki ng,
heavi | y-arnored man coul d pounce so quickly, and it caught the wererats by
surprise. He swng his fist in a backhand bl ow, and the knuckl e spi kes on the
gauntl et crunched into a lycan-thrope's skull. Evidently the iron gl ove was
enchanted, for the creature's normal resistance to any but silver weapons did
nothing to protect it. Flung backward, it sprawed inert, its head bl oody and
battered out of shape.

Three nore shapeshifters hacked and stabbed at Dorn. It seemed inevitable
that one of them would penetrate the big man's guard, but he swept the
gauntl et back and forth, blocking and parrying the attacks, for as long as it
took to bull his way out of the center of his remaining foes. That
acconpl i shed, he cane back on guard as he had before, arnored hand extended
bef ore him sword poi sed behi nd.

Kara peered to see if WIIl was faring as well. For a noment, she failed to
spot the little halfling hinself, just the three ratnmen scranbling in pursuit.
That was because he was taking evasive action, dodgi ng behind or ducking under
furniture, using his size to his advantage, nmaking it difficult for his
screeching, chattering, manifestly frustrated foes to close with him Indeed,
he was so adept at the tactic that for a nonment, they | ost track of him al
together. As they crouched to | ook under one table, he | eaped on top of
anot her, then gave a piercing whistle. They lifted their heads, and he spun
the warsling. Kara didn't see the stone fly, but it was obvious fromthe way
two of the lycanthropes jerked that the mssile had hit one, then skipped to
stri ke the other.

Swords rai sed, beady scarlet eyes blazing, the ratnen rushed forward. WII
stood his ground | ong enough to hurl another rock, which nmade a doubl e crack
as it inpacted not just one skull but two. Evidently, like Dorn's gauntlet,

t he stones were enchanted, for one shapeshifter swayed and crunpl ed si deways,
overturning a rickety chair as it fell.

Al as, that still left two assailants who finally [unged cl ose enough to
strike. WIIl, however, sonersaulted off the edge of the table before the
| eapi ng bl ades could touch him He | anded on the floor as neatly as a tunbler
in a carnival, then ran. Tails dragging through the sawdust, the ratnen
scuttled after.

By then, Dorn's gauntlet was bl oody fromclawtips to wist, evidence of
the vicious efficiency with which he enployed it. He snatched, and a ratman



with a gashed, gory chest frantically sidestepped, only to discover that the
maul i ng grab had nerely been a feint. The human swung hi s hand-and- a- hal f
sword at the creature's shoul der and sheared its |long, skinny armoff. The
rat man went down, gore punping fromthe stunp.

One of its conrades pounced, desperate to drive its dagger into Dorn's
back, before the human coul d come back on guard. Dorn sonehow sensed the
attack com ng and snapped his el bow backward into the creature's ribs.
Weighted with iron, the blow caved in the wererat's chest. That left the
bi ggest of the pack, who snarled and drove in hard, foamflying fromits
gapi ng j aws.

WIIl was down to a single opponent, too, but that one had finally managed
to push himinto a corner. Still smling, the halfling drew his hunting sword.
The weapon seened sized for a human, and Kara assuned a smaller fighter would
have to wield it two-handed, but it wasn't so. Apparently the sword was one of
the small folk's enchanted "hornbl ades," so |ight and exquisitely bal anced
that its relative | argeness was no inpedi nment.

But the ratman's broadsword was |onger still, as were its linbs. It poised
itself at just the proper distance to exploit its advantage in reach, then
began rat her cautiously cutting and slashing. WIIl parried but couldn't reach
the shapeshifter with a riposte. After a noment, he darted forward.

It was what the wererat wanted himto do. The creature hopped backward and
swung its blade in a low, murderous stop cut. WII| dived under the bl ow,
rolled back to his feet, and raced on into striking range before his amazed
opponent coul d recover. The hornbl ade ri pped open the shapechanger's belly.

At al nost the sane instant, Dorn caught his remaining opponent's blade in
his arnmored fingers, gave it a cunning squeeze and tw st, and snapped it in
two. Disarmed, the |ycanthrope recoiled. Dorn bounded after it and gripped the
long, wire-wapped hilt of his sword with both hands. H's final stroke flung
the wererat's severed head tunbling
through the air.

Both Dorn and WIIl took a | ook around, evidently making sure all their foes
were dead or incapacitated. Then they cane to check on Kara, and she goggl ed
in amazenent.

She recogni zed that Dorn wasn't really wearing plate on the left side of
hi s body. Rather, sonmeone had replaced his Iinbs of flesh and bone with
appendages of iron, cast all in a single piece and granted nobility by
enchantnent. Bel ow the neck, it was inpossible to tell precisely where
artifice ended and nature began. Hi s dun | eather brigandi ne and breeches hid
the joins. But his square, heavy-jawed, green-eyed face displayed the vaguely
sickening dividing line where netal fused to skin.

Noti ci ng Kara's astoni shnent, he scow ed. O maybe that was sinply his
habi t ual expression

WIIl knelt beside her and asked, "How are you hol di ng up?

She tried to answer but slid into darkness instead.

As Corstag Hel der stepped out into the night, freshly fallen snow crunched
beneath his sol es. Soon enough, his feet would be cold, for his thin, cheap
boots woul dn't keep out the chill. He hadn't possessed enough silver to pay
for both warnth and the |atest style.

He wouldn't mind chilled feet if he could finally slip out of town. His
report was nmore than a tenday overdue. He let the salle door swi ng shut behind
him sealing in the clatter of practice blades, the babble of conversation
the music of glaur, longhorn, and hand drum and the shrill |aughter of a
whore, and surveyed the benighted street. H s heart sank, because Firvindol
Eastmere was sitting on the edge of a frozen horse trough, awaiting him
Corstag couldn't figure out whether his "brothers" thought they needed to keep
an eye on himor were sinmply making an effort to bring the newest initiate
fully into the fold. Either way, the effect was the sane. They sought hi m out
so relentlessly he could scarcely visit the jakes unsupervised, |let alone



sneak out into the countryside.

VWell, he nmustn't let his frustration show He arranged his narrow,
| ong-nosed features into a smle and hurried toward his conrade, who rose and
met himw th a nushy hand cl asp. Both men were young and wore their capes
t hrown back, defying the cold to display their fashionable sl ashed doubl ets,
and their equally nodish rapiers canted at just the proper angle, but in other
ways, they nade a contrast. Firvindol had a plunmp frame, waxed, curling
must achi os, and fl aunted genui ne vel vets and gens. Gorstag was thi n—-he hoped
it made himlook athletic, rather than |like someone who periodically starved
for want of funds—el ean-shaven, and a creature of cheaply woven tripe and
past e.

"Well met," Corstag said.

"How was the fencing?" Firvindol replied.

"Fine."

"Did you and Taegan N ghtw nd have a chance to tal k?"

"Yes." They'd spoken at sone length, in fact, but Gorstag would rather have
cut out his own tongue than attenpt to entice his teacher into the sane
corruption he hinmself had seem ngly enbraced. "I felt himout again, and
must tell you, he sinply isn't interested. Wiy should he be? He's already
prosperous and renowned."

"Not ori ous, anyway."

I nwardly, CGorstag bristled, even though he had to concede that Firvindol
had a point. In recent years, a new breed of fencing nmaster had sprung up in
Impiltur to teach swordplay to anyone with coin, and a good many conmoners
proved eager to learn and to lionize their instructors. The knights and
pal adi ns who constituted the kingdom s traditional martial elite, however,

di sdai ned the namestros as a source

of public disorder, fomenters of duels, braws, and blood feuds. It perhaps
didn't help that a good many of the salles shared space with taverns, ganbling
halls, ratting pits, or,as in Taegan's case, bawdyhouses.

"Still," Firvinmdol continued, "why wouldn't he junp at the chance to be a
lord in the Inpiltur to cone? Are you sure there's no hope of himjoining us?"

“I'"msure."

Firvindol's nmouth tightened and he said, "So be it, then.Stroll wth ne,
why don't you?"

They set off wandering the broad, cobbled, el mlined avenues of Lyrabar
Queen Sanbryl's city. Though it was |late, many a shop shone bright with
| anplight to lure customers. Laughing and singing, sonetimes racing one
another, revelers traveled fromone entertainnent to the next in ornately
carved, brilliantly painted carriages and sleighs. Signs of wealth and
bustling comrerce abounded on every side, as if in nockery of those who |ived
in need.

"I fear," said Firvindol, while fat snowfl akes started drifting down, just
as they had in fits and starts all day, "that you aren't making a very
i mpressive start."

"I can't reach inside Maestro Taegan's head and change the way his brain
works. By the Nine Hells, |I've acconplished every other task you gave ne."

Firvi ndol shrugged and said, "Routine chores. Not really enough to prove
your conmmitnent or useful ness.”

Corstag felt a pang of anxiety, drew a calnmng breath, and replied, "I have
the feeling you' re about to set me a test."”

"Not me—the Wearer of Purple. She said that if you could make no headway
with your mentor, | was to give you a different errand."

"Whatever the job is, if it will prove ny loyalty, | welcone it. I'mtired
of being the new man, mstrusted and kept in the dark."

"Good. You know Hezza, the pawnbroker on Lutenaker Street?"

"Vaguel y. "

In truth, he knew Hezza, and others like him depressingly well. He'd often
pawned one or another of his neager belongings to put bread on his table.

"We've | earned he took possession of an enerald pendant just a few hours



ago," said Firvindol. "The stone's of the highest quality."

Corstag saw where Firvindol was going. The cult had been procuring jewels
"of the highest quality"” for sone ten-days.

"You want ne to steal it," CGorstag said.

"Yes, we do. It's rare luck that such a prize is sitting in Hezza's shop
The place isn't nearly as secure as it ought to be to protect such a
treasure.”

"It's surely | ocked, though, and I'm no burglar."

"Wth a light and a crowbar, you'll do fine."

"What does the brotherhood need with all these gens anyway?"

"You'll find out at the proper time. WII you do it?"

The spy nodded and said, "Anything for the cause."

So it was that Gorstag nade his way to a nei ghborhood displaying little
sign of Lyrabar's general affluence, a district of crunbling brick tenenents
and rookeries like the one where he'd grown up, and where, to his shane, he
still resided. Nearing the scene of his intended m sdeed, he abandoned the
customary swagger of a rake to skul k through the shadows. He had a certain
practiced knack for it. Over the years, as legitimte ways of bettering
hi nsel f had eluded him he'd occasionally resorted to petty thieving to nake
ends meet. He suspected his enpl oyer sonehow knew, and that was why he'd
sought himout to be his agent.

Gateful to find it deserted, CGorstag crept down a narrow, tw sting
all eyway to the rear entrance of the pawnshop. He pulled his hood up to shadow
his features, took another | ook around, then brought the hooked iron pry bar
Fi rvi ndol had provided out fromunder his cloak. He stuck the end between door
and janb then threw his weight against it.

The lock held for a nonent then broke with a snap. To Gorstag, the noise
seened hellishly |oud, and when he pushed the door open he half expected to
hear Hezza rushing to investigate. But the dark space beyond the threshold was
silent.

Corstag slipped through the door, pushed it shut behind him and renoved
Firvindol's other gift fromits black cloth bag. Strung on a | eather thong, it
was a wooden bead enchanted to shed a pal e | um nescence, and Gorstag coul dn't
hel p thinking that by itself, it was a niggardly sort of help for the cultists
to provide, in view of the potent magic they clainmed to conmand. But
apparently it was all an unproven recruit could expect.

The ghostly light revealed a large roomcluttered with tools, furniture,
flutes, porcelain dolls, display cases full of caneos, bracelets, and

tortoi seshell conbs, and countl ess other dusty objects. The pawnshop took up
the entire first floor of the house. Hezza lived upstairs.

Hol ding the bead aloft like a |lantern, CGorstag cast about. Were woul d
Hezza stow a val uabl e eneral d? Surely he wouldn't leave it sitting out with
the junk. He'd stash it sonewhere safer

Corstag found a strongbox under the counter. It was harder to pry open than
t he door had been, because his crowbar was too big for the job. Finally he
managed to open it, to discover only an assortnent of coins.

At that, it was coin that could feed and cl othe himand pay his rent, and
for a second he considering pocketing it. But he was better than that, or at
| east he aspired to be, and he left the gold and silver where it |ay.

VWere was the enmerald? It occurred himto that Hezza m ght have taken such
a valuable itemupstairs with him but he flinched at the prospect of | ooking
for it in such close proximty to its keeper. He'd conduct a thorough search
of the shop first.

He found the second strongbox built into the wall behind a grubby hangi ng.
The steel hatch yielded grudgingly, bending a fraction of an inch at a tine.
Every netallic rasp and groan jangled his nerves and made hi m gl ance over his
shoul der. But still Hezza failed to appear, and finally Gorstag w dened the
gap enough to work his hand inside. He groped about, found sonething that felt
like a pendant, and drew it forth. Even in the dimillumnation, the enerald



seemed brilliant. Flaw ess.

It was far nore enticing than the coins had been, but that tenptation, too,
he woul d resist. He'd keep faith with his enployer, hand the gem over to
Firvindol, and better himself in an honorable way.

He turned, and Hezza was there. Barrel-chested, tufts of his curly brown
hair sticking up every which way, the pawnbroker was still in his nightshirt,
but had taken the tinme to equip hinself with a falchion. He used it to chop at
Corstag' s head.

Corstag avoi ded the stroke by | eaping backward. Irrationally, perhaps, in
that noment, he was |ess worried about the threat of the curved sword than
that Hezza woul d recogni ze him But the pawnbroker didn't seemto. Evidently
Corstag's hood provided sufficient disguise in the feeble |ight.

He tossed the bead away and dodged around a display case, interposing it
bet ween Hezza and hinmsel f. That gave himtinme to draw his rapier, though the
gods knew he didn't want to use it. He couldn't use it as it was neant to be
used, not against a tradesman who was only trying to protect what was
rightfully his.

"Pl ease stop," he said. "You don't understand." :

"No?" Hezza grunted as he kept naneuvering, trying to work in close enough
for another attack.

Corstag wasn't supposed to babble his enployer's private business, but it
woul d be better than killing an innocent man,wouldn't it?

"I serve the Harpers." He didn't actually know for a fact that his contact
was a nmenber of that altruistic secret society, but he suspected it. "They set
me the task of infiltrating a nest of traitors to the queen. | have to borrow
the emerald to do that. | swear, you'll get it back."

"Ch," said Hezza, "that's fine, then. Wuld you like ne to wap it up for
you? Or give it a polish?"

He faked a shift to the right, dodged left instead, and there was nothing
bet ween himand Gorstag. He rushed in cutting and sl ashi ng.

Hezza was no expert swordsman |ike Maestro Taegan, but he was conpetent.
Corstag had to parry and retreat frantically to preserve hinself fromharm He
saw openi ngs for ripostes and counterattacks, but he couldn't bring hinself to
expl oit them

He had to do sonething. Hezza was rapidly taking his neasure. Figuring out
how to penetrate his defense. The pawnbroker's cuts only fell short by a
finger breadth, or else CGorstag only nmanaged to bl ock them at the | ast
possi ble moment. |If he didn't do something soon, Hezza would surely cut him
down.

He waited for Hezza to lift the falchion for a head cut, then sprang
forward. It was a risky to plunge straight into an opponent's attack, but he
proved qui ck enough to |l eap safely inside the arc of the stroke. He bashed his
surprised opponent in the jawwith the rapier's bell guard, then hamered his
forehead with the ponmel. The pawnbroker fell,
unconsci ous.

"I"'msorry," Corstag panted, "but it was necessary."

Maybe the Wearer of Purple, Firvindol, and the other nadnen, Gorstag
thought, will finally tell me about their grand design

Pavel Shenov fanned out his cards to see what the deal er had wought. Wen
he found the Sun, the King and Queen of Staves, and the Knights of Staves,
Coins, and Blades, it was a struggle to keep his tawny, handsomnme, brown-eyed
face frombreaking into a grin.

Ever since he'd sat down at the table, he'd drawn one dismal hand after
anot her and watched his stakes dwi ndle until he could al nost have w shed he
was a priest of Tynora, goddess of luck, instead of his own bel oved Lat hander
The cards he held, however, constituted an excell ent hand headed, noreover, by
the Morninglord s own enblem It was inconceivable that he could | ose.

The trick was to nmake the nost of it. It wouldn't do to scare the other



ganbl ers out. Wen the dour, shaggy-bearded ruffian on his right opened for
ten gold pieces, Senbian nobles and Cormyrean lions nostly, the cleric nmade a
show of pondering, then contented hinself with a nodest raise.

At which point, WIIl burst through the inn door, admtting a gust of frigid
air in the process.

He spotted his conrade and shouted, "Pretty boy! | need you."

“I''m busy," Pavel replied.

The hal fling strode across the hard-packed earthen floor, peered at his
conrade' s cards, and announced, "He's got a royal narriage under favorable
aspect, with a full honor guard."

The other players threw in their hands.

Pavel rounded on WIIl and grunbled, "You poxy son of a— Then he registered
t he honest urgency in the halfling's face. It wasn't just the usual gane of
i nsults and pranks they played with one another. "What's w ong?"

"A human | ass, wounded and in need of healing. Dorn's standing watch over
her, in case any nore ratnmen show up."

"Wererats wounded her?" Pavel asked. "If so, she m ght have contracted
| ycant hropy hersel f."

"No. At least, | don't think so. Just get off your festering arse and cone
with me, all right?"

"Very well."

He raked what remained of his coin off the table, then picked up his nace.
By the time he finished, Raryn Snow steal er had come to join them

As far as superficial appearances were concerned, WIIl and Pavel were the
"normal " nmenbers of their small fellowship. Raryn, l|ike Dorn, turned heads
wherever they went, for in the |ands surroundi ng the Monsea, arctic dwarves
were as rare as half-golens. Scarcely taller than the hal fling, Raryn was
squat and burly, alnost as broad as he was tall. H s goatee and unbound,
wai st-1ength hair were white, and it was hard for the eye to separate them
fromthe polar bear fur of his tunic. In contrast, the sun had burned his
exposed skin to what, for a human, woul d have been an excruciating red. He
carried his ice-axe in one stubby-fingered hand.

"Let's go," the dwarf said.

WIIl led themout into the nuddy streets of a town that, even in the dark
presented the raw, unfinished appearance of an outpost newy carved fromthe
wi | derness. A good nany settlenents in the region had the sanme air. It was, in
a sense, msleading. Cvilized fol k-humans, nostly—-had dwell ed around the
Moonsea for untold centuries, as countless weathered standi ng stones and
crumbling ruins attested. Unfortunately, wars and ranpagi ng beasts had tine
and again obliterated the works of man, requiring himto erect new habitations
on the rubble of the old.

O course, Ylraphon was rough even by |ocal standards. Standing on the
eastern shore of the Dragon Reach, the channel |inking the Moonsea with the
Sea of Fallen Stars, it was an inmportant way station for freighters and
caravans noving in either direction, but also notorious as a haunt of brigands
and pirates. A nunber of knavish-1ooking characters were prow i ng about in the
dark, but none who cared to give Pavel, WII, and Raryn any trouble. The slim
| ong- | egged priest supposed they | ooked too form dable, hinmself included.

VWen he'd | eft Damara, he'd naturally worn his red and yellow priestly
vestments, but piece by piece, they'd worn out over the years, until only the
gol d-plated sun anulet set with garnets remained. He'd conme to affect the
sturdy wool and | eather garments of one who roaned the wild. He thought he'd
changed in other ways, too. He noved |like the hunter he'd beconme, wary and
confident at the sanme time, with his weapons al ways ready to hand.

As they hurried along, WII explained what was afoot in nore coherent
f ashi on.

"I don't understand" said Pavel at the story's end. "If the wererats neant
her harm why not just stick a knife in her? Wiy sit around waiting for her to
bl eed out ?"

"My guess," said WIIl, "is they really did send for someone, but it wasn't



a priest. It was their |eader. They were waiting on himto deci de whether to
kill and rob her and be done with it, ransomher, or sell her into slavery."
The three conpanions canme to a di sreputabl e-1ooking tavern at the edge of
i nhabi ted Yl raphon. Beyond stood only charred, gutted shells of
bui | di ngs—destroyed in whatever calamty had | ast befallen the port—that no
one had yet bothered to raze or restore. \Wen Pavel stepped inside, he found
nmore or | ess what he'd expected: dead wererats; a wounded and unconsci ous
young wonan, uncommonly |ovely even with her face ashen and her gown soaked
wi th bl ood; and Dorn, glowering at him

"What kept you?" the big man snapped.

"l set forth as soon as the halfwit bothered to come and tell ne | was
needed, " Pavel replied.

He crouched over his patient, tore away her shredded sl eeve, then w nced.
The gashes were even deeper than he'd expected. Still, by Lathander's grace,
he coul d save her, though it was likely to take the nost potent healing nagic
at his command. He recited the incantation, and his hands gl owed gol den. He
pressed themto the lass's gory wounds. His own flesh seemed to burn, albeit
painl essly, as the spell did its work. \When the sensation ebbed, the wounds
had cl osed, halting the flow of blood. Indeed, they'd dw ndled to nere pink
lines on her ivory skin, as if they'd been healing for tendays, and abl ush of
color had returned to her |ips and cheeks.

"She'll be all right," he said.

"So you were finally good for sonething," said WII.

G ven their perpetual nock feud, it was as close as he could cone to
commendat i on.

The wonman's eyes fluttered open. Large, lustrous, and a uni que shade of
violet, they were as striking as the rest of her. They gazed up at Pavel's
face for a nonment, then shifted to the sacred pendant dangling from his neck

"Did you heal me?" she asked. Even after her travail, when her throat nust
have been dry as dust, her soprano voice was clear and sweet. "Thank you, and
Lat hander too."

WIIl grinned and said, "Don't bother thanking the charlatan there.
Cenerally he botches the curing and kills the sick fol k, and anyway, Dorn and
| did the real work. You renenmber, I'mWII| Turnstone. Well, WIlimac, really,
but WIl to nmy friends."

"Thank you, too, WIIl Turnstone," she said. Pavel helped her up off the
floor and into a chair. "And you, Goodman G aybrook."

As Pavel m ght have predicted, Dorn merely grunted and averted his eyes.
The stranger |ooked puzzled at the seem ng rebuff, but didn't question it.

She said, "My nanme is Kara... well, that will do. It's been a while and
many a mle since | bothered with the rest of it."

Raryn and Pavel conpleted the round of introductions, and the cleric noved
to investigate the stock behind the bar and fetch Kara a restorative drink

The dwarf said, "Good to neet you, lass. How, may | ask, did you fall anobng
verm n such as these?"

He tipped his bone-handl ed axe toward a couple of the dead shapeshifters.

"I was attacked on the road just outside of town," Kara replied. "Wunded,
| fled to the first place that seemed to offer refuge. | imagine WIIl told you
the rest of it."

"More or less," Raryn said, clanbering up to perch atop a stool, his stubby
legs in their knee-high deerskin boots dangling. "But he didn't know who
attacked you."

"I don't either, really. Men with spears and swords. Bandits, | suppose.”

Pavel felt a pang of mngled surprise and curiosity. He appropriated a
bottl e of what appeared to be the best vintage the tavern had to
of fer—somet hing red from Senmbi a—an arnful of dusty pewter goblets, a rag to
wi pe them and headed back toward Kara and his friends.

"Did the outlaws kill your conpani ons?" Raryn asked.

"No. | nean, | was traveling alone."

The dwarf arched a shaggy white eyebrow and asked, "In these lands, in the



dead of winter? You' re brave. And lucky, to have escaped those who wayl ai d
you. "

"I"'ma bard,"” she said. "I have my songs to protect me, as they woul d have
saved ne fromthe robbers if they hadn't taken ne by surprise. As it was, |
still drove them off, but not before they hurt ne. | wanted to use magic to

hel p Dorn and WI | against the ratnen, but once | took that final blowto the
head...."

"It's all right," the halfling said. He plainly liked her. Well, Pavel
could sympathi ze. He too found her charmi ng, despite what he knew. "I've seen
t he toughest warriors fall helpless after taking the wong sort of wound. It's
no reflection on your courage."

"Enough chitchat," Dorn grow ed. "Maid, if you're up to it, we can al
clear out of here. My friends and | should go to the council of merchants and
expl ai n what happened before sonebody el se stunbles on all these bodies.
Especially since they ook to be nmelting back into human shape. W'll take you
as far as a safe inn."

"Easy," Pavel said. "The lass was injured nigh unto death a nmonment ago." He
set his burden on the table between Kara and Raryn, then drew his knife to.
dig the cork out of the bottle. "Gve her alittle tine to recover."

"I"msure she needs it," WIIl said, "considering that we didn't have a rea
healer to tend her."

"I do need it," Kara said. She straightened her arm and hissed in pain.

"It's far better than it was. |I'msure it will be all right eventually, but
it's still weak and sore."

"Most likely," Pavel said, "it will remain so for a while." "Well, perhaps
it's no worse than | deserve. For you're right, Goodman Snowsteal er, even if
you were too tactful to state your opinion in so many words. | was a fool to

travel alone. Yet it's urgent | reach Lyrabar as soon as possible, and so
wonder: You four have the | ook of wandering sellswords. Could | hire you to
escort ne?"

"No," said Dorn

"I can pay," she said.

She opened the pouch on her belt and renoved a slimsilver bracelet set
with pearls. After a nonment of silence, WIIl whistled. Once again, Pavel
under st ood how his conrade felt. The exquisitely crafted ornanent was plainly
worth hundreds if not thousands of gold pieces, and he glinpsed nore gens and
pi eces of precious nmetal glittering in her purse, so nmany that he surm sed the
pouch was one of those enchanted receptacles |arger inside than out.

"I's this enough?" Kara asked.

"I told you," said the half-golem "we're not interested."

"Speak for yourself," WII said.

"We're hunters," said Dorn, "not bodyguards."

The hal fling snorted and said, "W ve done all kinds of I work when times
wer e tough."

"They aren't tough now. We have a job. The one the council of merchants
hired us to do."

"Accompanying the I ass on her journey strikes nme as pleasanter work than
sl ogging around in a frozen swanp | ooking to get our heads bitten off."

"I gave my word," said Dorn, "that we'd help Yl raphon."

Pavel handed hima goblet. The half-golemtook a token sip then set the cup
asi de. He often pushed pleasure away, as if it m ght sonehow weaken hi m

"What about afterward?" Kara asked.

"We're not bodyguards," Dorn reiterated, "nor inclined to journey all the
way to Inpiltur under winter skies. W resolved to spend the season in
Thentia."

"Yet you left there to come here," said the bard.

Dor n shrugged.

Had he so chosen, Pavel could have expl ained. They'd forsaken their w nter
quarters because the city fathers of Ylraphon wanted themto kill a dragon
And Dorn woul d have crawl ed ten thousand m | es naked through incessant



blizzards for that.
Raryn tossed back a mouthful of wine, then smacked his lips in appreciation

and said, "It's all right, maid, you don't need us anyway. Even at this tine
of year, ships and caravans occasionally travel east. Find one with an honest
reputation, book passage, and you'll be fine."

"I mght do that," Kara said, "but 1'd still prefer to nake the journey

with protectors who've already proved their courage and integrity."

"W're sorry," Pavel said, "we're sinply not at liberty to say yes."

WIIl |ooked up at the faces of his conrades then sighed, shook his head,
and grunbled, "You're a trio of idiots, stupid as stones in a ditch."

Pavel was certain he'd hear variations on the sane theme for days to cone.

T™D
21 Hamrer, the Year of Rogue Dragons

At sonme point, the cultists had discovered a system of ancient cataconbs
beneat h Lyrabar and adapted them for their own use, equipping many of the
vaults for the supplication of infernal powers and the practice of necromancy.
The dank crypt CGorstag and Firvindol currently occupied, however, they'd
nmerely furnished to create a space where conspirators could palaver in
relative confort or relax when they had nothing else in particular to do.

Corstag was trying to wheedl e secrets out of his compani on when he sensed a
presence. He turned in his chair, beheld a stranger standing in the doorway,
and felt a pang of terror, which made no sense.

Reveal ed by the greenish light of the ever-burning torches, the newconer
was just a man, albeit one the spy hadn't seen before. Tall and pale, he wore
a wool en robe and nmantle, and he carried a bl ackwood
staff. Unruly strands of dark hair flopped over his high forehead, and his
narr ow shoul dered frane was gaunt enough to rmake even a scarecrow |i ke Corstag
feel momentarily well-fed. His face, with its sharp pl anes and bl ade of a
nose, bespoke intelligence and fervor, and all in all, he appeared to be
anot her of the cult's wizards, little different than the half dozen such fol k
Corstag had already net. A person to be reckoned with, certainly, but no
i mredi ate threat.

Yet sonething about himinspired dread. O maybe it was just Gorstag's
jitters that were to blane. The gods knew, the dangers and necessities of his
deception were taking a toll on him He took a deep breath, and the fear
ebbed.

"Hello," said the stranger in a strangely accented baritone voi ce.

Evidently realizing the newconer's presence for the first time, Firvindol
spun toward the door. He scranbled to his feet, pressed his pal ns together
bowed deeply, and held the position, separating his hands just |ong enough to
gesture frantically, presumably for Gorstag to rise and make the sane
obei sance.

The spy obeyed. Though his nmoment of irrational panic had passed, he was
eager to ingratiate hinmself with anyone who comuanded such deference from his
normal | y arrogant conrade.

During his indoctrination, Gorstag had | earned that Lyrabar's traitorous
fraternity was only one of many such cabals scattered across Faerun. In
general, the cells labored in ignorance of one another, so that even if their
enem es destroyed or infiltrated one, its downfall posed little threat to the
cult as a whole. But plainly, the conspiracy must possess at |least a few
conmander s who possessed know edge of the entire enterprise and thus could
formul ate an overall strategy to achieve its goals. He suspected that such a
| eader stood before him If so, then the whoreson could supply the answers to
Corstag' s every question.

"Rise," the stranger said. "It's nice to see you, Firvindol. Been
practicing those spells |I taught you?"



"Yes, sir," Firvindol replied. "Have you met with the Warer of Purple?"

The stranger shook his head. "I just arrived."

"l know where she lives," Firvindol said. "I can fetch her."

"Later. | have an errand to run, and an itch to get it done before | sit
down for a lengthy conference with your chief. | just need a couple
trustworthy fellows to watch nmy back. Are you gane?"

"OfF course!" Firvindol beaned as if he was a small child, and the gaunt nan
the father who had just invited himon sone fascinating outing. "But... |
don't know how nuch use I'll be. What can | do for you that your magic
couldn't do better?"

"Perhaps you can do it nore discreetly. Wien a person w shes to pass
unnoticed, it's often counterproductive to fling thunderbolts about."

"Well, I'll do ny best for you."

"No doubt." The mage's dark eyes shifted to Gorstag. For an instant, the
spy felt a renewed surge of fear, or maybe sinply recalled the panic of
before. Either way, it only lasted an instant, and he managed to bear the

stranger's gaze without cringing. "I don't know you. A recent convert?"
"Yes, sir. My name is CGorstag Helder."
"Are you a full initiate?"

"He's proved hinsel f," Firvindol said.

"Then you can tag al ong, too."

Corstag knew a thrill of exhilaration. For the first tine since he'd stolen
the enmerald, he felt he was naking some actual progress toward the conpletion
of his assignnent.

"Yes, sir. |I'mhonored." He hesitated. "May | know your nane?"
The wi zard sniled and said, "That's a nore difficult question than it
seens. |'ve used nmany. It would be reasonabl e enough to call me Scorned,

Forsaken, or Betrayed. But perhaps Seer would be best. O Speaker."

Corstag blinked. Like every initiate, he knew who the First- Speaker had
been: the founder of the cult and the author of the deranged prophecies it
sought to fulfill. But that "Speaker" had perished |long ago, and if by sone
evil mracle he yet survived, he wouldn't nuch resenble a conmon human bei ng.

Then again, if the tales were true, the prophet had returned fromthe dead
bef ore and had al nost certainly commanded magic that would have allowed himto
| ook |ike whatever he wanted.

But no. Gorstag refused to entertain the notion. He was tense enough
al ready w thout allowi ng such an unlikely fancy to rattle his nerves.

"Speaker it is, then."

"Cet ready," the wizard said, "and we'll go. For once, you gallants m ght
consi der flouting fashion and wearing your capes closed. It's quite chilly
tonight. O perhaps it only seens that way to ne. This nmorning, | was in

Tethyr, a thousand miles to the south.”

Corstag and Firvindol strapped on their rapiers, donned their cloaks, then
acconpani ed Speaker out of the tunnels and the derelict tannery above. As the
mage had warned, the tenperature had plumeted. The menbranes inside Gorstag's
nose crackl ed when he drew a breath. Yet Speaker hinself bore the chill
wi t hout the slightest sign of disconfort.

They wal ked quietly for a tine, on a hike that took them from one of the
city's poorest precincts to one of its wealthiest, where grand and
ostentatious structures stood tall against the starry sky. A good nany were
i mposi ng cathedrals, one adorned with gonfal ons bearing the bound-hands sign
of Il mater, another marked by the eyes-and-stars enbl em of Sel une rendered in
stai ned gl ass above the entrance. For that was the other face of Lyrabar. It
was a pious city, its devotion paradoxically existing cheek-by-jow wth the
burghers' frantic pursuit of gold and the countless |luxuries and entertai nment
t he coi n bought.

Speaker | ooked at the tenples and nade a spitting sound,as if the gods were
poor and contenptible things for men to worship.

Alittle farther on, he peered down the w de, straight avenue ahead and
excl ai med, "Aha! Behold our objective, and about tinme, too. You lads need to



get in out of the cold before you catch your deaths."

VWen CGorstag realized where Speaker was | ooking, he felt a stab of disnmay.
The boul evard led up to a castle on a hill, a bew ldering tangle of keeps and
spires rising above massive walls. It was, in fact, Queen Sanbryl's residence
within the city.

Fi rvimdol swall owed and started, "I..."

"Ch, don't worry," Speaker chuckled, "we're not going to try to invade the
royal bedchanmber and strangle Her Mjesty. She's just a figurehead anyway. The
Council of Lords makes all the decisions. W're going to call on sonmeone nore
interesting, if less well guarded."

Fei gning a confidence he was far fromfeeling, CGorstag said, "Sir, if you
say you can sneak us in, that's good enough for ne."

"Good man," Speaker said, eliciting a nomentary scow of jealousy from
Fi rvi ndol

The mage |l ed his mnions on into the pocket of shadow between two
bui | di ngs. The frigid" snow was al nost knee-high there; no one had bothered to
shovel or sweep it away.

"Now, keep watch," said the mage. "If sonmeone happens by and notices what
I"mdoing, kill himwith as little commption as possible.”

Corstag prayed it wouldn't come to that, for he'd have no choice but to
di sobey Speaker if it did. For his part, Firvini dol |ooked nervous but
excited too, as if he'd welconme the chance to spill some blood and prove that
he too was a "good nan."

Speaker extracted a roll of parchment froma pocket in the Iining of his
cl oak.

"Ordinarily this can take hours, even for ne,
the spell on a scroll, you can cast it quickly."

Seem ngly unhi ndered by the gloom he read a short trigger phrase. The air
shi mrered, and CGorstag felt a prickling on his face.

Speaker stood and stared at the palace for a tine. Finally he swayed and
grabbed Corstag's shoul der for support. The spy thought the wi zard's fingers
felt... wong somrehow. Too hard, perhaps, But CGorstag's |layers of clothing
made it difficult to be sure.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"Yes," Speaker said, releasing him "It's just that that particular bit of
magi c takes a toll on a fellow s stamina, even if it comes off a sheet of
vel lum™

"What did it do?"

"I't showed nme all the wards intended to keep intruders |ike us out. Having
noted them | should be able to suppress them?"

Gazing at the castle, he muttered an incantation and swirled his hands in a
conpl ex pattern. The air around hi m made a grindi ng sound.

"That's got it. Now. .."

Lashing his hands back and forth, he rattled off another spell, and on the
final percussive word, grabbed hold of both his conrades. Firvindol let out a
yel p, and they were falling.

O hurtling in some direction, anyway, flashing through a void of withing
shadows. An instant later, that dark enptiness spat themout in a courtyard
paved with hexagonal flagstones. Walls and towers | ooned on every side, proof
they were inside the fortress.

"Now | understand" Corstag whispered, shaking, "how you could start the day
in the South and end in the North."

"I"'msorry | didn't warn you," Speaker said, sounding, if anything, anused
by their disconfiture, "but | had to get us in quickly, before the wards
reasserted thensel ves."

"What now?" Firvindol asked.

"Now, " said Speaker, "we skulk on cat's feet. Qur destination isn't far
and nost of Sanbryl's servants are surely indoors, huddled up to their fires,
so with luck, no one will spot us. When we get where we're going, |'Il
pal aver, and you'll stand guard as you did before."

he said, "but when you have



They crept onward, down the passages that ran between the keeps and al ong
t he shadowy edges of the baileys that |ay between them At first, they
encountered no one, and CGorstag dared to hope their errand whatever in Msk's
nane it was, would cone off without a hitch. He thought the sentries on the
battl ements posed little threat. Their job was to | ook outward, not in, and
even if they did happen to notice three men prowling in the nurk bel ow, they
m ght well mistake themfor nore of the queen's retainers.

But just as he was starting to relax, an adolescent girl, bundled up in a
fleece-l1ined cloak with an upturned collar, stepped through a door with an
enbr oi dery basket in her hand. From her disgruntled frown, it seened |ikely
she was some lady's maid, sent forth into the freezing night to fetch the
needl es and thread her mstress used to pass the tine. She peered at the
trespassers and frowned.

Corstag said, "Good evening."

As he commenced, he didn't yet know what lie he was going to tell, but
pl ai nly, someone needed to say sonmething quickly to set the maid' s nind at
ease.

Snarling words that surely had their origin in some denoni c | anguage,
Speaker swept his hand up fromhis hip as if pretending to draw a sword. A
shaft of utter darkness as long as a rapier blade seethed into existence in
the air before him The girl opened her nouth to scream but never had the
chance. The nmanifestation | eaped across the intervening space and plunged into
her breast. Her knees crunpled, her formgrew cl oudy and vague, and she
vani shed.

Corstag stared in horror. He'd seen people slain before, sometines for the
basest and stupi dest of reasons, but that was the nost col d-bl ooded sl aughter
of his experience. And sonehow, the fact that even the | ass's body was gone,
scoured fromexistence like a sand painting in a gale, nade it even worse. He
shivered with the desire to draw his rapier and drive it into Speaker's heart.

But it was an inpulse he had to resist. The poor girl was gone; he couldn't
hel p her anynore. If he lashed out, it would only preclude any possibility of
his ever completing his nission. Besides, he was reasonably certain Speaker
could anni hilate himas easily as he had the naid.

Firvindol had his rapier halfway out of the scabbard, and he shoved it,
scrapi ng, back inside.

"I would have killed her for you."

"I know," Speaker said. "But with luck, no one sensed ny spell contorting
space, and | thought it better to silence her w thout |eaving a corpse behind.
This way, folk may well assune she sinply ran away. Cone al ong, we're al nost
there."”

They sneaked onward. The bl ack bl ade drifted along before themfor a few
seconds then faded out of existence.

After another nminute, they came upon several domes, each possessed of a
chi mey funmi ng snoke and a doorway hi gh and broad enough to pass the | argest
wagon in or out. Inside those openings, saddles, their girths |onger than any
horse required, dangled fromthe high ceilings, suspended by ropes and
pul l eys. Fromtheir presence, another trespasser mi ght have concluded that the
conpl ex was a sort of stable, but Gorstag, who realized precisely where
Speaker had |l ed him knew that wasn't really so. For the occupants of the
dones were no nmere beasts of burden. They were personages, dignitaries of the
real mno |l ess than the knights and pal adins they deigned to carry on their
backs.

They were also likely to attack Speaker, Firvindol, and their ilk as soon
as they recogni zed them for what they were. Gorstag couldn't inmagi ne what the
wi zard hoped to acconplish there. Surely even a madnman woul d have better sense
than to attack all the Queen's Bronzes at the sanme tine and on their hone
ground.

The intruders slipped through one of the doorways. The corridor on the
ot her side curved, follow ng the outer edge of the done partway around, no
doubt to protect the inhabitant's privacy. At the end of the arc, gold and



silver coins littered the floor, and the inconstant light of a fire gilded the
wal | .

The fire's heat warmed the air in the passage. Hi s heart hamering, Gorstag
had to concede that Speaker had kept his promise. He'd gotten his henchmen in
out of the cold. The only catch was that death by freezing seemed a ki nder
fate than the one that likely awaited theminstead.

"You | ads keep watch here," Speaker said, "while |I conduct my business."

He anmbled on to the far end of the hall, and something came to nmeet him
Corstag couldn't see the creature itself. The inner wall of the passage
bl ocked his view But the fire abruptly cast the gigantic shadow of a horned
reptilian head with a jagged ruff and a long, flexible neck with a finlike
protrusion on the dorsal side. A nmusky scent tinged the air. Gorstag cl enched
hi nsel f against his fear. Firvindol actually whinpered, and fearful the
cultist would bolt, the spy gripped his shoulder to steady him

"Quel sandas, " Speaker said.

"You," the creature's voice runbl ed, deeper than any human's, yet it
possessed a sibilant quality as well. "The lurker fromny dreans."

"Dreans | sent, to prepare you for this parley."

"Why woul d you wi sh such a thing? Do you chase your own death? I'ma
bronze!"

Speaker shrugged and replied, "Metal, color, gem Once it didn't matter
and in a new guise, that time is com ng around again."

"I don't believe you."

"Of course you do. You feel change nibbling away at everything you are. But
you can endure. I'Il help you if you earn it."

"Why must | earn it when others need not?" Quel sandas sai d.

"You may imagine, to make up for all the trouble your kind has given ne in
the past, but that's not really it. | have an inportant venture underway in
I mpiltur. Most likely, the lords will never learn of it. But if they should.
need anagent in place to styme any attenpt they make to interfere.”

"Why choose ne?"

"Because |'ve | ooked into your soul, and | know you're different than the
others."

The shadow reared and curled, cocking its head backward |ike a serpent
poising itself to strike.

"You think me cowardl y?" asked the dragon. "O disloyal ?

"Merely sensible. Sensible enough to want to survive as sonething better
than a beast."

"Who are you?" Quel sandas said. "Show me your true face

"You' ve already determ ned who | am" Speaker replied. "However, if you
wishit...."

The mage waved his hand and his features shrivel ed.

THREE
23 & 24 Hanmer, the Year of Rogue Dragons

In Dorn's estimation, the Fl ooded Forest had proved to be a particularly
unpl easant swanp, a place of dead trees, spotted toadstools, griny drifts of
snow, sluggi sh channels of murky water, and boggy, treacherous earth, all of
it stinking of decay. Unfortunately, it was where the dragon nenaci ng
wayfarers in the vicinity of Ylraphon nade its lair, and so the hunters had to
seek it there.

That sinmple truth failed to keep WIl from conpl ai ning as they sl ogged
al ong tracking their quarry as best one could track a flying creature. Sw ping
at a fat, buzzing fly that evidently thrived on winter's chill, the halfling
said, "We could be |ounging on the quarterdeck of a nice galley, nunching
grapes, drinking beer, and listening to a conely mai den sing sweet songs, but
no, not us. W're too manly for such soft work. We live to flounder through



filthy, freezing, bug-ridden quicksand bogs-"

"Enough, " Pavel said. "At first it was amusing to hear you gripe and grouse
with never a clue as to why the rest of us decided as we did. But it's becone
annoying, so listen up: Kara lied to us. She said it was bandits arnmed with
swords and spears who hurt her. The truth is, her wounds were claw marks, wth
some singes and blisters thrown in."

WIIl snorted and said, "As if you could tell the difference."

"He's right,"” Raryn said. The dwarf was wearing all his arnor and carrying
much of his gear, including a nunber of nmgical inplenents supplied by the
conpany's business partners ampong the w zards of Thentia. |ndeed, he bore such
an arsenal —harpoon with coiled rope attached, bow, quiver, fighting knife, and
i ce-axe—that the small hunter was nearly |ost behind the weapons. Still, he
moved with the lithe, surefooted tread of a born ranger. "I noticed, too."

"That wasn't the only strange thing," Pavel said. "Wy wouldn't she give
her surname, and why woul d anyone travel these |ands al one in Deepw nter
particularly with a fortune in jewels in her purse? Wy was she plainly so
afrai d someone woul d attack her agai n?"

"Well," said the halfling, "I don't know, but say she is a shady character
Her treasure would still spend like anybody else's. By the Mother's smle
we' ve even worked for Zhents a time or two, when they had a beastie that
needed killing."

"At least then," Raryn said, "we knew what we were getting into. W have no
i dea what kind of trouble hides in Kara's cloak."

"But we could have nmade a bundle finding out," said WIIl. "Maybe we stil
"No," said Dorn

"Aren't you even—t

"No. "

That pretty nmuch quashed any further conversation for several hours
thereafter, and Dorn was just as glad. Hunters didn't catch their quarry by
chattering their way through the wild. That was how they became prey in their
turn.

Per haps an hour before dusk, as Dorn was considering halting to nmake canp,

t hey came upon anot her open space sufficiently large for an enornous flying
beast to light. At the edge of the clearing stood a willow with a section of
its bark charred away and the wound still bubbling and steaning. Sliny
gray-green scales littered the ground beneath it.

"It set down to scratch,” whispered Raryn, "and recently."

"Did it take flight agai n?" asked Dorn.

The ranger studied the marks on the ground then said, "No. It scuttled off

can

that way."
He pointed with the barbed head of his harpoon
"W could be close,"” said WII, "so | guess I'd better stroll ahead and

take a | ook."

He pulled off his calfskin glove, wet a finger, and held it up to ascertain
whi ch way the breeze was blowing. If at all possible, he wanted to approach
their quarry from downw nd.

After the halfling vanished into the undergrowth, his conpani ons had
nothing to do but watch and wait. The passing m nutes gnawed at Dorn's nerves.

Finally WII came scurrying back

"It's there," he said. "Just a bowshot fromwhere we're standing. | mean,
if all the trees weren't in the way."

"What's it doi ng?" asked Dorn

"That's the strange part. Miuttering to itself like a cranky old granny."

"What's it sayi ng?" Pavel asked.

"Since when do | speak Draconic? That's you, or so you claim Do you want
to sneak up and have a listen?"

"As long as it didn't seemto be casting spells,"” said Dorn, "it doesn't
matter what it's grunbling about. It's on the ground and within reach. Let's
get ready."



They shrugged off their packs. They didn't want their gear wei ghing them
down in conbat. They drank the elixirs intended to protect themfromthe
acidic secretion slathering the dragon's hide. Then it was tine for Pavel,
br andi shi ng his sun-shaped pendant, to work magic.

From past experience, Dorn knew the first prayer was a blessing to brace
and invigorate the four of them It cleansed the fleshly part of himof the
aches and heavi ness of fatigue even as it cleared and sharpened his mnd. The
second i nvocati on engendered no such sensations, but in some subtle fashion he
didn't pretend to understand woul d make it nore difficult for the wrmto
stri ke them

The third spell was for Dorn alone. The world fell silent as Pavel shrouded
himin stillness. In theory, the rest of his conrades night have benefited
fromthe same treatnment. But WII was too vain of his thief-craft to admt the
magi ¢ m ght be of use to him and neither Pavel nor Raryn wanted to di spense
with their voices and thus their ability to recite incantations. The latter
possessed his own store of cantrips, wlderness |ore handed down from ranger
to ranger, not as formidable or versatile as the cleric's divinely granted
powers, but useful enough in certain situations.

After that, they were ready. Dorn nodded, signaling it was tinme to go.

They crept in single file, WIl in the |l ead, Raryn second, Dorn third, and
Pavel , currently the noisiest as well as the |east adept w th nundane weapons,
bringing up the rear. Each kept several yards back fromthe hunter in front of
him Even if a dragon had no breath weapon—and if they were right about its
species, the one they were stalking didn't—+t was good tactics not to bunch
up. That way, the creature couldn't rear up and fling itself down on the whole
hunting party, pinning and crushing everyone with a single hop

As he drew nearer to the quarry, Dorn's eyes started to water and sting. It
hardly inspired confidence in the efficacy of the potion he'd just consuned.
He wondered if old Firefin-gers had brewed up a weak batch

Then he caught his first glinpse of the wrm hunkered down anpong t he
trees. As expected, it was one of the bog-dwelling creatures called ooze
drakes. Sneared with a vile-looking whitish sline, its dull green body was
| anky and serpentine, and even the idiots who clained to consider other breeds
of dragon beautiful would have found nothing fair or graceful inits
proportions. Its claws were gray, and Dorn knew t hat when he saw them its
fangs woul d be the sanme. As usual, the sight of the thing gave hima pang of
dread, but he remi nded hinmself why he hated them and he was all right.

The ooze drake jerked, and a stone rebounded fromits flank, leaving a
bl oody pock behind. It seened mracul ous that such a small nissile could
penetrate the creature's scales. But WIl was a naster of the warsling, knew
the spots where the dragon's hide was thinnest, and had hurled an enchanted
mssile. All inall, it was sufficient to give the beast a sting.

The creature whirled in the direction of its attacker. Pale yellow eyes
bl azing, it opened its jaws, roaring, surely, though Dorn couldn't hear it.
Anot her stone caught it on the end of its snout, and it charged.

Dorn drew back his conposite | ongbow and sent an arrow streaki ng through
the trees. He too knew where to aim and the shaft plunged deep into the base
of the dragon's neck. It stunbled, then, its sweeping tail obliterating a
stand of bl ue-spotted nushroons, |urched around in the archer's direction
WIl imrediately hit it in the shoul der with another stone.

The ooze drake spread its batlike wings. If it took to the air, that m ght
give it a crucial advantage, even agai nst foes who took care to remain beneath
the sheltering trees. O if it was feeling timd, it could sinmply soar away
and | eave its attackers behind. It was Raryn's job to keep that from
happeni ng. He scranbl ed out from behind a stand of brush and threw his
harpoon. Trailing rope behind it, the I ance drove into the wrms belly.

Most dragons were at |least as intelligent as nen. This one clearly had the
wit to surmse that the white-bearded dwarf had knotted the other end of the
line to a tree. Perhaps it even realized the harpoon was barbed, and that if
it sinply yanked it out, it risked giving itself a far nore serious wound than



it had taken hitherto. In any case, it made the right nmove. Twisting its neck
it reached to bite the rope.

If Dorn was |ucky, he could prevent that, but not by sniping away with his
bow. He gripped his bastard sword and charged out into the open. Had it been
possi bl e, he would have shouted a war cry to attract the ooze drake's
attention

Not that he needed to. The reptile could hardly nmiss such a hulk of a man,
body hal f nade of iron and | ong, straight blade in hand sprinting to engage
it. And it obviously realized that if it sinply ignored him he was likely to
drive the sword into its eye while it chewed at the rope, because it swing
around and pounced.

Dorn sprang aside, just avoiding the scaly foot and tal ons that would
ot herwi se have evi scerated himand snmashed his nangl ed body to the ground. He
cut at its foreleg but scarcely nicked it. The creature spun around to face
hi m

VWhen Dorn had ni ghtnmares, they were about dragons, and conducted in utter
silence as it was, the duel that comenced had sonething of the same eerie
quality. Certainly, seen up close, the ooze drake was nightmare incarnate. Its
gnashi ng, slate-colored teeth were |ike swords, while the citrine,
slit-pupiled eyes shone with denmonic rage. Its body, long as a tree and big as
a house, coiled and struck with appalling speed. So far, its wounds weren't
slowing it at all.

Dorn fought as he generally did, the alnost indestructible iron portion of
his body forward to parry, or when unavoi dabl e, bear an eneny's attacks; the
soft, human hal f behi nd. The ooze drake caught his metal armin its fangs,
bore down, realized it couldn't bite through, and settled for whipping himup
and down. The action slamred himto the ground. Instantly the reptile raked at
him He thrust, and the point of his sword drove into the flesh between two of
the creature's claws. The wrm snatched its foot back, away fromthe pain, and
for an instant, the pressure of its jaws sl ackened. Fortunately, Dorn's

artificial linbs had sensation of a sort, though it wasn't like a normal human
sense of touch. Hi s master had seen no reason to nake a tool meant purely for
killing susceptible to pain. The half-golemfelt the | oosening and w enched

his fist free. The knuckl e spi kes caught on one of the drake's |ower fangs and
ripped it fromthe gum He heaved hinself to his feet, and the reptile |unged
at hi monce nore

As they fought, drops of the drake's corrosive slime spattered him They
stung his face, and he wondered again how well the potion was protecting him
Snoki ng and snol dering, the pasty stuff burned holes in his brigandi ne and
even pitted the bl ade of the hand-and-a-half sword, enchanted though it was.
Only the iron parts of himproved entirely resistant.

Finally, after what felt like an hour of frenzied struggle even though it
had only been a few seconds, Raryn charged in on the dragon's flank and
chopped at it with his ice-axe. Fromthat point forward, though his attention
stayed focused on the wrm Dorn nonethel ess caught glinpses of his conrades.

Raryn drove the axe into the creature's body. It pivoted, jerking the
weapon fromhis grip, and clawed at him He junped back, avoiding that attack
but the reptile wasn't done. It kept turning, and its tail |ashed the dwarf
across his barrel chest. Raryn flew through the air and sl amred down hard,
hard enough, by the look of it, to break his bones. But he scranbled up and
grabbed for the hilt of his dagger

W1l darted under the reptile's belly and jamred his curved sword through
the scales, making a long incision as if he was gutting a deer. The wyrm
slamed its stomach flat on the ground, sending a jolt through the earth. Its
wei ght woul d have pul veri zed anyone caught beneath, but the half-ling flung
hi msel f cl ear.

A translucent mace sprang into existence, and as if w elded by an invisible
warrior, battered the ruff of jagged, bony plates behind the dragon's bl azing
eyes and snapping jaws. Having seen the trick before, Dorn knew Pavel had
conjured the effect. A few seconds later, the priest hinself advanced on the



creature, the mace of steel and wood in his own fist shining Iike the sun

Dorn did his best to stay in front of the drake and attack rel entl essly,
trying to keep the reptile's attention fixed on himwhile his friends hacked,
bashed, and stabbed it fromthe sides and rear. He gradually cut its mask into
a Crosshatch of bl oody gashes. Still, the wrmwouldn't even falter, nuch | ess
go down.

Eaten away by acid, the bastard sword snapped in twd. As he funbled for the
I ong knife he carried as backup or for fighting in close quarters, a colum of
dazzling yellow fire hurtled down fromthe darkening sky to strike the drake
bet ween the wi ngs. Dorn knew Pavel wasn't sufficiently |earned—er w se, or
saintly, however it worked—+to cast such a powerful spell fromhis own innate
capabilities. He'd used a precious scroll, divine nmagic the arcanists of
Thentia couldn't replace, because in his estimation it was the only way to put
t he dragon down.

The ooze drake convul sed, but only for a second. Then it rounded on the man
it had plainly identified as the principal spellcaster anbng its opponents.
Its head shot forward and caught Pavel in its jaws. Teeth gnashing, it reared
hi gh, on the brink of chew ng himup and swal | owi ng hi m down.

No tine for the knife now, Dorn thought as he lunged in and ripped with his
iron claws.

Heedl ess of their own safety, Raryn and WII| attacked just as furiously.

At |ast, reeking of burned flesh, the wrmcollapsed. The three hunters
scranbl ed backward to keep it fromlanding on top of them then rushed to its
head to deternmine if Pavel was still alive.

They couldn't tell until they pried the fangs apart and pulled himfree.
Then they saw he was breathing shallowy, but mght not be for long. H's
wounds were deep, bleeding profusely, and he was the heal er. Wo, then, would
heal hi n®

Well, they had restorative potions, if he wasn't too far gone to swall ow.
Dorn grabbed the one he carried in his belt pouch, pulled the priest's jaws
apart, and poured clear liquid into his nouth.

Pavel coughed nost of it back out, but a little evidently went down,
because his brown eyes flickered open, and he guzzled the rest of the pewter
vial. It served to stanch the worst of the bl eeding. Afterward, he gestured
weakly for Dorn to step back

For a monent, Dorn didn't understand why his friend was shooi ng hi m anay.
Then he recalled the bubble of silence. Pavel couldn't recite any incantations
whi |l e Dorn was crouching over him

Once he withdrew a few yards, the cleric cast one healing spell after
anot her until his wounds cl osed, and he was able to stand upright. Then he
wi ped away the enchantnent he'd cast on Dorn, and sound popped back into the
wor | d.

"You know, " panted WIIl to Dorn and Raryn, "if we'd noved just a little
sl ower, we would have been rid of the charlatan's useless arse."

"You all have acid burns on your faces," Pavel said. "They don't | ook
serious, but | have a few spells left. I mght as well see if | can fix them"
He grinned at the halfling. "Though regrettably, 1've no cure for sinple
ugliness. O ugly sinpleness."

Once the priest had eased the sting of their blisters, Raryn said, "What do
you say we nake canp and chop up the wrmin the nmorning? A few teeth and
tal ons should suffice to prove we killed it."

"Fine," said Dorn

It occurred to himthat he ought to be elated at the death of another
dragon, but as was often the case, the feeling eluded him Instead, he felt a
gl um nmood settling in.

"What | want to know," WII said, "is why we never catch the wrns in their
lairs. Seize one treasure horde and we could live like kings for the rest of
our days."

"They hide the lairs so folk Iike us won't find them" Raryn replied. "They
buil d snares, too, and arrange the ground so that if they do have to fight,



any intruders will find thensel ves at a serious di sadvantage. Trust ne, it's
better this way."

"You say that because you have hunble tastes," said WII.

"A mug of lager, a bow of stew, and you're happy as a crowin a cherry
tree. | suppose it |looks like luxury conpared to the way you lived on the
Geat Ice. But | was neant for finer—

Of to the north, sonething roared. An instant |ater, el sewhere in the
swanp, another voice answered with a simlar harsh, sibilant cry. Athird
responded, and a fourth. Startled, the hunters peered wildly about.

"What is this?" Pavel asked. "W knew other dragons lived in the Flooded
Forest, but what could make themall screech like that, when judgi ng by the
sound of it, they're nowhere near one another, or to us, for that matter? |'ve
never heard the like."

"I have," snapped Dorn. "Listen to it carefully. See if you can make out
any words init."

Just as the clanmor was subsiding, the priest's eyes opened wi de.

"Ch, no," he said. "The town."

Dorn turned to Raryn and asked, "How far are we from Yl raphon?"

He thought he knew, but the dwarfs sense of direction was infallible.

"A few hours out," Raryn said. "As we trailed the ooze drake, we | ooped
back around. | take it we're goi ng now?"

He plainly understood the gravity of the situation, for he didn't question
the wi sdom of setting out when they were already so weary, or point out the
hazards of marching over such treacherous ground at night.

"Yes," Dorn answer ed.

"I don't understand" said WII. "What about the fangs and cl aws?"

"Leave them They don't matter anynore."

The apprentice scurried up a staircase, leaving the hunters in a workroom
that took up the entire ground floor. On their left were piles of crates and
bags of salt for packing fish,on their right, screw presses and anphorae for
rendering theminto oil.

After a time, Esvelle Greengate, wapped in a quilted dressing gown, a
ni ght cap askew on her graying curls, descended the stairs with the apprentice
intow At first glance, she | ooked notherly, a plunp, harm ess dunpling of a
worman. Then one noticed the hardness in her eyes.

"Goodman G aybrook," she said, "what's all this? If you killed the dragon,
' m happy, of course, but you didn't need to haul nme out of bed to tell nme. |
certainly can't pay your fee until the whole council approves it in the
nor ni ng. "

"The ooze drake is dead," said Dorn, "but you've got a bigger problem Do
you know what a dragon flight is?"

Her eyes narrowed and she said, "lI've heard of them Once in a while, a
pack of wyrnms assenbl es and goes on the ranpage all together. \Wy?"

"I't's happening. The rest of the drakes in the Fl ooded Forest are uniting
to descend upon Yl raphon."

Esvell e frowned and said, "If this is sone ploy to innate your price..."

"Forget our price," Dorn snapped. "Keep every copper we've got com ng."
Fromthe corner of his eye, he saw WII throw up his hands in nock despair.
"Before they gather, the wrns of a flight call out to one another. They're
doing it now Can't you hear it, even here in town?"

"I heard sonething," she said. "I didn't know what to make of it. Are you
sure you do?"
"Yes. |'ve nmade a study of such matters. It's why you hired ne."

"True, but even if the dragons are becom ng aggressive, who's to say
they' Il come here?"

"I am" said Pavel. "I speak Draconic, and | heard them declare their
intentions. It makes sense, doesn't it? They go on these ranpages to kil
peopl e, and Ylraphon is the town closest to their territory."



"Well," said Esvelle, "say they do attack. How nuch would you charge to
protect us fromthemall?"

"You don't understand" said Dorn. "Wen nmy friends and | are fresh and have
a chance to nake the necessary preparations, we can kill one dragon. One. How
many nmen-at-arnms can you nuster?"

"Ten on the town payroll. Then, depending on the nature of their wares,
some traders enploy guards to ward off thieves. And sone folk will volunteer
Maybe fifty?"

"It isn't enough. You have to evacuate everyone who can't fight. Send sone
out on the Reach in boats. The rest can hi ke south and east. Those fol k who
can brace a spear or draw a bow will stay behind as rearguard. If we're |ucky,
all the non-warriors will get clear before the wrns cone. Then the rest of us
can run away, too."

"Just abandon the town? Surely there's another way."

"If this was a great city, with a standing arny and stone fortifications,
maybe. As it is, your only other optionis to die."

"But ..." She shook her head. "Win't the dragons just chase us down?"

"Even if they do, sone folk are likely to escape. It's a better chance than
stayi ng here. And the dragons may not pursue. They might linger to level the
houses or tear off in another direction all together. Odinarily, they're
sensible in their way, but when this fit takes them it's difficult to guess
what exactly they'Il do."

Esvelle turned to the apprentice and said, "Run to the other nenbers of the
council, then to the captain of the watch. Tell them | need them here
i medi ately." She gl anced back at the hunting party and added, "You'd better
be right about this, or we're all going to look like idiots."

The next two hours offered up a little taste of the Hells as Dorn and his
conr ades made the sane argunents over and over again, often to nerchants nore
skeptical than Esvelle. Gadually, though, the bullying and pl eadi ng had an
effect. Aragtag little nmlitia gathered. O her folk began to flee the town,

t hough far too many renmai ned, either because they disbelieved, were wasting
precious time packing their valuables, or sinply hadn't yet heard that
anyt hi ng was ami ss. Up unti

that point, Dorn had thought of Ylraphon as a hardscrabbl e out post popul ated
by rugged nen—oggers, trappers, and outlaws—but it gave hima pang to see how
many frightened, bew | dered wonmen and chil dren were scurrying through the
frigid dark.

Finally, after he'd tal ked hinself hoarse, he wound up | eading a band of
what an optimst mght call men-at-arns with WIl at his side to serve as his
lieutenant. Raryn and Pavel were comrandi ng anot her squad to the west, closer
to the harbor. Dorn had consi dered assigning each nmenber of his band to direct
a different troupe of mlitiamen. The hunters were, after all, the only people
t here who knew anyt hi ng much about dragons, but he was loath to order any of
his friends into peril wi thout even one trusted, seasoned conrade to watch his
back. They didn't owe Ylraphon that much val or

Cone to think of it, having slaughtered the ooze drake as per their
contract, they didn't owe the place anything. They coul d have hidden safe in
t he Fl ooded Forest while the dragon flight had its bloody way with the town.
No one, not even WIIl, had so nuch as suggested the possibility.

Warsling dangling in his hand the halfling studied the sky above the swanp,
| ooki ng for the bat-w nged shapes that, as they beat their way south, m ght
monentarily cut across Selune's silvery crescent or block the Iight of one or
anot her star.

"I don't see anything yet," WIIl said.

"Nor do |I," said Ailon Finch. The bal ding, heavyset cloth nerchant's voice
sounded a little strangled. He'd squeezed hinself into a cuirass a couple
sizes too small, a famly heirloom perhaps, and his neck and arns fairly
bul ged out the openings. "I think this is all foolishness. W're going to

catch our deaths standing in the cold waiting for dragons that never appear.”
"They' || appear,” said WII. "W explained, that's why the ooze drake was



acting strangely. It was slipping into frenzy. It's also why the other wrns
called out."

"They're not roaring anynore."

"Because they don't need to. They've already found one another."

Just then Dorn saw a shadow bl otting out a section of the sparkling notes
trailing the noon, the bright haze people called her Tears.

He pointed and said, "Get ready."

It was dark, and the onrushing wrnms were still some distance away. Hunman
eyes could barely make themout. Still, the sight pani cked some of Dorn's
conmand. Scream ng, they broke fromthe blind they'd built at his direction, a
makeshi ft fortress of stacked crates, tinbers, barrels, and enpty carts.

Their terrified flight caught the notice of a wrm which swooped after
them As Dorn m ght have guessed, it was a black dragon, another marsh-dweller
like the ooze drake. Even in the dark, he could tell the species fromthe
bony, al nbst skull-Iike appearance of the head, and the spikes jutting from
the | ower jaw.

The bl ack spat a streamof liquid. The targets shrieked as the acid seared
the flesh fromtheir bones. Sone of the nmen clustered behind Dorn noaned and
sobbed in horror.

"Shoot it!" the hal f-golemyelled.

The wrmwas still nmoving, still on the wing, but had dived | ow and cl ose
enough that Dorn hoped his remaining troops had sone slight chance of hurting
it. Some of them obeyed his order. Others stood frozen

The voll ey of crossbow quarrels, arrows, and sling stones hurtled upward.
Dorn | oosed a shaft he'd carried in his quiver for five years, just as Pavel
had saved the scroll that called flame fromthe sky.

The bl ack wrmlurched as the mssiles struck it. Dorn prayed it would
plumret. He was sure he'd hit it, and if so, that one injury m ght be enough
to kill it all by itself, for that was what the arrow had been enchanted to
acconplish. But no such luck. The reptile was evidently too hearty to succunb.
The great w ngs kept beating as it wheeled and Iit on a rooftop. Sonmething in
the way the creature crouched and wove its | eprous-1ooking head warned Dorn
that it was casting a spell

He | oosed another arrow, and WII| slung another stone. Those anobng their
frightened troops who'd managed to ready a second missile followed suit.
Dorn's instincts warned himthe stinging barrage hadn't been enough to shake
the bl ack's concentration. It was going to conplete the conjuration

"Get down!" Dorn shout ed.

He and the others crouched behind their inprovised ranparts. WIIl noticed
one idiot still standing paralyzed with fear. The hal fling grabbed himby the
belt and pull ed hi m down.

Alas, it didn't help. The black had opted for nagic that barricades didn't
hi nder, at least if the spellcaster had the high ground and the fortifications
were open at the top. Dorn's vision blurred, and he felt faint. But only for a
second, and the effect lost its grip on him

O hers were less fortunate.

"I"'mblind!" wailed Ailon Finch

Dorn peered over the top of the barricade just in time to see the dragon
launch itself into the air. Having blinded its foes, or nmany of them at any
rate, it likely meant to plunge into their mdst and slaughter themw th tooth
and claw. It wouldn't waste any nmore sorcery, or another blast of corrosive
breath, on nmen it had already incapacitated.

"I'f you can't see," Dorn bellowed, "run!"

The gods only knew how sightless nen were supposed to nmanage that, but
there was not hing nore he could do for them He barely had time to snatch up
t he new hand- and-a-half sword he'd comrandeered fromthe watch's little
arnory. It was a | ackl uster weapon conpared to the enchanted bl ade he'd | ost
to the ooze drake, but there was nothing to be done about that either

The bl ack wyrm crashed down in the mdst of its adversaries' defenses, its
poundi ng wi ngs and | ashing tail scattering the conmponent parts in an instant.



Men screamed, crushed and inpaled beneath its talons. Up close, like the ooze
drake, the black gave off a vapor that burned the eyes and nose, and Dorn had
no potion to shield himfromthe worst of the disconfort. Bearing it as best
he coul d, he hacked at the dragon's ribs then, when it spun toward him cane
on guard in his usual manner, iron |inbs forward.

The bl ack struck. He | eaped backward, just out of range, and clawed furrows
across its snout. It hissed and raked at himwith its right forefoot.
Horribly, it had the still-living Ailon Finch jamed on the talons of the left
one. The wetch shrieked every time the reptile took a scuttling step

Dorn didn't dodge quickly enough. The strike shredded his brigandi ne but
failed to breach or even scratch the iron underneath. It slanmed the w nd out
of him though, and flung himreeling backward. The dragon's jaws surged
forward, reaching to snap his head from his shoul ders. The fangs m ght not
penetrate the metal armoring the left side of his neck, but they'd have no
difficulty cutting everything

el se.

He struggled to recover his bal ance, got his feet planted, and swung the
sword with all his strength if little skill. The bl ade sheared deep into the
wrms lower jaw. The pain nade it recoil, and WIIl was underneath it,

thrusting his own newly acquired short sword repeatedly into its chest. It
screamed and went into convul sions, thrashing and rolling, shaking the earth,
crushing crippled and dyi ng nen.

It nearly flattened WII, too, before he scranbled clear

"W won!" the halfling gasped

Dorn supposed they had. Yet the judgnment seemed a nockery, an obscenity,
for the dead |ay everywhere. There was, however, neither time to nourn them
nor berate hinself for leading themto their doom He glared at the survivors
who were still fit to fight.

"Forma colum," he said. "This wrms finished. Now we have to find the
next."

They stared back at himas if he was insane.

"Surely," one of them quavered, "we've done enough."

"While we were killing this drake, the rest of thementered the town. Sone
of your wonen, children, and old folk are still there, or so close it makes no
di fference. W have to buy themnore time to get clear."

A man with a pox-scarred face shook his head and grumbl ed, "Not ne, neta
man. |'m done."

He turned and ran toward the edge of the swanp. Two others foll owed,
| eaving half a dozen. Dorn supposed he ought to be grateful that any of them
were still brave—er foolish—enough to remain.

WIIl gave thema grin and said, "Thanks be to Brando-baris! Now that we're
rid of the weak and gutless, the rest of us can really have some fun."

Wth the hal fling rangi ng ahead, the conmpany skul ked through streets
reverberating to a cacophony of roaring, scream ng, and crashing. Dorn felt
al ert -he was so tense it could scarcely be ot herw se—but under the frazzled
taut-ness lay grinding fatigue. How nmany nore battles would he have to fight?
How many nmore wyrnms were there? He'd made out four separate dragon's voices
screechi ng across the Fl ooded Forest, but there could be even nore. A lot
nor e.

He told hinself to forget such questions, to concentrate on neeting the
requi renments of one nmonment at a tine. He'd fight the cursed drakes as he cane
to them and if he died doing it, well, what did it nmatter? It was how he'd
al ways expected to perish.

The sounds of destruction and terror grew |l ouder. WII peeked around the
next corner then raised his hand signaling a halt. He crept back to join his
human conr ades, who clustered around to hear what the halfling had to say.

"Anot her bl ack," he whispered, "bigger and ol der than the last." Which
meant even more powerful. "It's hunkered down outside a tenple of Tyr. From
the sound of it, sonme fools tried to hole up inside instead of running away
like we told them"



"Has the wyrm broken through the wall?" asked Dorn.

"No. Maybe the priest said a prayer to hold it back for a nonment."

Dorn turned to his mlitianen and said, "W're going to sneak up on the
thing and do our |evel best to be quiet. It doesn't nmatter that it can't see
us around the corner or that the folk inside the shrine are making a racket.

The drake could still hear us if we're not careful. Wen we get up there,
we'll spread out so it can't target us all at once, then start shooting."
"Qur arrows didn't kill the last one," a man armed with a crossbhow and a

boar spear said.
"They softened it up,’

Dorn replied, "and that's usually what it takes.

It's hard to slay a wrmthe way you'd kill a man with one solid stroke to a
vital spot. You have to chip away at them™
"But you can kill them" said WIIl, brushing one of his |ove -1ocks away

fromhis eye. "As you | ads ought to know, since you' ve done it once already.
So, shall we go bag anot her?"

The nmilitiamen's eyes were wide with fear, but the cowards had either
peri shed or fled already, and those who renained nmuttered their assent. The
hunters | ed them creeping forward.

VWhen Dorn peered around the corner, he wi nced. The bl ack was even bigger
than he'd expected, so huge it filled the street |ike a stopper in a drain. He
tried to find a shred of confort in the thought that its size nmade it
virtually inpossible for it to take flight swiftly fromits present position
The surrounding walls would prevent it fromspreading its w ngs.

The skull-faced wrmlifted its foreleg and batted at the face of the
tenpl e, an unassuming structure built of |logs chinked with mud, with the god
of justice's scal es-and-war-hamer enbl em painted on the door. The wall
shattered.

"Co!" said Dorn

He and his conrades scranbled forth, forned a ragged |line, and as fast as
they were able, started shooting at the behenoth.

The skull dragon rounded on them and the darkness deepened around it,
cloaking it in nurk to spoil their aim Fortunately, WI|l was ready for that
particul ar ploy. He whirled his sling and hurled a stone Pavel had enchanted
for him a pellet shining as bright as a tiny sun

The missile landed at the reptile's feet, where its radiance countered the
unnat ural gl oom

The bl ack gl ared, however, and a second obscuring haze rose between it and
its attackers. For a second, Dorn imagined it was sinply nore conjured
dar kness. Then he heard the buzz and felt the first stab of pain, as a swarm
of stinging flies enveloped his little band.

Once engul fed, Dorn could scarcely think for the relentless harassnent and
could see no farther than his armcould reach. As he stunbled forward to
escape the cloud, he was certain the dragon was poised to deliver a follow up
attack to whoever energed.

Sure enough, the instant he, WIIl, and a couple of others blundered into
the clear, the black hissed and snarled an incantation. On the final word, the
surface of the dirt street convul sed, crunbling away beneath Dorn's feet and
shooting up before him plunging himand his conrades into a steep-walled
trench. Long neck arcing, the dragon peered over the top of it. The hal f-gol em
could tell fromthe black's attitude that it was about to spit acid, and
floundering in the | oose earth at the bottomof the hole, its targets would
find it all but inpossible to dodge.

Sonewhere up above, a soprano voi ce sang. The sound was cl ear and sweet,
utterly unlike the skull drake's runbling, sibilant conjuration. Yet Dorn
sensed that it too was spellcasting, and when the black spread its jaws wi de,
nothing jetted out. It sinply made a retching sound, as if the corrosive spew
had caught in its gullet.

Its head spun around, clearly seeking the inpudent soul who'd robbed it of
one of its greatest weapons. The other sang a lilting arpeggi o, and a barrage
of snowbal I s streaked up and battered the black dragon. It seemed too puny an



attack to affect such a horror, but the wrmroared, stung or perhaps sinmply
even angrier than before.

Dorn and WIIl sent an arrow and a stone hurtling up out of the pit. They
each hit the dragon, but probably fortunately, failed to draw its attention
back to themselves. It wenched itself around, its tail sweeping across the
top of the ditch and spilling |oose dirt over their heads. Then they couldn't
see it anynore.

"Up!" said Dorn, and he and his conrades started clinbing the side of the
pit.
WIIl, his burglar's skills standing himin good stead, reached the top in
advance of the others. Dorn crawl ed out second. His iron claws had proved
useful for scoopi ng handhol ds.

He scranbled to his feet and peered down the street. Forked tongue flicking
in and out, the dragon was casting about, twisting this way and that,
seem ngly still seeking the spellcaster who'd attacked it. By sonme chance,
Dorn saw her instantly. It was Kara, crouching |ow inside the wi ndow of a
post - and- beam house.

Usel essly, Dorn suspected. If he'd spotted her, the wrmlikely had, too.
It was sinmply maki ng a show of searching while it eased into striking range,
at which point it would try to pounce and take her by surprise. He opened his
mouth to shout a warning but was too |ate. The bl ack dragon pivoted and hurl ed
itself against the facade of the house. The inpact smashed the wall and
brought a goodly portion of the roof tunbling down. Kara vanished, buried in
clattering rubble. The reptile scrabbled at the w eckage.

Dorn readied his sword and dashed forward, bellow ng to draw the dragon
away. WIIl charged, too, half-pausing every few strides to sling another rock
The wyrm wheel ed and sprang to nmeet them No one could sinply stand and
recei ve that charge. The creature's nmomentum woul d bull himover. But as Dorn
had al ready noted, the black was so huge, it virtually filled the street. He

scarcely had anyplace to dodge to. He flattened hinself against a wall then
flailed at the dragon, first a backhand blow with the knuckl e spikes, then a
cut fromthe bastard sword. Meanwhile, WII dived and rolled past its stanmping
forefeet and under it belly, reared up, and thrust his blade in.

The dragon spun around toward Dorn. It didn't seemfair that sonmething so
gigantic could turn so fast in such close quarters, but al nbst as ninble and
flexible as a serpent, it managed. Its jaws snapped at him and he net them
with iron and steel

He managed to cut it three tines, while arrows and crossbow bolts sl amed
into its scales. A couple even penetrated instead of glancing off. The
mlitiamen were still fighting, albeit froma distance. He didn't blane them
for that. Gven a choice, he wouldn't have closed with the |eviathan, either

It bit at him and he sidestepped, then sensed the attack was a feint. He
tried to avoid the true attack, but it was hopel ess. He'd already dodged ri ght
intoit. The wrmreached around the netal part of himto slash at the
vul nerabl e flesh behind. Its talons jerked himto his knees before ripping
free. It didn't hurt, not yet, but he knew the drake had cut hi m deep

Possi bly so deep that he had only a few heartbeats | eft before he lost the
ability to fight. So he'd better make them count. No | onger bothering to
shield hinself, gripping his blade with both hands, he threw hinself forward
in an all-out attack. Maybe the dragon didn't expect such savagery from
someone it had just mauled, for it failed to snatch its head back quickly
enough, and the hand-and-a-half sword bit deep into its neck

The wyrm s eyes opened very wide. Then its legs slowy gave way, laying it
down with a sort of ponderous softness. H's strength slipping away, Dorn
col | apsed al ongside it.

WIIl scurried up to him Gitting his jawwith pain, the halfling cradled

what was usually his sword arm agai nst his chest but still carried his bl ade
in his off hand. The weapon was bl oody from point to guard.
Bruised and filthy yet still lovely, Kara |inped along behind the snall

hunter. A poniard nade of crinson flane burned in her hand. Evidently she'd



dragged herself clear of the half-denolished house and resumed attacking the
dragon with her magic.

W1l crouched over Dorn, inspected his wounds, then awkwardly uncorked and
held a flask of healing elixir to his lips. The hal f-gol em gul ped the bitter
| ukewarm liquid down. He didn't feel the surge of renewed vitality he
sometines did, but presunmed the stuff was doing himsonme good.

"You're cut bad," WII said, "but Pavel will fix you up. W just have to
reach him"

Dorn heaved himself to his feet. The world spun for a second, but he found
hi s bal ance.

"We've still got dragons to kill," the half-gol em said.

"Don't be a jackass," said WIIl. "W're in no shape for another fight, and
we barely have any nen left. Wien the bugs swarmed on us, half of themran off
in the wong direction.”

"Listen to him" Kara said. "You saved sonme of the townsfolk at |east. Now
it's time to save yoursel ves."

"Al'l right," Dorn said as he turned to the mlitianen. "W're done
fighting. Drag yonder inbeciles out of Tyr's house and chivvy them out of
town. Hde in the Flooded Forest if you think it wise. It's probably as safe
as anypl ace, now that the wyrns have passed through."

"Right," an archer said, "and thanks."

Dorn turned to Kara and said, "Stick with us if you want."

The hunters had agreed that once they'd done what they could to help the
fol k of Ylraphon, they'd rendezvous at the harbor, where WII| had appropriated
and hidden a skiff to use in their own escape. Alternately creeping and
scurrying, he, the bard, and Dorn made it close enough to catch a whiff of
saltwater. For folk who'd spent their last while breathing air tinged with
acidic dragon breath, the snell was as sweet as nectar, sweet as the hope of
actually making it out of the
settlenent alive. Dorn filled his lungs, and another drake crawed into the
street just a few yards behind them

It was the biggest yet, larger than any building in town, an inmense,
| unpi sh, wingless thing with webbed claws and a nottled hide. Its head snapped
around toward Dorn and his conpani ons, the pale yell ow eyes shone, and the
three allies froze. The landwyrm as such reptiles were called, crawmed in
their direction.

Dorn still understood what was happening, and that he, WIIl, and Kara were
all going to die if he didn't do something about it. But he couldn't, as if
t he dragon's gaze had severed sonme essential |ink between his mind and his
l'i nbs.

Then Kara sang three vibrant words, and the paral ysis was gone. Hi s was,
anyway. Wien he | ooked down, WII still stood slack-jawed and trenbling. In

desperation, he grabbed the halfling's injured armand gave it a vicious jerk.

WIl yelped. "OM Denons take you, you oaf!"

Dorn spun back toward the swanp-dwelling |landwrm 1t was close, so close
it seemed to fill the world.

"I have a few songs left,"” Kara said. "I'll hold it here while—=>

"Don't be stupid," Dorn snarl ed.

He grabbed her and manhandl ed her into an alley. WII scurried after them

They sprinted down the narrow passage, and the dragon pursued, its tread
jolting the earth and maki ng them stunble. It advanced with a constant
crashing sound, for it was far too huge to negotiate the path, and one could
only make headway by pl ow ng through the shacks on either side. That was
preci sely why Dorn had opted to flee in that direction, but when he gl anced
over his shoulder, it didn't ook as if the tactic had done any good.
oliterating walls as easily as a man could swi pe away a cobweb, the | andwyrm
was still gaining on its wounded, exhausted prey.

Then, however, it roared. He | ooked back. The dragon had caught fast
bet ween a pair of houses evidently sturdier than the ones it had al ready
destroyed. It threwitself forward, and the buildings shattered, but in so



doi ng strewed heaps of tangled, broken planks around its feet. It took another
stride, then slipped and floundered in the litter

The mishap slowed it down enough for Dorn and his conrades to reach the far
end of the alley then bolt down a winding side street. After a time, it becane
clear the reptile was no | onger pursuing them

"Onward, " panted Dorn.

By the time they reached the rickety little dock, Pavel and Raryn were
already in the long, narrow skiff, ready to cast off. It nust have surprised
themto see Kara, but neither wasted tine saying so.

"Hurry," said the dwarf. "There's a wrmjust to the south of us. It could
turn this way any tinme."

Dorn, Kara, and WII scramnbl ed aboard, and Raryn shoved off.

"Everybody grab an oar," the dwarf said.

"My armis broken," said WII.

"The little shirker always has an excuse," Pavel said. He crouched beside
Dorn, inspected his wounds, and frowned in dismay. "I only have one spel
left. It'lIl just have to hold you until | can pray for nore."

He murmured the sacred words, and his hand glowed as if the bones were made
of fire. The healing touch didn't ease Dom s pain or flush away his fatigue,
but as with the potion, he assumed it had had sone effect. Wth luck, he
woul dn't go into shock or bleed out. He sat upright on the bench and grabbed a
sweep.

"You shoul d rest," Pavel said.

Dorn shook his head. "W have to get clear."

They rowed as quietly as they could, out onto the rippling black waters of
t he Dragon Reach, and Yl raphon, or what remmined of it, gradually fell away
behind them First the shanties and wattle huts faded into the murk, and the
roars, hisses, crashes, and shrieks di nmed away to not hi ng.

Raryn lifted his sweep out of the water and said, "W have a little w nd.
I"'mgoing to raise the sail."

Pavel commenced a prayer, giving thanks for their escape. Dorn reluctantly
turned to Kara.

"So," he said, "you need us to take you to Lyrabar."

FOUR
M dwi nter, the Year of Rogue Dragons

For worshi pers of Lathander, god of the dawn, M dw nter was an inportant
feast, a declaration of faith that in time, warnth and green | eaves woul d
return to the frozen north. Accordingly, on that day, Pavel always perfornmed
his sunrise rituals with considerabl e panache. Wth Kara hel ping out on the
hyms, they were especially evocative. Many of the hard-bitten sailors who'd
gat hered for the observance watched raptly or even blinked back tears.

For his part, Dorn felt norose and left out. The Morninglord s nessage of
optim sm and fresh begi nni ngs had never seened relevant to his own bitter
trudge fromwonb to grave. Yet he stood with the rest of the assenbly out of
respect for his friend, and to give the god his due for granting Pavel the
powers he exercised on the band' s behal f.

The cerenony concluded with inpeccable timng, the scarlet edge of the sun
appearing over the horizon just as Kara reached the clinmactic notes of the
final anthem Taking it for a good onen, the worshipers cheered. The first
mate pernmitted the crew a final nonent of reverence, then started barking
orders. The hands scattered to take up their duties, and Dorn wondered how
best to pass another cold, tedious day at sea.

Nei t her he nor any of his conrades was mari ner enough to relish the
prospect of sailing a small boat all the way down the Dragon Reach and east
across the Sea of Fallen Stars, especially in winter. Fortunately, it hadn't
cone to that Two days after their flight from Yl raphon, a nerchant galley



overtook them whereupon they hailed it and negoti ated passage.

As usual, the others seened to enjoy shipboard life. Pavel divided his tine
between ninistering to the crew s spiritual needs and striving to fleece them
at cards. Raryn fished over the side with bow and harpoon, and WII, rather to
the sail ors' annoyance, displayed a penchant for clinbing to the top of the
mast, where he'd perch for hours, taking in the view But Dorn, who rarely
felt much inclination to trivial amusenents i in any case, had never found any
conpar abl e pastinmes to divert hinmself. Maybe, he thought, he should just try
to finda quiet spot on deck and see how nmuch of the norning he could sleep
away. Then Kara resuned singing, and he lingered to listen

It wasn't a sacred song, but the rollicking tale of a good-wi fe, the clever
mouse who filched food fromher pantry, and her fanatical efforts to catch the
t hi ef+ncreasingly mad, el aborate schenes that always ended badly. Kara m | ked
every drop of humor fromthe story, and Dorn realized he was grinning. It nade
himfeel strange, self-conscious, he scow ed the expression away.

Next the bard sang about flying and beholding all the rivers, nountains,
forests, and cities of Faeriin spread out beneath her. It was a children's
song, devised to teach themtheir geography, but no |less charmng for its
pedantic intent. Kara's sweet, throbbing voice truly conveyed the exultation
of soaring like an eagle on the w nd.

She' d continued singing on the fo'c'sle, where Pavel had perforned his
observance. Dorn was loitering just below the el evated deck by the first of
the rowers' benches, vacant since a favorable wi nd was bl owing. He didn't
t hi nk she knew he was there, but when she finished, she surprised himby
peering down and giving hima smnile.

"Sorry," he said, turning to go aft.

She | aughed and said, "You don't have to slink away. Do you think you were
eavesdr oppi ng on sonething you weren't neant to hear? Everyone on board could
hear, or at least | hope so. Gtherwi se ny voice has grown puny."

"Still..."he said, and started to |inp away, the tinmbers groani ng beneath
his iron foot.

"It saddens me that you dislike ne."

Dorn thought it would be better sinply to ignore her, but for sone reason
he turned back around and said, "You' re mistaken."

Kara descended the steep little conpani onway.

"You didn't want to escort me to Lyrabar when | first asked," she said,
"and you'd still rather not. It's just that after | hel ped you, you felt an
obligation. Even though you saved ne first, when the ratnmen wanted to kil
ne."

"My refusal wasn't based on dislike. It was just that you snelled Iike
troubl e, because you kept things back ... things you still haven't told us.
Raryn and Pavel had the same worries."

"But they also liked the shimer of ny jewels. Utimtely, they | ooked to
you to decide, and you said no. Was it because you dislike all wonen?"

"Of course not."

"I suspect," Kara nmurmured, "you avoid wonen because you fear they find you
ugly, and that pains you."

She was exactly right, and pretty ones bothered himthe worst. Saying so,
however, would only encourage her to keep on chattering, and that was the |ast
thi ng he wanted. Though he still couldn't quite rmuster the rudeness to tranp
awnay.

"I"ve been ugly for a long tine,’
happen?"

None of your business, was what he thought he shoul d have said.

"My parents were the indentured servants of a wizard in Hllsfar," Dorn
replied instead. "When | was nine, he sent themon an errand to Yul ash. They
took me along. Bad luck for all of us. W wandered right into the path of a
dragon flight, reds out of the nountains to the west. One of them spotted our
wagon and tore us apart. It ate ny nother and father and ny severed arm and
leg, too, but then it flew away. | guess it wasn't quite hungry enough to

he said. "I"'mused toit." "Howdid it



finish ne.

"Well, | would have bl ed out soon enough, except that the nmage knew a spel
for junping fromplace to place in an instant. | guess he al so had a way of
keepi ng track of us, naybe to make sure we wouldn't run away. At any rate, he
knew when the drake attacked, though he had better sense than to cone
i medi ately and encounter the creature hinmself. He waited until it cleared
of f. But then he showed up to sal vage as rmuch of his property as possible.”

"Property," Kara repeated. "Meaning you?"

"Partly. My parents still owed himmany years of service. By the | aws of
Hllsfar, if they couldn't pay the debt, it becane their child's
responsibility. The wi zard just had to figure outa way to turn a one-arnmed,
one-| egged cripple into sonething useful."

"So he nade you a pair of enchanted iron linbs." "Several pairs before he
was done. | was still a child, remenber. Whenever | outgrew a set, he had to
slice it off and graft on a new one."

And weeping Ilmater, it had hurt.

"Then he invested a fortune in conjuring time and spell conponents to make
you as you are," said Kara. The bard's tone was matter-of-fact. Perhaps she
sensed he wouldn't wel come a show of pity. "Either he |oved you, or he saw
away of making a great deal of gold fromyou. Fromthe way you speak of him |
gather it was the latter."

"In Hllsfar, they're mad for the arena. People wager huge suns on the
fights. As the mage once told ne, he'd already picked ne out as a likely
gl adi ator, because | used to get in a lot of fights with other boys, and woul d
take any stupid dare they tossed ny way. He figured that with iron claws, 1'd
fare even better, so he fitted ne out and found ne a trainer. The teacher
decided |1'd do best as a bestiarius, a killer of wild aninals and
abomi nations, so he steered ne in that direction. Before |ong, he declared ne
ready for ny first match. \Wen the spectators saw | was still a stripling,

t hey gave | ong odds agai nst ne. The nage cl eaned up."

She shook her head and whi spered, "To force a child to battle for his
life..."

"Well, | liked the fighting," he said with a crooked smle. "Wat | didn't
like was doing it on command to enrich sonebody el se. Unfortunately, it took
years before | could nmake a change. It's not easy to nurder a wizard if he's

cautious. But eventually I found a way, then fled the city." "I wouldn't cal
it murder."

Dorn shrugged and said, "You can probably guess the rest of the tale. Once
I was free, | had to earn a living, and slaughtering beasts was the only thing
I knew. So | set up shop as a hunter for hire. It wasn't long before | figured
out that being able to kill a creature did no good if | couldn't find it, so

joined forces with a tracker. After one or the other of us got rmauled a few
times, we deci ded we needed a healer. A couple years later, we net WIIl and
realized he'd nmake a useful addition, too. And here the four of us are.”

"Plying a trade that lets you slay dragons."

"I don't deny hating them In ny place, wouldn't you? |I hunt for coin, I'lI
bring down any brute a client wants dead, but it does please ne when the
quarry's a drake."

"Any drake?" she asked.

Behi nd her, the sky was brightening. The sun fl oated round and conpl ete
above the hills on the eastern shore.

"You mean, have | ever gone after one of the netal-colored variety? The
ones people claimare kindly and wi se? No, but only because nobody ever hired
me to. Awrms a wrmto ne."

"You know, hate can be as cruel a master as the one you left behind in
Hillsfar."

He scow ed and said, "If | want noral instruction, | have a priest who can
dish it up to order. Good norning to you, maid."
"Pl ease," she said, "don't walk away. I'msorry. | didn't nean to preach. |

simply want to be your friend."



"Why? Because you feel sorry for me? Don't bother."

"Because | |ike you."

"Don't bother about that, either," he said.

"You're right about ne," she said. "I do have secrets | mustn't share. But
"Il tell you this: I'mterrified, and | see sonmething in you... 1'd just like

your conpanionship is all."

Spurn her, he told hinmself. O herw se, you mght grow fond of her and say
so. Then you'll have to endure her replying that yes, she likes you, too, but
not in the way a maid fancies a man.

W1l shouted fromthe top of the mast, "Those huts on the beach! Can
anybody el se nake them out ?"

"Barely," said Dorn, squinting. "What about thenf"

"I"'d like Raryn to clinmb up here and take a | ook at them Captain, maybe
you could Il end himyour spyglass.”

The master of the vessel, a squat man with sigils of good fortune and fair
weat her tattooed above his eyes, frowned, for the brass instrunent was
val uable. Still, sonething in WIlIl's tone nmust have persuaded hi mt hat
i mportant matters were afoot, because he handed it over

"Be careful with it," he said.

"l promse."

The dwarf stowed the tel escope in his belt pouch, then clanmbered upward.

He studi ed the specks on the shore for half a mnute, then said,

"WIl"'s right."

"Ri ght about what ?" demanded Dor n.

"The village is dead, torn apart. Dragons killed it. At |east three of
them | see the tracks."

Dorn tried to wap his mnd around the idea. It was possible the wrns of
t he Fl ooded Forest had laid waste to the tiny hamet, without the hunters or
mari ners noticing the creatures making their way south, but it seened
unli kel y.

The alternative, however, would appear to be two dragon flights occurring
simul taneously, and if that was the case, might there be even nore? The nights
were rare events, but history told of calamities rarer still, seasons of
madness when all the wyrns in Faerun ran anmok at once. Such Rages, as they
were called, could result in the slaughter of countless thousands, annihilate
entire kingdonms, and scar the world for generations to cone.

The prospect was horrifying, yet likewise filled Dorn with a guilty sort of
eagerness. Naturally he didn't want folk to die, but the thought of all the
dragons in the world rushing recklessly forth into reach of his arrows and
sword. . ..

He gave his head a shake and told hinself to rein in his imagination. Even
if the Rages were sonmething nore than a nyth, it didn't nean one was happening
wi t hout so nuch as a conmet or sone other portent to herald it. Surely there
was anot her expl anati on.

He gl anced at Kara. As she stared at the ravaged village, tears slid from
her | avender eyes. She'd seemed so bold and cool - headed during the fracas in
Yl raphon that the open display of sorrow rather surprised him But evidently
she had a tender nature, and no compunction about indulging it when she wasn't
fighting for her life.

Dorn resented her weepi ng, because sonehow it neant he couldn't rebuff her
after all. It condermmed himto be her friend. He awkwardly put his human hand
on her shoul der.

FI VE

8 Alturiak, the Year of Rogue Dragons

Nervous as on the night he'd stolen the eneral d, Corstag skul ked through



the chilly, torchlit cataconbs. He had been given free run of the entire
conpl ex ever since he'd acconpani ed Speaker into Queen Sanbryl's castle. But
the spellcasters were perfornmng a necromantic ritual, their chanting echoing
t hrough the tunnels, and the Wearer of Purple expected everyone who wasn't
busy el sewhere to attend. It wouldn't do for Gorstag to be caught skipping.
Soneone m ght suspect-correctly-that he was up to no good.

He'd | earned a great deal during the past couple of tendays, from both
Speaker hinself and the cabal's | esser officers, who assunmed that if the great
man had seen fit to trust him he nust be all right. Yet he still feared he
didn't know enough. He had some notion of what was happeni ng, but not how to
stop it, if indeed that was possible. He didn't even have any proof of what
he'd di scovered, and wondered if his enployer would believe such a wild tale
without it.

So he lingered to find some. The cult kept him so busy aiding in various
jewel thefts that it would have been difficult to disappear in any case. But
how he wanted to! Fromthe first, he'd known the brothers were dangerous nmnen,
but at least it had been easy to dismss their beliefs as mad del usions. He'd
cone to fear that the nightmarish tonorrow of their ambitions mght truly cone
to pass unless he hinself prevented it. At times he felt as if the
responsibility would crush his mind into a lunacy as profound as theirs.

Si nce Corstag had di scovered who the wi zard actually was, the worst nonents
were those he spent in Speaker's conpany. He couldn't shake the feeling that
the cult | eader woul d have absolutely no trouble reading an underling's
thoughts if it sinply occurred to himto nake the effort. In which case, he'd
find it equally easy to destroy a spy a heartbeat later, or nore likely,

i ncapacitate himfor interrogation and torture.

The day had started particul arly bad, not because anything special had
happened, but sinply because Gorstag's nerves were fraying fast. He'd been
certain he was on the verge of naking a slip and giving hinself away. Then
he'd | earned Speaker had set forth on another journey. The nmage seened to |ike
Lyrabar but spent only a fraction of his tine there. He had affairs to manage
in cult enclaves across Faerun.

Cor stag deci ded his chance had come. He'd search Speaker's quarters to see
what he could find, and whether he turned up anything or not, flee the city to
make hi s | ong-overdue report to his enployer

It seened as good a plan as he was likely to hit upon, but when he reached
Speaker's chamber, he hesitated. As far as he could tell, the spacious crypt
with the tunnel-vaulted ceiling harbored no threats, sinply the ornately
carved cherry desk, chairs, bookshelves, and tapestries the brothers had
fetched down into the tunnels to furnish it. But as everybody knew,
spel I casters liked to set mmgical snares to catch intruders. Gorstag m ght
sumon a devil or set hinmself on lire sinply by stepping across the threshol d.

But maybe not. Speaker was busy, and regarding hinmself as the w sest and
nobl est of |eaders, clearly assuned his foll owers shared his opinion. It
seened likely he sinply counted on their awe and devotion to protect his
privacy.

In any case, CGorstag wasn't making hinmself any safer or |ess scared by
hovering at the entrance worrying about it. He took a deep breath, cal ning
hi nsel f as Maestro Taegan had taught him then he stepped through the basket
ar ch.

Not hi ng happened. Breathing a sigh of relief, he turned and peered about.
The shelves were full of tonmes, |oose docunments, and rolled-up sheets of
parchnent, so many the snell of old paper threatened to nake hi m sneeze. He
was going to need luck to find what he needed in a reasonabl e amount of tine.
He just hoped he'd recognize it when he saw it.

Then he spotted a volune with the flame-and-claws sigil of the cult stanped
in gold leaf on the spine standing in the mddle of a shelf. The sickly
greeni sh light of the ever-burning torch in the wall sconce made it difficult
to distinguish color, but the rich purple of the |eather binding was
unmi st akabl e.



The book was the Tonme of the Dragon, the conpendi um of arcane secrets and
apocal ypti c prophecies that had guided the conspiracy since its inception
Steal that—

And Corstag realized, he woul d acconplish relatively little. The Harpers
and their allies had waged war against the cult for centuries. Surely sonmebody
had sei zed a copy of the Tome al ready. Besides, the spy had | earned that
several months back, when Speaker first revealed his current plan, it had cone
as a surprise even to Lyrabar's Wearer of Purple. That plainly neant the book
didn't cover the schene.

Corstag had to keep searching. He turned his attention to the desk. If any
of the papers littering the witing surface or stuffed into the cubbyhol es was
of critical inportance, he was too thick to realize it. But one drawer, the
top one on the left, was | ocked.

As he drew his mai n gauche, he thought again of magical traps, and the
conjured bl ade of darkness that had, with a single stroke, erased the maid
fromexi stence. Refusing to let such reflections deter him he worked the
dagger into the crack between the drawer and the rest of the woodwork, then
pried.

The action failed to bring any hellish spirits leaping forth, or to rot his
flesh on the bone. The sturdy lock sinply resisted himuntil he feared the
parrying bl ade would snap or break | oose fromthe hilt. Finally, though, the
drawer | urched open

He slid it all the way out. Inside was a battered brown | eather folio. He
turned back the cover and flipped through | eaves covered in tiny script.
Havi ng | ooked on whil e Speaker scribbled a note or two, he recogni zed the
wi zard's handwiting.

That had to be it. He started to pick it up, then heard a tiny rustle of
cloth at his back. Instinct pronpted himto fling hinmself sideways out of
Speaker's chair. As he slanmed down on the cold stone floor, he saw the
out-thrust rapier that had nearly pierced his back. Firvindol was at the other
end of it.

"Are you mad?" CGorstag said. "The Wearer of Purple sent ne"

“"Liar!"

Firvi ndol pounced after himand thrust. Gorstag rolled, and the point
m ssed himto rasp against the floor.

"Traitor!"

Anot her st ab.

"Unbel i ever!"

Anot her.

Fortunately, the fat youth wasn't agile. Gorstag managed to dodge every
attack and eventually heave hinself to his feet. Hi s back was to the wall, and
his main gauche was still on the desk where he'd set it down, but at |east he

had his rapier. He jerked it fromthe scabbard, put it in line, and Firvindol
hastily backed away fromthe threat.

That was bad. If the nmerchant's son had kept on rushing forward, Gorstag
could probably have spitted him As it was, the spy thought he could stil
kill Firvindol, but probably not before he called out for help.

"Cal m down," Corstag panted. "l swear to you, the Wearer of Purple sent ne
here.”

"Do you think I'man inbecile?" Firvindol asked, his double-chinned face
nmottl ed and sweaty. "I guess you nust, since |I'mthe one you picked to flatter
and befriend, to persuade ne to sponsor you in the brotherhood. But |'m not
stupid! | saw how hard you worked to win the prophet's trust, and sonething
about it troubled me."

"We all try to serve Speaker however we can," said CGorstag. "You know that.
It just irked you that he took a liking to ne when I was only a neophyte. It
made you jeal ous, and that affected your judgnment."

"Nonsense. | spotted you for a spy. | just couldn't denounce you right
away, not w thout proof, not when |I'd vouched for you nyself. How woul d that
have | ooked? So | bided ny tine. Wen you didn't show up for the cerenony



tonight, | came searching to see if you were getting into mschief. And now
have you."
"Maybe you do," said the spy, "but have you really thought about what
you' re doi ng? Your father's rich. Everything the cult pronises, you already
have. It makes no sense for someone like you to conspire against the Crown."
"My famly is rich, and deserves to be, for it's the nerchants who bring
prosperity to Inpiltur. That's why we ought to be the masters. Yet the old
chivalry, the pal adins and cavaliers, make the laws and turn up their noses at

us, as if we were no better than the rabble. The brotherhood will change
that."

"Weeping Il mater, man, you'd still have rulers set above you, even if the
propheci es cane true."

"At least we'll be first anbng human beings."

"Not really, because it's never going to happen. Every tinme the cult puts
some grand scheme into notion, people |like the knights step in and break it
up. "

"It's different this tine. Don't you see that?"

"I seeit's time for you to think about practicalities," CGorstag said,

"li ke how you yoursel f can survive the next few m nutes. You fluffed your
chance to nurder me, and now |'ve got a rapier in ny hand and I'mthe better

duelist. You can screamfor help, and probably it will cone, but not in tine
to keep me fromkilling you. If you want to live, you'll have to creep quietly
along with me while I make nmy escape. Once we reach the street, 1'll let you
go."

Firvindol hesitated then said, "You... you wouldn't dare harm ne."

"I'f you think that, you really are stupid. At this point, what do | have to
| ose? One thing's for sure, | can't afford to stand here arguing unti
somebody el se happens by. So this is howit will be. 1'"'mgoing to give you to
the count of three to be sensible, and after that, I'Il kill you. Who knows,
maybe | can drive ny point into your heart before you even get off a yell, or
maybe that wetched chanting will cover the noise. One... two..."

"Al'l right!" Firvindol yelped. "I surrender!" "Throw away your sword and

poni ard, " Gorstag comranded.

The weapons cl anked on the fl oor

"Now go stand in that corner."

Once he had Firvindol where he wanted him GCorstag grabbed and sheat hed his
mai n gauche, then stooped to collect the folio. It was big and bul ky, and the
papers were loose inside it. It was going to nmake an awkward burden, but—

He realized Firvinmdol was whispering

Corstag jerked his head up just in time to see the cultist spin his hand
t hrough a conplex figure like a wizard casting a spell. Only then did he
recal |l that Speaker had alluded to teaching Firvindol magic. Gorstag threw
hi nsel f forward, intent on killing the pudgy youth before he could finish the
i ncant ati on.

Too | ate.

Li ke a wave rearing fromthe surface of the sea, a pale |um nescence shot
up and raced across the floor. It smashed into Gorstag like a giant's fist,
bore hi m backward, and sl amred hi m agai nst a bookshel f before blinking out of
exi stence. Jolted | oose by the inpact, volunmes tunbled down around him One
banged hi m squarely on the head, and he funbled his grip on the folio. It fel
and bunped open, scattering the pages inside.

As Taegan had taught him he refused to |l et the shock of being hit paralyze
him He charged once nore.

Firvi ndol jabbered words of power and stuck out his hand. A crackling
tendril of white light |eaped fromhis fingertips to Gorstag's blade. The
power burned down the |l ength of the weapon into the spy's hand. H s whol e body
shuddered spastically.

Only for a noment, but that was all the tinme it took for Firvindol to
recover his own rapier. He lunged and thrust at his adversary's chest. Of
bal ance, Corstag nonet hel ess nanaged a parry but didn't trust hinself to stand



and fight. After taking two hurts in a matter of seconds, he needed a noment
to gather his strength. He junped backward, grabbed a chair, and threwit. It
didn't hit Firvindol, but the pudgy rake had to dodge, and that kept himfrom
chasing right after his foe.

Corstag struggled to control his breathing, came on guard, and did his best
to quell the fear shrilling through his mnd. He told hinmself that Firvindol
was no wizard, not really. He'd sinply mastered a few rudi nentary spells and
was surely incapable of casting many nore before he ran out of power. He was
no swordsman, either. That ought to mean Gorstag was still nmore than a match
for him

The problem was that the spy's back ached fiercely, and something inside
his torso throbbed every tinme he inhaled. Hi s rapier trenbled no matter how he
struggled to hold it steady. Firvindol's magic had genuinely hurt him
inmpairing his ability to fight.

Maybe the fat youth knew it, too. Maybe that was why he was so confident he
hadn't seized the opportunity to run or cry for help. O maybe it was just
that his blood was up

Ei t her way, Firvindol stood his ground, hitching fromside to side and back
and forth, |ooking for an opening. CGorstag decided to give himone. Wen
Firvindol faked a step to the right, then inmedi ately hopped | eft, Gorstag
pretended the clunsy deception had fooled him He pivoted in the direction the
cultist wanted, giving Firvindol his flank

Firvindol charged. Gorstag whirled, spinning his sword to sweep his foe's
weapon out of line and riposte, until another spasm perhaps a residual effect
of Firvimdol's miniature lightning bolt, shook himuncontrollably. It rmade him
m ss the parry.

Firvindol's point drove into Gorstag's chest. Ginning, oblivious to the
possibility that his foe might still pose a threat, the cultist yanked his
rapi er free and cocked it back for another thrust. That was when Gorstag's own
desperate attack ramed into Firvindol's torso

Firvindol gaped stupidly, then coll apsed. Because Gorstag was still hol ding
the blade buried in Firvindol's flesh, the cultist's weight dragged the spy to
hi s knees.

The abrupt drop made the crypt spin and darken, and Gorstag realized he was
on the verge of passing out. He fought to cling to consci ousness, and finally
the feeling of faintness abated. Though that had the unfortunate consequence
of intensifying the pain.

Corstag couldn't permt it to cripple him He had to flee. Trying not to
bl eed on them he gathered the |leaves fromthe folio. It took tine. The
wr et ched papers had fl own everywhere.

He tried to pull his rapier out of Firvindol's corpse, but it stuck fast.
He planted his foot on the body, gripped the hilt with both hands, and it slid
free with a nasty little sucking sound. Al as, the process proved so taxing as
to convince himhe no | onger had the strength to wield a sword. He couldn't
bear to abandon it, however, and despite the handi cap of shaki ng hands,
managed to slip it back into its scabbard.

Was there any way to hide what he'd done? Corstag couldn't keep the cult
fromdiscovering Firvindol's body. He was too weak to nove it. But maybe he
could prevent their realizing he'd stolen the folio, at least for a while. He
pushed the desk drawer shut, then grabbed the purpl e-bound copy of the Tome of
t he Dragon, |eaving an obvious gap on the shelf. Wth luck, the brothers would
assune he'd come to steal the sacred text and not investigate any further

Time to flee. But where? H s enployer had charged himto tell no one of his
m ssion. The cult had agents everywhere, perhaps even anmong the officers of
the queen, and in any case, the Harpers kept their affairs a secret. Yet
Corstag had to seek hel p somewhere. Ot herwi se, he'd never make it out of town
alive.

He smiled, for the answer was obvious. Maestro Taegan woul d succor him if
his numb legs could carry himthat far

They bore himto the stairs leading up to the tannery, anyway. Then the



chanting ended in a ragged fashion, as over the course of a couple seconds the
cultists fell silent. Someone had apparently burst in and interrupted them
Probably soneone who' d di scovered Firvindol's corpse.

In Lyrabar, a salle was nore than a school for instruction in the science
of fencing. It was a social club, where the duelists often lingered |ong after
the practice was through, and the maestro presided over their revels as he had
their training. For he had to prove hinself the epitome of everything the
city's young hellions aspired to be, know edgeabl e not nerely about swordpl ay
but al so wine, ganbling, clothes, horses, hawking, and venery. Mbreover, he
had to render his judgments on such matters with el oquence and wit. O herw se,
no matter how well he taught conbat, his academy would go out of fashion, and
his pupils would desert him

Accordingly, Taegan N ghtwi nd often found hinself the center of attention
fromnorning until late into the night.

Finally, however, a nmoment arrived when one or another distraction—+the
whores, a drinking contest, or the snowball battle in the garden out back—had
lured every one of the winged elf s admirers away. He seized the opportunity
to slip off to his office on the top floor, where another sort of work awaited
hi m

Corkaury Mndle was there too, sitting in a circle of lanmplight at a
wor kt abl e sized for halflings. Stooped and wi zened, Corkaury was small even by
the standards of his own dimnutive race, which never prevented himfrom
projecting an air of firmauthority over the provosts, maids, cooks, and bawds
who made up the rest of the staff.

"You shoul d have gone home hours ago,"
worried."

"I knew you wanted to review the accounts,

"I could have puzzled them out by nyself."

Cor kaury made a derisive spitting sound.

Taegan chuckl ed and said, "I could, and you know it very well. You probably
fear that if you give ne an hour alone with the ledgers, I'll realize you're
enbezzling."

"You' ve found nme out."

Taegan pulled one of his specially made chairs up to the table. Wen
necessary, he could manage a human seat with inpeccabl e grace, but he nuch
preferred furniture crafted to provide roomfor his black-feathered pinions.

"Well," he said, "let's have at it, and try to get you out of here by
m dni ght . "

As the crackling fire in the hearth burned |ower and chill crept into the
room the avariel, as wi nged elves were called, and his assistant went over
the entries line by Iine. Like every other aspect of city life, coin had been
a nystery to Taegan when he'd first come to the human world. He'd nade a point
of learning all about it because that, too, was necessary if he was to make
his way in the city. The alternative was to slink back to the dismal
circunstances of his birth.

Eventual ly the discussion drifted down a faniliar path.

"You realize," Corkaury said, "Cornyrean brandy's doubled in price since
the troubles there."

"Good. If the other naestros are too miserly to pour it, | look all the
nore nunificent."”

"l suppose munificence is also the excuse for this yacht you' re having
built."

"Of course. | have to toss coin around to attract wealthy patrons.”

"But you yourself aren't wealthy. The salle brings in plenty of gold, but
it flows right out again, to service your debts and pay for each new
extravagance. . ."

"Answer me this: So long as the coin keeps comng, will | stay afloat?"

The elderly hal fling scow ed and said, "Probably, barring disaster."

Taegan said. "Your famly will be

Cor kaury replied.



"There you are then. You're fretting over m st and dew drops."

"I'f you say so," said Corkaury. "Let's at |east nmake sure we take in as
much gol d as possible. Sonme of the students are behind on their fees.”

"They al ways are. The nanmes, if you would be so kind."

"CQdot h Anbl ecr own. "

"He's just absentm nded,"” said the maestro. "He'll ante up if | drop hima
hint, provided it's not too subtle.”

"Nal i an Fisher."

"Bugger. His family's too prom nent, and he's too nuch of a brat. If we
squeeze him he'll leave in a snit and take his sycophants—who do pay—with
him Let it go for now "

"CGorstag Hel der."

"Still?" Taegan asked. "Chuck himout."

"Il tell the porter not to admit him"

Taegan arched an eyebrow. He'd cultivated that particular mannerism |ike
many of his gestures, to make hinself over into a perfect Inpilturan rake.

"That's it?" he asked.

"What el se is there?" Corkaury replied.

"On previous occasions, you had nore to say."

"True. | pleaded poverty on Goodman Hel der's behal f, whereupon you
grudgi ngly granted himan extension. | don't feel |ike covering the sane
ground again. If he really can't afford to live like a swell, with fencing

| essons, fancy clothes, and all the rest of it, that's his problem Let him
take up a trade |like everybody else."

"Ch, to the Abyss with it," said Taegan, "give himanother nonth. Maybe
Tymora will blow on his dice."

The corners of Corkaury's nouth quirked upward.

"Why the smrk?" Taegan asked.

"I just wanted you to acknow edge that actually, we keep Hel der on the
rolls because you're fond of him As you ought to be. He idolizes you."

"Al'l the sheep idolize ne. That's what enables ne to shear them Are we
done?"

"l suppose."

"Then take a sedan chair home, and don't feel you have to scurry back at
the crack of dawn. Stay in bed, and wake O para in the way a wench likes
best."

“I'"l'l thank you not to refer to my wife as a wench,"” said the hal fling.
"Anyway, at her age, she likes to wake to griddl e-cakes snothered in butter
and cherry syrup."

"Spare ne the lurid details."

"Are you going to turn in?"

"No," Taegan answered sinmply. Avariels didn't sleep, and though they had
their own sort of rest, a trance-like neditation, they only needed about four
hours a night. "I have an itch to get out of this place of a while. | believe
["1'l find out what Selune and the Sea of N ght are doing."

Wth his wings protruding in the back, an avariel couldn't wear ordinary
cl oaks, but Taegan possessed a number of specially tailored tabards that went
a long way toward staving off the chill. He opened an armpire, selected a deep
bl ue vel vet outer garnent trinmmed with scarlet satin, and pulled it on. Thus
protected, he strode to the casenent with its panes of pebbled, nilky glass,
threw it open, and sprang out into the night. H's wi ngs spread and hamered up
and down,swiftly carrying himabove the | evel of the gabled rooftops. After a
time, they caught an updraft that hurled himhigher still, until he could gaze
down on the entirety of Lyrabar at once.

Gittering with enough lights to rival the starry sky above, Queen
Sanbryl's capital sprawl ed along the shore for nearly a mle. Supposedly it
was the largest city for hundreds of mles. Certainly it was the greatest
Taegan had ever seen, and the sight of it stretched out beneath him could
inspire a variety of enotions, depending on his nbod. Oten he felt wonder,
joy, and gratitude that he had come to dwell here. Qther tines, though he



woul d never have adnitted it to another, Lyrabar made himfeel ashaned and
unworthy of its grandeur

Fortunately, the humans whose city it truly was rarely behaved as if he
didn't belong. Elves of any sort were a rarity in Inpiltur and the surroundi ng
| ands. Avariels were virtually unheard of, and because of their w ngs, slender
frames, porcelain skin, fine-boned features, and |arge, |um nous eyes, nany
folk in Lyrabar regarded them as narvel ous and exotic. Taegan had recogni zed
that fascination early on and turned it to his advantage. It had played a
consi derabl e part in making himone of the nost popul ar masters-of-arns in
t own.

Toni ght, the spectacle of the benighted port, with its host of warships and
nmer chant vessels either noored at the piers or sitting at anchor in the
harbor, lifted his spirits and made himwant to play. He clinbed and
pl umret ed, swooped through the boul evards and alleys, testing his ability to
| evel out of a dive or make a turn at the |last possible instant. It was
exhilarating, and if people saw, so nuch the better. The gossip would bring in
new st udents.

Avariels weren't |ike dwarves or goblinkin, able to see in the utter
absence of light. But their vision was sharper than that of nen. M dway
t hrough anot her ascent, Taegan noticed the |anky nan weavi ng and stunbling his
way across a plaza at the intersection of five avenues. It was obvious he was
hurt and just as clear that the shadowy figures tailing himintended to finish
himoff. He was probably leaving a trail of blood spatters for themto foll ow.

It was unfortunate, but none of Taegan's business. He resolved to fly
el sewhere and | eave the distasteful scene behind. Then the human lifted his
face as if praying to Selune to save him It was Gorstag, his |long, narrow
count enance pal e as the noon herself.

Curse you, Taegan thought. | already did you one favor tonight, isn't that
enough?

He furled his wings and dropped like a stone. As a result, he |landed hard,
but not hard enough to hurt hinmself. Up cl ose, Corstag reeked of blood. He
gave Taegan a dazed smile.

"I was coming to find you," the student said.

"Lucky ne," the mmestro grumbled. "Get down and stay there."

Taegan shoved Gorstag down into the dirty, much-trodden snow to nmeke a
smal ler target. It was the only way. An adult human was too heavy to fly to
safety.

The maestro pivoted, whipped his rapier fromits scabbard, and reviewed the
spells he currently carried ready for the casting in his nenory. Mst of
Lyrabar knew himonly as a duelist, for the sinple use of weapons was the only
art he inmparted to his pupils. It was all he had to teach that non-elves
seened capabl e of learning. But during his youth, he'd al so nastered
bl adesong, a techni que for conbining swordplay and magic to lethal effect, and
he suspected he was going to need it very soon

The question was, which spell to cast first in the final nonments before
Corstag's hunters rushed into the plaza. Taegan deci ded to arnor hinself
specifically against ranged attacks. He trusted his fencing to protect him
fromfoes bold enough to advance within reach of his rapier, but even the
greatest swordsman could fall prey to enem es who kept their distance and shot
himfull of arrows.

He rattled off the incantation, swept a scrap of turtle shell through the
proper pass, and the first two of his foes darted into plain view He smled,
because he'd guessed right. They carried crossbows. They faltered for an
instant, surprised to see himwaiting there, then lifted the weapons. They
knew how to use them too. Despite their excitement, they took a nmonent to
aim Then the crossbows cl acked, and the quarrels | eaped forth.

One shaft nissed. The other struck Taegan in the chest, only to snap in two
wi t hout penetrating. It had, however, chipped away at the magic. A few nore
such inpacts and the protection would be gone. It was a good reason not to
give his attackers a chance to ready the crossbows for a second voll ey.



Taegan charged them his w ngs beating, augnenting the strength of his |egs
to close the distance in several prodigious bounds. H s opponents tossed away
t he crossbows and reached for their blades. He killed the curly-bearded one on
the right before his fal chion cleared the scabbard. The other, a thin man in a
hi gh-crowned hat, rushed in stabbing with a dirk in either hand. The avari el
saw that he wouldn't quite have time to yank the rapier free and swing it
around to present the point. So he sidestepped, and as the knife-fighter
bl undered past, bashed himin the head with the heavy steel pomrel. The human
| urched off bal ance. Taegan thrust his sword into his back

That was two foes down, but Taegan had glinpsed nore. He turned to neet the
next ones, and a nauseating stench assailed himas w thered, gray-faced
figures shuffled out of the dark. He cursed in surprise. He'd assuned Corstag
had sinmply run afoul of footpads or come out the loser in a braw . Yet that
woul dn't expl ai n soneone setting zonbies on his track. It was astonishing that
a spellcaster would even dare to create undead in Lyrabar, crawming with
pal adi ns and priests of the gods of light as it was.

Taegan had never fought zomnbies, but he had sone notion of their weaknesses
and capabilities, They were slow and clumsy, but strong, fearless, and
difficult to slay. The best way to deal with them would be to keep maneuvering
so that only one or at the nost two could cone at himat a time. And make his
rapi er a nore potent weapon, to let the animating force out of the wal king
cadavers that much nore quickly.

He circl ed, sidestepped, advanced, retreated, and dodged, thrust,
counterattacked, parried, and riposted. Meanwhile, he recited a rhynme and
swept his off hand through a pass, managi ng the swordplay and spell casting
si mul taneously as only a bl adesi nger could. At the conclusion of the
i ncantation, he tossed a pinch of powdered Iine and coal dust onto his bl ade.
Magi ¢ groaned through the air, and for an instant, the weapon flared as if
white hot.

He made faster progress after that. Every hit plunged the rapier deep into
a zonbie's body, and a single such attack generally sufficed to dispatch it.
He di sposed of a wonan's corpse with the nose and jaw all black and nmushy, a
br oad- shoul dered husk swi nging a battle-axe, and a skinny old fell ow s cadaver
with bits of bare bone peeking through its flaking skin. Then another |iving
man intent on creeping in on his flank

Taegan grinned. Only a fool risked his life except for profit—which nade
hima fool at that particul ar monent—but even so, no one could deny the
satisfaction of mastering an adversary or better still a pack of them For a
few seconds, the fight seemed an amusing gane, then the situation altered once
agai n.

A human m ght not have noticed, but a flying warrior |learned to keep track
of what was happeni ng above and below him not just in front and behind, even
when he hinmself was battling on the ground. Thus, Taegan's ears caught the
whi sper of wings. d ancing upward, he saw a huge, drag-onlike silhouette, the
wings fifty feet fromtip to tip, with a crooked stinger at the end of its
long, skinny tail and a rider straddling its back. The beast was swoopi ng at
Corstag, who held his rapier aloft in both trenbling hands in a pathetic
effort at self-defense.

A wyvern | acked the intelligence, sorcery, and breath weapon of a true
dragon. Yet even so, the reptile was far nore form dable than any of Taegan's
ot her foes, and he was accordingly surprised it hadn't revealed itself before.
But perhaps the rider was the sort of |eader who'd rather send dozens of
underlings to their destruction than face danger unnecessarily hinmself. In any
case, since the bastard assuned his mnions had the bl adesinger tied up, he
was racing to finish off the man he actually wanted to kill.

Taegan spun and wi ngs beating, leaped into the air. A blade bit into his
calf. He snarled against the shock, flew onward, and saw he coul dn't intercept
the wvern in time, not by flying anyway. He rattled off words of power.

Transported instantly through the intervening distance, he was directly in
the plumreting reptile's path. He drove his rapier into its scaly chest, then



tried to dodge out of its way. He was an instant too slow, and the wvern
slamed into him

The collision stunned him and he dropped tunbling toward the snowy cobbl es
waiting to smash his bones. Sonehow he shook off the daze and struggled to
beat his wings. To his relief, they still worked. The inpact nust not have
broken any critically inmportant bones. As he |leveled off, then clinbed, he
peered about to see how the wyvern was faring.

The unexpected injury had caused it to veer off short of rending Gorstag
with its talons, but that was the only good news. Despite the flower of fresh
gore blooming on its breast, it was still airborne, its master still perched
atop its back. It wheeled toward Taegan, |eathery w ngs snapping and rattling,
gaining altitude all the while. The rider, clad in a dark robe, shoul der cape,
and cowm, swept a staff through mystic passes. The shaft was made of jet-black
wood, while the silver knob on top was shaped |ike a skull.

Essentially, it was the sane situation Taegan had already faced with the
crossbowren. He had no intention of hangi ng back while the spellcaster hurled
one curse after another. Rather, he neant to close with the i mense two-I|egged
reptile and send it and its rider plunging to earth as soon as possible. Wngs
poundi ng and rapier extended |like a lance, he streaked toward it.

Even as he flew his fastest, bladesong enabled himto weave anot her
def ensi ve enchantnment. For an instant, the words of power sent rai nbows
rippling through the air around him The subtle illusion he'd called into
bei ng woul d make himl ook as if he was a foot or two away from his actual
position. It ought to hinder the wvern's efforts to rip himto shreds.

Whet her it woul d hanper the rider's nagi c depended on which particul ar spel
t he whoreson chose to cast.

A cl awed, shadowy, and di senbodi ed hand erupted fromthe silver skull and
streaked at Taegan. He veered, dodgi ng. The hand raked at enpty air, then
wi t hered out of existence.

So far, so good, but he mght not be as lucky next tine. He had to get into
sword range but realized that, his shield of illusion notw thstanding, it
woul d be suicide to approach the wvern at any but the proper attitude. So he
zi gzagged back and forth, naking the reptile struggle to match himshift for
shift. The dragonlike brutes could fly faster than avariels but were |ess
agile in the air.

Even so, he'd nearly closed with it before he maneuvered it into the proper
posture. He put on a final burst of speed and fetched up under its belly,
where he grabbed a | oose handful of scaly hide to anchor hinself in place.
VWhile he clung there, it would have difficulty twisting its neck far enough
around to snap at himor its tail to sting. The man perched on its back
woul dn't be able to target himat all.

Still, his position could scarcely have been nore perilous. The huge,
three-tal oned feet scrabbled at him The great jaws with the slit-pupiled eyes
glaring rage behind thembit repeatedly, and the crooked, venonous stinger
thrust and thrust. The wyvern thrashed to shake hi mloose. Meanwhile he
struggled to hang on, twi st out of the way of each new attack, and drive the
rapi er home over and over again.

At last the reptile shuddered and rolled over. It was falling, and Taegan
had to get clear or it would carry himto the ground along with it. He | eaped
away fromit, w ngs pounding, and either by dint of a final nurderous effort
or simply because the wyvern was convulsing in its death throes, the stinger
| eaped directly at him He twisted away fromit. The bony point cane close
enough to tear a feather or two fromhis left pinion but failed to pierce
fl esh or punmp poison into his veins.

After that, the reptile was too far away to threaten him The rider
shrieked, and for a nonent, Taegan took a cold satisfaction in the dooned
man's terror. Then he gl anced down and saw the nmen and zonbies closing in on
Corstag. Ilmater's wounds, was this fight never going to end? He dived.

Luckily, when the wyvern crashed down with an earth-shaking jolt, it
startled the ordinary humans, freezing themin their tracks. The undead t ook



no notice, but they were lurching along nore slowy than their living
counterparts. Thus Taegan reached the ground in tine to interpose hinself

bet ween Gorstag and his woul d-be assassins. He drove his rapier into a
zonbie's face and out the back of its head, jerked the weapon free, deflected
a short sword with a thrust in opposition, and pierced his attacker's solar

pl exus. An instant |later, a mace whi pped at his head. He ducked and extended
si mul t aneously, and anot her ani mate corpse went down.

The surviving humans bolted, |eaving the | ast two zonbi es behind to cover
their retreat. Taegan destroyed the creatures, took a wary | ook around to
check for other dangers, then crouched over Corstag.

"You'll be all right now," the maestro said.

Cor st ag shook his head.

"l don't think so," the student murnured.

Actual |y, Taegan marked the precise location of his pupil's wound, and he
didn't think so, either

Nonet hel ess, he insisted, "W'll find a priest to nmend you."

"No time. Just listen."”

Corstag funbled at his side. After a nonent, Taegan realized the wounded
man was trying to produce something frominside his bl ood-soaked cl oak but was
too weak to bring it forth.

The elf fol ded back the cape to reveal a book with an odd sigil stanped on
the spine and a folio stuffed with | oose pages.

"What are these?"

"The tone," said Corstag, "and Speaker's notes."

"\What speaker ?"

Corstag made a little rhythm ¢ wheezing sound. It took Taegan a second to
realize it was |aughter

"You're right," said the dying student. "I kept calling him Speaker even
after | found out. It scared nme to use his real nane, even in ny private
t houghts. But you need to know. It's Sammaster."

Taegan wondered if his student was slipping into delirium Sammaster was a
villain in old stories. Perhaps such a human had really lived once upon a
time, but even if so, he was surely dust.

"I don't understand" the maestro said. "Has sonme knave taken to calling
hi nsel f by the nonster's nane?"

"No," Corstag replied. "He came back. He's leading the cult again, and this
time the prophecies are going to conme true. He's found the way to make t hem
all do what he wants."

Taegan felt lost. He dimy recalled that Samaster had founded a secret
soci ety known as the Cult of the Dragon, which by sone accounts still existed,
but beyond that, he could nake little of what Gorstag was straining to tel
hi m

"Make who do what he wants?"

"I't's why we had to steal all the gens,

"That was you?"

"Wth the others. | had to, to keep them from suspecting | was a spy." He
panted out his ghastly crippled | augh. Blood ran fromthe corners of his
nmout h, but he continued, "Not a good spy, though. They caught me in the end.
thought | could pull it off. Thought 1'd finally found a way to make sonet hi ng
of nyself, but... Never mind. It's not inportant anynore. Keep the notes safe
until the Harpers cone for them They'Il find you. Sonmehow. Don't trust
anybody el se. Even a pal adin. Even the queen.”

"I'f the folio's supposed to pass to soneone else, tell ne howto find him"

Corstag didn't answer, sinmply stared up at the heavens. Gazing after his
ascendi ng soul, perhaps.

At that noment, had it lain in his power, Taegan m ght have consigned the
young idiot's spirit to the infernal realnms instead. It was true, the avariel
encour aged his students to revere himas a nmentor and prize himas a boon
conpanion. It was good for business. But that didn't nean he was keen to
fulfill their perilous, inconvenient dying requests. He nost enphatically was

Corstag replied.



not .

"Curse you," he said, "you didn't understand. | only liked you in a casua
sort of way, and | certainly don't care about your wetched batch of papers.
You shoul d have sought the aid of a knight. I'mjust an avariel."

Corstag had nothing to say to that either.

Taegan si ghed, gathered up the book and folio, and his | eg gave hima
twi nge. Thus rem nded of the gash he'd received, he checked it and was
relieved to find it shall ow

He decided to heed Gorstag's instructions in one regard anyway. He woul dn't
trust pal adins or any of the other royal officers likely to discover himif he
lingered there. He'd rather not try to justify his slaughter of severa
humans. The carcasses of the wyvern and zonbies night serve to vindicate him
but it was by no neans a certainty, not when the authorities held his
profession in such disdain. He spread his wi ngs and soared upward.

As he fled toward the salle, he wondered if he could find a way to turn the
burden Gorstag had foisted upon himinto coin. The possibility blunted his
resentment, but only a little.

Sl X
11 Alturiak, the Year of Rogue Dragons

WIl was no mariner, but he and his fell ow hunters had spent enough tine
sailing around the Mbon-sea, traveling fromone job to the next, for himto
| earn that many captains preferred to hug the coast during winter. It gave
thema fighting chance of finding shelter in a harbor or cove if a gale blew
up. Nonethel ess, after sailing past the third ravaged village, the skipper of
the nerchant galley had ordered his crew to the benches to row out into the
center of the Reach. Evidently he feared running up on a dragon flight nore
than getting caught in a blizzard.

As a result of his caution, the rolling grasslands of the Vast were sinply
a line on the eastern horizon, and the Earthfast Muntains just a bunp. That
didn't stop Dorn from spending hours in the bow staring at them

The gray, breezy afternoon of the el eventh was no exception. Dorn had stood
like a statue at the port rail since the midday neal of rock-hard biscuits and
pi ckl ed cod. Eventually Kara wandered up to join him

WIl had made it a point to keep abreast of the progress of their
friendshi p. Soneone should, shouldn't he, considering that back in the Fl ooded
Forest, his conrades had proclainmed the bard a duplicitous and possibly
sinister figure. Besides, it intrigued himto see a softer side of Dorn
energing, no matter how the big man hinsel f struggled against it, and while
some folk affected to resent eavesdroppers, the practice didn't bother them
unl ess they caught you at it.

They rarely caught WIl. The skills that had once made himthe ablest guild
thief in Saerloon saw to that. He descended the mast and sauntered forward.
Fortunately, the galley carried some of its cargo on deck, including half a
dozen crates, stacked two high and | ashed down to keep them from sliding just
aft of the bow The netallic contents clinked and rattled when the ship
rolled. The pile offered plenty of cover for a skulker as small as a halfling.
W1l sat down with his back against it, yawned, and pretended to doze.

He picked up Kara's rich soprano voice in mdsentence:

"—i sh you were ashore, don't you? Hunting them"

"We' || see you safely to Lyrabar,"” Dorn said, "as pronised."

"That's not what | asked."

"The voyage is... pleasanter than | thought it m ght be. Light work for
good wages. But | like killing dragons. W tal ked about that already."

"The previous dragon flight alnost killed you, your friends, and nme. W
were |lucky to escape with our lives."

"Yes. It's stupid to want to face another one. But if you could find a way
to split the wrms up, pick one off, slip away, regroup, and return for the



next...." He chuckled. It was a sound WIIl had rarely heard. "Easier said than
done, | know. "

"I imagine that if anyone could figure it out, it would be you," Kara said.
That killed the conversation dead, at |east for a nonent. Dorn had never
known how to respond to a conplinent, or a sinple expression of gratitude, for

that matter.

"I"ve spent a lot of tines studying drakes," he managed at | ast,
"questioning folk who've seen themup close and lived to tell the tale.”

"Yet you have no idea why they slip into frenzy?" "Apparently nobody does,
not even w zards, sages, or priests.”

"It nmust be horrible for them™

Dorn spat and said, "Mre |like the kind of drunk where hurting people and
breaki ng things seenms |ike the grandest sport in the world. But even if it was
awful , who could pity thenP Dragons slaughter and pillage even when their
m nds are clear."”

"I know. You'd slay themall if you could, and considering what they took
fromyou, who could blanme you? | just wonder what you'd do afterward."

Wl peeked out in time to see Dorn shrug.

"Since it's not going to happen, why even think about it?" the forner
gl adi ator said, his iron half-mask gleaming dully in the pale winter sunlight.

"I know you'd find sonething to do, because | know there's nmore to you than

hate."

"I suppose |I'd just go on hunting. Faerun would still have plenty of
dangerous beasts, and 1'd still need to earn a living."

"Suppose you found one of the great dragon hoards WII is always going on
about. Then you woul dn't have to worry about coin."

"I'd still hunt."

"To hel p others?"

"Because it's all | know. "

"Ch, nonsense. You're clever enough to | earn another way of living. If you
wanted to, you could settle down and have the things nost people want. A hone,
per haps, and soneone to share it."

Hi s rough bass voice grew col der when he said, "You re nocking ne."

"No. "

"I"ve known only two sorts of women in that way. Those | paid, and those
who were curious to find out what it would be like, or if |I even could. To
di scover whether the red drake | eft me ny nanhood."

"Some people think that different is the same as ugly and frightening, but

not everyone. | don't. How could I, when |I'mdifferent nyself?"

"Because your eyes and hair are unusual colors? Spare me. You're shaking
the tree for conmplinents, and you need to try your |luck el sewhere. | never
| earned to play such ganes."

"I've offended you," Kara said. "I'msorry. I'Il |eave you al one."

WIIl |ooked out fromhis hiding place and saw t he sl ender bard, her cheeks

ruddy with the cold and her long, straight white-blond hair whipping in the
wi nd, turn to go

Dorn reached out with his human hand to stay her, al nost touching but not
quite.

"Please,"” he said. "I'"'mthe one who should be sorry. | don't understand why
you say sonme of the things you do, but I knowit isn't out of neanness."

"I often don't know why | say themeither," she said with a snile. "Perhaps
simply because I"'mafraid, and it nakes me babble."

Once again, Dorn didn't appear to know what to say.

Just kiss her, thought WII inpatiently. You'll both enjoy it, and with any
luck, it'll gripe Pavel's arse.

Pavel had an amorous nature, and since he served Lat hander, who was, anong
his other attributes, a god of love, nothing in his creed or vows constrai ned
himfromindulging it. At the start of the voyage, he'd spent several days
maki ng subtle romantic overtures to Kara, hints and invitations she'd ignored.
W1l hoped it would irk himto | earn that where the handsone, | oquaci ous



priest had failed to strike a spark, his scarred, surly conrade had succeeded.

The nonent stretched out,the two humans standi ng cl ose together, gazing
into one another's faces

Then Raryn bel |l owed, "Cot you!"

Natural |y, everyone, the half-golemand singer included, turned to see what
was happeni ng.

Bare fromthe waist up, his skin sunburned the angry-|ooking red that
evidently caused his kind no nore disconfort than did the winter chill, the
arctic dwarf was standing on one of the rower's benches a short distance aft.
The nmuscles in his burly arnms bul ged and knotted as he hauled in a line. At
the end was a harpoon enbedded in the plunp, glistening gray body of a tuna
nearly as big as hinmself. The fish thrashed and fl opped about the deck unti
he pounded its head with the butt of his bone-hafted ice axe, fitted with a
new bl ade since the ooze drake's corrosive sline had ruined the old one.

Afterward the dwarf recited the prayerlike fornula he intoned after killing
any game aninmal, apologizing to its departing spirit and promising its body
woul dn't go to waste. Then he gave his shipmates a grin, the flash of teeth
al nost i ndi stingui shable inside the tangle of white beard.

"Fresh tuna filets for our supper,"” said Raryn. "There's nothing tastier."

He wrenched the harpoon fromhis catch, drew his knife, and crouched down
to clean it.

Havi ng determ ned what the fuss had been about, the sailors went back to
their duties. WIIl peered up at Dorn and Kara, then frowned, perplexed. Unlike
everyone el se, the bard wasn't turning away. She stared as Raryn's
bl ood-sneared fist hitched the knife al ong, shearing away sl abs of noist pink
flesh.

It didn't make sense. Surely she'd seen soneone dress out a freshly killed
ani mal before, so why the fascination? WII couldn't believe she was squeani sh
and thus transfixed with horror. Back in Ylraphon, she'd maintained her
conposure with smashed, shredded human corpses scattered all around. Yet she
still couldn't take her violet eyeS off the tuna.

Dorn saw it, too.

"Kara?" he said. "Kara?"

She didn't answer. She took a step toward the comnpani on-way | eadi ng down
fromthe bow, paused, then took another. WII had a sudden prenonition that he
didn't want to see what she'd do if she made it all the way to Raryn and his
catch. It would be... disturbing. Maybe worse than that.

Kara wrenched herself around, and staggered to the very front of the bow,
seem ngly putting as nmuch di stance between herself and the dwarf as possible.
Panting, she clutched the rail as if she | acked the strength to stand wi thout
a prop. O maybe as if to anchor herself in place.

Dorn foll owed her.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

Shaki ng her head, Kara replied, "Nothing. |I felt faint for a nonent, but
it's passing. Perhaps it was just hunger. Maybe | shoul d have eaten ny share
of the cod, repulsive as it |ooked."

Dorn peered down the length of the ship then shouted, "Pavel!"

The shout brought the priest hurrying forward. WIlIl fell in behind him and
they cl anbered up into the bow

"She's ill," said Dorn

"I"'mnot," Kara replied.

"Il tell you whether you are or not," said Pavel

H s tone must have convinced her resistance was usel ess, for she submtted
to an exam nation w thout further protest. He gazed into her eyes and nouth,
hel d her dainty wist between thunmb and forefinger to take her pul se, and cast
a divination. Apparently it reveal ed nothing hel pful, for he then proceeded to
ask the usual questions physicians trotted out when they hadn't a clue what
ailed the patient, and lastly to inspect the wounds he'd first treated in the
wererats' lair. As far as WIIl could tell, she'd healed up nicely, with only
faint scars remaining.



"Wl | ?" asked Dorn
Pavel directed his answer at Kara. "You seemfine."
"I told you so." She adjusted her nantle and gown to cover her shoul der and

added. "I would like to find a spot to |lie down, though."
“I"1l walk with y—= Dorn began
"Don't trouble yourself. I'mall right."

Once she was out of earshot, WII sneered up at Pavel.

"Baffl ed and usel ess as ever," the halfling said.

"Go eat a toadstool,"” Pavel replied. "If she is sick, no other healer could
have di agnosed the problem either."

"Do you think she is?" asked Dorn.

"I don't know," the cleric answered with a shrug, "but | find myself
renmenbering that when we first met her, we nmistrusted her. Now we |ike her
Consi dering that she risked her life to cover the retreat from Yl raphon the
same as we did, how could we not? The problemis, our fondness doesn't nake
her any less of a nystery."

After that, no one else had much to say. In tinme, WIIl clinbed back up the
mast, where he remai ned while the sun sank toward the horizon. The el evation
shoul d have allowed himto see farther than anyone el se onboard. Still, it was
Raryn's keen eyes that first spotted the threat, and Raryn who raised the
al arm

"Dragons!" the tracker shouted. "Flying out of the west!"

Raryn's cry jolted Dorn out of his out of his fretting over Kara and made
him snatch for his bow The problemwas he didn't have it. Like nost of the
rest of his gear, it was packed away to protect it fromthe danp salt air.

He hesitated, torn between the desire to rush to his baggage and the
equal ly conmpelling urge to find out nore about what was goi ng on. Then
yielding to the latter inpulse, he | eaped fromthe bow and scramnmbl ed down the
deck, through the jabbering crewren, to join Raryn at the rail.

"Show ne, " he said.

The dwarf pointed. The setting sun burned in the western sky, and Dorn had
to squint against the glare. Finally, though, he nade out two specks. They
were still far enough away that it was amazing even Raryn had spotted them

The captain tramped up, his tattooed face twisted in a scom of concern
and said, "You claimto know about dragons."

"W do," Raryn said.

"Are those two chasing us?"

"It's too early to tell,"” said the dwarf.

"Suppose | order all hands to the oars?"

"I't wouldn't help,"” Raryn said. "You can't outrun dragons, and | guarantee
you, if we've spotted them they' ve already seen us as well. My advice is to
break out whatever weapons you've got stashed away. My friends and | will tel
you how to use themto best effect. Though I hope it won't conme to that. A
ship under sail is a poor place to fight wrns. You can only maneuver the
l ength and breadth of the deck, and if they feel like it, they can drown you
just by knocking a hole belowthe waterline."

The captain frowned and said, "Surely we can do sonething."

"W told you what to do," said Dorn. "Loan us your spyglass, and go do it
W may only have a few mnutes left. Wien Raryn and | know nore about the

wyrns, we'll tell you."
Fromthe way the mariner glared, he plainly didn't |ike being ordered
around on his own vessel. Still, he surrendered the tel escope, strode off, and

started barking commands in his turn. The crew scranbled to obey him
Dorn peered through the spygl ass, then cursed.
"Wth the sun behind them" he said, "I still can't make out the color."
"I't could be the swanp dragons again," Raryn said, "except there were nore
than two."
"Considering that it may have been a whole different bunch of wyrns raiding



al ong the eastern shore, the gods only know what's comi ng,"'
"We'd better armourselves while we still have tine."

Kara found Dorn when he was fastening up his acid-scarred brigandi ne,
buckling the flaps that nade it possible for himto don the reinforced | eather
arnor despite the girth and protrusions of his netal arm He felt a tw nge of
relief that she | ooked tense but composed, not strange and entranced as she
had before. Maybe she really had just needed a nap

"Do you have spells prepared?" he asked.

Dorn replied.

"Al ways," she replied.

"CGood, but if we have to fight, wait for the proper nonment to throw t hem
Wrnms will al nost always target a spellcaster if you give thema chance."

"I know," she said. "You be careful, too. You | ook nore dangerous than the
average sailor. The drakes will want to elimnate you quickly, also."

"Maybe so ..." Dorn faltered.

He had nore he wanted to say to her, but didn't know what, and in any case,
they were running out of time. He turned to the mariners who'd lined up to
t ake spears and bows fromthe mate who was passing them out.

It turned out the majority had seen conbat before, fending off the raiders
of the Pirate Isles, which put themone up on the nmilitianmen Dorn had led in
Yl raphon. Marginally encouraged, he divided theminto squads and gave them
their battle orders.

VWhen he finished, he clinbed up into the bow to resume surveying the sky.
The wyrms were much cl oser. Even without the spyglass, he could clearly make
out the batlike w ngs, wedge-shaped heads, and serpentine tails sil houetted
agai nst the bright golden clouds. But still, not the color of the scales.

As he strung his | ongbow, the captain approached him

"What ' s happeni ng?" the captain asked.

"We've cone a bit farther south, and the wyrns have turned to follow. It's
possi bl e they just want a closer look at us. If so, we nmustn't provoke them"

"But if they do nmean to attack," said the man with the tattooed face, "I

don't want to give themthe first nove. That could be all it takes for themto
sink us."

"You're right," said Dorn. "Have the archers stand ready. As soon as any of
us hunters sees the least indication the wrns mean us ill, we'll let

everybody know. "

The captain gave a brusque nod and bustled off toward the quarterdeck

Once Dorn readied his bow and selected an arrow for his first shot, he had
nothing to do but watch. The waiting gnawed at his nerves. Eventually Pavel
cane to join him

"Stand over there,’
the stern.

Pavel then positioned hinself farther forward than anyone el se. He chanted
a prayer and brandi shed his sun anul et, blessing everyone within range. Dorn
felt the usual surge of vigor and confidence, though the latter couldn't truly
bani sh his apprehension, just nmuffle it a little.

Once Pavel had finished all the spellcasting he deemed useful for the tine
bei ng, he stood and peered out over the rippling, |ead-gray water as everyone
el se was doi ng.

"What's the color?" he nuttered under his breath. "Curse it, show
us—there!"

One wi ng dipping |low and the other angling high, the drakes turned to keep
t he nmerchant vessel directly in front of them and at |last their position was
such that they weren't flying directly out of the sun. Their |ong bodies
gl eaned a silver bright as newWy mnted Senbi an ravens, and Dorn coul d make
out the broad, kite-shaped plates on their heads that inspired sonme folk to
call their species "shield dragons."” A nunber of the sailors cheered, called
out thanks to Tynora and Unberlee or sinply slunped in relief. Ghers stil
hel d their weapons ready and snapped at their shipmtes to be silent.

Dorn was one of those who kept his arrow nocked. The fact that the wyrns
had metal -col ored scal es wasn't enough to make himdrop his guard. Maybe such

the cleric said, notioning hima couple paces toward



creatures were |less purely mal evolent than the rest of their kind, but he'd
heard of instances when they, too, raided for treasure or harned fol k who
failed to pay themthe deference they considered their due. Anyway, if this
pair had slipped into frenzy, their normal inclinations didn't matter
anynor e.

They soared overhead and on past the bow

"That's it, then," a sailor said, sounding al nbst di sappoi nted.

"Not yet," Pavel told him He'd noticed the first telltale tail swtching,
and the enornous, serpentine bodies beginning to twist. "They're wheeling for
anot her pass."

They swooped |l ower as well, and stupid as it was, Dorn realized he was
gl ad. Eager to see if he could bring the wetched things tunbling down into
the sea.

He was about to give the warning that would start the battle, when Pavel,
evidently sensing his intention, said, "No. Wait. W still don't know they're
hostile."

"By the tinme we're absolutely sure, it could be too late.'
dragons, born of light the sane as humans.”

"How do you know?" asked Dorn. "W've never even seen a silver before."

"Be that as it may, we can't | ash out at themjust because we fear they
m ght be hostile.”

"I's that what the Mrninglord teaches?" Dorn snapped. "Bugger himand you,

"They' re netal

too."

Harsh words, but just bluster. Dorn realized he wasn't going to give the
signal to attack after all, not yet, not with his trusted conrade so set
against it.

The reptiles hurtled over the ship, lower still, so close Dorn's nerves

sang with the inmpulse to send an arrow streaki ng upward. Again, the silvers
didn't attack. Wat did they want then? Were they really just curious after
all?

They circled. The smaller of the pair clinbed higher, while the |arger
dropped even |l ower. Leveling off, it then glided in an al nost stately fashion
across the surface of the waves, straight toward the galley. Crewren yanmered
in terror and raised their weapons.

"No!" Dorn shout ed.

He hated stopping them but it was the only sane thing to do. He could tel
the silver neant no i mediate harm No dragon, even a deranged one, would
approach a ship it intended to attack in such a manner. First it would rake
the decks with its breath and nagic, and when it did decide to fight with fang
and claw, it would dive as fast as it was able and smash into the nassed
defenders like a boulder flung froma catapult.

Apparently the wrmwanted to conme aboard peacefully, by lighting on the
quarterdeck. Dorn could only hope that al one wouldn't bring disaster. It was
easy to imgine the huge reptile's weight shoving the stern all the way down
under the water.

But it didn't cone to that. As the shield dragon drew near, it dw ndl ed,
its body drawing in on itself so quickly that for a second, Dorn | ost track of
it. Then he noticed the ordinary-1ooking white gull at the center of the space
t he wyrm had occupi ed.

Wngs fluttering, the seabird set down in the center of the quarterdeck
whi ch the captain and everyone el se had hastily vacated to make roomfor a
gigantic drake. There the creature shifted shape again, swelling upward into
t he guise of a skinny old man clad in a shabby brown robe and buskins. He had
a genial sort of face, seenmingly made for smiles and | aughter, in which the
eyes | ooked out of place. Pale and piercing, the gray orbs, set deep under
scraggly white brows, peered out at the world with the cold, inperious regard
of a magistrate or warl ord.

The silver gazed down the I ength of the ship, then said, "Do you think
didn't spot you fromthe air, Karasendrieth? That | can't taste your scent?
Show yoursel f."



Kara stepped from behind a bundl e of burlap sacks bound together in a net.

"Hel |l o, Azhaq," she said.

"That's the first sensible thing you ve done," Azhaq said. "Now cone al ong.
It's time to go."

Dorn | eaped out of the bow and shoved through the nassed sailors with their
bows and spears. Raryn, WIIl, and Pavel scranbled to join him the priest
pausing to grab the captain and haul himalong as well. As they hurried aft,

t he shadow of the silver that had remained in dragon form swept across the
deck, a renminder it was still hanging above the galley like a hawk floating
over a hare. Dorn and his conpani ons took up a position between Kara and
Azhaq.

VWen the bard realized what they were doing, she said, "Wait."

"It's what you paid for," said WII.

"I wasn't expecting two of them" said Kara.

The hal fling grinned a crooked grin and replied, "W weren't even expecting
one. Still, a deal's a deal. Mnd you, if we survive this, a bonus would be
nice."

Dorn glared up at the transformed shield dragon and asked, "What's this al
about ?"

"Justice, human," said the silver. "The femal e nust answer for her crines,
but Moonwi ng and | have no quarrel with you. Stay out of the way, and we won't
hurt you."

"What crinmes?" Raryn asked.

"That's none of your concern. Suffice it to say, nmy conrade and | serve in
t he Tal ons of Justice. Do you know the nane?"

Dorn did. He'd run across it in his studies of dragon |ore. The Tal ons were
supposedly a fellowship of silvers who' d banded together to conbat evil,
rather like an order of paladins. The claimdidn't inmpress him Even if it was
true, who was to say that a dragon's notions of right and wong were the sane
as a man's?

"You have no authority over ne," Kara said, "nor does the lord to whom
you' ve chosen to bow your heads."

"Someone nust |ead," Azhaq said. "Oherwise, all will suffer, drakes and
these small folk, too."

"If he led to some purpose,” Kara said, "I'd agree. But as it stands—

"Enough! " Azhaq snapped, his patched, faded robe flapping in the frigid
breeze. "I didn't come to argue, but to arrest you as the king commuands, and a

| ong, hard search it's been. You know what it costs to remain in dragon form
for days at a time, so you can imagine that ny patience has worn thin. Now, do
you surrender, or do you nean to fight a pair of Talons, both ol der and
stronger than you?"

"The | ass doesn't stand al one,"” Pavel said.

The silver regarded the priest as if surprised that any of the other "snall
fol k" would presune to speak again.

"I seek to protect you and all your kind," Azhaq said, "as my race has
al ways done. If you're truly entitled to wear Lathander's amulet, then you
shoul d aspire to aid, not hinder ne."

"I'f you truly deserve to proclaimyourself a champion of good," Pavel
answered, "then you shoul d understand why decent folk wouldn't surrender a
conpani on to any stranger sinply because he demands it—especially a drake,
what ever its hue. W've seen proof that a good many of you are running mad."
He turned to the captain and asked, "Your passengers are under your
protection, aren't they, sir?"

The mariner scow ed. Plainly, he was uncertain and didn't |ike having his
hand forced. But he was tough, as any captain had to be to sail the perilous
waters of the Sea of Fallen Stars, and perhaps it hel ped that the shield
dragon currently wore the guise of a man. It made the creature somewhat | ess
i ntimdating.



At any rate, the captain said, "It's true. The bard paid for her passage. |
can't just toss her to the sharks. Maybe if you were the Senbian or Inpilturan
navy, |'d obey your orders, but what do your Talons of Justice nmean to the
i kes of us?"

Azhag's winkled features twisted as if he'd suffered a pang of headache.

"You have no idea what a dangerous gane you're playing," he said. "You
think that because I'ma silver, I'll coax and coddl e you... never mnd. Just
listen to ne. Karasendrieth is a dragon in human form like nme."

Dorn turned to Kara.

"Tell me the wrmis mad," he said, "just |like the others."

Kara sighed and said, "I wish | could.”
"You see," Azhaq said, "her fate is a matter for dragons, not nen."
"That... might nake a difference," the captain said.

Did it? Wre the hunters and sailors under any obligation to protect one
cursed wrm from ot hers, especially when she'd decei ved t hem concerni ng her
true nature? WIIl, Raryn, and Pavel all glanced uncertainly in Dorn's
direction, waiting for their |eader to supply the answer. Unfortunately, he
didn't know.

"G ve the rogue up," Azhaq continued, "and go your way in peace. Mbonw ng
and | are friends to men—and dwarves, and hal flings—and have no wi sh to hurt
you. But if you're fools enough to stand with her, we'll do what we nust.
You'll be throwi ng away your lives for nothing, for surely you realize you
can't stop us."

Maybe it was the nmenory of Kara risking her life to fight the wrns of the
Fl ooded Forest. Or naybe Azhaq's arrogance, his certainty that humans coul d do
nothing to balk him Either way, Dorn knew he nmeant to side with the female.

But how was he to help her? Even though she was a dragon herself, he
guestioned their ability to fight off two silvers. It would surely be
i npossible if the sailors declined to help, and he could tell the captain was
wavering. It was inmpossible to guess which way he'd ultimtely junp.

Unl ess somebody pushed hi m

"W need a couple minutes to pal aver,'

Azhaq's nmouth tightened in vexation

"Do it quickly," he said, shifting his gaze to Kara. "However they choose,
don't make these little ones perish in a quarrel that's none of their making.
LIimark isn't dead. Surrender now, and—

In one snooth, sudden notion, Dorn lifted his | ongbow and pulled the arrow
back to his ear.

For a split second, he had the shaft pointed straight at Azhaq's heart, and
to his own surprise, shifted his aim The arrow plunged into the Talon's
belly. That could be a nortal wound, too, but not imrediately, and probably
not if Pavel or some other healer tended it.

Dorn dropped his bow and rushed the quarterdeck. If he wasn't going to kil
the silver outright, then he needed to incapacitate the creature quickly,
bef ore Azhaq could revert to reptilian formor start casting spells. As he
scranbl ed up the conpani onway, sailors started scream ng, giving voice to the
fear an attacking drake inspired. Evidently Monw ng had seen Dorn shoot his
conrade and was diving at the ship.

The captain and crew would have to fight. They no | onger had a choice.

As Dorn scranmbled up into the stern, Azhaq was still doubled over with the
shock of his unexpected wound. Good. The hunter charged the silver, and the
galley listed violently to starboard, sending himreeling off course. He
slamred into the rail, it cracked, and for an instant he feared he'd crash
right on through to drop into the sea. But the barrier held.

Thi nki ng Mbonwi ng nmust have | anded on the ship, he glanced around. In fact,
the silver was still in the air, but another drake was swelling into existence
on the deck, her burgeoning mass tipping the galley off balance. Kara's
reptilian form though huge conmpared to a human body, was smaller and slimer
than that of the shield dragons. Her scales were a shinmmrering silver-blue, and
her eyes the sanme |lustrous violet as before, though the pupils were feline

t he hal f - gol em sai d.



slits instead of circles. Dorn had never seen such a wrm before, but the
know edge he'd coll ected enabled himto identify the breed. Kara was a song
dragon, a rare species allegedly as benign as the netal wyrnmns.

She had a hal f-heal ed wound at the base on one wing, evidently |left over
fromthe injuries she'd received prior to stunbling into the wererats' den
Pavel 's prayers apparently hadn't nmended the gash because he hadn't been able
to see it while she was in human gui se

The gall ey rocked again as she | eaped clear. Dorn threw hinmself at Azhaq.

Unfortunately, the rolling of the ship had given the Talon tine to shake
of f the shock of his stomach wound. He rattled off an incantation and swept
his hand through a mystic pass. Dorn felt a sudden, sickening vertigo.

Thanks to his studies, he knew what it nmeant. Sone shield dragons mastered
the ability to make a victimfall away fromthe earth. He had only a nonment to
anchor hinmself, or he'd hurtle scores of feet skyward, hang there until the
magi ¢ ran out of power, and conme plummeting down.

He flung hinmself to the deck, drove his iron claws through the planks, and
clutched at the splintered oak. The heavens pulled at him but his grip
anchored him

It wasn't, however, enough sinmply to cling there. He had to deal wth
Azhag. He kicked the deck with his netal foot, smashing through, then hooked
the extremity in the hole. It wasn't as secure a hold as the one he'd
established with his talons, but it would have to do. He needed his hands.

He grabbed, caught Azhaq by the | egs, and heaved himinto a grapple, which
entailed pulling himinto the zone where things fell upward. Unafraid of such
an occurrence, the Talon kicked at Dorn's iron leg, trying to knock it out of
the hole. The hunter struggled to shift his hands into a position from which
they could batter Azhaq into submi ssion. It was harder than he coul d have
i magi ned. Despite his scrawny, ol d-man appearance and the arrow in his gut,
the silver was astonishingly strong, and a cunning westler as well.

Then the situation becane nore desperate still as Azhaq started to
transform His |inbs thickened. In another second, Dorn wouldn't be able to
wrap his fingers around them The silver's neck stretched, his face extended
into a pair of jaws, and his teeth | engthened into ivory daggers capabl e of
shattering a human skull with one nip.

At | ast Dorn managed to twist his iron wist free of his adversary's grip.
He sl ammed his knuckl e spikes into Azhaq's tenple. The silver went |inp.

The violent action nearly jerked Dorn's foot out of its nmooring. It did
make himfunble his grip on Azhaq, who i medi ately tunbled upward. In a
second, the Tal on was hi gh above his attacker's head. Dorn couldn't tell if
Azhag was alive or dead, nor at the monent did he care. He had other things to
t hi nk about .

It was possible that by distancing herself fromthe galley, Kara had
i ntended to keep Moonwi ng's attacks directed solely at her, thus sparing her
allies. If so, it had worked so far. Pavel, Raryn, WIIl, and the sailors were
still alive. The shield dragon decided it woul dn't endure the steady
harassment of arrows, sling stones, and priestly attack spells any |onger
even if they didn't seemto be doing himany great harm He conjured a bl ast
of fire that sent Kara reeling, then, confident she wouldn't trouble himfor
t he next few seconds, swooped at the galley.

Despite Pavel's bl essing, some of the sailors couldn't bear the terror of
t he onsl aught and | eaped overboard. Gther folk nmanaged a final missile. It
| ooked to Dorn as if WII's rock hit Moonwi ng squarely in the left eye. Alas,
the pain wasn't enough to keep the onrushing dragon from breathing out a jet
of pearly vapor, a blast that would sweep the galley fromprowto stern

Gimy aware that that one attack might well kill everyone onboard, Dorn
held his breath and pressed hinmself flat against the deck. It was only when
the white funes washed over him and he discovered they weren't cold that he
knew Moonwi ng had been nerciful. Silvers could expel either a breath weapon
capabl e of freezing a man solid or one that nerely induced a tenporary
paral ysis, and the Talon had opted for the latter



Still, that was all Monw ng needed to neutralize nost of his adversaries
onboard. When the nist dissipated, Dorn saw that the majority of the sailors
either stood or lay notionless. Even WIl was in the sane condition, petrified
in the act of plucking another rock fromhis belt pouch

But because Dorn hadn't inhaled the funmes and had avoi ded their touch as
much as possible, or perhaps sinply by dint of his natural hardi ness or | uck,
he could still nove. If he could make his way off the quarterdeck, out of the
lingering effect of Azhaq's magi c, maybe he coul d make Moonwing regret it. He
dragged hinself forward, claw ng and ki cking new holds in the planks as he
went, and heaved hinsel f down the conpani onway.

He | anded heavily, surely bruising hinself. He didn't care. It felt too
good just to escape the relentless, dizzying pull of the sky. He snatched up
hi s bow and dashed forward, seeking a spot that would afford hima clear shot,
past the sail and rigging, at Monw ng wheeling in the sky.

In so doing, he cane into proximty with Raryn, who was | o00sing one arrow
after another, seenmingly w thout pausing to aim though Dorn knew the
appear ance was deceptive. The tracker's quiver was nearly enpty.

"Sorry to |l eave you to handle the other one all by yourself,’
wi t hout gl ancing away from his target.

"You needed to focus on the one that was already in drake formand on the
wi ng," Dorn said, drawing his own bow "I understand. How are we doi ng?"

"Mbonwi ng doesn't act hurt," said the dwarf. "I cast a charmto help ny
arrows pierce the scales, but still, | don't feel like |I'm acconplishing much
nmore than | would jabbing himwith a pin. | fear this is primarily Kara's
fight."

"I'f we let that be true, we're finished," said Dorn, snatching another
shaft from his supply.

He woul d have given anything for an arrow specially enchanted to slay
dragons, but alas, he'd only had the one he'd wasted back in Ylraphon

The two wyrnms soared, each evidently trying to gain the advantage of higher
altitude. Then the pounding of Kara's wi ngs becanme uneven, as if the wounded
one had started to fail her. Wbbling in the air, she leveled off.

Moonwi ng di ved at her and spread his jaws wide to breathe. But no nore
vapor burst fromthe silver's maw. Evidently Kara had used the sane spel
she'd enmpl oyed agai nst the black wrm stealing his ability to attack in that
way w thout himeven realizing it.

It nust have surprised the Talon, but it didn't make himfalter. Hs foe
was still floundering beneath him and he kept on plumeting, talons poised to
catch and rend.

Kara waited until he was al nbst on top of her, so close and hurtling so
fast that it was inpossible for himto dodge, before unl eashing her own breath
weapon. The funmes crackled |ike the tane Iightning bolts w zards sonetines
conjured, but flared even brighter. Maybe the femal e dragon had hei ght ened the
glare with a spell. In any case, the blaze nmade Dorn flinch and surely blinded
Moonwi ng, who took the blast right in the eyes.

Still, the shield dragon drove on toward his mark. At the | ast possible
instant, Kara dodged out of his way. It was only then that Dorn realized she
could still fly perfectly well. She'd only pretended otherwise to trick
Moonwi ng i nto doi ng what she want ed.

As the larger wyrm plunged past her, she clawed at his w ng, caught hold,
and yanked herself onto his back, where, to Dorn's surprise, she started
singing. The words were in Draconic, so he couldn't understand them but the
tune had a fierce, defiant sound.

Kara kept on tearing at Moonw ng, shredding his wi ngs, as they plumeted
toget her. Wen they slamred down into the gray water, the prodigious splash
threw col d spray over the side of the galley floating just a few yards away.
An instant |ater, a wave rocked the ship, and Dorn had to fight to keep his
bal ance.

Once he managed that, he saw that Kara had nmanaged to | and on top of her
adversary. Monwi ng, who seened to have recovered his sight, tw sted his head

said Raryn,



around to bite her, but he was an instant too slow She used his body as a
platformto kick off and take flight once nore.

If he was to pursue her, Monw ng would have to get back into the air
wi t hout the sane advantage. As at home in water as on land or in the sky, a
bl ack or bronze dragon could have done it easily, but silvers |acked the sane
facility. Monw ng's damaged w ngs pounded, straining to lift himfromthe
waves.

Until he succeeded, he'd be close to the galley and relatively stationary,
not streaking about high overhead, and Dorn intended to exploit that
vul nerability. He and Raryn drove one arrow after another into those spots
where a dragon's hide was thinnest. WII| dashed forward, |eaped atop a bundle
of cargo, and balancing as easily as if he stood on solid earth, whirled his
sling. Pavel had evidently used a prayer to free the halfling fromhis
par al ysi s.

Moonwi ng roared and jerked as the missiles pierced and battered him At
| ast the barrage was wearing hi m down.

VWeel i ng over his head, Kara stopped singing to cry, "You ve lost, Talon
Yield, and we'll let you live."

Bugger that, thought Dorn. He reached for one of his |last few arrows, and
someone gripped his wist, restraining him He turned. The neddl er was Pavel .

"Moonwi ng still has his teeth, his claws, and a skull full of spells," said
the priest. "Kara's right. If we can end this now, we should."

Dorn glared at him but when his friend didn't flinch, he left the arrow in
t he quiver.

Moonwi ng | eft off beating his wings to tread water

"What of Azhaq?" the Tal on asked.

Kara peered at the other silver, floating notionless, caught m dway between
human and wrm form high above the sea.

"He's alive," she said, and Dorn could only marvel at the keenness of the
senses that enabled her to verify that fact at such a distance.

"I"'ma healer," Pavel shouted. "I can help both of you, if you pronise that
afterward, you'll leave this vessel and everyone aboard in peace."

Moonwi ng bared his fangs and said, "If Azhaq hadn't taken human form+to
avoid terrorizing you, to deal gently with you—you never could have bested
us."

"I guess you'll know better next time," said WII. "Meanwhile, what's it to
be? I'mrunning | ow on skiprocks, but the nice thing about a sling is, you can
al ways find something to throw "

"I yield," Moonw ng grow ed.

"Thank you," Kara said. Her wi ngs hamered, carrying her higher. "I'lI
fetch Azhaq down."

The aftermath of the fight proved a | engthy business. The ship's conmpany
had to recover those sailors who'd junped overboard—+o Raryn's relief, they
found all but two—steer their vessel back on course, and get the shield
dragons within reach of Pavel's healing touch. The |last was harder than it
needed to be because, his surrender notwi thstandi ng, Mbonwi ng adamantl|y
refused to assunme human formto facilitate his com ng aboard. He evidently
feared maki ng hinmsel f any nmore vul nerabl e than necessary.

Raryn was as careful of the silvers as they were of their vanqui shers. The
Tal ons seemed honest, which neant that, having given their surrender, they
were likely to behave thenselves. Still, one never knew. Harpoon and ice-axe
at the ready, the dwarf made it a point to watch the shield dragons closely
until they took flight, and to peer after themin case they doubl ed back
Eventual | y they vani shed anong the first stars of evening, and still he
remai ned vigilant, grateful that, though his folk didn't spend their lives
underground like the other branches of their race, they possessed the sane
ability to see in the dark

Fortunately, he could stand guard and attend to his conpani ons



conversations at the sane tine. Once he had the galley ordered to his
sati sfaction, the captain, predictably, came to conpl ain.
"It's possible," the scowing seaman said to Dorn, "that if you hadn't
| oosed that first arrow, we could have avoided a fight."
"Only by giving up Kara," Pavel said. "Wre you really willing to do that?"
The captain hesitated then said, "Well, | didn't certainly want to | ose two
hands or have my quarterdeck ripped to pieces.”
In human form once nore, Kara stepped forward, a di anond brooch in her
sl ender hand. Finally understanding what she truly was, Raryn assuned the
jewelry she carried with her came from her own personal dragon hoard.
"This should pay to repair the ship," she said, "with coin |l eftover for the

kin of those who drowned. | realize treasure al one doesn't make up for | ost
lives, but | hope it helps alittle."

"I'f the brooch doesn't," said WIIl, "the glory shoul d. Skipper, if you've
got any sense, you'll spread the story far and wi de of how you and your nen
fought off two dragons with only a couple casualties and not a bit of cargo
| ost or spoiled. Every nmerchant in the North will be eager to trade with such
a hero, and no pirate will dare nolest you."

The mariner grunted and took the jewelry.

"What's done is done, | suppose," he said, then tranped away.

Kara surveyed her bodyguards, sighed, and said, "I suppose it will take

nore than extra gems to regain your friendship."

"It's worth a try," WIIl said with a grin.

"Silence, insect," Pavel said. "Yes, Karasendrieth, it will take nore. From
the start, we knew you had secrets, but we didn't require you to give themup
W respected you for helping the folk in Ylraphon, and in any case, guarding
you didn't seem any shadi er than other jobs we've done. But now we've raised
our hands to silver dragons. Dorn started the violence with a foul blow, sone
woul d say. This despite the fact that, during ny novitiate ny teachers taught
me that shield drakes are wi se and nobl e bei ngs, not divine, of course, but
agents of good and bel oved of Lathander. So now | need to understand whet her
somehow, ny friends and | have acted justly or if | nust atone for a hei nous
sin. "

Dorn sneered and said, "Wat nakes you think she'll tell us the truth this
time?"

Kara | ooked as if the gibe had cut her but declined to answer in kind.

She nerely said, "Judge for yourself."

And as the frigid night wind nopaned through the rigging, and Raryn surveyed
t he bl ack, starry done of the sky, she told her story.

SEVEN
14 Marpenoth, the Year of WIld Magic(1372 DR)

Kara was weary by the tinme she soared over Bl oodstone Pass, for she'd flown
hundreds of |eagues through air crisp with the prom se of winter. Qher wrns
of her acquai ntance had deenmed the journey a fool's errand and declined to
acconpany her, but she thought she knew what the gol ds wanted to discuss,

t herefore she couldn't stay away. Her nightmares wouldn't let her

She pressed on for another hour, farther north into the jagged, perpetually
snow- capped nmountains called the Gal enas, until she spotted the neeting
ground, a rocky natural bow nestled anong the peaks. Despite her anxieties,
the sight thrilled her, for she doubted any living creature had ever beheld
such a spectacle. The depression blazed with the sunlight reflecting fromthe
scal es of dozens of wyrms—gol ds, silvers, brasses, coppers, bronzes, and even a
coupl e of other song dragons—either crawling around the floor or perched on
| edges along the steeply sloping walls. Together, they made a dazzling
brightness, like a cauldron of nolten nmetals all swirled together. A few other
points of |light shot across the sky like falling stars, all converging on the



gl eam ng confusion bel ow. They were | ateconers |ike Kara, hurrying to keep the
rendezvous.

As she furled her wings and dived | ower, she caught the voices of her kind
conversing in their own tongue. The coppers traded jests and japes, even at
the start of such a sol emm occasion. The bronzes and brasses were equal ly
vocal , specul ati ng about what was to come or conplaining that it hadn't begun
al ready. The golds and silvers were nore reserved but responded courteously to
any who addressed them To a hunman, it m ght have seened a cacophony of
bestial runbles, hisses, and roars, but to soneone capabl e of understanding,
it was nusic, a synphony expressive of the wisdomand nobility of a great
peopl e.

Next, circling lower still, looking for a clear spot to | and Kara caught
the | eathery scent of her kind. Then, to her surprise, she felt the heat. A
dragon's bl ood was cool er than that of nen, yet even so, so many wrnms had
congregated there that their bodies warned the holl ow.

Finally, after seeking in vain for a nore convenient place, she lit on the
rimof the bow, then clinbed cautiously down the side. It was even steeper
than it had | ooked fromthe air, but her strength, combined with her keen
senses of touch and bal ance, allowed her to negotiate it safely. Until the
granite turned slippery beneath her talons.

Scrabbling for purchase, she | ooked down to see that a | ayer of translucent
slime coated the stone. Fortunately, not all of it. She snatched for an
out croppi ng outsi de the nmess and heaved herself to safety. She doubted she
| ooked graceful doing it, but it was better than rolling down the escarpnent
to smack into the dragons massed on the ground bel ow.

A few yards underneath her and just off to the left, a copper dragon with
sky- bl ue eyes perched on a | edge. He grinned up at her, exposing a gap in the
upper fangs at the front of his nouth. She crawl ed toward him

"You conjured the grease," she accused.

If he was afraid of retribution, he didn't let it show

"Alittle spill wouldn't have hurt you," said the copper. "It would just
have broken up the nmonotony. |'ve been here for hours, and nothing's
happened. "

Her anger cooling, Kara realized she wasn't going to attack him A braw
under those circunstances woul d di sgrace her nore thoroughly than any awkward
tunmbl e ever coul d. Besides, coppers couldn't help playing jokes any nore than
song dragons could refrain from maki ng nusic.

"I'f you create any nore mschief,” she said, "I'Il make you w sh you
hadn't. Under st ood?"

"Of course, dread lady." He lowered his head to the ground in a parody of
submission. "I'm Chatulio."”

Kara gave her own nane, and the gathering fell silent, save for the rustle
of a wng, and the slap of a tail twitching on the ground. She turned to see
that Chatulio's boredomwas presunably at an end. The concl ave was begi nni ng.

Al ong one wall, just belowthe rim were two shelves of rock, with the
arched nouth of a cave at the back of the upper one. As she flew in, Kara had
observed that, despite the crowmding in the hollow, the |edges were entirely
vacant, and inferring that those who'd called the gathering had reserved t hem
for their own use, hadn't presuned to light there herself. One at a tinme, in
stately procession, eight huge, ancient golds energed fromthe opening in the
rock. The scales on their sinuous bodies shined as if a | egion of servants had
poli shed them while their anber eyes burned brighter still. "Beards" of
tendrils dangled fromtheir |ower jaws.

Seven of the golds perched along the | ower shelf. The eighth, the |argest
and | ast to emerge, remai ned atop the higher one, a position that also placed
hi m above every other dragon in the bow. Plainly, he must be Lareth, King of
Justice, the sovereign the golds had chosen for thensel ves.

The ot her seven were the lords, his honor guard and the dignitaries of his
court.

Golds—and to a | esser extent, silvers—were peculiar in that regard. Few



other wrns ever felt an inclination to acknowl edge any authority above
t hensel ves. Certainly, song dragons didn't. Nonethel ess, anyone behol di ng
Lareth in all his manifest m ght and majesty would surely feel a shiver of
awe, and Kara di scovered she was no exception

Lareth gazed out over the assenbly, and said, "Noble friends, | thank you
for your presence here today. | know that nmpost of you have traveled a | ong
way. "

"So would it have killed you to set out a few casks of wi ne and sone
freshly killed gane?" Chatulio whispered.

Kara shot hima glare to hush him

"Under other circunstances,"” Lareth continued, "I'd open this conclave with
all the ponp and cerenpbny that is your due. But tine presses. Many of you know
whereof | speak. The Rage is nearly upon us."

On the other side of the bowl, a lithe silver with several vivid battle
scars perched on a high | edge anmong her own entourage. She was Havarl an
Bar b—er conmmander —of the Tal ons of Justi ce.

"Can we be certain of this, Your Resplendence?" she asked.

"Yes," Lareth said. "All the portents say so. Those of us with the proper
gifts can see it in the shape of the clouds or hear it in the murrmur of the
rivers. Every divination points to it. Many of you can feel it in your

restlessness and ill tenper, in the vile pictures that rise unbidden in your
mnd. | witness it in my dreans, whenever | can bear to sleep.

"A Rage is surely comng, the greatest ever, a nmadness that will overwhelm
every one of us as conpletely as it will our evil kindred. W nust protect the
small folk fromour fury."

"Well," said the largest of the lords, "at |east our ancestors taught us

how. For those of us who can shapeshift, the formof a human or some ot her
little, inoffensive creature arnors the mind. Others can bury thenselves in
their lairs so deeply that no matter how they struggle, they won't dig

t hensel ves out before sanity returns.”

Lareth shook his head and warned, "No, Tamarand. This tinme is different.
What wor ked before is insufficient now "

"Then what do we do?" asked an old brass, his wings and frills green at the
edges.

"W sleep," said Lareth, "nore profoundly than nature allows. Oherw se,
the frenzy will goad us awake." He extended a wing to indicate a gold perched
on anot her outcropping and continued, "Mst of you know Nexus, at |east by
reputation. He's the greatest mage anong us." Nexus acknow edged the praise by
inclining his head. "He's crafted an enchantnment to bind us in a sl unber
not hi ng can breach."

"Teach us," said a bronze, his nenbranous wings riddled with tiny hol es and
the rins of his scales blue-black with age, "and we'll spread the know edge
among our kin."

"Unfortunately, Ureel," Lareth said, "that's not the answer, either. Only
t he nobst powerful enchanters can cast this spell. Mreover, it lasts unti
such a mage sees fit to dissolve it, so even if every drake coul d ensorcel
hinself in the solitude of his own den, he would then sleep forever. Thus,
each of us needs assistance to avail hinself of the protection.”

"How wi | | we proceed then?" Tamarand asked.

"You and |I," the King of Justice answered, "will establish a sanctuary here
in the Galenas. Your fellowlords will create six simlar refuges across
Faerun. As it beconmes necessary, all our kind will repair to the enclaves and
submt to the enchantment. Veils of illusion will keep them safe from
nol estati on, and those of us who can alter our forns will keep watch and wake
our kindred when the Rage subsides. Each such warder will performhis duties
for a few hours at a tinme, then rouse the next and return to unconsci ousness
hinsel f. That will keep the madness from overwhel ming him"

The assenbl ed dragons gazed up at the elder gold in astonishnent. Rather to
Kara's surprise, it was Tamarand who spoke next.
"Your Resplendence, nothing in ny life affords ne so much honor and joy as



to serve you as ny sovereign. But as you understand better than anyone, to
golds, the King of Justice has always been a source of w sdom an advisor and
adj udi cator of disputes, rather than a master who commands his vassal s’
absol ut e obedi ence. Wile wyrns of other hues have never pledged you any
fealty what soever."

Lareth's eyes flared, and whiffs of snoke rose fromhis nostrils and nout h.

"What are you inplying?" the king demanded. "That ny schene is sone sort of
ploy to set nyself up as a tyrant over half of dragonkind?"

"l know that isn't true ..." Tamarand said.

"That makes one of us," Chatulio nuttered.

"... but I worry that some of these others do not. Qurs is a proud and
i ndependent race. To ask that they nmeekly permt us to chain themw th magic
is to ask for nmore than they have ever given anyone. If we could think of
anot her way to use Nexus's discovery...."

"I've already tried," Lareth said, turning his gaze outward on the

assenbly. "Noble dragons, | harbor no ill intentions toward any of you, nor
anbitions to a higher estate than the one | already enjoy. Wen disaster

t hreat ens, someone nust strive to avert it, and that is my sole intent. | beg
you to trust nme until we weather this crisis. Afterward, | pronise, well go

our separate ways, each as free and hale as before. If ymrequire it, "1l
even vow to abdicate my throne on that day, and let the golds el ect a new King
of Justice in nmy place."

"No one wants you to step down," said Ureel, "but Tamarand is right. This
schenme troubles us. W have counties! foes, the evil branches of our race and
| esser creatures too; who would like nothing better than to exterm nate us. If
thej should find us Iying hel pl ess, gathered all together...."

"I told you," Lareth roared, blue and yellow flames playing around his
i mense fangs and on the surface of his foi tongue, "we'll protect the
sanctuaries. |Is that so hard conprehend?”

Bronzes were the nost warlike of the netallic dragons, sonetines serving in
human arnmies if the cause was just and the pay generous, and Ureel plainly
resented being interrupted as well as the inplication he was a dullard. H's
wi ngs spread, his legs flexed, preparing to |l eap, and his |l ong neck swelled
with the threat of a blast of |ightning or noxious gas.

Then, however, he caught control of his tenper, and sinply grow ed, "I
understand all you have said, just as | know your reputation for w sdom
Still, no one is infallible."

"I ndeed not," Lareth said. "Fortunately, in this bleak hour, | have
somet hing better than ny own poor wits to guide nme. | have the dreans the gods
vouchsafed ne. Visions that show Nexus's enchantnent is the only way to avert
calamty. Oherwise, we'll lay waste to the cities of nmen and hamrer the snall
folk down into savagery. W'll slaughter themuntil the land is red and nuddy
with their blood. It may be we'll wipe themout entirely. |Is that what you
want? Is that what any of you want?"

Toward the end, the king's voice rose in a how of lamentation, as if the
massacre he described had al ready occurred. He was fanous for his cal mess and
dignity no less than his wisdom and it was possible that his | oss of
conposure inpressed the assenbl ed dragons as nothing el se could. For the
m strust and resentnment seenmed to bleed out of them while a m ngled dread and
resol ve rose to take their place.

"My friend," Havarlan said, "we've known each other for centuries, and |I've
never seen you commt an ignoble act or set a foolish course. If you say this
is the only way, the Tal ons of Justice will help you as best we can."

"Thank you." Lareth twisted his neck to peer down at the gol ds bel ow him
"I hope | can depend on the lords as well."

| f Tamarand hesitated, it was only for an instant then he said, "OF course,
Your Respl endence. W await your orders.”

Chatulio snorted and whispered, "That's it, then. If the golds and silvers
are united, they can stuff it down everybody else's throat."



Per haps he was right. The wyrns found it necessary to pal aver on for
anot her two hours, but in tine, alnobst everyone, however grudgingly, agreed to
Lareth's pl an.

Kara thought, | should do the sane. Many of these drakes are ny el ders,
some by a thousand years. Surely any wi sdom | possess is as nothing conpared
to theirs. Besides, ny scales don't shine like netal. I'man oddity here. The

golds and the rest accept ne as a distant cousin, but howlikely is it that
any of themtruly cares what | think?
Yet she had to speak. Her nightmares demanded that of her, as well.
"Your Respl endence!" she call ed.
Per haps suspecti ng what was afoot, Chatulio edged away from her

Lareth turned in her direction and said, "Yes ... forgive me, daughter of
song. | know nost of those gathered here, but you and |I have never nmet
before. "

"My nanme is Karasendrieth, and | wi sh to ask, what causes the frenzy? Can
you tell me? Or can Nexus, who knows so many secrets?"

Lareth nodded to the dragon w zard, inviting himto answer.

"I fear," Nexus said, "that no one has ever solved that particular riddle."

"I'f we know so little about it," Kara said, "then how can we be so
confident of sleeping till it passes? What if it never does, and we sl unber
until we waste away of thirst and starvation?"

"That's ridiculous," Lareth said. "The Rage al ways subsi des. The madness is
al ready tainting your thoughts, pronpting you to fear things that can never
conme to be."

"You said yourself, this Rage promi ses to be different. The worst ever.
Perhaps it will be the one that seizes us in its claws and never lets go."

"My dreams assure ne that won't happen.”

"I have my own nightmares," Kara said, "and nmy own prenonitions of
di saster, but they, coupled with ny reason, point to a different path than the
one you reconmrend. Wiy not attack this affliction as we would any other eneny
who sought to cripple or corrupt us? Wiy not identify the cause, determ ne the
cure, and rid ourselves of the frenzy once and for all?"

As she finished, she hoped sonmeone would call out in support of her idea,
but nobody did. Instead, the wyrns just stared at her

Then Lareth said, "It's not a disease, but sinply a part of being a dragon
For as far back as anyone remenbers, we've always suffered fromthe frenzy,
our wi cked kindred the nost susceptible, but even netal and gem wyrns
succunbing fromtine to tine."

"I"ve conjectured,"” Nexus said, "that the Rage is an inevitabl e consequence
of our link to the primal forces of the cosnps, to which we are bound nore
intimately than other forms of life."

"But you don't know Kara said. "What if you're wong? Wat if we could
find a remedy?"

"Even if such a thing is possible," said the mage, "it's preposterous to
i magi ne we could acconplish it in the brief period of lucidity that remains to
us."

"Accordingly," said Lareth, "we won't try. Not now It will be difficult
enough al ready, persuading all our kin to submt to the binding. Some will be
suspi cious of our true notives or in their pride imgine they have the
strength to withstand the Rage. Gve themthe false hope that if they hold out
just alittle longer, Nexus will produce a cure, and it will nake them even
nore reluctant."”

"What of the reds, blacks, blues, whites, and greens?" Kara said. "They
won't submit to you and the lords, and they're going to frenzy, too, unless
somebody stops it. What about the mayhemthey'll commit?"

"The small folk must withstand them as best they can," said the king. "At
| east we won't heighten the threat by running anok al ongside them"

"The humans have weat hered the storm before,” Havarlan sai d.

"This will be the worst storm" Kara said, "and it finds them depleted and
di vided. Some regions have yet to recover fromthe conflict with the sahuagin.



Cornyr just concludeda civil war. Around the Monsea, where | make nmy hone,
the city-states squabbl e—=

"Enough! " Lareth thundered, so nuch flane spewing fromhis jaws that for a
second, Kara believed he was actually attacking her. "I've listened patiently
to your fancies and exposed the fallacies they contain. Nowit's time for you
to heed the wi sdom of those ol der, w ser, and stronger than yourself."

Kara | owered her head in subm ssion and for the rest of the parley said no
nor e.

VWen the concl ave broke up, Chatulip flew southeast, follow ng the Gal enas
as the nountain range bent itself around the Moonsea. Wnging in pursuit, Kara
called out to himseveral tines, but he didn't stop. Perhaps the copper was
uncomonly hard of hearing for a dragon, but even so it was di scouragi ng,
al nost enough to make a bard lose faith in the power of her voice.

Well, if he couldn't hear her, she'd sinply have to overtake him She
flattened her body to split the air nore easily, pounded her w ngs as fast and
as powerfully as she was able, and streaked forward..

Bef ore | ong, she was cl ose enough to nake out individual ruddy-brown scal es
on his back. She called out once nore, and still he didn't so rmuch as gl ance
around. It was inconceivable that he didn't hear her, so he nust have been
i gnoring her.

If he'd decided he wanted nothing to do with her, it was pointless to
pursue himany farther. But his rudeness rankled, particularly after the way
Lareth had put her in her place, and anger surged inside her. Her throat
tingled, offering to discharge its lightning. Resolved to force Chatulio to
acknow edge her existence at the very least, she flew even faster. She could
only manage such a sprint for a brief time, but that was all she needed.

She caught up with the copper and reached out to grab himby the tail. The
i nstant she touched him his body popped with a sort of juicy rasp. A burst of
the appropriate rotten-egg stink acconpanied the flatul ent sound, and she
snat ched her snout back fromthe foul ness.

Behi nd her, someone | aughed. She wheeled to see the real Chatulio flashing
his gap-toothed leer and sitting atop one of the peaks. How he'd successfully
substituted the phantasm for hinself, she coul dn't inagine.

She glided back, furled her wings, and lit before him the snow cold
agai nst her feet and tail

"Do you ever run out of pranks?" she asked.

"I hope not," Chatulio said. "Hello again, Karasendrieth. Wat's on your
m nd?"

"I want to discuss the council with you."

"As if we didn't all drone on |ong enough.”

"You didn't," she said, "but fromthe things you whispered, | thought you
m ght share nmy views. If so, you didn't declare it to the gathering at large."

He tossed his V-shaped head, the jaws tapered and dainty by dragon
standards, apair of |ong, segmented horns sweeping back behind.

"When have gold and silver ever heeded copper?" he asked.

"Then you do agree with ne."

"I suppose. | don't nuch fancy the idea of letting a gold put nme to sleep
for as long as it suits him Wat if it's all just a trick to plunder our
hoards, and commit obscene viol ati ons upon our insensible persons?" He grinned
and added, "All right, |I admit, | don't really believe that, but I'mstill not
convinced. Maybe if H s Redundancy had conme across as serene and godli ke as
his | egend makes himout to be, but he wasn't quite what | expected."

"l suppose,"” Kara said, "he seened agitated because of his worry over
what's to come. Perhaps if we were wi se,that woul d have made hi m nore
per suasi ve, not less. Mdst of the others seened to take it that way. Still
you and | are in agreenent."

"Which neans little, unless you ve concocted a better schene. | may not
want to subnmit to Nexus's enchantnments, but | want to kill and devour innocent



small folk even |l ess. They give me indigestion."
She eyed hi m askance for a nonent before deciding the comrent was j ust
anot her j oke.

"As the parley unfolded,"” she said, "I took note of those few who appeared
the nost disgruntled and those who | ooked as though they m ght speak out in
support of nme if, like you, they hadn't deermed it futile."

"l marked them too."

"W coul d contact them and organi ze a cabal to study and ultimately cure
t he Rage."

"A chore even Nexus considers inmpossible."

"Has he ever really tried?" Kara asked. "Has anyone bot hered, when we
generally go for hundreds of years w thout an outbreak, and up until now we've
had ot her ways to keep the fury fromforcing us into evil?"

"Maybe not. Still, do you even have an idea of where to begin?"

"Not yet," she admitted, "but we're wyrns. Each of us has a clever mnd and
his own store of esoteric know edge. Surely, if we ponder together, we can
come up with a notion or two, in which case, what harmcan it do to explore
then? If our efforts come to nothing, then when the Rage threatens to overtake
us, we'll sinply retreat to the refuges as Lareth bade us."

"While if we actually solve the problem we'll nake the haughty gol ds and
silver look lIike dunces," Chatulio laughed "I |ike the way you think
bl uebird. Let's doit."

El GHT
14 Hanmmrer, the Year of Rogue Dragons

The | ast | eaves dropped fromthe branches, and snowstorns whistled out of
the north. One year died, another commenced, and through it all, foul hungers
and violent urges nibbled at Kara's mnd. It occasionally happened even when
she wore human form which she did except when circunstances denanded
ot herw se.

Resi sting the onset of lunacy as best they could, she and Chatulio
recruited wrns synpathetic to their cause, who then conceived vari ous avenues
of investigation. To Kara, some of their hypotheses seened inplausible if not
prepost erous, synptomatic of the corruption of the originators' reason. Qhers
had their basis in such obscure lore that she couldn't even understand them
Yet even had her fellows ceded her the authority, she would have forbidden
none of the inquiries that sent themflying to the far corners of Faerun. In
truth, they knew nothing of the doomthat nmenaced them What, then, could they
do, except grope frantically in the dark?

Frantically and futilely it seemed, for one by one the drakes reported
failure. Until late one night, in Melvaunt, a walled settlenment of smths and
traders on the Moonsea's northern shore, Kara felt herself slipping into a
bl eak mood. Accordingly, she sang, the throbbing notes echoing fromthe walls
of the miniscule but private garret roomshe'd rented. But for once, even
music failed to lift her spirits. She was about to give up, crawl between her
thin bl ankets and saggi ng straw mattress, and hope for a few hours of
oblivion, when the dying enbers in the small fieldstone hearth crackl ed and
flared a fiercer red.

Al armed, she junped out of her rickety chair, recoiled a step toward the
shuttered wi ndow, and prepared to recite a defensive spell if necessary. A
cl oud of gray snoke billowed forth fromthe fireplace as if it had a w nd
behind it, even though that couldn't be. The fumes massed thenselves into the
vague shape of a dragon's head, while the sparks inside gathered to forma
pair of slanted, |um nous eyes. The apparition pivoted to stare at Kara but
made no effort to harm her

"Enough, Chatulio," she sighed.

Evidently the copper had returned fromthe steppel and of the Ri de sooner
t han expected, and no matter how frustrating their mssion becane, his relish



for juvenile pranks never nagged.

But the image in the snmoke | aughed an ugly little |laugh and said, "No,
Karasendrieth, not this time. Chatulio's still far away, and in fact, so am
1.1 conjured this sending to give you sonething on which to rest your gaze.
It's been nmy experience that people prefer that to a voice that sinply speaks
fromthe air."

"Who are you?"

"An ally. Call me Brinstone."

She frowned, for it seened an ill-omened name, suggestive of devils and the
tortures of the dammed. Though conceivably a gold or brass, with his ability
to breathe flame, might bear it.

"An ally in what battle?" she replied.

Despite the vague inconstancy of his snmoky features, Brinstone managed a

sneer and said, "Scrying, | watched Lareth's conclave. | listened to you and
Chatulio hatch your plot as well, so it's no use playing ignorant. | know you
and your conrades are trying to stop the Rage, and fortunately for you, | nean
to help."

"Then why haven't you cone forward before now?"

"As you understand not hing, and your studies | ead nowhere, | saw no
advant age. Now, however, | require a service of you."

Kara neither trusted Brinstone nor appreciated his condescension, but her
sel f-inposed task was too inmportant for her to refuse to hear himout.

"What service?" she asked.

"Do you know of the Cult of the Dragon?"

"Of course," she said.

It was a secret society of lunatics who i magi ned evil wyrnms were destined
to become undead entities and ascend to mastery of the world. To hasten the
fulfillment of their prophecies, they ingratiated thenselves with the
chromatic drakes by providing various forns of aid and support and furnished
the neans of transformation when the objects of their worship opted to avai
t hensel ves of them Apparently they inmagi ned that when the wyrns achi eved
dom ni on over Faerun, they'd reward their longtime helpers with authority over
their fellow men.

"I think they have sonmething to do with the Rage," said the apparition

"How coul d that be? The cult has only existed for a few hundred years. The
frenzy has afflicted dragonkind since the beginning of tine."

"Still, it's possible they at | east know sonething about it," Brimstone
replied. "I've watched the cult for a long tine, seeking to foil their schenes
whenever practical. O late, | becane aware that they have a chapter in

Lyrabar. Unfortunately, as you probably know, scrying doesn't always work,
especially if you're trying to view the activities of wi zards and priests

who' ve warded t hensel ves against it. | gleaned sonething of their activities,
but not enough. For that reason, | resolved to hire a spy to infiltrate the
cabal . "

"A human spy," Kara guessed.

"Yes. The problem was, where and howto find hin? I'"mnot |ike the bronzes
who serve Queen Sanbryl and live openly in the heart of her city. The small
fol k know not hing of nmy presence, and | wish it to remain so. Happily, not far
fromnmy lair, a crew of |aborers from Lyrabar was di gging a drai nage canal . |
spi ed on them and found a young man cal | ed Gorstag Hel der

"He seened as if he mi ght be brave and quick-witted enough to do the job,"
Bri nst one continued. "Just as inportantly, he thought hinself better than he
was. He imagi ned that sonehow, it was only cruel injustice that barred him
fromthe life of ease so nmany in Lyrabar enjoy. He hated nanual |abor, and
never woul d have stooped to it had starvation not forced his hand. He intended
to earn just enough to keep himalive for a few nore tendays, then rush back
to the city, where, you may be certain, shane would keep himfromadnitting to
anyone that he'd ever in his life laid hands on a shovel ."

"Except that you approached himfirst."

"Yes," said the phantasm A bit of the wood snoke was diffusing away from



the conjured image to fill the garret with haze. It smelled pl easant enough

but stung Kara's eyes. "l did so cloaked in a senblance of human form 1'd
seen in the fool's mnd that he harbored romantic noti ons about the Harpers,
sol led himto believe | was one. Once | acconplished that, he was eager to
serve ne."

Kara disliked Brinstone's obvious contenpt for his human pawn but supposed
that, too, was beside the point.

"Did Hel der manage to wormhis way into the cult?" she asked

"Yes, and he told ne they were jubilant because sone new schene was

underway. | ordered himto find out what it was, but then he stopped sneaki ng
out into the countryside to report, and no matter what magic | enploy, | can't
locate him Nor can | go into Lyrabar to seek him | can veil nyself in

illusion to fool others for a tinme, but | can't actually assune human shape."

"But a song dragon can," she said.

"Exactly. You could find Gorstag and fetch himto ne. O bring ne his
report."

"It's likely the actual cultists realized he was a spy and nmurdered him™

"But it isn't certain. Perhaps, for sonme reason, he sinply can't get away.
Even if he is dead, he may conceivably have left notes or some other
i ndi cati on of what he |earned.”

Kara frowned, deliberating.

Finally she said, "You still haven't given ne any solid reason to believe
the cult's plans and the Rage are connected.”

Bri mst one sneered and said, "Do you think it nere coi nci dence that both are
occurring at the sane tine?"

"You haven't told ne who you are, either. An unfamliar nane neans
not hi ng. "

"It's all I"'mwilling to give," he replied, "so long as we're talking
t hrough the ether. Sonme other adept night overhear. I'll reveal nyself when
you cone to me in lnpiltur."

"How would I find you?"

"Travel northeast from Lyrabar after night has fallen. Five mles beyond

the city, you'll find a ring of menhirs on a hill. Nine of the stones are
still standing, but the tenth has fallen down. Go to the center of the circle
and speak ny nane. |'Il guide you fromthere."

The image in the snmoke nelted into shapel essness.

Kara gat hered her few possessions, threw her cloak over her shoul ders, and
departed the inn. Qutside, the air carried the hot-nmetal tang of foundries and
forges, even on such a bitterly cold night.

The streets were nostly deserted, and it didn't take her long to find a
square that afforded both the roomand the privacy to shapeshift without
alarm ng any of the inhabitants of the town. She swelled into reptilian form
spread her wings, and sprang into the air. The north wi nd bore her onward. In
time, it carried her across the Monsea, along the marshy river Lis, and on
down the eastern shore of the Dragon Reach

Until Llimark intercepted her

NI NE,
16 Hanmmer,the Year of Rogue Dragons

Even in the dark, Kara recognized the gold by the way he carried hinself in
flight, his long neck bent in a distinctive S curve. The two of them had been
conrades at one tinme, fighting to turn back a horde of ores and ogres froma
human vill age—which didn't nean she wanted to deal with Llimark just then

She thought of diving to hide in the Flooded Forest but realized it would
be pointless. He'd spotted her before she'd noticed him as evidenced by the
fact that he was winging straight toward her. If she tried to evade him it
woul d only arouse his suspicions.



I nst ead, she maneuvered toward him and they circled one another as dragons
often did when they wi shed to converse on the w ng.

"Hello, old friend," she call ed.

"Karasendrieth," Llimark replied. "King Lareth comands that you acconpany
me into his presence.”

"l don't understand" she |ied.

She flicked her wings, trying to gain a little altitude w thout him
realizing she was shifting into a nore advantageous position for conbat.

It was a m stake, for he noticed and conpensated, and nust have known she
cont enpl at ed resi stance.

"You do understand" he said. "Did you think you and your fellow rogues
could conduct all these bizarre experinments and stick your noses into strange
corners of the world without the lords or the Tal ons noticing? Azhag caught
Cejor in the act of brewi ng some usel ess potion, and she gave up your nane,
not that Lareth needed it to guess you were involved. You'll tell himthe
nanes of the rest of the rebels, then submt to Nexus's spell immediately."

"W're not 'rebels,'" she replied. "And Lareth has no authority over anyone
but his fellow golds."

"He does for the tinme being, while it's necessary. Wiy can't you accept
t hat ?"

"Why can't you see that my plans don't conflict with his? If ny conrades

and | can't find a cure intime to avert the frenzy, | give you my word we'l|l
sleep with the rest of you."

"Lareth told you, your efforts will produce disunity and di ssension, and
that coul d be disastrous."

"l disagree."

She pondered whi spering the spell to steal his breath weapon but deci ded
against it. He'd probably hear, and it m ght provoke himinto attacking.

"Curse it," he said, "it doesn't matter whether you agree or not. You
sinmply have to obey. Otherwi se, nmy orders are to conpel you, or if necessary,
kill you outright. | beg you not to let it cone to that."

Kara si ghed and said, "You volunteered to hunt me, didn't you, so no one
woul d have to hurt ne? You thought I'd defy a stranger but give in to a
friend."

"Was | correct?"

"Can't you understand how wrong this is? Never before have golds attenpted
to dictate how their kin nust behave, let alone threatened to slaughter them
over a sinple difference of opinion. Lareth clainmed the Rage is already
rotting nmy judgnent, but | think he's the one whose mnd is failing, he and
all those who foll ow where he | eads."

"That's absurd. The king is the el dest, w sest, and noblest of us all, thus
surely the best able to stave off frenzy."

"W don't know that," Kara replied. "W don't know anything. That's the
problemI'mtrying to correct.”

"Not anynmore. WIIl you relent?"

"No," she answered. "WII| you, for the sake of the battles we fought
together? You can tell Lareth you couldn't find nme."

"No, | can't," Llimark replied. "Forgive me, ny friend."

He spread his jaws w de and bl asted out a plune of vapor, obviously hoping
to subdue her without injury. That was why he hadn't used his flane. But the
breat h weapon he had enpl oyed was devastati ng enough. If it struck her, it
woul d wash away a significant portion of her strength, after which, she would
likely be no match for him

She snapped one wing | ow, the other high, and veered off in a steep
descent. It worked. She dodged his breath, but the maneuver had brought her
bel ow him exactly the vul nerable position she'd hoped to avoi d.

He followed up at once, roaring words of power. She tw sted, seeking to
blast himw th her own breath and so disrupt his conjuring, but it took her a
second too long to orient on her target. Llimark finished the spell and a
cloud of filthy fog boiled into existence around her. It reeked of decay, and



the nmere touch of it on her scales nade her stonach tw st with nausea. Unable
to abide it, retching, she floundered clear. By that tine, the gold was
swoopi ng at her.

She fol ded her wings and fell like a stone, avoiding him Unfortunately, by
the tine she managed to |l evel off, she was gliding only a few yards above the
surface of the black water, which was to say, nearly out of space to maneuver.
Zi gzaggi ng back and forth, she sang a spell.

Four exact images of herself, each noving precisely as she did, shinmered
into being around her. Since Llimark's ears and nose were as keen as his eyes,
it probably wouldn't take himlong to pick out the real Kara fromthe fal se.
But he faltered for an instant, and she finally managed to spit, her |ightning
crackl i ng upward.

To be precise, her exhalation wasn't a thunderbolt in the purest sense but
a burst of sparkling vapor charged with the essence of |ightning. Wngs
poundi ng, Llimark veered to avoid it. He was a shade too slow, and it caught
himin the chest. He flailed spastically, and for a nmonent, she thought he
m ght fall.

He didn't, though. He regained control and swooped at his foe. Like Kara,
he was relatively young for a dragon, yet still resilient enough to survive
one such attack

She couldn't hurl another, not right away. After each expenditure, a wyrnis
breath required tine to renew itself. She clinbed, her illusory counterparts
mrroring her actions. She also started to sing a spell.

As he plunged at her, Llimark breathed flanme, and it was Kara's turn to try
to dodge the expandi ng burst. The bl aze washed over her flank, and the fierce
heat nade her cry out in pain. It spoiled her incantation and the magic died
unbor n.

The fire's touch al so burned Kara's phantasms from exi stence. LlIimark drove
on at what had becone his only possible target. Still stuck at a | ower
altitude, the song dragon tried to fling herself out of the way.
Unfortunately, the brush of his searing breath had I eft her slow and cl unsy,
and he scored on her anyway. Hi s talons ripped her shoul der and the base of
her wing, and he flashed on past.

For a second, she only felt a kind of shock, and the pain flared. The
stroke of her wi ngs uneven, the wounded one scarcely able to beat at all, she
floundered, struggling to stay aloft. LlIimark wheel ed, orienting on her

"Yield!'" he roared. "You can't win now "

"I can't surrender," she replied. "Not when it's possible ny friends and
are our people's only hope."

"Then I'm sorry," he said.

He clinmbed, evidently preparing to dive at her. It gave her a nmonent to
prepare for the next attack. Her lightning still hadn't returned to her, and
she could feel that it wouldn't, not in time, so she started singing another
i ncant ati on.

He evidently heard, and as he conmenced his dive, responded with his own
bel | owed cabalistic rhyme. Sonehow he finished first, and for an instant, the
worl d bl azed as bright as the sun.

Squi nting her eyes shut, Kara flinched fromthe glare, but managed to sing
the I ast few notes of her spell with the proper rhythm and intonation. Power
seet hed inside her claws. The probl emwas, she could no | onger see where to
direct it. For the noment, she was blind, her field of vision a meaningless
chaos of sickly yellow afterimge.

She listened for the rustle of his wings, then cast the magic at the sound.
A heartbeat later, he slamred into her and grappled, his talons digging into
her hide, his tail twi ning around her. Evidently he meant to cling to her and
rip until she capitulated or died.

Twi sting her neck, she struck at him By sheer good |uck, her jaws snapped
shut on solid flesh, and her fangs plunged through his scales deep into the
nmuscl e beneath. Her final spell had found its target to soften LIimark's
natural arnor.



The unexpected pain nmade himfunble his grip on her. She thrashed, broke
free, and at last felt hot tingling power poised in her throat. Still guided
sol ely by sound, scent, and touch, she spat sizzling Iightning.

LI i mark screamed. She braced herself for his next attack, but it didn't
cone. After a few seconds, she heard sonething big splash down in the Reach

VWhen her sight returned, she peered down at the water but couldn't see the
gol d. Had he sunk beneath the waves? Had she killed hinf? She prayed it wasn't
Sso.

Still, she couldn't search for long. She had to attend to he own survival.
She could feel that her torn, throbbing win| wouldn't bear her up nuch | onger
I ndeed, a wave of faintness warned that she mght not even cling to
consciousness, or life itself, for any length of tine.

Kara glided to the road that ran along the shore, |anded, and shifted to
human form |In that guise, she wouldn't frighten the humans on whose ki ndness
she must now depend, and with luck, it would hide her from any other dragons
hunting her at Lareth's behest. She stunbled on toward Yl raphon

TEN,
11 Alturiak, the Year of Rogue Dragons

It was late by the time Kara finished her story. Selune and her glittering
haze of Tears had reached the precincts of the western sky. Mdst of the crew
| ay snoring about the deck, with only a couple still wakeful to guide the
gall ey safely through the night. The song dragon bard, Dorn, Pavel, and WII
had bundl ed thensel ves in their cloaks but shivered anyway. Their manifest
di sconfort made Raryn glad arctic dwarves were inpervious to the cold.

Still, tired and chilly though they were, none of the hunters showed any
inclination to crawl beneath his bl ankets. Kara had given themtoo nuch to
chew on.

"Now | understand why you stared at ny bl oody hands when | was cleaning the
tuna," Raryn said.

Kara | ooked ashaned and said, "Yes. At that nonent, the frenzy was gnaw ng
at me, and | couldn't help imagining your blood. How it would spurt, the
warnth of it, the taste. But | swear, |'d never hurt you."

"Until you go mad," grow ed Dorn.

His friends had gathered in close to Kara to hear her tale, but he hung
farther back.

"Yes," she replied. "Until then."

"A Rage of Dragons," said Pavel, sitting cross-legged on the deck, his
mant| e puddl ed around him "Now, in our lifetime. In the abstract, everyone
knew anot her woul d cone eventual ly, and when we realized two flights were

happeni ng at once, naturally, the possibility occurred to me. Still, it's a
hard i dea to wap your mnd around."

"Maybe if you're stupid,"” said WII, perched on a crate, short |egs
dangling. He shifted his gaze back to the willowy, silver-haired song dragon
"Do you really think this... Gorstag, was it, and Brinstone can help you cure
the frenzy?"

Kara sighed and said, "All | knowis that | have to explore every

possibility. Because so far, we rogues, as Lareth considers us, have gotten
nowhere. "

"Well, don't worry about it," the halfling said. "Though oui band
speci alizes in tracking down savage beasts in the wild, it just so happens |
al so know how to find shady characters in the city. I'll flush out Gorstag for
you. The only hitch is, you didn't hire us for that particular job, but I'm
sure we can work sonething out. A couple nore baubles should cover our tine
and expenses."

"No," said Dorn

"I"'mwilling to give you all the jewels | carry," Kara said, "with a pl edge



of nore besides."
"No," the hal f-golemrepeated. "You wanted protection while you were
wounded and hiding in human form and you tricked us into providing it. Very

wel |, we'll keep our bargain. But once we reach Lyrabar, ny partners and
want nothing nmore to do with you."
"Let's not be hasty," Pavel said. "I don't blame Kara for concealing her

true nature from everybody, new friends included, when other wrms were trying
to hunt her down."

"Forgive or condem as you like, it nmakes no difference,"” Dorn said with a
scow . "When we dock, we're cutting her |oose."

"Why?" asked WII. "I don't see anyone else lining up to shower us with
gens. "

"W al ready have enough to live confortably until spring, and sonething
else will cone along. It always does."

Pavel |aughed a hunorless | augh then said, "You' re right about that. W'l
have nore offers than we can handle, with all the drakes in Faeriin on the
ranpage at once. And that's the point. W' ve wandered into sonething bigger
than we coul d ever have inmagined. Perhaps it was chance, or nmaybe the
Mor ni ngl ord gui ded our steps. Either way, he'd want us to see it through."

"If a Rage is actually coming," said Dorn, "we will see it through, by
plying our trade as usual. Across the world, other people who know how to draw
a bow or cast a spell will fight the wrms as well, and in the end, we 'small
folk" will withstand them as we al ways have before."

"What if it's worse this tinme?" Pavel asked. "Wat if the drakes never
regain their senses? Wat if they just keep coming, nonth after nonth and year
after year?"

"You only inmagi ne that happeni ng because Kara clains it will, and she
admts she's already going crazy. According to her own story, Lareth, Nexus,
and a bunch of ol der, w ser dragons disagree with her."

"Yet Lareth does believe this Rage will be the nost terrible ever," Kara
sai d.

"Really, I"'mno nore interested in his opinion than | amin yours."

"Curse it," said Pavel, "you're letting your hatred of dragons addl e you.
You want a full-scale Rage to happen, because it'll give you the chance to

fight wrns by the dozen, and never nind that you won't live through it."

"Nonsense, " spat Dorn. "You and WII| are the ones who are daft. You go soft
in the head any tine you see a pretty face, even after you knowit's just a
mask, and he drools whenever he catches a glinpse of gold. But think: Kara has
no real reason to think the key to stopping a Rage is in Lyrabar, or that such
athing is possible at all. Al she's offered you are wild guesses and w shful
t hi nki ng. You want to save lives, priest? Fine. Then let's hurry back to
Thentia and get the w zards busy outfitting us for the fight to cone.™

"W can do that afterward,"” said WIIl. "Better. Because the mages wi |l want
coin, and thanks to the heedl ess bl ather of sonebody | could nane, we didn't
collect any pay in Ylra-phon."

"Hel ping Kara is the right thing to do," said Pavel. "Truly. | feel it."

"Well, | feel differently," said Dorn. "So you can follow ny | ead or go
your own way."
Raryn cleared his throat, and they all |ooked around at him "Dorn has a

point," he said.

Pavel frowned. "How can you say that?"

"Because it's true," the ranger said. He stretched, and his spine popped.
"We can handl e further outbreaks of the Rage the way we dealt with the drakes
in Ylraphon, only better, because next tinme, with luck, we'll have nore tine
to prepare. We'll armourselves with the proper gear, recruit and train
hel pers, make plans, and build traps and fortifications. If we do our job well
enough, and there aren't too many dragons, we'll beat the creatures when they
cone. W'l| save Thentia, or wherever it is we choose to make our stand.

"The catch," Raryn continued, "is that we'll have protected one pl ace—ene
town out of all the habitations in Faerun. As you said, Dorn, other



nmen-at-armns, sorcerers, and clerics will defend their own honel ands. Still

the dragons will descend on countless fol k who have no one to fight for them
no one who stands a chance, anyway. The nice thing about Kara's schenme is that
it offers us at least a slimhope of saving those lives as well."

Dorn gl ared down at hi mand asked, "So you're against nme, too?"

"No," Raryn said. "It isn't like that with WIIl, Pavel, or me. After al
we' ve been through, you ought to knowit isn't. W're friends, so let's stick
together. If the dragons Rage, we'll need each other more than ever."

The big man took a deep breath and let it out slowy.

"Al'l right," he said. "W'll help the wrmfinish her errand. W'll | ook
for this Hel der person and take Kara to Brinmstone, who- or whatever he is. But
that's the end of it."

Dorn turned and stal ked away, the deck groani ng and bounci ng beneath the
stanp of his iron foot. It woke a sailor, who muttered a drowsy curse

ELEVEN
2 Ches, the Year of Rogue Dragons

Taegan circul ated through the soiree, gossiping, joking, paying
conpliments, flirting, drinking in noderation, dancing the occasional dance,
and in general, playing to perfection the part of a sophisticated Inpilturan
bl ade. That was what he wanted to be, what he'd worked tirelessly to beconeg,
and he thoroughly enjoyed the performance. That night, though, he coul dn't
quite shake the feeling that it was a performance, an inpersonation, and that
if he slipped for even a nonent, everyone would see himas the interloper he
truly was, a barbarian with no proper place in the life of a splendid city.

Well, he wouldn't slip. However he | ooked on the outside, and whatever
esoteric elven disciplines he'd mastered, he was human in his heart. So he
told himself, and as if in affirmation of his conviction, a |ackey approached,
mur mured his nanme, and discreetly proffered a folded pink slip of paper
scented with rosewater

Witten with extravagant flourishes in a fem nine hand the brief note
invited Taegan to neet its author in the gazebo in the east garden. It was

unsi gned, perhaps for fear it would fall into the hands of a disapproving
father, husband fiancee, or chaperone, or maybe sinply to Il end a piquant air
of mystery.

Taegan deci ded that whoever had witten it, a dalliance mght be just the
thing to fend off the sour nood that was creeping up on him He took his |eave
of his current conpani ons, who, having spotted the mssive, offered ribald,
good-natured gi bes, and exited the gleami ng marble ballroomwith its orchestra
and buffet.

Qut si de the nmansion, the night was cold enough to nake hi mreconsider his
anorous inclinations. But perhaps the lady didn't intend to conduct their
entire tryst outdoors, or conceivably she possessed some petty nagic to warm
her inmediate vicinity. He strolled on down a paved wal k with banks of
shovel ed snow heaped to either side, past bare trees, inactive fountains, and
statuary. Above the wall encircling the grounds, stars burned in the black
sky.

The gazebo proved to be an octagonal structure with a conical roof, its
facade shrouded in dead-1ooking vines that would presumably resurrect
t hensel ves in the spring. It had benches inside, but no one was sitting on
them or loitering anywhere in sight, for that matter

Taegan smiled wyly. Either his correspondent was having difficulty getting
away, or else she was one of those femal es who believed it enhanced her allure
to make a male wait. Whatever the reason for the delay, he hoped he woul dn't
freeze to death before she deigned to appear and decided to saunter about in
an effort to keep warm Really, nore vigorous exercise would serve him better
but a rake shoul d never | ook unconfortable, put out, or inconvenienced.



At first, he was nmerely inpatient, but as the nmi nutes passed, gradually he
becarme uneasy. In the days following the battle in the street, he'd wal ked
warily, but when nothing happened and other matters denmanded his attention, he
abandoned his precautions. Taegan had come to wonder if he'd | owered his guard
too soon. What if Gorstag's cultists had finally nade their nove? Wat if
they'd lured himout in the dark to attack hin®

Ri di cul ous. He had no reason to suspect such a thing. Yet the idea nagged
at himuntil he had to do sonething to appease it. He drew his rapier
nmur mured an incantation, and dusted the sword with powdered |lime and carbon
Power groaned through the air, a line of icicles hanging fromthe gazebo's
eaves shattered, and for a noment, rainbows rippled along the blade. Satisfied
that, until nmorning, it would be about as deadly a weapon as he could nake it,
he slid it back into the scabbard.

"Interesting," said a husky fem nine voice.

Taegan turned. A woman sat inside the shadowy gazebo. He couldn't tell nuch
about her. She'd bundled up in a volun nous cloak, pulled up the cow, and
covered her face with a layer of black veil

He did know one thing. He'd been waiting right in front of the doorway. She
couldn't sinply have sneaked past himto appear in her present position
Sonehow, magi ¢ was invol ved.

"I can cast that spell, too," the stranger continued, "but nmy master taught
me to make the passes differently. Evidently avariels have a cruder style of
conjuring. But then, everyone's magic is crude conpared to his."

Taegan wondered if she was tal king about Sammaster, or at any rate, the
person Gorstag had believed to be the | egendary nmadman, but instinct warned
himnot to let on he'd ever heard the nane.

I nstead, he bowed and said, "It's a delight to make your acquai ntance, ny
| ady. May your servant request the privilege of knowi ng your nanme?"
"I"'msorry," she said, "you may not. Not yet, anyway. | will tell you I'm

Lyrabar's Warer of Purple." She paused as if to judge his reaction, but
Taegan didn't have to feign ignorance. The peculiar title meant nothing to
him "You may address ne as High Lady."

As one woul d address a duchess, he thought. She thinks well of herself.

"High Lady it is, then," he said. "I assume | needn't introduce nyself,
since you asked me here."

"l ndeed not, Maestro. Conme and sit."

Wiy not? If she tried to cast a spell on him it would be hel pful to have
her within armis reach

"Not hi ng could give me greater pleasure,” Taegan said.

He entered the gazebo, bowed again, and seated hinmself on the bench across
from her.

Up cl ose, she snelled of the same floral perfune as the note, but that and
her voice were the only details to suggest she was a rel atively young,
wel | - educat ed wonman or even alive. Qtherw se, her shapel ess mantle, hood, and
mask of dark | ace nmade her ook |like a specter lurking in the gl oom

"Did it alarmyou,"” she asked, "when | appeared out of nowhere?"

"To the contrary," he said. "It was the fulfillnment of ny fondest
year ni ngs. "

"I didit to show you how easily we can take you unawares. |In which case,
your skill with a sword won't save you."

"It alnmost sounds as if you're threatening me, H gh Lady, and that truly
does surprise me. Ordinarily, | enjoy aniable relations with the fairer sex.
It's specimens of my own gender who nore often conceive a desire to poke hol es
in me. How, pray tell, have | offended?"

"Surely you see such evasions are a waste of tine," the wonan said. "A
coupl e of ny brothers survived their encounter with you to report your
meddl i ng, and you're the only avariel in Lyrabar. You can't possibly hope to
convince ne it was sone other winged elf who flewto Gorstag's aid."

If the zonmbies' living allies were her "brothers,"” then that ended any
fai nt hope Taegan had entertained that she m ght represent the Harpers.



Rat her, she must belong to the Cult of the Dragon

He gave her a grin and said, "Fair enough, Hi gh Lady, it was I. In ny
defense, | can only say that if 1'd realized that Hel der had trespassed
agai nst a maiden as captivating as you, | would have left himto his fate. But

| didn't, and he owed ne coin—oin |I'd never collect in the event of his
demi se. "

"I'"ve thought a good deal about you," the veiled woman said. "You defended
atraitor to the brotherhood and sl ew our wy vern. The creature wasn't a true
Sacred One, but spilling its blood was a hei nous sin nonethel ess, and you
deserve to die for it."

"That seens harsh for a first offense.”

"I wouldn't be flippant if | were you," the woman threatened. "Your life
bal ances on the edge of a knife. W would have killed you al ready, except that
we want the answers to some questions. Wiat did Gorstag tell you before he
di ed?"

"Nothing," the avariel lied. "Wien | returned to himafter the fight, he
was al ready dead."

"What about when you first made contact with hinP"

"I had to confront his pursuers,” Taegan replied. "W didn't have tinme for
conversation."

"And in the tendays prior to that?"

"Nothing. | had no idea he was in trouble until | chanced to spot him
staggering along with your minions on his tail."

"I ordered himto try to recruit you to our cause," said the wonan. "He
cl ai red he had."

"But he didn't. Truly, | know nothing about your necromancers' coven or
what ever it is, except that it seenms to take a lot of you just to kill one
under nouri shed novice fencer, and that you yourself are far too charming to
squander your nights on such gauche conpanions."

"Who did Gorstag work for?" she asked, ignoring his flattery.

"You shoul d have asked him"

"I would have, if the fool who first suspected himof being a spy had
conmuni cated his suspicions instead of trying to deal with the matter by
hi msel f."

"It's hard to find good hel p."

"I already warned you to spare ne your japes,'
the tonme?"

That woul d be the purple book. Didn't she realize Gorstag had stolen the
folio as well? If not, Taegan had no intention of alerting her

"I don't know what you nean," he lied.

"Yes, you do. Corstag gave you a book witten in cipher, or else you found
it on his body."

"No," he replied. "Either he never took it in the first place, or he
di sposed of it somewhere before | found him"

"You're lying."

"A gentleman never lies to a | ady about anything except his marital status
or the depth of his devotion."

t he woman hi ssed. "Were is

"W want the tone back, and your silence. We're even willing to buy them"
It was tenpting. CGold always was. But even if he decided he was willing to
betray Gorstag, he doubted the cultists would | eave hi m al one once they
recovered their text. Still, he mght as well play along and see where it |ed.
"Alas, as | said, | don't have the volune in question. But just for
curiosity's sake, suppose | could lay ny hands on it. How nuch are you
of feri ng?"

"Ten thousand in gold," she said.
The sum was al nost enough to blind himto loyalty and caution alike.
Al nost .
"Make it twenty," Taegan said, "and I'll see what | can do."
She sat quietly for a nonent, then said, "You're lying."
He wondered how she knew. Mre magi c, conceivably, or maybe she sinply had



good instincts.

"That's the second tinme you've accused ne of that," Taegan retorted. "Let
us thank Lady Firehair you're a woman. O herw se, a gentleman night fee
obliged to call you out."

"I'f I can't appeal to your greed, Maestro, what of your desire to go on
breathing? | told you, nmy conrades and | are quite prepared to kill you."

"I beg you to forgive me if | don't blubber in terror, but have you any
i dea how often | fought when | first canme to Lyrabar, sinply to build a
reputati on?"

"l guarantee, you can't defend yourself against us."

"Ch, | trust | can nmake do. | slew your overgrown |izard, your wal king dead
men, and your live cutthroats, and I know how to suddenly pop up out of
nowhere nyself. It really isn't all that awesonme a tri—

Clutching a curve-bl aded dagger, a bl ack-gl oved hand shot froma vent in
the cultist's mantle. She | eaped up and sl ashed at his throat.

Taegan hadn't seen her tense, |ean forward, or make any other preparatory
nmoverent that woul d have given away her intention to attack. Still, he was on
his guard and reacted instantly. He swayed backward, the cut fell short, and
he punched her in the stomach. She fl oundered backward, banging the backs of
her cal ves agai nst the seat she'd just vacated, giving himspace to spring to
his feet.

They were still so close together that it would be awkward to use a rapier
He snatched out his poniard, poised it to thrust, then decided it m ght be
better to take her alive. He grabbed the wist of her knife arm immobilizing
it, reversed his own bl ade, and hamrered her shrouded head with the pomrel.

For a monent, the gilded knob seemed to neet resistance, and just a
yi el ding softness. At the same tinme, his grip crushed her wist into sonething
he couldn't even feel inside his clenched fingers. Wth a rustle of fabric,
she crunmpled into an odd shallow heap like a tangle of dirty laundry. It
didn't look as if anyone was inside.

Taegan crouched over it, tore the veil aside, and discovered that was in
fact the case. The cloak and other garnents had evidently constituted a sort
of puppet, a contrivance that had allowed the Wearer of Purple to quiz him
wi t hout coming within reach of his weapons.

The real cult mstress was presumably |urking nearby and m ght not be
al one. Wil e Taegan had wasted preci ous seconds westling with the decoy, she
and her mnions could al ready have advanced on the gazebo. He drew his rapier
sprang to the doorway, and came face to face with the thing that was hoppi ng
in.

It wal ked on two legs, had dirty white scales, and was half a head shorter
t han Taegan, though its torso was thicker, and it had to pull its wings in
close to fit themthrough the doorway. Its snarling features, though sonewhat
manl i ke, rem nded himof the wyvern. Was it a denon with dragon bl ood or
somet hi ng conparabl e? It nade sense that the Warer of Purple mght conjure
such beings to serve her

It glared into Taegan's eyes. He felt strange for an instant, but that was
all. Evidently it had tried and failed to cripple his mnd. He thrust the
rapier deep into its chest, and it coll apsed, pawing weakly at its wound. It
seened astoni shed the bl ade had done it so much harm Perhaps if he hadn't
t hought to enchant the weapon, it would have only have scratched the denon's
hi de or glanced off entirely.

Anot her such creature cane scuttling forward, claws poised, its prehensile
tail, possessed of a sting like the wvern's, arching over its shoul der.
Taegan decided to take the battle to the air, where, he suspected, he could
out ma- neuver the ash-colored spirit as he had its gigantic cousin. He ran
right over the denon sprawl ed on the gazebo's little ring of porch, spread his
wi ngs, then heard the genui ne Wearer of Purple chanting words of power.

Taegan's wi ng nuscl es cranped. He gasped at the unexpected stab of pain,
then tried to beat his pinions anyway. That was even nore excruciating and
usel ess, too. The linbs were essentially paral yzed.



The onrushi ng denon pounced at him claw ng and biting, pointed tai
striking like an adder. Its sting radiated a cold so intense that he could
feel it even on such a frigid night. The chill would surely sear whatever the
menber pierced.

The creature attacked so furiously that it was challenging to find an
opportunity to riposte. He pierced its nenbranous wing and its snout, but
neit her wound sufficed to put it down The sting | eaped at his chest, and he
only just managed to tw st out of the way.

The denon sinul taneously raked at his head and whirled its sting in a | ow,
cunning jab at his lead foot. He thrust the rapier through one of its
m sshapen hands, snatched his | eg up, and stanped down, pinning the spirit's
tail beneath it Blessed Sune, the stinger was cold. Despite his boot, the
chill nearly nmade himflinch away.

The two hurts, conming so close together, nade the denon falter. He jerked
the rapier fromits extrenmity and drove it through its torso. The creature
col l apsed, and two nore cane shanmbling to take its place. The Warer of
Purpl e's voice commenced the sibilant rhynes of another spell.

Taegan realized he needed nmore of his own magic. Ot herw se, the chances
were good that his foes would overwhel mhim Even as he net the denons
advance with a sudden |l eap that he hoped would startle them he whispered his
own i ncantati on.

Meanwhi | e, he pondered how best to use it. The same spell that had flung
himinto the wvern's path could carry himback inside his host's nmansion or
beyond the wall enclosing the grounds to |l ose hinself in the night. That m ght
be the prudent course. But while he no longer found it worthwhile to initiate
fights, he wasn't inclined to run fromthem either. Mreover, it occurred to
himthat if he could only dispose of the Wearer of Purple, her followers m ght
| eave him al one thereafter. So he risked taking his eyes off the denons |ong
enough to glance quickly around, whereupon he spotted anot her cl oaked figure,
vei l ed and hooded like the puppet, lurking in the shadow of a chestnut tree.

The worl d seenmed to shatter and recreate itself all in an instant, and he
was standi ng behind her. He drove his rapier at her back
It should have been a killing stroke, but somehow she sensed him left off

conjuring, and spun around. The sword plunged through her armand pinned it to
her torso. It was a nasty wound. Perhaps he'd even pricked a |ung. But not the
jheart as he'd intended.

Well, a second thrust would finish her. He yanked the rapier from her
flesh, and she surprised him He' d expected the shock of her injury to stun
her for at |east a nmonent or two. But she pounced at him and as she scratched
at his face, he realized she didn't |ook precisely like the puppet after all
Her white hands with their |ong, dark-lacquered nails were bare.

He tried to sidestep, and she snagged his cheek anyway. No matter, he
t hought, she'd m ssed the eye. As he shoved her away, however, naking room for
his sword to continue its work, his strength deserted himall at once, his
knees buckling and the rapier nearly slipping fromhis grasp. It was happening
nore rapidly than even a potent poison could act. Once again, she'd crippled
himwith magic. Since he'd interrupted her casting, the power had likely cone
either froma talisman or sone strange innate capability, not that it mattered
at the nonent.

She | aughed, snatched out a cl aw shaped dagger identical to the one the
decoy had carried, and sprang. He gasped a battle cry and strained to raise
his rapier. For a split second, he thought he wouldn't be able to manage it,
and his strength surged back. Her own nomentum served to drive his point deep
i nto her abdonen. She gasped, and he pulled the sword back for the death
stroke. At which point, the denons caught up with him

Cursing, he had no choice but to wheel and defend hinmself fromtheir
assault. One was still on the ground, and the other was flapping through the
air, at the noment higher than his rapier could reach. Taegan had guessed
right, the wetched brutes did fly less ninbly than an avariel, for all the
good that did him



He lunged at the demon in front of him H's point drove into its chest, and
it fell toits knees. But it wasn't finished.

Snarling, slavering blood, it clutched his blade with both fists while its
tail stabbed repeatedly at his forearm

Taegan understood what it was trying to do: inmmbilize the rapier, or
di sarm himaltogether, while its conrade dived at him He could have abandoned
the sword and relied on his poniard, but he hadn't prepared a second
enchantnent to enhance a blade's capabilities, and thus he doubted the dagger
could do his opponents any significant harm No, he needed the | onger weapon.
Frantically parrying the sting with his off hand he haul ed on the rapier with
all his mght, only to discover the creature was about as strong as he was. He
carried a charmin his head to augnent his natural strength but knew he had no
tine to cast it.

Fortunately, though a rapier was primarily a thrusting weapon, the edges
were sharp, and at last the blade jerked free by slicing so deeply into the
denon's fingers than it could no longer maintain its hold. Succumbing to its
wounds at last, the creature coll apsed facedown in the snow. Taegan | ooked up
and thrust at the pallid thing plumreting at his head.

The rapi er rammed deep into the demon's body a split second before it
sl ammed down on himand snashed himto the ground. He floundered out from
underneath it, distancing hinmself fromits talons, fangs, and sting, only then
di scerning it was dead.

Good, but what about the Warer of Purple? He pivoted, surveying the
battlefield, and was di sappointed to find her gone. The wounds he'd given her
woul d have incapacitated nost people, but evidently she had a strong
constitution and a will to match. O perhaps she'd drunk some restorative
elixir.

He recovered the rapier and cl oaked hinmself in magic that would nmake it
nmore difficult for a foe to aiman attack at him another spell he'd never
found a chance to cast while the denons were pressing himhard. Then he
foll owed the Wearer of Purple's footprints through the snow until they ended
at one of the shovel ed wal ks.

He picked a direction at random and continued the chase. But as the seconds
passed, no cl oaked figure appeared in the darkness ahead, and the path
intersected with others, so he had to adnit his quarry had el uded him

Nor was that the end of his frustrations. When he returned to the vicinity
of the gazebo, he discovered the denons had di sappeared as well. Either their
corpses had faded back into the infernal realmfromwhich they'd originated
or —di squi eti ng thought +the creatures had gradually recovered fromtheir
seem ngly nmortal wounds, risen, and |inped away.

In any case, even if Taegan deci ded he wanted to ignore Corstag's dying
pl ea for secrecy, he had no proof of what had happened and doubted the
authorities would credit his story without it. Oher naestros had spun wild
tales to enhance their reputations and drumup trade. Mreover, even if the
pal adins did, in sonme nmeasure believe, they mght find a way to turn the
af fair around on himsonehow. To make it a pretext to denounce himas a threat
to the peace, close his school, perhaps even banish or inprison him

Al'l things considered, he thought he was still on his own. And in
consi der abl e danger of catching a cold. H's exertions had warned him but
havi ng stopped to catch his breath, the chill was settling into his bones.

Accordingly, he wiped the gore fromhis rapier, sheathed it, conbed his
hair, adjusted his attire, rearranged his features into the proper insouciant
expression, and rejoined the ball. In time, his knotted, aching wi ng nuscles
rel axed.
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WIIl and Pavel found "W nking Miurene" drinking raw spirit in a tiny excuse
for a tavern, really just a brick alcove open to the wintry air blowing in
fromthe street. The place did possess a door, but salvaged from sonewhere and
resting atop a pair of beer barrels, its tarnished brass handl e and hi nges
still attached, the matchboarded panel was doing service as the bar. A couple
of other kegs reposed on trestles behind it, while corked clay jugs and dented
pewt er cups sat along the shelves on the back wall

VWen she realized the hunters were interested in her, Wnking Mirene gave
thema scow .

"What ?" she demanded.

Al in all WII considered his present life preferable to the one he'd fled
years before with his guild master cryingfor his blood, a falling out
occasi oned by his decision to restore a kidnapped child to its parents despite
their failure to raise the ransom Still, Lyrabar had given hima pang of
nostalgia, for with its inmposing architecture, manifest prosperity, and air of
optimsmand stability, its bountiful conforts and amusenents, the place was a
far cry fromthe rough Moonsea towns to which he'd becone accustoned. Rather
it rem nded himof the Senbian cities in which he'd spent his formative years.

VWi ch neant the queen's nen shoul d have ki cked out Wnking Mirene to keep
up the tone, for like the griny little pocket of poverty in which she dwelled
and the ordinary surroundi ngs in which she chose to swill her liquor, she
seened out of place. As her epithet suggested, one eyelid sagged so low it was
hard to i magi ne she could see past it, but she was notably honely in other
respects as well, obese, with red, scroful ous patches on her pasty skin. In a
city so full of tenples and shrines, it was hard to believe she couldn't find
a healer to cure such a condition. Evidently she was sinply too |lazy to seek
one out.

Still, despite her ugliness, sour body odor, and | ack of manners, Pavel
addressed her with flawl ess courtesy.

"Good afternoon, Maid, or is it CGoodw fe?" he said. "My nane is Pavel
Shermov. |'m a servant of Lathander. The hal-fling is WIlimac Turnstone. W
understand you rent a roomto a young man nanmed Gorstag Hel der."

"Then you understand wong."

The cleric blinked, seem ngly uncertain how to respond. WIIl thought he
knew. He extracted a gold piece fromhis belt pouch and tossed it clinking
onto the bar.

Her reaction surprised him She stared at it and swall owed, as if she
wanted to pick it up but didn't dare. That was when he realized she was
afraid.

Pavel discerned the same thing and said, "Watever you tell us, we won't
| et anyone know where we heard it."

"You're a priest of the dawn? " she asked, peering at himin the
suspi ci ous, trucul ent manner of the hal f-drunk. "Were are your robes?"

"Wrn out," he said. "lI've been traveling and had to replace them w th what
| could get."

"What do you care about Gorstag?”

"It's a long story, but | pronmise, we canme to Lyrabar to help him"

She | aughed and said, "You're too late for that."

WIl's mouth tightened in vexation. He'd figured the spy was probably dead,
but had hoped he was w ong.

"What happened to hi n?" asked the hal fling.

She hesitated once nore, then said, "I can't quite renenber. If | had a
little something nmore to jog ny nenory...."

WIl sent two nore coins ringing after the first.

"I't happened last nonth ..." she said. "Everybody was tal king about it.
Late one night, the watch found a dead wyvern and dead people lying in the
street. A nunber of the men were rotten, but apparently they'd been up wal ki ng
around with the others until sonebody cut themto pieces."

"What does that have to do with Gorstag?" asked WII.

He assumed a wyvern tied in with the Cult of the Dragon, but nothing el se



was cl ear.

"He was one of the corpses. A fresh one." She pulled back her sleeve and
scrat ched one of her blem shes. Flakes of epiderms drifted to the floor. "The
worst part is, the worthless fool was behind on his rent as usual ."

"Did the guards seemto have any notions about what happened?" Pavel
asked.

"How woul d | know?"

"Did they search his roon?" asked WII.

"Yes."

"Did they take anything away?"

"How coul d they? He liked to put on airs and pretend he was better than the
rest of us, but the truth was, he didn't have a rag to wi pe his nose. It was
pat hetic."

Pavel said, "Thank you," then motioned for WIl to step away fromthe
worman. He stooped down and spoke in a lower voice. "lI'mafraid your coin
didn't buy rmuch. We could try talking to the watch, | suppose, but..."

WIIl said, "We're not done here, you dunce. She was afraid to talk,
remenber? What has she told us so far that would account for that?" He turned
back toward W nking Murene and said, "G ve us the rest of it."

"I"'ve told you all | know. Go away and | eave ne alone." "You heard her,"
the burly man behind the nmakeshift bar warned.

H's matted hair and beard were visibly astir with wiggling lice. He
reached for the heavy club he kept leaning in the corner

Pavel started to speak. Most likely he nmeant to neutralize the threat with
a spell, but WIIl reacted at the same tinme, and his response was even faster
He spun the warsling and hurled a skiprock at the jugs on the top shelf. Even
by his exacting standards, it was a good cast. The stone rebounded three tines

bef ore runni ng out of nmonentum shattering four containers in all. Shards of
pottery and torrents of spirit rained down on the tavernkeeper's |ousy head,
filling the air with the pungent smell of the drink. Evidently deciding that,

on further consideration, Wnking Miurene's problens were none of his affair,
he froze.

The | andl ady herself | ooked equally rattl ed.

"Don't hurt ne." She turned to Pavel and said, "You're a priest. You can't
I et himstone ne."

"Nobody wants to hurt you," Pavel said. "W sinply need to know what you
can tell us. It's inportant, and | already gave you ny word we'll never revea
where the information came from"

"Swear by your god."

"I swear by Lathander, Lord of the Morning."

"As | swear," said WIIl, "to thrash you bl oody and take back my gold if you
don't stop wasting our tinme."
"Al'l right," she said. "I knew sonethi ng had happened to Gorstag even

before the watch canme to the house."

"Because soneone else cane first," Pavel said.

"Yes. They got inside somehow and broke into his room just down the hal
frommne. They were trying to be quiet, but I heard them anyway. | sneaked to
his door to see what was happening. | saw all right, nore than | wanted."

"Who were they?"

She shrugged and said, "A couple of men |I'd never seen before and a wal ki ng
corpse. | guess they brought it along for protection. | heard the |ive ones
say their 'brothers' had taken care of Gorstag, but they had to find out if
he'd nade any notes or held onto any witten orders fromhis naster."

"Since you're still alive,"” said WIIl, "you plainly had better sense than
to let them know you were eavesdroppi ng. You probably tiptoed back to your own
room But do you have any idea whether they found what they were |ooking for?"

"They didn't. | overheard them say as nmuch when they slunk back down the
stairs.”

"Then, once you were sure they were gone, you entered CGorstag's room and
ransacked hi s bel ongi ngs yoursel f."



She glowered in fal se indignation

"It's all right," said Pavel. "W won't tell anyone you saw what you
weren't neant to or that you tried to rob a | odger, either. W just need to
know i f you found something the intruders m ssed."

"No. | didn't find any notes nor anything worth taking."

"I need to search the place nyself," said WII, "and to save tine, yes, ny

dear, we'll pay for the inconvenience." He fished out two nore gold pieces,
one for her and one to placate the barman for the breakage and the affront to
his dignity, such as it was. "Drink up and we'll go."

The boar di nghouse was as squalid as WII had anticipated, and Gorstag's
room wth its crunbling plaster and danp-spotted ceiling, as depressing. It
took the former burglar about half an hour to toss it. It was nice to find
that, despite a lack of practice in recent years, he still remenbered how to
| ook for |oose floorboards, caches conceal ed inside furniture, and the I|ike.

Unfortunately, no matter how cleverly he searched, it was to no avail
Finally he turned to Pavel and W nki ng Mirene.

"Not hi ng," he sighed.

The obese wonan sneered and said, "I told you."

"This place," said Pavel, "is remarkably bare."

"I told you that, too," said Wnking Mirene. "He didn't |have anything."

"He nust have owned sonething," the priest persisted. |"You said he wanted
to pass for a man of nmeans. Well, he couldn't play such a part w thout at

| east a coupl e changes of decent clothing. It isn't here. You did pilfer after
all.”

"No, |—=

"Enough! " Pavel snapped. Up until now, he'd taken a soothing, kindly tone
with her, but apparently he'd finally ran out of patience with her habit of
obscuring the truth | even when, by any sensible calculation, it was pointless.
"What did you steal ?"

"I't wasn't secret papers,” Wnking Mirene said sullenly. "It was just
t hi ngs."

"l need to see them" said WII.

"You can't. | sold them already."

"Then tell us what they were," Pavel said.

She gave themthe inventory, nostly a sad listing of tawdry
finery passing for real silk and velvet, and paste rings and brooches
masquerading as jewels. WII had just about | decided it would reveal nothing
useful when she reached the significant itens:

"A coupl e of those blunt swords duelists use to practice, a set of the
padded tunics and gl oves they wear, and two little 1 books full of woodcuts
showi ng how to stick a man or whack kis head off."

W1l and Pavel exchanged gl ances.

"He nust have loved fencing," said the halfling, "if, poor « he was, he
i nvested in nore than one foil and training Manuals, too."

"Cbviously," said the cleric, "and that nmeans he took liffitncttion
somepl ace. Perhaps it's where we'll find his [fends and confidants."

W nki ng Murene snorted and said, "Do you know how many nmeestros there are
in Lyrabar?"

"We're about to find out," Pavel said with a snile

In his vision, Taegan had returned to adol escence, again, he wore a
deerskin tunic and | eggings and carried an ancient cut-and-thrust sword with a
br oken cross guard sheathed on his hip. The latter was a treasure, because

| acking fresh iron and forges to work it, a small, isolated conmunity of
hunters had no way of replacing such a weapon. Myst of their tools were nade
of flint. Still, despite his youth, he'd earned the right to bear the heirl oom

by learning to wield it better than any of his fellows, then nmastering
bl adesong as wel | .
He and his conpani ons were slinking along the arboreal pathways of the



Eart hwood, noving fromtree linb to tree linb. For an avariel, it was safe to
travel at such a height A beat or two of his wings sufficed to carry him
across enpty spaces or catch himif he fell. Yet the forest was so thick, the
branches so dense and interwoven, that true, sustained flight was difficult.
Taegan frequently w shed his people lived in clearer terrain, where they could
soar freely whenever the nood took them but he knew the others didn't share
his yearnings. The foliage was their shield against hostile eyes.

Taegan heard voi ces. He skul ked forward, peered down into a gl ade, and
behel d his first humans. He recogni zed then fromthe descriptions of his
elders. A man in a brown robe was harvesting mstletoe with a sickle, mxing
the cuts with ritual passes. Two nai dens crowned with weathes of oak | eaves
sang a hymm. The one with the freckled nose quavered a little off key on the
hi gh not es.

To Taegan's eyes, everything about them was wonderful Their bodies, bulkier
than those of elves, but possessed d their own kind of grace. Their clothing,
woven of fiber, not cut from hide. The abundance of netal they carried about
their persons...

He desperately wanted to reveal hinself to them Perhaps sensing the tenor
of his thoughts, his father touched himon the arm then beckoned hi m away.

Taegan m ght have protested that the druid and his acol ytes appeared
entirely harm ess. Unfortunately, he certain such an argunment woul dn't sway
the older elf the slightest. Avariels kept thensel ves hidden whenever
possi bl e. Supposedly it was the only way a people so few in nunber could
survive. Hating his sire at that nonment, he took a last long | ook at the
humans, then turned and fol |l owed hi m back the way they'd cone.

Meanwhi l e, the adult Taegan felt a pang of exasperation. One of the nice
t hi ngs about Reverie was that he could choose which of his nmenories to relive.
Why, then, was he dwelling on the shame and frustration of his early years
i nstead of the pleasures he'd won by forsaking the tribe to join the world of
men? He could only assume the anxieties that had overtaken himsince he'd
rashly chosen to intervene in CGorstag's troubles were interfering with his
r epose.

He groped for sone happy experience to revisit, but for some reason, he
could think only of flane and snpoke. After a nmonent, he realized he actually
did feel unpleasantly warm H s eyes stung, and a cough was building in his
achi ng | ungs.

He forced hinself entirely awake to find the school was burning. No flames
were licking at the walls of his own apartnments, not yet, but he coul d hear
t hem crackling el sewhere, even as he could already feel the heat rising
t hr ough t he Boor.

The strange thing was that no one was crying the alarm True, it was |late.
Even the npst soci abl e students had either stunbled hone or passed out in a
drunken stupor, just as even the nost industrious of the bawds had suspended
trade till the morrow. Still, sonmebody shoul d have noticed

But that was a nystery to ponder later on. First he had to make sure
everyone evacuated the building, determne tbe |ocation and size of the
conflagration, and extinguish it if possible. He threw off his bl ankets,
sprang fromhis bed, pulled on breeches, boots, and one of his special shirts
with holes for his wings, took a stride toward the door, then hesitated.

Much as he begrudged the nmonent it required, he grabbed a rapier, dagger
and pouch of spell foci, inbued the |onger blade with magic, and only then
exited his quarters.

His roons weren't the only ones occupying the top story, but no doorways or
hal I s connected his private acconmodations with the rest of the area. He
resolved to work his way down to the ground floor then back up. Once he
checked the entire building, he could fly out one of the casenents if need be.

He ran down the stairs into denser snoke that really did set himcoughing,
into murk and flickering red-yellow light that somehow illunminated little but
itself. He threw open the door to the room where one of his provosts nmade his
hone Taegan had four assistant instructors, but as he was suddenly glad, only



two who chose to reside on the prenises.

Stedd lay snoring beneath tangled covers, oblivious to the | eaping,
rustling flames already gnawing at the foot of his bed. Taegan hauled the wiry
young human with the premature bald spot clear, and still he didn't wake. He
was just flopping dead weight in his enployer's arnmns.

Evidently the Wearer of Purple's mnions had set the fire, for surely it
was magi ¢ keeping Stedd insensible. Perhaps they' d cast a spell to sink
everyone in the school into a slunber so deep that even the bl aze woul dn't
wake themuntil it was too late to escape. Presunably the trap had failed to
hol d Taegan, because unlike his human associ ates, he never truly slept.

He shouted Stedd's nane, shook him and finally backhanded hi m across the
face. The human's eyes fluttered open. Taegan had never felt nore gl ad of
anything in his life, for plainly, had it proved i npossible to rouse any of
the sl eepere, a single woul d-be rescuer could never have carried each and
every one of themout in tine.

"What ?" Stedd asked drowsily.

"The school is on fire, and everyone's— Taegan had to break off talking to
cough. "Everyone's asleep. W have to wake them or if we can't, haul them
out. Do you understand?"

"Yes," the provost said.

"Then put on your shoes and get moving. Clear this area, and the ground
level. I'"Il handle the second floor then work my way up the other side of the
house. "

St edd nodded. He | ooked frightened, but not panicky, and not groggy
anynore, either. Taegan cl apped himon the shoul der, turned, and ran back to
the stairs.

On the second floor, the snobke and heat were even worse. At every turn, the
avariel found sheets of roaring flame devouring sections of wall. He was no
expert, but to him the scattered pockets of fire seened additional proof that
someone had set the blaze deliberately, for wouldn't an acci dental
confl agrati on spread conti nuously outward froma single point of origin?
Whereas in this case, it |ooked as if an arsonist had broken into the building
and run about setting multiple blazes.

Taegan felt fast, heavy footsteps bouncing the floorboards. He turned, and
a bizarre figure, a huge man with pi eces of astonishingly bulky iron plate
arnor affixed only to the left side of his body, energed fromthe swirling
gray snmoke. Ripples of firelight ran along the netal. He wore a scarf tied
around the lower half of his face, a sinple neans of del aying death by snoke
i nhal ati on that Taegan wi shed he'd thought of for hinmself. Possibly it was
al so intended to mask the cultist's identity.

A cranped hallway inside a burning building was about as undesirable a
duel i ng ground as Taegan coul d i magi ne, but he assumed he had no choice. If
t he arsoni st had remained on the prenises after conpleting his task, it was
likely to kill anyone who sonehow woke and tried to flee. Fortunately, the
i ntruder nonethel ess seened startled to see the avariel. It gave Taegan the
second he needed to draw his rapier

A split second later, the cultist rushed him It was a reckless action, and
for that very reason it took Taegan by surprise. He extended his arm and the
stop thrust bit into the cultist's torso. Reflex saw to that much. But he
wasn't sure he'd made the kill, and didn't quite nmanage to sidestep out of the
arsoni st's path afterward

The big man plowed into him threw an armaround him and bulled him

t hrough a doorway. Together, they reeled off balance and fell. The culti st
| anded on top, half-crushing the avariel. Taegan scranbl ed clear, and since
his sword was still underneath his enemy, drew his dagger to finish off the

arsonist if he wasn't dead al ready.

Then, squinting, he spied sonething that stayed his hand. The section of
floor outside the doorway was all roaring brightness. Sonmehow, flame had
engulfed it in an instant The human had realized it was going to happen
andhaul ed Taegan aside to save himfrom being caught inside the eruption



whi ch suggested that the stranger, grotesque appearance and unexpl ai ned
presence notw thstandi ng, wasn't the arsonist after all.

Aghast, Taegan started to check and see if the poor fellow was still alive,
but at that instant, another strange figure appeared in the doorway. It |ooked
like the | eathery-wi nged, half-man/half-reptile denons the Warer of Purple
had produced to attack himbefore. But it was bigger, taller even than the
human Taegan had just stabbed, and its scales were red. It crouched unharnmed
in the mdst of the blaze, its own |ong, pointed stinger burning like a torch
Plainly, the brute was admrably suited to the task of arson

Yet even so, it evidently didn't mnd using tools to speed the process
along, for it wore a harness with [ oops for carrying objects. Though nost were
enpty, one still held a flask. The denmon freed it, pulled the stopper out, and
poured the contents over its head. The oil called "alchenmist's fire" ignited
on contact with the air.

Its entire body haloed in flame, talons and sting poised to rip and stab
the spirit pounced at Taegan

He grabbed the hilt of his rapier, rolled aside, and scranbled to his feet,
his back to the cot where one of the cook's helpers lay slunbering. As the
denon wheeled to face him he brandi shed a scrap of licorice root and rattled
off a charm He grunted and jerked as the magi c shrieked through his body, and
the wyvern-faced brute's novenments seened to slow. Even its corona of flane
appeared to junp and withe nmore sluggishly.

He knew that wasn't actually the case. The reality was that the nagic had
accel erated his own reactions. He thought it mght be enough to save him
until a second denmon scuttled through the door

Taegan believed hinself to be one of the four or five best duelists in
Lyrabar, yet even so, he doubted whether, fighting in such tight quarters, he
could kill the two denons before either they or the heat and snoke
i ncapacitated him Then, however, the human reared up and punched the second
brute in the knee. The knuckl e spi kes on his gauntlet nust have borne an
enchantnent, for they nearly tore the creature's linb in tw. As it staggered,
Taegan saw the puncture in the big man's right shoulder. H's rapier had driven
all the way through but had evidently missed any major arteries. For the

nmonent at |east, the stranger could still fight.
Encour aged, Taegan resol ved to sl aughter his own opponent quickly, so he
could help his newfound ally if need be. Still, it took an effort of will to

press the attack agai nst an opponent shrouded in flame. The heat blistered his
exposed skin, seared his lungs with every inhalation, and infused the rapier
until it pained himto grip the hilt. The real problem however, was the
glare. Even with heightened speed, it was difficult to parry the denon's
assaul ts when he could barely see them comni ng

He hit the denon twi ce without disabling it, and it slipped an attack past
his guard. The back of his calf burned. His foe had whipped its tail around to
stab himin the |eg.

The searing agony intensified. It was digging the bony point in deeper
while the flane cooked his flesh. He wanted-no, needed—to grab the tail and
jerk it out of the wound, yet he forced hinself to let it be, because funbling
at the pain was surely what the denon wanted himto do. As soon as he diverted
his attention to it, the spirit would rip himapart.

So he | aunched hinself at his assailant instead, and his relentless
aggression seenmed to catch it by surprise. Its talons raked, and he tw sted
out of the way. It jerked on its stinger, striving to trip himbut not quite
succeeding. He feinted | ow and thrust high. The bl ade pierced the denon's
slit-pupiled eye and slid deep into its head, grating on bone as it
penetrated. The brute collapsed, and Taegan used the sword to yank the fiery
tail out of his calf.

Starved for clean air as he was, Taegan felt as if his strength was failing
fast but al so knew he had to keep moving. He pivoted to help kill the other
denon, only to find that the big man had the situation well in hand. The
dragon-faced thing was squirm ng on the floor and he was crouching on top of



it, pulping its upper body with his iron fist.

It was in that nonent that Taegan finally discerned sonething el se. The
stranger wasn't actually wearing plate on the |left side of his body. Though
they noved and flexed like ordinary linbs, the iron armand | eg weren't nere
nmet al sheathes. They were prostheses, replacenents for extremties their owner
had evidently lost in battle or as a result of some terrible mshap. Even
t hough Lyrabar had its share of w zards, and Taegan had some |limted know edge
of magic hinself, he'd never seen anything like it.

Still, it was no tinme to pause and marvel. Wen the denon stopped
squi rmng, Taegan linped to the human and hoisted himto his feet. The
stranger had bl oody claw nmarks to go with his sword wound.

"I"'msorry | attacked you," the avariel wheezed. "It was a
m sunder st andi ng. How badly are you hurt?"

The big man shook his head as if to indicate it was a stupid question, that
they had to press on no matter how i njured or exhausted either of them was.

"Wake the girl," he said.

"Right, but the doorway's inpassable. Can you—=2"

"If the fire hasn't spread too far, | can nake a way around. Go."

Taegan hurried to the cook's assistant and sl apped her to consci ousness.
Meanwhil e, his ally smashed down sections of wall to circunvent the bl aze
ragi ng just outside.

They sent the girl running toward safety, did the sane for everyone else in
that portion of the building, then descended to the first floor thenselves.
There the fire rul ed absolutely.

Taegan found a narrow, rapidly shrinking path through the patches of flane
and started toward the other end of the house. H s conpani on grabbed hi m by
the armand turned himtoward the nearest exit.

"There's another stairway." Taegan had to shout to make hinself heard over
t he endl ess bell ow of the conflagration. "Wth nore people living at the top."

The big man tried to answer, doubl ed over coughing, then nanaged to force
out: "My partners already went that way to hel p whonever they found. We have
to get out. We're out of tinme."

"I'f they met nore of those denons..."

"Then the denons are dead. Cone on!"

"Very well." Taegan hesitated. "No. You go. | have sonething to do."

“"I"'mtelling you, the whole place—=

“I"1l be all right. Save yourself."

The human eyed hi m dubi ously, then gave a brusque nod and turned away.

Taegan hobbl ed past the pantry to the cellar steps, or rather, to the shaft
they'd occupied earlier that night. The shaft was enpty except for a pile of
red- hot enbers at the bottom

He junped and beat his wings. For a creature |larger than a bird, genuine
flight was inpossible in such a confined space, but he nanaged to touch down
on the far side of the burning rubble.

Unabl e stop coughing even for a nonent, he dashed on past forgotten crates
and battered old fencing dumm es. The far end of the cellar held wought-iron
wi ne racks | oaded with costly vintages that were boiling into worthless swll.
He jamed the rapier into the crack between two of the stones in the floor
then pried. His first effort failed, and shouti ng—well, croaking, really—he
threw all his weight against the weapon. One of the blocks hitched up to
expose the | eather bag beneath.

Inside was a grinoire, vital if he was to renew his spells each day; his
savi ngs, though they didn't amount to nuch; and lastly, the cult's book and
folio.

He felt a sudden vicious inpulse to | eave the secret witings, the cause of
so nmuch calamity, to burn, but he disregarded it. He snatched up the bag as
bl azi ng chunks of the ceiling rained down. He could tell it would all cone
down in a second to smash, burn, and bury him He had no hope of escapi ng back
the way he'd cone.

He began the incantation that would fling himinstantaneously from one



point to another, no nmatter what barriers stood in the way. The need to cough
burned in his throat and chest, doing its utnost to spoil the recitation, and
he strained against it.

The avariel wheezed out the final word of power, and with a great roaring
crash, the entire ceiling plumreted. Uncertain whether he'd succeeded in
wor ki ng the magic or not, he threw hinmself to the floor and covered his head.

He |l anded in a snowdrift. For an instant, it was strange to feel cold air,
as if he'd never experienced it before. Then he realized the outside world
wasn't all cold. Hs sleeve was on fire. He slapped it out.

Taegan turned and | ooked at the blazing shell of his school sone thirty
feet away. The sight engendered a nunb, sick fascination. He m ght have lain
on his stomach and stared at it for quite a while, if not for his duty to
t hose who'd shared the ruin with him He dragged hinself to his feet, coughing
still, his burns and torn |l eg throbbing, and linped to see if everyone el se
had nade it out alive.

Ches, the third month, was commonly called the O aw of the Sunsets in honor
of the vivid reds and golds that bloonmed in the west at dusk. Actually,

t hough, the dawns were often equally gorgeous, and Lathander had served up
just such a spectacle that norning. Taegan found hinsel f incapabl e of
appreciating it. Rather, it felt as if the god was nocki ng

hi m

For certainly, the splendor in the sky made a cruel contrast to the msery
on the ground. Mracul ously, only three people had perished in the fire, but
many of the survivors were burned, shaken, filthy with soot and ash, and
coughi ng and shivering in the cold. Silver-robed priestesses of Selune from
the tenple down the street mnistered to them dispensing healing spells,
medi ci nal sal ves, bl ankets, water, and nmugs of hot vegetable soup. Though he
| ooked in need of tending hinmself, the stranger with the sun nedallion
evidently a priest of the Mirninglord, assisted, forgoing his customary
early-nmorning celebration of the deity to ease the suffering of nortals.

Taegan still felt dazed and kept wanting to stare stupidly at the-black
husk of the school and the colum of snmoke dirtying the sky. Eventually,

t hough, he noticed the clerics weren't the only fol k nmoving anong his

associ ates. Buxom Hal onya Cl ayhill, owner of the |argest brothel on the
waterfront, her plunp face a mask of paint and bl ack paper beauty spots,

whi spered in the ears of the younger and prettier whores and slipped them
coi ns dependi ng on what they whispered back. Even worse, Maestro Zal an

respl endent in green velvet despite having gotten up hours earlier than usual
stood chatting with Stedd. The two of them passed a silver flask back and
forth.

A surge of anger stabbed through Taegan's befuddl e-nent. He hadn't issued a
chal l enge in years, but by sweet Lady Firehair, he thought Zal an had earned
one. He arranged his features into the sneer appropriate to the occasion, then
sauntered forward, avoiding any appearance of haste or agitation

"Don't," Corkaury said.

Taegan turned. The wi zened hal fling had come up behind himand stood
hal f - hi dden by the fol ded wool garment in his arns.

"A crier passed under nmy wi ndow, bawling the news of the fire," Corkaury
continued. "I came as quickly as | could. Now take this thing. I|"'mafraid it's
not your usual style—+ was lucky to lay hands on any elf-sized tabard at this
hour, and had to cut it up nmyself to nake roomfor your wings—but it's stil
nore stylish than what you' re wearing now. "

Taegan dropped the bl anket in which he'd awkwardly w apped hinsel f and
replaced it with Corkaury's gift.

"Thank you. Now | have business."

"Don't," the bookkeeper repeated. "It's pointless. You'll see that when
you' ve had a chance to rest."

"The ashes of the school aren't even cold, these vultures cone circling to



| oot the weckage, and ny staff, folk | just saved froma horrible death, are
eager to listen to their blandishments. It's disgusting."

"What woul d you have them do? They still have to eat. Can you continue
payi ng their wages?"

"Don't you see? If Zalan hires Stedd to be his provost, he'll require him
to disclose all my secrets.™

"You once told ne swordsmanshi p doesn't actually have any secrets. | ask
you agai n, can you go on supporting Stedd and the ot hers?"

Taegan felt his wath turn into something heavy and inmpotent, |ike a chunk
of lead inside his belly.

"Of course not. As you nust know better than anyone, |'mruined."

"You had not hing when you first cane to Lyrabar."

"\Whereas now at | east | have ny debts."

Cor kaury scowl ed and said, "What |'msaying is you clinbed the | adder once.
You can do it again."

" Per haps. "

But perhaps not. The first tine around, he'd nanaged to becone fashi onabl e.
He had some notion as to how he'd acconplished it, but he knew |l uck had pl ayed
a part as well. Only Tynora knew whether it would favor hi monce nore.

"l suppose | have no choice but to try." He gave Corkaury a wy smle. "I
daresay you need to seek new enpl oyment yourself."

"Until you find your feet, you won't need a clerk. Wen you establish a new
acadeny, |I'Il be glad to return if you'll have ne."

Taegan extracted nost of the gold fromhis |eather sack and said, "Do one
| ast chore for ne. Take this and pay everybody off to the extent you're able.
Don't negl ect yourself."

"I may not work for you at the noment, but I'mstill your friend," said the
hal fling. "You can live in ny house for as long as you like."

"Until | bash ny brains out bunping ny head on those low ceilings. Still
you're a staunch friend to offer, and perhaps you'll see ne |ater on. For now,
though, 1'd like to be alone. Maybe it will clear nmy mind."

"As you wish."

Though he | ooked reluctant, Corkaury turned away.

Taegan spread his wings to escape into the sky, whereupon the man with the
iron |inbs spotted the nmotion and waved for himto stay put. The avariel saw
no choice but to conply. He owed the stranger and his conpanions too nuch to
flout their w shes.

The big man approached with his friends trailing al ong behind. He carried a
hand- and-a-hal f sword, a | ongbow, and a quiver of arrows. Apparently he'd
di scarded them before entering the burning school for fear they'd get in his
way. Wth the exception of the slender woman with the | ong noon-blond hair,
his partners were equally well armed. That, their rugged clothing, and the
confident yet watchful nmanner in which they carried thensel ves gave themthe
air of folk accustomed to peril and hardship.

Taegan bowed and said, "I'll never forgive nyself for attacking you. 1'll
do anything in ny power to nmake amends."

"I"mused to being m staken for sone kind of ogre," the huge man said with
a shrug. "I'm Dorn G aybrook. These others are Pavel Shemov, WII| Turnstone,
Raryn Snowsteal er, and Kara."

The avariel said, "My nane is Taegan N ghtwi nd, former naestro of the

Ni ghtwi nd Acadeny, and |I'mgrateful to you all. If you hadn't passed by...."
"We didn't just pass by," said WII, the halfling. "W were | ooking for
you. Well, your school. W' ve been going fromone salle to the next, trying to

find out where CGorstag Hel der studied. | kept thinking we should stop, get
some sl eep, and take up the search again come norning. But we were too keyed
up, and | guess it was just as well."

"CGorstag was ny student," Taegan admitted.

Pavel gl anced around, meking sure no one was cl ose enough to eavesdrop
then said, "We're trying to | earn nmore about the trouble that led to his
death, and we know fencing nmeant a great deal to him Did he confide in you?



O was he particularly close to any of his fellow pupils?"

"Unless I'mvery much m staken, you're outland-ers,"” Taegan said. "Wy do
you care what happened to Corstag?"

"Because he ran afoul of the Cult of the Dragon,"” Kara said. "Do you know
of it?"

"Of course he does," Dorn snapped, as if it had galled himjust to hear her
speak. "That's why the denmons—

" Abi shai ," Pavel nurnured.

Apparently his store of esoteric know edge had enabled himto identify the
creat ures.

"That's why the abishai attacked the school,” Dorn went on, "and why he
i medi ately assuned | was an eneny. Isn't that right, elf?"

Taegan disliked being called "elf," but thought he had nore inportant
i ssues to address.

"I ask again," said Taegan "How does this concern you?"

"If Gorstag told you anything," said Kara, "he probably said he was worKking
for the Harpers."

"That's you?"

"No," she said. "He was mistaken. But what matters is that we know what he
bel i eved. W wouldn't, had his enployer not sent us to investigate his
nmur der . "

"So," said WII, "can you help us?"

Taegan wondered if the outlanders would buy the book and folio, and if so,
how much they'd pay. It could be the remedy to the disaster than had overtaken
him yet he found he couldn't quite bring hinmself to ask. Somehow honor
precluded it, though he wasn't sure if it was an irrational feeling of
obligation to Gorstag, his genuine indebtedness to Dorn and his conpani ons, or
the lust for a pure revenge on the cultists, unsullied by considerations of
profit, that bal ked him

VWhat ever it was, he sinply said, "W have stories to trade, and | suspect
it will take a while. Let's not do it standing in the street. | know a tavern
nearby where they' |l rent us a private room fetch water, soap, and towels so
we can cl ean up, and cook us breakfast, too."

The ki ppers, eggs, and scones were only a nmenory by the time Taegan had
heard their tale and related the greater part of his own.

"I suppose,"” he said, "that after two failed attenpts to kill me eye to eye
and bl ade to bl ade, they decided to try arson instead. Even if the fire didn't
elimnate nme, it would probably destroy the purple book, and that was
preferable to leaving it in the hands on an unbeliever."

"I hope,"” said Dorn, "that when you separated fromnme at the end, you went
to retrieve it and the | oose papers, too."

"Actual ly," said Taegan, "yes."

He made a stack of dirty plates to clear a space on the ring-scarred
tabl etop, then fetched out the articles in question

"May | ?" Pavel asked. He picked up the book, frowned at the sigil emnmbossed
on the spine, and riffled through the pages. "It's the Tome of the Dragon. The
unholy screed of the sect."

"Can you read it?" Raryn asked.

"No. It's witten in cipher. But |I'msure that over the centuries, sonebody
succeeded in translating a captured copy. My hunch is that if... well, cal
hi m Sammaster for the tine being, even though we pray he's an inpostor... if
Sanmast er recorded any information about the Rage just now comrencing, it's in
the notes.”

He traded the book for the folio, examined the first few pages, and his
mout h tightened in vexation

"I take it," Taegan said, "you can't make sense of those, either."

"Worse," said the cleric. "At |east the tonme uses Thorass. The characters
in the notes don't cone from any al phabet |'ve ever seen.™

Perched atop the |ong-1egged stool that raised himhigh enough to use the
table confortably, WIIl snorted. "As if that means anything. You pretend to be



a scholar, but we all know you can barely wite your nane."

Pavel bristled and said, "You slandering maggot. I'mliterate in eight
| anguages and can recogni ze a good nany nore."
"Well, | doubt you know all the tricks thieves use to keep their business

secret. Gve nme those." He took possession of the docunents, made his own
i nspection, and eventually said, "Bugger."

"W don't need to read them" grow ed Dorn. "W just have to hand them over
to Brinstone, whoever he is, and we're done, renenber?"

"Do you mind if | tag al ong?" Taegan asked.

The gods knew, he no |onger had anything el se of pressing inportance to do.

The ni ght was warner than Dorn had expected. Balnmy air had bl own up from
the south to provide a first teasing prom se of spring. Still, though he'd
done plenty of it in his time, he disliked traveling cross-country in the
dark, even when the territory seemed as clear, settled, and peaceful as the
farm and surroundi ng Lyrabar. Something could still creep up on you.

Accordi ngly, he supposed he should be glad Kara retai ned sonething of a
dragon's keen senses even in human gui se. She seenmed to see in the dark as
wel | as Taegan, nmaybe even as well as Raryn, which neant the band had anot her
abl e | ookout watching for trouble. Yet it irked hi msonmehow

Hi s mood soured still further when she dropped back fromthe head of the
colum to tranmp at his side along the slushy, rutted road.

"I'f we truly are about to part," she nmurmured, "I want to thank you and
apol ogi ze for deceiving you."

"Just pay what you owe."

She sighed. "I understand why you hate dragons. But we aren't all alike."

He didn't bother to answer.

"I'f you think about it," she persisted, "you'll realize | only lied that
first night and only about how | received my wounds. Everything else | told
you was the truth. | just didn't give you all the details."

"You did lie afterward. You pretended to like ne."

"I did. | do."

"Like me..." It was hard to say. The nere thought seened to trigger a

chorus of derisive laughter inside his head. "Like me as a woman |ikes a man.
Atrick to nake sure I'd fight to protect you even against Lareth's agents."

"You're wong."

"Curse you, can't you talk straight even now, or does your tongue always
fork whatever formyou wear? We're two conpletely different kinds of
creature.”

"It doesn't matter," she said. "Through the ages, drakes who can shapeshift
have often | oved humans or elves."

| doubt they picked cripples and freaks to be their partners, Dorn thought,
but that retort was too bitter to utter

I nstead, he said, "Mybe every species has its perverts."

"It isn't perverse. It's natural, particularly for song dragons. W differ
fromthe rest of our kind in a nunber of ways, and one is that we're
particularly at hone in human guise. W spend the majority of our tine that
way. We have a |l egend that our earliest ancestors were entirely human, until a
god bl essed themwith the power to transform"”

"I don't care," he said. "I'"mjust your hired bodyguard doing a job that's
nearly over."

"Very well, if that's the way you want it."

She lifted her hand as if to touch him evidently thought better of it, and
returned to the front of the procession

A few nminutes later, Raryn called, "I think I see it."

He led themoff the road and up a hill. Deep snow |l ay there, untrodden by
anyone before them and they slipped and floundered as, their steps crunching,
they made their ascent. Taegan spread his raven-feathered wi ngs as though he
meant to fly to the summit, then opted to remain on the ground. Maybe it was a



gesture of camaraderie, or maybe he wanted to make sure he didn't blunder into
atrap all by hinmself. For after all, what they did know about Brinstone,
except that a dammed lying wrmwanted themto bring himthe tone and folio.

As it turned out, they weren't advancing into any sort of anbuscade.
Not hi ng waited on the hilltop but the ten weathered nmenhirs, nine standing,
one toppled. WII paced about, peering down the sl opes.

"Say his name and Brinstone will hear and conme running, but from where?" he
asked. "It's just open fields for a mle all around."
"He'l | hear by magic, you dunce," Pavel replied.

H s own powers were largely depleted. He'd cast a good many healing spells
to help the victins of the fire and wouldn't have a chance to repl enish them
until dawn. Still, he managed to set the head of his nmace shining like a
| anp, t hen used the golden light to exam ne the nearly illegible glyphs incised
on the nenhirs. He scow ed.

"What's wrong?" Raryn asked.

"This is a bad place," the priest replied. "Servants of Bane raised this
circle.”

Dorn understood why that concerned him They'd had dealings with Zhents and
ot her adherents of the Black Lord of Hatred and Fear—unfortunately, the god's
worship flourished in the |lands surrounding the Mbonsea—and found themto be a
despi cabl e pack of reavers and necromancers. Still....

"It looks like the Inpilturans exterm nated this particular coven a | ong
time ago," he said. "O else it died out onits own."

"True. Yet | have to wonder what sort of person would choose to associate
hinself with this site for any purpose what soever."

WIIl said, "W know howto find out."

"Yes," said Dorn, "and let's get it over with. Everyone, |ook sharp
Bri nmst one! "

The response cane instantly. For a split second, he had the dizzying
sensation of plumeting—er hurtling, he couldn't really tell—through a void
seething with light. Then, once again, he had a solid surface beneath his
feet. He peered about, felt a jolt of terror, and reflexively snatched for the
hilt of his sword.

Transported by magi c, he and his conpanions had materialized in the very
place WIl had al ways dreaned of: a dragon's cavern lair, where the flickering
greeni sh light of two huge, ever-burning torches glinted on the coins and gens
that overflowed their coffers to carpet the linmestone floor. Unfortunately for
the halfling thief, or anyone else inclined to pilfer, the owner of all this
weal th crouched in the mdst of it, regarding his visitors with crinson eyes
| um nous as coal s.

Li ke nost people, Dorn generally used the ternms "dragon" and "drake"

i nterchangeably, but fromhis studies, he knew that sages, when speaki ng

preci sely, enployed themto designate two different genera of wrm Drakes
were generally smaller than their cousins, but not always. The ooze drake he'd
hunted in the Fl ooded Forest had been one exception, and the smoke drake who
even then | oonmed before hi mwas anot her

Hi s scal es charcoal gray with dark red dabs and streaks, a jet-black ridge
of stiff cartilage jutting fromhis spine, stinking of conbustion, Brimstone
was al nost as huge as Azhag.

The hal f-gol em had his sword hal fway out of the scabbard before recalling
he'd expected Brinstone to be a wrmand that they'd conme to deliver
Sanmaster's papers to him not fight. True, it was startling to find hinself
face to face with the creature so suddenly and equal ly disquieting to see that
Bri nst one bel onged to a notoriously vicious species instead of one of the
ostensi bly kindly ones, but maybe that in and of itself was insufficient
reason to deviate fromthe plan. Wth a pang of regret, he shoved his weapon
back into its sheath, then glanced around to nake sure his conpani ons had no
i mediate intention of attacking the reptile, either

Most of themwere all right. Pavel, however, his normally calm pleasant
expression supplanted by a snarl of righteous fury, recited the openi ng words



of an exorcism and brandi shed his sun nedallion. The sacred anul et shone with
a dazzling brightness. For a second, Brinstone flinched fromthe glare. Then
he | unged, huge jaws spreadi ng w de.

Dorn, Kara, and WII| scranbled into the snoke drake's path. Brimstone could
easily have smashed right through them possibly tranpling themin the
process, but lurched to a halt instead. Meanwhile Taegan grabbed Pavel's
uprai sed arm and struggled to westle it, and the |um nous nedal lion

"Stop this!" Raryn shout ed.

"I't's not just a dragon,"” Pavel replied, "it's undead! Can't you feel it?"

Actual Iy, Dorn couldn't, but he didn't doubt that his friend could. Priests
had special powers against the restless dead and accordingly, a special duty
to suppress them Servants of the Morninglord, with their bond to the
purifying sun, waged the eternal war with particul ar zeal

"It doesn't matter," Raryn said. "W promsed to help Kara. W need to, if
we're going to deal with the Rage. That neans a parley, not a hunt, so put out
the gl ow "

Pavel stopped struggling agai nst Taegan, and the bright white Iight faded
away. He gl ared at Brimnstone.

"You and | aren't finished," he said.

The snoke drake ignored himto gl ower at Kara.

"I didn't tell you to bring anyone el se," he hissed. H's voice was
startlingly soft for such a vast creature, virtually a whisper. "Certainly not
a fool like this."

"What are you?" she said.

"Drake," he said, "and vanpire, as the little sun priest perceived."

"Then you can only nmean us ill," Pavel said. "The charter of the Cult of
the Dragon is to hel p undead wyrnms conquer the world."

Bri mst one sneered and said, "But not undead wyrms like me." He returned his
attention to Kara. "Mist you have your | ackeys here?"

"W're not leaving," said Raryn. "At least not until we're sure we aren't
delivering the information we carry into exactly the wong set of claws."

"I want themwith ne," Kara said. "They've earned the right, and it's ny
hope they' ||l agree to aid ne further in the days to cone."

Not a chance, Dorn thought. Still, sonewhat to his annoyance, he di scovered
he agreed with Pavel and Raryn. It wasn't tinme to | eave, not yet, not if they
could stay and learn nore front the frenzy.

"So be it, then," Brinmstone said. His scarlet gaze swept over Taegan and
the hunters, and though his eyes resenbl ed huge enbers, their regard was

chilling. "They can stay if you keep themon their tethers. I'lIl even tell you
al |l somet hing about nyself, so you'll understand how it is that you can trust
ne. "

Pavel made a scornful face at the very suggestion

"How much do you know about Sammaster?" Brinstone continued, settling onto
a heap of gold and silver; the coins clinked and rustled beneath his weight.

Taegan said, "Wth your kind perm ssion?" He closed the lid of a treasure
chest and seated hinself on top, right in front of the huge reptile's denpnic
eyes and i nmense teeth and claws, with an insouciance that was either
admrable or daft. "All | knowis that he was a mad mage persuasive enough to
found a conspiracy based on his del usions."

"He was a great w zard," Brinstone replied, "so gifted that while he was
still a young man, Mystra, goddess of magic, appointed hi mone of her Chosen
a chanpi on of the arcane."

"That," said Kara, "suggests he was a good man, not a w cked one."

Bri mst one sneered, and Dorn picked out the two slightly el ongated upper
fangs that betrayed the creature's vanpirism They'd | engthen considerably
nore when the drake wanted to draw bl ood fromhis prey.

"I'f you believe those terms nean anything, then perhaps he was," the dragon
said. "But it didn't matter. He had too rmuch pride, and his election to the
ranks of the Chosen swelled it further. He cane to imagi ne he hinself was
al nrost a god, and the Lady of Mysteries had selected himto be not nerely her



agent but her consort."

"So he was mad even then," said WII, pushing back his cowW to bare his
head.

Brimstone flicked his wings in the draconi c equival ent of a shrug and
replied, "Perhaps. It could be that underneath the surface, a covert nadness
simered fromthe start, though why a deity with all her supposed wi sdom woul d
sel ect such a deputy is an enigma. At any rate, as you'd expect, his anorous
anbitions cane to nothing, and he was accordingly di sappoi nted. He continued
to serve Mystra, but he began to resent her as well. Shrewd as he consi dered
hinself to be, he found it difficult to believe he'd sinply msconstrued the
goddess's attitude toward him Rather, he decided she'd led himon to
guarantee his loyalty."

Dorn scow ed. He never woul d have expected to feel synpathy for any
| egendary dastard, particularly one who'd conceived a fondness for wyrns, yet
in this one respect at |east, he knew exactly how Sammaster had felt. The
difference was that Kara really had tried to mani pulate him Hadn't she?

"I don't know exactly what happened next," Brinstone continued, "but 1've
heard several stories that all arrive at the same point. Samraster undert ook
to help some hunmble folk in need. Things went awy, and he accidentally
sl aughtered them hinself with an ill-considered spell. As sensible people
realize, such mishaps occur all the time in war. But despite his |earning,
Sanmmaster was a fool and fell prey to a guilt that dogged hi mthereafter. It
first nmade him question his fitness to be one of the Chosen and eventually
whet her his service was the worthy endeavor he'd imagined it to be.

"After the debacle, he studied necromancy, perhaps in hope of restoring his
i nnocent victinms to life, and in time, he sought out Alustriel, another
Chosen. He hoped that, delving together, they could uncover secrets that had
el uded his solitary investigations.

"Alustriel was beautiful, gracious, and at first happy to join forces with
a col | eague as acconplished as herself. Since Sammaster was |onely and
unhappy, the result was predictable."

"He fell inlove with her," said Kara, pity in her voice.

"Yes," said Brinstone, "and he wanted to make sure the new object of his
affection woul dn't refuse himas Mystra had. He tried to spend every nonent
with her, make every decision for her, and shape her every opinion, all with
the aim conscious or not, of turning her into his adoring chattel ."

"You're right," said Taegan, shaking his head, "he was an ass. No doubt the
poor worman sent him packing to save her sanity."

"I ndeed," said the drake, "and so, apparently, cost himwhat renmai ned of
his own. He slunk away to brood and in time decided that every frustration and
heartache he'd ever endured was the result of treachery on the part of Mystra
and his fellow Chosen. They wanted himto fail and suffer because they feared
his potential for magical supremacy.

"Eventually, he returned to confront Alustriel. |I'mnot sure what he
i ntended, nurder, rape, or her abject subm ssion. Perhaps even he didn't know.
At any rate, raving, he attacked her with such puissance, cunning, and
savagery that he woul d have overwhel ned her, except that she was able to cal
two of the other Chosen to her aid. Their magic transported them across Faerun
in an instant, and together the three of themkilled Samuaster."

WIIl grinned and said, "I like a tale with a happy ending, but | take it
this doesn't qualify."

"No," Brimstone said. "Sammaster had made unsavory friends as he studied
t he darker aspects of his Art. One was the powerful priest of a mal evol ent
god, and he nmanaged to raise his conrade fromthe dead. When Sammaster woke
he found he was still one of the nobst form dable wi zards in the world but no
| onger possessed the uni que powers of the Chosen. Evidently the Mther of Al
Magi ¢ had taken them back

"Perhaps his defeat taught hima nmeasure of humility, for he no | onger
i magi ned that he al one could ever cast down Mystra and the Chosen and ent hrone
hinself in their place. Yet still he yearned for the day when all those who'd



"wonged' and 'betrayed' himwould neet their dooms, and he woul d achi eve a
kind of mastery. He returned to his studies and found an answer in Chronicle
of Years to Come, a volume of prophecy by an oracle named Magl as. One passage
therein foretold a world rul ed by undead dragons, or at |east that was
Sanmaster's interpretation, and he decided he hinself was the force that would
make it happen. It was the high destiny for which Fate had al ways i ntended
him He elaborated on the lines from Maglas to pen the first version of the
Tome of the Dragon and set about recruiting followers. Shortly thereafter,

met him"

"You actual ly knew hi n?" Kara asked.

"To ny misfortune, yes. At that tinme, Faerun didn't have any undead wyrns
fit toruleit. For his vision to cone to pass, he needed to invent new magic
to create them and like all such efforts, it would require experinentation
He had to seek out drakes willing to submt thenselves to the rituals and
poti ons he concocted."

"And you volunteered," said Taegan. "Weren't you running quite a risk?"

"As you observed," Brinstone said, "Sammaster was persuasive. O perhaps he

cast a charmto cloud ny judgment. Either way, | was willing to wager ny life
agai nst the opportunity to be one of the overlords of all the world, and |uck
was with me. Unlike the others who first offered thenselves, | didn't perish.

I changed into the being you see before you, possessed of new strengths and
capacities.”

"Yet | gather," said WII, "things didn't work out."

Bri mst one bared his fangs as if he resented the halfling' s bantering tone,
but held his tenper in check

"No. Sanmaster eventual ly decided vanpiric dragons weren't the creatures of
t he prophecies after all. In his view, we had too many linmtations to offset
our advantages. He needed to make sonething nore powerful still."
"Dracoliches," Kara sighed.

"Yes, but | couldn't become one. He had no way of changing nme a second
time, and it soon becane clear he no |onger foresaw any lofty station for ne.
He sinply intended ne to serve him to fight for a prize in which | would have
no share. The ingratitude and sheer presunption of it enraged me. | escaped
his custody and swore revenge. Fromthat day to this, |1've watched the Cult of
t he Dragon and hindered themin any way | could."

"I find that hard to believe," Pavel said. "Even if Sammaster did injure
your pride, he also nade you stronger."

Brimstone glared, his red eyes flaring brighter, and said, "You consider
undeath a vile condition, don't you, son of Lathander? That's why ny very
exi stence disgusts you. Well, rest assured, | don't share your prejudice.
Still, vanpirismisn't a state of being | would willing have enbraced wth
centuries of vigorous life remaining before ne had not Sam master prom sed ne
a comrensurate reward. As it stands, he cheated nme out of countless pleasures
| can never experience again, and |I'll do anythi ng—even make comon cause wth
posturing, sanctinonious vermn |ike you—to pay hi mback."

"Perhaps," Pavel said, "but you have yet to convince ne we have anything to
gain by cooperating with an evil, unnatural thing |like you."

"Whatever | am" Brinstone said, "I know Sammaster's m nd. Moreover, as an
undead, |I'minmune to frenzy. I'll retain ny reason when Karasendrieth and the

rest of her feckless circle are slipping into denentia. You need ne."

"Don't— Pavel began.

Dorn rai sed his human hand signaling himto be silent. The gods knew, he
shared the priest's instinctive revulsion, though in his case, it was nore
because Brinmstone was a dragon. Vanpirismwas just the pepper in the stew
Still, verbally antagonizing the huge gray horror was pointless and possibly
dangerous as wel | .

"You say you're out for vengeance on Sanmaster," the hal f-gol em said,
Cor st ag—who' s dead, nurdered by the cult—lainmed he net the nman. But is it
possi bl e? Didn't the Harpers or sonebody kill himabout a hundred years back?"

"In a sense,” Brinstone said, "but by that tinme, Sammster hinself had

and



become a lich, the better to pursue his goals. His spirit wears a body as does
yours, but flesh and bone aren't the anchor that holds himon the norta

pl ane. He has a talisnman called a phylactery hi dden sonmewhere for that

purpose. As long it exists, it doesn't really matter if his corporeal form
peri shes. Eventually his soul will find or make another and wal k abroad once
nore."

"So it's possible," said WIIl, "CGorstag really did nmeet himand not just
sone faker."

"Considering that a great Rage is com ng," said Brinstone,
nore active than it's been in decades, | think it's alnost certain.
"We still don't know, " said Kara, "what the one thing has to do with the

ot her."

"No," said Brinstone, "we don't. It's what we nust determne. So it's your
turn to spin a story, singer. Tell me what ny spy di scovered and exactly how
he cane to grief."

"Il let Maestro Nightwind tell it," the slender bard replied, her |ong,
pal e hair tinged green by the torchlight. "He's the one who was with Gorstag
at the end and who's crossed swords with the cultists since."

Taegan rel ated his experiences with a panache that woul d have done credit
to Kara or any other bard. Under the circumnmstances, the polished phrases,
flashes of wit and irony, and expressive hand gestures set Dorn's teeth on

and the cult is

edge. He wished the avariel would just tell it as tersely as possible.
But Taegan reached the end eventual |y, whereupon Brinstone said, "You're
correct about one thing. I've read the tome, and nothing in it explains what's

happeni ng now. Show nme the folio."

"Wth pleasure,” Taegan said.

Pavel still didn't | ook happy, nor had Dorn's own mstrust of the snoke
drake subsided. But no one objected as the winged elf lifted out the stolen
notes. Brinstone jerked his snout toward the floor, directing Taegan to set
the scuffed brown | eather bundle down in front of him

Dorn wondered how the reptile would mani pul ate the sheets of parchnent with
his enornous claws. It turned out he didn't have to. He nurmured a charmin
hi s hushed, sibilant tones, and afterward, the pages floated up one at a tine
to hang before his eyes, as if supported by an invisible hand.

After a time, Brinmstone bared his fangs in a show of pique. Dorn felt a
surge of frustration, and WIIl said what everyone had no doubt realized: "You
can't read the wetched things, either."

"I"ve never even seen these synbols before,"” the dragon growmed, "and it's
likely their neaning shifts fromone page, line, or even word to the next. It
may be that some of themare nere place holders, intended solely to confuse.
That makes it difficult even to determ ne the al phabet to which they
correspond, or the |anguage Sammaster is speaking, |et alone the actua
content of the text."

"I thought we guildsnen used sone conplicated codes back in Saerloon,” WII
said, "but it sounds like this beats anything a thief ever cooked up."

"Sammaster's insane,” Brimstone said, "but also nore brilliant than any nman
or even dragon | ever nmet. Still, | can offer one norsel of encouragenent.
Even for a genius, it takes considerable tine and effort to devise or enploy a
ci pher as intricate as this. If he went to this nmuch trouble to hide his
t houghts from prying eyes, they nmust be inportant.”

"Knowi ng that is no help," Pavel said, "if you can't read them"

"Patience," Brinstone said. "Were sinple cunning fails, magic may yet
succeed. "

H s phantom servant, if that was the proper description, replaced the very
first page before his snoldering gaze, whereupon he nuttered another
i ncantation. A nonmentary distortion rippled through the air, warping and
blurring everything in view.

Brimstone stared intently at the paper hanging in front of his snout. H's
eyes w dened, gl owed brighter, and he hitched forward.

By the moon and stars, Dorn thought, it's working. He's reading it.



The drake shuddered, threw back his head, and screeched. Foul -snelling
snoke jetted fromhis jaws to splash against the stalactites dangling fromthe
cei ling.

Dorn didn't understand what was happening, but it didn't |ook good. As a
precaution, he drew his sword. Taegan junped up off the chest, whipped out his
rapi er, and backed away fromthe gigantic creature. Raryn, WIlIl, and Pavel
readi ed their own weapons.

Bri mstone snarled words in a | anguage Dorn had never heard before. H's
voi ce was | ouder, the hiss | ess pronounced, the tinbre altered. Eyes flaring,
he pounced at Taegan, who was still the closest person to him

Once again, Pavel shouted the opening words of a prayer and made his
nmedal I i on shine Iike the sun. Brinstone froze for a split second, and Taegan's
agility notw t hstandi ng, perhaps that was the only reason the drake failed to
spear himwith the first snap of his long, curved vanpiric fangs. The fencing
teacher sidestepped the attack, drove his rapier into the creature's |ower
jaw, and evaded a swipe of its talons by |eaping backward, increasing the
length of the junp with a beat of his w ngs.

VWil e Brinmstone was attacki ng Taegan, the hunters took the opportunity to
flank the undead reptile. It seemed they had no choice but to do their utnost

to kill himafter all, and in his heart, Dorn was gl ad.

But just as he was about to close, Kara shouted, "No! Gve ne a chance to
help him"

Though he didn't like it, Dorn held back, and so did his conrades. Kara
started singing a spell, her high, vibrant voice resoundi ng through the

| i mest one chanber. Brinstone pivoted toward her and charged, his feet throw ng
up coins and jewels.

Dorn sprang forward and hacked at the dragon's neck. The bastard sword
inflicted only a shall ow gash, but Brimnmstone broke stride and swung his head
toward his attacker. It gave Kara the nonment she needed to finish the nusica
i ncant ati on.

Bri mstone fell down thrashing, and Dorn scranbled back to keep the imense
drake fromrolling on him For a time, he wondered if the fit itself would
kill Brinstone, but then the vanpire stopped convul sing and cl anbered,
shaking, to his feet. Fromhis manner, it was plain Kara's magi c had restored
himto his right mnd, for whatever that was worth. H s wounds bl ed nore
sluggi shly than those of a living creature, dark fluid seeping like sap froma
tree.

"Well," panted WII, lowering his short sword but keeping it in his hand
"so nmuch for the idea that you're immune to frenzy."

"That wasn't the Rage," Brinstone whispered. "Sammaster laid a trap for

anyone who could actually read his nmusings. It poured ... well, call it a
senmbl ance of his own personality into ne. It overwhel med ny own identity and
possessed ne. All | cared about was protecting his secrets. Fortunately,

Karasendri eth dispelled the influence."

"Does that nmean you can read the notes now?" Taegan asked.

He wi ped the gore fromhis rapier, flourished it with a showranship so well
practiced it had seemingly become unconscious, and returned it to its
scabbar d.

"No," Brinstone said. His long, forked tongue twi sted down to exam ne his
wounded jaw by feel. "The trap is still waiting."

"And I wouldn't want to have to try to break its grip a second tinme," Kara
said. "The magic is powerful, and | was |lucky."

"I'f you turned into Sammaster," Raryn said, "naybe now you al ready know
what the notes say."

Bri mst one paused, evidently examning the contents of his menory. "Alas,
no."

"That's it, then," said WII. "For the time being, anyway. Maybe it we take
the notes back to our wi zard partners in Thentia."

"Perhaps they can help," Brinstone said, "but first, we have nore work in
Lyrabar. | planted a spy in the Cult of the Dragon, and as a result, we



| earned a bit. Perhaps if we assault their stronghold, take prisoners, and
interrogate them we can di scover nore."

"When you say 'we,'" said Pavel, | assune you nmean us. You already told
Kara you woul dn't enter Lyrabar, and now I know why. Perhaps with your sorcery
you could put on human form but it would still scare, pain, and perhaps even

cripple you to enter such a holy city, full of servants and tenples of the
gods of light."

"You have no concept of my capabilities, priest. For your own safety, don't
flatter yourself that you do."

"I must confess," Taegan said, "that whether Sir Brinmstone is confortable
assisting or not, |I'd wel come anot her chance to pay ny conplinents to the
Wearer of Purple.”

"Good luck," said Dorn. "My friends and | have finished our part of this
chore.”

To his chagrin, even Pavel responded by showi ng him a troubl ed expression

"You must know," said the handsome priest, "just how reluctant I amto
foll ow any suggestion this foul thing offers. Yet | still feel the Mrninglord
has set us a task."

"Thi nk about what you're proposing. It's one thing to play bodyguard. It's
something el se entirely to enter a city where nobody knows us and try to
capture or kill sonme of the locals. Forget the danger the cultists present.
The watch, the pal adins, or whoever are likely to string us up thenselves."

WIIl snmirked as he sonetinmes did when called upon to use his wits to solve
a probl em

"I can finagle a way around that," the halfling offered.

"Don't bother," said Dorn. "Wirry about seeing the folio safely back to
Thentia, if you think it's worth doing."

"I agree with Pavel,"” Raryn said. "W started a hunt, and we need to
finish. If we break off now, it's |ike wounding an animal, then not bothering
to track it down, finish it off, and end its pain."

"I't's not anything like that,"” Dorn replied.

The white-bearded dwarf shrugged his massive shoul ders and said, "Well
maybe not. But look at it this way. The cult's gotten busy, and one thing we
do know is, they're dedicated to turning ordinary wrns into dracoliches, nore
power ful and al nost inpossible to destroy, since | imagine they store their
essences in phylacteries, too. Does that strike you as a good thing, either
for lads in our trade or the world in general ?"

Dorn shook his head in disgust but said, "All right. One last job."

"Naturally," said WII, "it neans a nodest increase to our fee." He | ooked
around at the wealth glittering on every side, then up at Brinstone. "Perhaps
you'd like to donate a trinket or two for the good of the cause."

"Qur first problem" Dorn continued, "will be finding the cultists, since
Corstag di ed before passing along the location of their lair."

"W know nore than one way to catch what we're hunting," Raryn said. "If
you can't spot it, flush it out of hiding, or track it, you set out bait."

Taegan grinned and said, "l take it that would be ne."
TH RTEEN

14 Ches, the Year of Rogue Dragons

Taegan lifted his pewter goblet of brandy, guzzlied it down, and waved for
anot her. He wondered vaguely if had he not nmet Dorn, Kara, and the others, he
m ght have spent the night actually doing what he was pretending to do:
drowni ng his nmisery at the destruction of his school

Not that there was anything fraudul ent about his intoxication. He'd al ways
enj oyed al cohol as he did all the other luxuries of the civilized human worl d,
but not nearly enough to parade hinself before Lyrabar as anything other than
a gentleman with inpeccable self-control, thus he al nbst never overi ndul ged.



At first his nuddl ed thoughts and | oss of coordination di smayed him and he
began to forget he was even inpaired. He found hinself craving nore and nore
liquor, even though he was al ready about as drunk as a person could get and
had to struggle to linmt his further consunption at least a little. Oherw se
he woul dn't be able to walk out of the filthy little tavern when the tine
cane.

Final |y Pavel pushed through the door. Wth his hood pulled up to shadow
his features and his sun anulet tucked inside his clothing, he was, in a
predom nantly human city, the nmost nondescript of the hunters. Accordingly, he
was the best suited to approach Taegan w t hout arousing suspicion. He didn't
even glance at the avariel, let alone speak, but it wasn't necessary. Sinply
by meki ng his appearance, he'd given the signal that the cultists had gathered
outside to waylay their intended victim

The dastards thought they were so clever. It was comcal, and Taegan had to
stifle a laugh. He rose, the roomtilted, and he clutched at the edge of his
rickety table until it steadied itself. He tossed some coins down to clink
anong the enpty cups, and sone of themrolled off clattering onto the floor
He had a murky sense he was | eaving too nuch coin, but it was easier than
counting it. Besides, he was supposed to | ook drunk and heedl ess, wasn't he?

It was still work to keep his balance. He took two careful steps, then
renenbered the Tonme of the Dragon. The wetched book had sat in front of him
all evening in plain view of anyone who passed by, a lure to snag a cultist's
attention. Presumably it had al ready acconplished its purpose, and Pavel,

Kara, and Brinstone all agreed it had no light to shed on their current
problems. Still, Taegan supposed he might as well take it with him He
returned to the table, tucked the purple -bound vol ume under his arm and
stunbl ed onward. The rmurrmur of his fellow topers and the nel ancholy nusic of
t he I onghorn, yarting, and hand drumtrio followed himout into the dark

The weat her had grown cold again, frigid enough for the chill to bite even
t hrough his nunbness. It couldn't clear his head, though. He supposed that was
bad. O would be, if he didn't have friends watching over him In theory,
they'd protect himfromwoul d-be assassins no matter how i ncapacitated he was.

He spread his w ngs, ascended a few feet, then let hinself drop to | and on
one knee. Too tipsy to fly, that was how it was supposed to | ook, and it
wasn't far fromthe truth. Chuckling to himself, unsure if his anusenment was
genui ne or feigned, he stunbled onward, down a dark, crooked | ane that seened
a perfect hunting ground for footpads and their ilKk.

VWere was everyone? He couldn't spot any of the cultists or his allies,
either, and for a few nonments wondered why. Then he remenbered he was drunk
Evidently it clouded the eyes as nmuch as it deadened the hands and tangl ed the
| egs.

Sonet hing thrumed through the air above him It took hima second to
recogni ze the sound of arrows in flight, and another after that to recall that
at least some of the missiles mght be streaking at him By then, it was too
| ate to dodge, but nothing hit him

The cult had stationed archers on the rooftops, killers well positioned to
shoot hi m whet her he departed the tavern on foot or on the wing. Fortunately,
his allies had neutralized the marksmen before they could acconplish their
obj ecti ve.

A wounded cultist started to scream but the sound cut off in md-cry.
Evidently Pavel had foll owed Taegan out of the tavern and used a spell of
silence to keep things quiet, as per the plan

Leat hery w ngs poundi ng, abishai, their scales either black as ink or the
tainted white of dirty, tranpled snow, sprang up from nearby rooftops. Mire
arrows flewto pierce their flesh, as did darts of azure light. The latter
were Kara's contribution. Apparently she had nore potent attack spells at her
conmand but feared they'd nmake too nmuch of a conmotion. No doubt WIIl was
slinging skiprocks as well, though Taegan coul dn't see them

A coupl e of denons crashed down in the street. Others streaked toward their
assail ants, and one of the black ones |anded to scuttle toward Taegan. Its



fangs were bared, its talons poised to rip, and its uprai sed stinger sweated
drops of acid that steaned and sizzled on the cobbles.

Taegan hadn't felt particularly frightened even when battling the gigantic
wyvern and its spellcasting rider, but he was growing increasingly alarmed in
the street outside the tavern. He wasn't supposed to have to fight and had no
i dea whet her he could manage it in his current condition. He prayed for one of
his conrades to shoot the abishai or junp to the ground to engage it, but none
of themdid. Apparently they were all busy w th opponents of their own.

He chucked away the tome to rid hinself of the encunbrance, drew his
rapi er, and came on guard. He started an incantation to create nultiple inmages
of himself, illusory decoys to draw the abishai's attacks, but his tongue
stunbl ed over the cabalistic words. It spoiled the magic, and the denon
pounced into striking range.

The creature clawed and whipped its tail at him He retreated and parri ed.
d anki ng, the rapier knocked the abishai's hand out of line, but it couldn't
si mul taneously catch the stinger, and the avariel realized he hadn't stepped
back far enough. The long, bony point with its glistening coating of acid was
going to plunge into his belly.

At the last possible instant, he beat his wings, and it just sufficed to
| engt hen his hop backward enough to carry himout of range. Unfortunately,
when he | anded, he lost his bal ance and staggered to avoid falling on his
runp. The abishai sprang, taking up the distance, renewing the attack

Fangs, talons, or sting—n that noment of confusion he couldn't even tel
whi ch—+tore into his wing and | odged there. Gitting his teeth against the
resulting stab of pain, he wenched hinmself free. No doubt it exacerbated the
damage, but it was the only way he could swing around and threaten his
opponent anew.

The denon kept pressing the attack, and it was virtually all he could do to
parry and evade. Wen he did nanage a riposte, either it cane too late to
reach the target, or else the abishai slapped the point away.

The denon cl awed bl oody furrows in his forearm then nearly succeeded in
grabbing his wist and i mmobilizing his blade. He realized the foul thing was
going to kill him probably in the next few heartbeats, unless he changed
tactics. Alas, fear and the stupidity of intoxication blinded him and for a
nonment, he couldn't see what to do.

Finally, though, a notion came to him It was a lunatic, quite possibly
sui ci dal maneuver for the flailing, awkward cl od the brandy had made of him
especi al |y agai nst an adversary capabl e of making nultiple attacks
si mul taneously. But in theory, it could work, and even if it didn't, perhaps
he could at |east dispatch the denon as it slewhimin its turn.

As every duelist |learned, no foe could launch an attack w thout opening up
his guard to a counterattack. Accordingly, the next time the abishai drove in
at him he sinmply extended and | unged, dropping |low and twi sting his body to
provide as small a target as possible, but otherw se naking no concession to
def ense.

The denon's claws ripped his scalp and its stinger grazed his ribs, but
none of its attacks found his vitals. Meanwhile, the rapier drove entirely
through its torso. It collapsed against him helpless for the moment with the
shock of its wound.

Refusing to let his own fresh injuries make himany slower than he was
al ready, he shoved the denmon away, yanked the rapier out, and thrust again, at
which point his foe fell on its face. Having identified the creatures as
abi shai, Pavel had al so known how to fight them He'd bl essed everyone's hand
weapon with a virtue that negated the brutes' regenerative powers.

Certainly the one in front of Taegan showed no signs of clanbering back to
its feet. He congratul ated hinself that, even drunk, he'd proved a match for
it, then glinpsed a pale flicker at the corner of his eye. He pivoted, already
knowi ng he was too sl ow. Another abishai, one of the whites, would have its
teeth and claws in himbefore he could present his bl ade.

But Pavel was behind the abishai, and he swung his nmace. Bone crunched. Its



skul | smashed, the denon toppl ed.

The priest turned, peering, making sure no other foes were advanci ng on
them Then he nade Taegan the beneficiary of his healing prayers and | uni nous
touch. First the Morninglord s golden |light nended the naestro's wounds, then
purged himof his intoxication with a spell devised to cleanse the bl ood of
any poi son.

"Thank you," Taegan pant ed.

"You're wel conme, " Pavel answered. "lI'msorry those creatures slipped past
the rest of us. It turned out we hadn't spotted quite all of them™

"Remi nd nme, whose job was that?"

"WIl"'s. I'd be happy to hold your cloak while you give hima thrashing."

"What a couple of whiners,"” the halfling said, grinning down fromatop the
eaves of a nearby house. "You ingrates should be praising ne for concocting a
perfect plan. We're all fine, the watch is nowhere to be seen, none of the
cultists escaped, and we took a few of themalive. Now all we have to do is
drag them sonewhere private for questioning."

The zonbi e shanbl ed out of the foul -smelling darkness in the abandoned
tannery, and Pavel lifted his sun amulet. The nedallion blazed. The wal ki ng
corpse flinched and shielded its eyes, and as it stunbled about in seemn ng
confusion, Dorn sprang at it. One swing of his iron fist nearly sufficed to
tear its head fromits shoul ders. Another buried the knuckle spikes inits
chest. The creature fell and lay inert.

VWhen a bl adesi nger knew he was headed into battle, he could magically
enhance his own strength and qui ckness before the fact, and Taegan had avail ed
hi nsel f of the opportunity. Still, his conrades had elimnated the threat with
such brisk efficiency that he'd barely had a chance to lift his rapier

"Ni cely done," he said.

"Not really," Pavel said. "Lathander's light should burn a zonbie to snoke,
but this whole place has been i nbued with unholiness, to strengthen the cult's
magi ¢ and weaken that of their foes."

"Rubbi sh," said WIIl. "You' re just maki ng excuses for being inept."

"Find the secret door," Dorn grow ed, stingy with words as usual

Taegan had noticed Raryn often had even less to say, but that seened to be
simply because he was quiet by nature. The white-haired dwarf anbl ed through
the world with an air of calmaffability and often enough, anusenent, while
t he hal f-gol em st anped al ong seething with sullen anger

oheying his |l eader's order, WIIl scrutinized a particular section of wall,
| ooking for traps. Their informant, a prisoner who' d proved nore interested in
earning his release than protecting the secrets of the cult, had sworn there
weren't any, and Pavel, who'd cast a spell that supposedly enabled himto tel
when soneone di ssenbl ed, believed he was telling the truth. Still, it seened
best to be certain.

At length the hal fling unlatched the hidden panel and swung it outward. On
the other side was a flight of steps |eading downward. The greenish |ight of
ever-burning torches | eaked up frombelow So did the echoing drone of a
sonorous chant. That, too, was as the intruders had expected. Their captive
had told themthe cult was perform ng magi c tonight, and they hoped to
surprise the conspirators in the act, before the dastards had any inkling
their latest attenpt to nurder Taegan had gone awy.

The winged elf and his conrades skul ked down the stairs and on toward the
chorus. WIIl, with his know edge of snares, and Raryn, with his ability to see
even if the torchlight failed, took the lead. Dorn followed, his massive form
shi el ding Kara. \When she assumed dragon form she was unlikely to require such
protection, but her reptilian body would jamin the narrow tunnels. Taegan
pl ayed rearguard. Someone had to. The way the dank, gloony corridors forked
and snaked around, it would be easy for an eneny to come up behind them

The stink of the derelict tannery faded, which nerely nmade the
rotting-flesh stench of a den of zombies and necronmancers that nuch pl ai ner



Taegan was al nost surprised it didn't nmake himsick to his stomach, just as it
benmused himthat he scarcely felt a flutter of trepidation, invading the
cult's stronghold with such a small force. But he was too eager to go on the
attack, to confront the Warer of Purple once nore and avenge the outrages her
foll omwers had perpetrated at her behest.

A man wrapped in a dark mantle with an am ce-trimed coll ar stepped through
an arch up ahead, glanced casually at the party slinking down the passage,
then peered nore intently, trying to determ ne whether he knew t hem or not.

H s eyes wi dened in dismay, and Raryn's arrows took himin the heart. He
crunpled with scarcely a thunp, let alone an outcry to herald his dem se. The
dwarf dragged the cult-ist back into the crypt fromwhich he'd just energed
and stashed hi m where no casual passerby would see the body. The intruders
st al ked deeper into the cataconbs.

Finally they spied a particularly high and ornately enbellished horseshoe
arch. The chanting, which had becone a kind of catechism wth a single fenale
voi ce and the rest of the assenbly speaking contrapuntally, seemed to issue
fromjust beyond it. A noisone feeling of unholy force accumul ating, a nasty
prickling on the skin, |eaked out as well. WII tiptoed up to the doorway,
peeked i nside, then turned and gave his conrades a nod, indicating that, yes,
they'd found the place they sought. As the rest of themcrept forward, Taegan
whi spered a charmto shroud his body in blur

On the other side of the arch, three semcircular steps |led down to the
floor of an expansive crypt with a lofty rib-vaulted ceiling. A score of
common cultists stood in a ring around an arrangerment of bones laid out to
formsigils or runes. The air above the synmbols squirmed and curdl ed,
continually on the verge of congealing into translucent shapes which then
di ssol ved before the eye could quite make them out. Zonbi es and abi shai stood
al ong the walls, perhaps conprising a grotesque cerenonial guard. Five nore
living humans, evidently true spellcasters and the officers of the cabal
presi ded over the cerenmony froma dais at the far end of the chanber. The one
inthe mddle was an attractive, mddl e-aged woman wi th an i nmpish face and
brown curls frosted with golden highlights. At the nonent she wore ornate
purpl e robes, but Taegan had often seen her in nore conventional attire.

She was Cylla Morieth, a respected instructor at Lyrabar's school of
wi zardry and a wel come guest at the banquets, dances, and ot her soci al
functions hosted by the city's elite.

It was a mystery that such a person would betray the kingdomthat had given
her such a congenial |ife, but Taegan would have to puzzle over it later. At
t he nonent, he and his conrades had cultists to kill. If the plan worked, many
of the eneny would die wi thout the chance either to surrender or raise a hand
in their own defense, but the maestro felt no pity. These were the sane
despi cabl e fol k who'd nmurdered Gorstag and set fire to the acadeny while
dozens of his associates slunbered hel pl essly inside.

Dorn gl anced at his compani ons, naking sure they were ready, then snapped
thema nod. It was tinme to begin.

They spread out across the archway. The eneny noticed them al nost at once,
the chanting dissolving into a babble of alarm but by that time, arrows and
ski procks were flying. Raryn, Dorn, and WIIl targeted the figures on the dais
first, reckoning themthe nost dangerous anmpong the opposition, and by a
pl easant chance, the conbi nation of the sunken floor and el evated pedesta
af forded the marksnmen clear shots. Two of the spellcasters fell. Athird
nmerely staggered when a shaft struck himin the chest but glanced off the
arnor evidently hidden beneath his robes.

Meanwhi | e, Pavel recited words of power, and Kara sang them The effect of
the cleric's spell wasn't immedi ately perceptible from Taegan's vantage poi nt,
but when the bard finished conjuring, a point of |ight streaked from her
outstretched hand into the mdst of the cultists, where it exploded into a
spherical blast of dazzling, crackling Iightning. People, zonbies, and abisha
j erked, burned, and fell. But not all of them and the survivors how ed and
rushed the steps.



Dorn cast away his | ongbow, whipped out his bastard sword, and stepped
forward to neet them Raryn and WIIl followed suit. Pavel lifted his sun
anmul et, and singing once nore, Kara started to grow, her fair skin taking on a
sheen |i ke blue crystal

Taegan recited a spell, and in an instant it shifted himacross the crypt
onto the dais, where everything fell so utterly silent it was as if a god had
struck him deaf. He knew Pavel's spell was actually responsible. The cleric
had seal ed that end of the chamber in silence to hanper the eneny
spel | cast ers.

Unfortunately, not all magic required the spoken word, and his square,
bl ack- bearded face a nask of fury, the man who'd survived the arrow was even
t hen sweepi ng his hands through nystic passes. As Pavel sent Lathander's
sunl i ght bl azing through the chanmber, bal king the animate corpses | urching
toward the steps, Taegan |lunged. The bearded man tried to deflect the rapier
with a dirk, but the avariel deceived the parry. H's sword, its strength and
shar pness augnmented by enchantnent, pierced the cultist's breastplate where
the arrow had failed. The human fell.

Taegan whirl ed, seeking the Wearer of Purple. Though the bearded nan had
been too provocative a target to ignore, she was his particul ar task. She knew
the answers Kara needed if anyone did, and for that reason, he was supposed to
take her alive.

Cylla Mrieth was a few feet away, casting a handful of powder into the
air. The notes of dust flashed and di sappeared, and sound surged back into the
world. The stuff had counteracted Pavel's charm

That was bad. It would allow her and the other surviving cult spellcaster
to use every charmthey carried ready for the casting. Wth a snap of his
Wi ngs, Taegan sprang, intent on incapacitating her before she could start
conj uri ng.

She pointed at him and sone invisible force slamred hi m backward. As she
hadn't had tine to weave a spell, she must have had the effect stored in a
ring, talisman, or sone other piece of her regalia. He crashed down hard on
the stone platform shook off the shock of the inmpact, and scranmbled to his
feet.

It took himtoo long, and Cylla had tine to conjure. She swept two daggers
t hrough nystic passes then tossed theminto the air. They | engthened into
weapons the size of broadswords then sprang at Taegan, assailing him and
bl ocking the path to the wi zard who' d ani mated them

He could parry their attacks, but when he riposted to the seemingly enpty
spaces behind them he found nothing to hit, no invisible but tangible wielders
i nto whom he could drive his point, which neant he could see no way to
elimnate the threat. He tried to fly over the weapons, but they sinmply
ascended with him Safe behind her magical protectors, the Warer of Purple
rattl ed off another incantation and snapped a handful of black ribbons like a
whi p.

Jagged | engt hs of darkness expl oded outward froma central point in the
air, so sudden and thick that Taegan coul dn't dodge. Their icy touch froze him
wi th sudden nausea and terror. As if sensing his incapacity, the Iiving swords
sprang in hacki ng.

Sonehow he broke free of the crippling effect an instant before the bl ade

in the |l ead would have split his skull. He parried that one and dodged a chest
cut fromthe other, which only preserved his life for a few nore seconds.
Soon enough, his luck would run out, and Cylla would kill or cripple him

with her wizardry. He had to reach her. He spun the rapier, captured one
broadsword in a bind, and flung it away. By that tinme, the other was sl ashing,
but he twisted aside, then beat it out of his way. Wngs hammering, he
streaked at the Warer of Purple. He had no doubt the aninated bl ades were
hurtling right behind him and he prayed he could stay ahead of them

Taegan | ashed the flat of his weapon against Cylla's tenple. He woul dn't
have been surprised if sonme defensive enchantnent had defl ected the bl ow, but
it slammed hone, and she reel ed. Touching down on the dais once nore, he



whi rl ed.
He'd hoped that if he broke the nage's concentration, it would stop the

living blades, but it hadn't. They were still chasing himand al ready | eaping
in for the kill. If not for the charmthat had qui ckened Ms Tefl exes, even
Taegan, with all his skill, could never have parried both attacks in the split

second he had left.

The fencing master glinpsed notion fromthe corner of his eye. Her forehead
bl oody, Cylla had fallen and | ooked as if she'd stay down for a while, but the
ot her surviving spell-caster, a scrawny little nan armed with a skull-topped
staff like the wvern rider, had oriented on the avariel and was using the rod
to sketch a glowing pattern on the air. Taegan wanted to turn and attack the
cultist, but it was inpossible. Cylla s blades were still pressing himtoo
har d.

As he wondered if he could withstand another curse, the strains of a savage
yet beautiful battle anthem swell ed above the nuddl ed roar of the battle at
|arge. Kara, fully transformed into draconic form snapped up the man with the
staff, bit himin two, then wheeled to face the trio of abishai flying in to
assault her from behind. She puffed out a plunme of vaporous |ightning, or
something akin to it, suffusing the air with the snmell of ozone and burning
the denons fromthe air. Then she |unged after other foes, |eaving Taegan to
manage the floating swords that still doggedly |abored to spill his blood.

Fortunately, without Cylla to worry about, it wasn't too difficult. Like
nost duelists of flesh and bl ood, the blades had a few attacks they repeated
over and over, and once he identified them it was even possible to defend and
watch the rest of the battle at the sane tinme. It was a relief to see that his
conrades were faring at |least as well as he had. By the tine Cylla's spell ran
out of power, and the broadswords shrank back into daggers and dropped
clanking to the floor, the fight was essentially over.

Raryn swung his ice-axe and gutted a final white abishai. Pavel shattered a
zonbie's bones with his mace. Those cultists still capable of flight bolted
t hrough other, smaller openings in the wall, and exchanging his short sword
for his warsling, WII started to give chase.

"Let themgo," said Dorn. "lIt's a bad idea to chase themthrough a maze
t hey know and we don't. Besides, we have what we canme for. Wio's hurt?"

"I'"ve got nicks on my armand knee," said Raryn.

"I took a bang on the back," panted WIIl. "I don't think it's bad."

At whi ch point, Taegan noticed sonething that gave hima pang of alarm Her
jaws and tal ons crinmson, the song dragon stood trenbling, seem ngly sick or
dazed.

"Kara?" he called. No answer. "Kara! Are you all right?"

"Yes," she sighed. "Yes. The blood is stirring the frenzy, but | can
control it."

Her lithe, serpentine body dw ndled, the |ong neck shortening, the w ngs
and tail retracting, until she was a hunman woman once agai n. She seized a
corner of her cloak and wi ped her nouth and hands as if she neant to scrub
t hem r aw.

Taegan and the hunters turned their backs on her, giving her the privacy
t hey sensed she needed whil e Pavel inspected everybody's cuts and bruises. Al
t he wounds proved to be superfici al

"W were |lucky," said Raryn, and even though they were able fighters all,
and had enjoyed the advantages of a sound strategy, a surprise attack, and a
dragon battling on their side, Taegan agreed.

"We' || find out just how lucky," the maestro said. He haul ed the
still-groggy Cylla to her feet. "Let's find soneplace cozy and see what this
charm ng lady has to say."

Under ideal circunstances, Kara would have preferred to depart the
cat aconbs as quickly as possible, and not just because it was renptely
concei vabl e a second group of cultists would turn up to rescue their |eader



The very atnosphere of the cellars, tainted as it was with the residue of
necronancy, was oppressive to those with the sensitivity to detect it,
especially if their souls were troubled. But it seemed nore practical to
interrogate the Wearer of Purple on site than to march her through the streets
and risk attracting the attention of the watch. So the intruders located a
crypt their foes had evidently furnished for conversation and rel axati on and
pushed Cylla into the | east confortabl e-1ooking chair. Serving as | ookout,
Raryn stationed hinmself by the doorway, while WII and the humans gl owered
down at the mage.

Kara tried to share in the general mood of righteous satisfaction. It would
be better than dwelling on the sickening, enticing taste of human bl ood that
still lingered in her nouth and the shameful, seductive urges it stirred in
her head. Better than recalling that, once again, Dorn had seen ha teetering
on the brink of madness. Even though she doubted his opinion of her could sink
any | ower, somehow that was the nmpbst painful aspect of the whole repul sive
i nci dent .

Taegan smiled at Cylla and said, "As | anticipated, you | ook even nore
begui | i ng wi t hout your veil."

Though her brow was split and bl oody, and her captors had di vested her of
her outer robe with its countless hidden pockets for talismans and spell foci
the cultist sneered back with commendabl e conposure.

"You shoul d have returned the tome when | asked for it, Maestro. You may

think you've won a victory, but it's an illusion. You and your peculiar
assortment of friends area! going to die for your transgressions."
"But not tonight," said WII, "which Iikely neans you'll see the Nine Hells

before us. Save ne a seat near the ale.”

"I'f you wanted to nurder nme," the cult |eader said, "you could have done it
back in the conjuration chanber."

The halfling leered at her and said, "What if Taegan's idea of a proper
revenge is to pull out your fingernails, stick your feet in hot coals, and
slit your throat |ater on?"

Cylla | ooked at Pavel and replied, "I see a priest of the Mrninglord." Her
eyes shifted to Kara. "And a song dragon. You two won't tolerate torture, even
if these ruffians will."

"You could be right,"” the brown-eyed cleric said, wi ping his nmace with an
oily rag. Blood still glued abishai scales and strands of human or zonbie hair
to the steel head. "But Lathander wouldn't mnd us turning you over to the
gueen's men for hangi ng, burning, or however they execute traitors and
di abolists in these parts."

"Which brings us to an interesting question," Taegan draw ed. "Which kind
of cultist are you, ny turtledove? W identified two varieties while quizzing
your followers earlier this evening. One was made up of lunatics fanatica
enough to die for Sammaster's creed, but the others were opportunists who
served the cult sinply in the hope of garnering wealth and power and were
pragmati c enough to betray it to save their skins."

Cylla studied himthen said, "Somehow | doubt that even if | answer your
questions, you'll actually feel inclined to set me free."

"Because it would cheat me of ny vengeance?" asked the avariel, arching an
eyebrow. "You have a point. | would prefer to thrust ny sword through your
al abaster bosom and watch your exquisite but lifeless body crunple to the
floor. But happily for you, | owe my conpanions a great deal, and your
information is inportant to them Besides, |I'mnot offering to forfeit every
iota of satisfaction. W don't promise inmunity, merely a head start. The
pal adins will hear of your treachery in due course, and by then, you'd better
have nade yourself scarce. You'd better keep running and | ooki ng over your
shoul der all the days of your life. Never again will you see your friends and
fam ly. Nor enjoy the conforts and honors of the life you enjoyed in Lyrabar
an exi stence that woul d have contented any person possessed of decency or
sense. "

"What do you know about it?" she spat back. "Evidently you've picked up a



few tricks, but | assure you, you conprehend nothing of genuine magic. I'ma
true wi zard. The powers we master through intellect and hard study overshadow

all others accessible to nen. Yet in Inpiltur, | must curtsey to those who are
lords merely by an accident of birth, or because they babble prayers with the
proper servility. I— She caught herself, and smiled bitterly. "Pardon ne,

Maestro. You touched on a subject close to ny heart, but | suppose we shoul d
stick to the matter at hand. G ve nme a nonent to consider your offer."

"While you' re pondering,"” said WII, "think about this. You may imagi ne you
can lie to us, but Pavel, stupid as he | ooks and generally is, will babble a
prayer that enables himto tell. You nmay think we don't really want to snitch
to the authorities. After all, we didn't bring them along tonight. But before,

they m ght not have believed what a notorious fencing teacher and a band of
outl anders had to say. Now we can show them the cataconbs to back up our
story. You may believe that if the pal adins questioned you, you could bl uff
your way through. But |'m guessing they can sense lies, too, and even if they
can't, | prom se you, you've left proof of your involvenent |ying around down
here sonmewhere. Finally, remenber that, now that you' ve let us ruin your
operation here in the city and are going to tattle to us, the Cult of the
Dragon will hunt you, too. So you really do have to tell, and you truly do
need to di sappear.”

"Enough persuasion,” growmed Dorn. He lifted his iron fist—ike Pavel's
mace, it was still filthy with gore—and shoved it in Cylla's face. "Some of ny
partners may be squeami sh about torturing and killing hel pl ess prisoners, but
I"'mnot. So talk. therwise | smash your skull and splash your brains on the
wal | ."

"Al'l right," Cylla sighed. "What do you want to know?"

Pavel murrmured an invocati on and swept his nedallion through a conpl ex
figure, leaving a trail of golden |um nescence. The floating sigil glowed for
a nmonment, then faded.

"Explain all of it," Kara said. She no |onger felt sick or ashaned. She was
too eager to find sonme answers at last. "Wat's Sammaster's grand strategy?
Why did he have your cabal procuring gens and precious netals in such
guantities? What do you know about the Rage?"

"Il tell you everything I know " Cylla sniled a nalicious little smle
and continued, "It won't allow you to stop what's comng. Mst likely it wll
only break your hearts."

FOURTEEN
9 Wktar, the Year of WIld Mgic

Even in autum, with their leaves fallen to make a dry, rustling carpet on
t he ground, the branches of the ancient trees of the Gray Forest tangled so
thickly they bl ocked the sun and shrouded the spaces below in cool shadow. As
a result, brush had a hard time grow ng, and hi ki ng was easy. Sammaster |iked
t he enornmous wood as he tended to like all wild places. They were the
uncorrupted corners of the world and would endure in their present form even
when so nuch el se was scoured away.

Hi s compani ons, however, failed to share his appreciation. Sweating, eyes
wi de, they junped at every little noise and peered nervously about. They had
some inkling what the resoundi ng hi sses and bell ows of the Sacred Ones
portended, and even though they worshi ped the creatures, the danger stil
frightened them But at |east they were doing better than the pack mules. The
animals had refused to enter the forest at all. Their masters had had no
choice but to leave themtied up and carry the sacks full of coin, ivory,
anber, wine, and other gifts thensel ves.

Cylla Mrieth qui ckened her step to reach the head of the colum and wal k
al ongsi de her master.

"Are the dragons already in frenzy?" she asked.



Sanmaster snmiled at her with the visage he'd worn in life, the conforting
illusory mask he used to conceal the shriveled skull-face of a lich, and said,
"Essentially, but they're still congregating to forma proper flight. That's
why they need to call out to one another. Are you frightened?"

"I suppose | shouldn't be," she replied with a wy smle, "since |'mwth

you.

"I ndeed you are. Though ultimately you'll have to get used to dealing with
wyrns by yourself. In the world to cone, you, as their trusted |lieutenant,
will find yourself consulting with themall the time. You may even— An

ear-splitting screech sounded off to their right—=Ah. Somebody caught our
scent or heard us coning." Sammaster peered back at the columm of followers
straggling out behind himand said, "Stay close, as | instructed you. Your
Wearer of Purple and | can't protect you ot herw se."

Three wrns, two greens and a black, burst into view, snarled at their
i ntended prey, and charged. Despite Sammas-ter's orders, some of Cylla's
peopl e couldn't bear the terror of the onslaught, shrieked, and bolted. One of
the greens veered off to run them down.

Sanmaster gritted his teeth, annoyed. The fools would die, and he coul dn't
do anything nore to prevent it. He had to direct all his efforts at the two
dragons still racing directly at him Oherw se, their vast strengths m ght
overwhel m even the one wi zard so form dable his arcane m ght had roused the
jeal ousy and fear of Mystra herself.

The green with her proud spiky crest sucked in a deep breath, preparing to
puff out a jet of corrosive vapor. The black just kept charging, apparently
consunmed by a bl oodlust that only rending flesh with fang and cl aw coul d
satisfy. Sammaster recited words of power and nade the proper pass, tossing
glittering powder into the air.

Bef ore he' d perceived the discontent eating at Cylla's soul and offered her
a place in his cabal, she'd been nmerely a teacher of minor magic devised to
aid and safeguard ships at sea. Under his tutelage, she'd | earned a good dea
since but still lacked the innate power to cast the enchantnment he'd just
created. Fortunately, he'd procured her a scroll containing the sane spell
and contai ning her dread of the huge, onrushing wrmnms, she read the trigger
phrase with scarcely a quaver in her voice. Together, the twin wards
enconpassed enough area to protect everyone who still huddl ed close to the
wi zar ds.

Yel | ow- green funmes poured fromthe jade-col ored dragon's maw, fanning
outward to engulf all the humans gathered so tenptingly before her. The
exhal ati on woul d have rotted their lungs, had it not failed to penetrate the
donmes of invisible force the mages had created. An instant |ater, the black
drake snmashed into Sammaster's effort, rebounded, then |aunched hinself
forward once nore, clawing furiously but futilely at the obstruction

Sone of the cultists were unable to bear the proxinmty of the inmense,
savage creatures ripping and snappi ng nere i nches away—the deafening roars
were terrifying in and of thenmselves—and tried to flee. Luckily for them they
couldn't get out of the invisible shields any nore than the Sacred Ones coul d
get in. They'd be all right if they didn't crush, tranmple, or otherw se mangl e
one another in their efforts to escape.

Per haps Sammast er coul d have cal ned them but he deermed it w ser to keep an
eye on the wyrms, because they were warlocks in their own right. Certain
spel I s existed that woul d breach or bypass the dones, and he had to be ready
to react if the Sacred Ones tried to cast them

Though confident of his ability to defend hinself, he didn't want to hurt
the drakes, so he was glad it didn't come to that. Either they didn't know the
appropriate counternmeasures or were unable to call themto mind in their
current addled state. The green merely conjured a barrage of jagged ice and
followed it up with a blast of shadow. The black attenpted the nost el enmentary
di smi ssal. Wen sorcery failed them they went back to assaulting the barriers
with brute force. The ebony-scal ed skull wrmtook to flapping up into the air
t hen dropping on top of Sammaster's shelter, trying to smash through with his



wei ght and nonentum and no doubt risking brui ses and perhaps even broken bones
in the process.

The First-Speaker of the Cult of the Dragon let the gigantic reptiles
continue for a while, denonstrating the futility of their aggression as a
father mght permit a toddler in the throes of a tantrumto rage helplessly in
his grip, just to nake a point about who was actually in control. It was a
par adox, he supposed. He truly did revere drakes. Yet he'd al so found that
their pride, justifiable as it was, could make them perversely wllful and
short-sighted. For all their wi sdom and cunning, they could be like children
and he often had to guide and even discipline themas wuld a |oving parent if
they were to mature into the omi potent overlords of Mgl as's prophecy.

VWhen he thought he'd bal ked them | ong enough, he reached out with his nind
and took hold of the Rage festering inside them Whispering words of power in
Draconic, he commanded it to di sappear.

The two wyrns froze, then scuttled back a little ways, crouched down, and
glared at the cultists. They were sane but still in a foul, aggressive hunor.
They didn't fully conprehend what had just happened to them but rightly
suspected that one of the "small fol k" had tanmpered with them sonmehow.

Sanmast er t hought a show of confidence was the likeliest way to avert
further hostilities. First, he dissolved his senblance of life. Some of his
di sci pl es nbaned and cowered, but they were just going to have to cope. Next
he waved his hand and w ped away the dones. It was a risk. Wth their keen
senses, the wrns surely felt the barriers fall and night have opted to attack
i mediately. Still, he needed to nove the encounter along, and the sinple
truth was that his followers, nuch as he valued them were expendable if their
deat hs woul d further the cause.

He | ooked up at the green and said, "Good afternoon, Needle." He shifted
his gaze to the black with his withered, rotten-looking rings of flesh around
the eyes and nostrils. "Dransagal or. Do you renenber ne?"

"Yes, Sanmaster," Needl e hissed.

The lich recalled that her nicknane referred to the delicacy with which she
could enpl oy her prodigious talons to torture a smaller creature. Sone of her
unfortunate victinms lingered for hours.

"Well," said the wizard, "at the risk of soundi ng presunptuous, | thought
you would. 1've visited you on several occasions over the course of the past
couple centuries. Fromtine to tinme, my fellow believers have called as well,
al ways bringing tribute, useful information, and whatever aid they had to
of fer. W& have additional gifts today."

He waved his skeletal hand at the sacks of treasure. Some had burst open
when their panicked bearers cast them away, the better to run, and their
scattered contents glittered on the ground.

"CGood, " Dransagal or grunted.

"OfF course," Sanmaster said, "our greatest gift is no mere bauble, but the
power and imortality you' ve spurned since the day | net you."

Needl e snorted, and a |l eftover trace of poison gas set the lich's disciples
coughi ng.

"Spare us yet another regurgitation of your pleas and prophecies,"” said the
green. "Perhaps one day, when we near the ends of our natural spans, we'll
choose to perpetuate our existences by becom ng dracoliches, but for now, we
have no reason to divorce ourselves fromthe pleasures of the living."

How of t en had Sanmaster received that same rebuff. Since its inception, the
Cult of the Dragon had struggl ed agai nst the inplacable opposition of Mystra,

t he Chosen, Harpers, and pretty much every nonarch, noble, and ni scell aneous
busybody across the length and breadth of Faerun. Yet even so, in the w zard's
view, the greatest reason his schenmes had foundered tine and again was the
reluctance of the wyrns thensel ves to enbrace their destiny. For that reason
Needl e and Dransagal or's lack of interest might once have elicited a spasm of
frustration, but no | onger. He knew how to open the creatures' eyes.

"A few m nutes ago," he said, "you attacked recklessly. Stupidly."

Needl e bared her fangs and hissed, "Wat of it? Wy bot her working out



tactics and such when we have nothing to fear from puny creatures |Iike nen?"

"Had | wished," said Sanmmaster, "I could have hurt you. Certain other
spel | casters and even warriors could do the sane."

"It was the frenzy," Dransagal or said, flicking his black wings in a shrug.

"Yes," said the lich, "I know"

"It's taking hold of every dragon in the forest," said Needle, an eager
note entering her sibilant voice, "and | think in the Earthfast Muntains,
too. Soon we'll gather into flights and take to the skies to slaughter
devour, and destroy."

"You sound as if you're |looking forward to it," Sammaster said, "and
under stand why. Humans like to go mad, too. We drink al cohol or inhale
dreanm st. Some of us deliberately stoke our anger until it explodes into
vi ol ence. W hold festivals where, for a day or so, people are given tacit
license to indulge their carnality or any other wldness they' ve kept pent up
i nside. But few anong nmy folk would ever aspire to go insane and stay that way
forever after, and | doubt many dragons would, either. Yet that's the doom
that threatens you."

"What are you tal king about?" Needl e grow ed.

"As you know, " Sammaster said, "I nake a study of all matters pertaining to
you Sacred Ones. |'ve investigated this fury that periodically overwhel ns you,
only to discover sonething alarm ng. Another Rage is coining, and this one
will differ fromall that preceded it in that it will never end. It wll

reduce you to the level of rabid beasts."

"Why?" asked Dransagal or. "Wy should this episode be any nore severe than
the ot hers?"

"That | don't know," said the lich. He disliked lying to the wrmns, but it
was for their own good.

"I don't think you know anyt hi ng,"'
of dung."

"I"ve already proved |'ve acquired sone understanding of the frenzy,"
Sanmaster said. "How el se could | cal myou? Do you need anot her denonstration?
I f necessary, | can make lunacy pop in and out of your head |ike a pendul um
swi ngi ng back and forth, but you won't find it pleasant."

"I think," Dransagal or runbled, his great voice troubled, "that the dead
man's warning may actually be true. I've seen it in ny dreans that this frenzy
will be different—a sickness and a calanmity. | hoped it was just a norbid
fancy, but if Sammaster hinself, a dragon friend whatever else is said of him
cones bearing the sanme tidings----- "

"Then we have nothing to fear," said Needle, "for the w zard has al ready
given us the cure."

"I wish that was true," Sanmaster said. "But in truth, I've only granted
you a tenporary reprieve. As the Rage intensifies, it will eventually wax
strong enough to smash through any protection | can raise against it. Well
any protection except one."

The green eyed hi m suspiciously and replied, "Now you'll tell us
dracoliches are imune to frenzy."

"As a matter of fact, yes. Surely you, with all your w sdom already know
t he undead are fanobusly resistant to any nagic or force that influences the
mnd. This is the noment, Sacred One, the crisis—no, say rather, the
opportunity—that will raise your exalted race to its greatest glory. So give
yourself over to growmh without fear or regret. Yes, it will cost you a few
base pl easures of the flesh. Wo knows better than 1? But it would be a small
price to pay even if the only effect was to preserve your profound and subtle
m nds, and in fact, you'll achieve far nmore. Undeath will increase your m ght
tenfold and nmake you the unchall enged nasters of the world. | know | see it
as clearly as | see your august and holy selves standing before ne."

The dragons regarded himin silence for a few seconds.

Finally Needl e said, "How, exactly, would we undertake this
transformati on?"

"Well," said Sanmaster, "that's the tricky part. You'll need phylacteries

Needl e sneered. "I think this is a |oad



fashioned with the finest gens, an elixir brewed

of other rare and costly ingredients....If your worshipers had prospered in
recent years—perhaps, if you drakes had nade as nuch of an effort to support
us as we have to aid and nurture you—e'd al ready have an abundance of the
requisite talismans and potions stockpiled. As it is, we'll have to create
them qui ckly, in sufficient quantity to succor every green, black, blue,
white, and red in the world."

"How can you possibly do that?" Dransagal or asked.

"By establishing secret havens," Sammaster said, "where spellcasters can
performthe necessary rituals safe frominterference, and your kin will cone
to undergo the change. 1'd like to | ocate one such stronghol d hereabouts. Your
servants in Lyrabar will provide the skilled workers and supplies required.”
He smiled and added, "l suppose it goes wi thout saying that the wyrns who help
buil d and defend such a bastion will earn the gratitude of their fellows. No
doubt they'll enjoy particularly high status in the world to cone."

Needl e said, "W might find it anusing to rule such an encl ave."

"Then we have our work cut out for us," Sanmmaster said. "I need to find and
cal mas many other |ocal drakes as | can, before they go tearing off beyond
our reach. Certain |lesser creatures inhabit the wood and we'll want to press
theminto service. We nust |ikewise find a suitable site, consecrate the
ground, build shelters and fortifications, and fetch in our mages, priests,
artisans, and supplies, preferably, all before the snows begin to fall."

FI FTEEN
15 & 16 Ches, the Year of Rogue Dragons

"I assune," said Brinstone, his snide, insinuating whisper of a voice
setting Pavel's teeth on edge, "that after the Wearer of Purple told you this,
you killed her."

"No," said the priest. "W set her free as promni sed"

"Idiots!" the gray drake snarled, his red eyes flaring.

"She'll run,"” said WIIl, sprawled on a heap of gold in what was surely the
realization of a private fantasy, "and stay well away fromother cultists
hereafter. She's too smart to do anything el se.™

"You don't know that," Brinstone replied.

"It's done," growl ed Dorn. He was | eaning against a linmestone wall at the
back of the chanber, as distant as possible fromboth Brinstone and Kara. "So
let's figure out how Cylla's information helps us. If it does.™

"A pity she couldn't read Sammaster's notes, either," Taegan draw ed.

The avariel had returned to his seat atop the treasure chest, once again
l oungi ng without a hint of trepidation within easy reach of Brinstone's fangs
and tal ons.

"Well, she couldn't,"” said Dorn. "She'd never even seen the cipher before.
So let's work with what we have."

"It seens plain," said Kara, standing beneath one of the ever-burning
torches inits tall wought-iron stand "that Sanmaster understands the frenzy
even better than he's adnmitting to the chromatic dragons. Actually, he's both
i nduci ng the com ng Rage and heightening it to unprecedented |evels."

"I think so, too," said Raryn, seated cross-|egged on the floor and
scraping at the edge of his ice-axe with a hone. The whetstone rasped
rhythm cally against the steel. "It's the goad he's al ways needed to force al
the evil wrns to change as he wants themto. If we understood exactly what it
is he's discovered, maybe we could spoil his plans.”

"Or maybe not," said WII. "Remenber, we're talking about one of the nost
power ful mages the world has ever seen.”

The dwarf shrugged.

"You're right," said Kara, "the idea's worth exploring. W can infer
Sammaster didn't always have the power to spur and quell frenzy. O herw se, he



woul d have used it before this. He nust have discovered it at sone point
during the past century, after his |last great defeat."

"What if," Taegan said, "the pages in the folio are the journal of his
i nvestigations?"

"They could be anything," said WIIl. "A five-hundred page letter to Miffin,
t he puppy he doted on as a child. He is crazy, right?"

Evi dently annoyed by the halfling, Brinmstone showed his fangs and said, "I
agree the pages may be inportant, but they're useless to us if we can't read
them™

"Maybe not," Pavel said. "Maybe we just need to | ook at themin a different
way. "

"What do you nean?" Kara asked.

"I studied for the priesthood in Lathander's house in Helio-gabal us and
wor ked there for sone years afterward. It's not the largest tenple in
Damara—| mater and Sil vanus are the nost popul ar gods thereabouts—but it's a
not abl e seat of |earning nonetheless. Reading in the scriptorium | noticed
t hat papers and inks manufactured in one place differ fromthose of another
and | picked up the knack of distinguishing between them"

"Wthout so nuch as a glance at the content of the witing?" Dorn asked.

"Yes. The nost basic distinctions are obvious. Sonme papers are nmade of wood

pul p. Ohers are goat-, sheep-, lanb-, kid-, or calfskin. Some are even woven
of reeds, and some have watermarks. Beyond that, parchments vary as to hue,
t hi ckness, coarseness of grain, and the manner in which the naker separated
the sheets. It's the same with inks. Pay attention to the precise color, and
the degree to which they fade or flake away, and you can tell what they were
made from and where."

"So what?" Brinstone hissed.

"I see it," said Dorn. "As Sanmaster wandered about trying to puzzle out
the Rage, he resupplied hinmself with witing materials at various stops al ong
the way, which is to say, he left tracks."

"And if we hunters follow them" said Raryn, holding his axe up to the
light to inspect the edge, "go where he went, then maybe we can | earn what he
| earned. "

"Preposterous,’

t he snoke drake said. "How does it help us to know that he

spent time in, oh, say, Tantras, for exanple? W still won't know what he did
there."”
"Perhaps sonmeone will remenber him" Kara said, "or he'll have |left sone

other indication. O maybe we can sinply guess. Suppose he's redi scovered a
secret the wi se once knew and subsequently lost. He may well have found it in
t he sane kind of place where you or | would ook for ancient lore."

Bri mstone' s | um nous eyes narrowed.

"Gve nme the notes," Pavel said. "Let's see if | can glean anything from
them™

Dorn pulled the scuffed | eather folio out of a rucksack. Pavel took it into
the circle of wavering gl ow shed by one of the torches, sat down on a rounded
hunp of stalagmite, and rested the bundl e of papers in his lap. After what had
befall en Brimstone, he felt a twi nge of trepidation opening the cover, even
t hough he hinself had al ready | ooked at the notes w thout harm

Mai nly, though, he was worried not that Sammaster's shadow woul d possess
him but rather that his idea would cone to nothing.

Pl ease, Lathander, he silently prayed, let ne be right. W' ve fought
dragons and denons to acconplish the task you set us, but none of it will nean
anything if we can't figure out what to do next.

He exam ned a nunber of sheets, peering, fingering the edges and texture,
and holding themup to his nose to snell them After a time, he nodded.

"What ?" asked WII.

"By and large, | recognize what |'m | ooking at. These coul d have been
papers and pigments from sone faraway | and we know not hi ng of, but they
aren't. Sammaster penned the notes here in our part of the North. They're
junbl ed, though. | have vellumfrom Phlan interm ngled with fol ded | eaves of



fool scap from Trail send. | think sonebody—&orstag, perhaps—dropped the folio,
t he pages scattered, and in his haste, he stuck them back together any old
way. The sheets aren't nunbered, but I'mgoing to try to group like with
like."

The chore took a while, and during the course of it, he noticed sonething
el se.

"Some of the sections are plainly older than others,"” he said. "They snell
mustier and have seen nore wear. |'Il try to use that to arrange the sections
i n sone senbl ance of chronol ogi cal order."

As he finished up, WII said, "Samraster's supposed to be a mastermn nd, but
apparently it still took himyears to suss out the secret of the Rage. Maybe
that's because he followed sonme | eads that didn't pan out. So let's say we
figure out all the different places he went. If we visit every one, we could
waste a lot of time, and unlike him we haven't got it to spare."

"I imagine," Kara said, "the lengthy sections of the journal are the
significant ones. Were he failed to discover anything, he wouldn't have nmuch
to wite."

Pavel separated a thick sheaf of pages fromthe rest. "He wote a | ot here,
and it's one of the older sections. It's possible this is where he recorded
his first breakthrough.™

"Then what does it tell you?" Brinstone denmanded. "Anything?"

"What we have," the priest said, "are kidskin pages from El mwod and i nks
from Mel vaunt, both towns on the shores of the central portion of the
Moonsea. "

"Towns built on the ruins of older settlenents,” said Dorn, the firelight
glinting on the iron portions of his body, "in a country thick with forgotten
tombs and abandoned, tunbl edown towers. Wiere would you start?"

"Maybe, " Pavel thought aloud, "with the oldest thing of all."

But it was only a guess and could easily be wong. He flipped through the
notes, |ooking for sone additional bit of information to support his hunch
Even though he couldn't read the wetched things, surely sonethi ng—

Per haps the Morninglord aided him for the figure popped out at him even
though it was only a crude little doodle virtually |ost anbng countless |ines
of tiny script.

"Look at this," said the priest.

The others gathered around. Proximty to Brinstone made Pavel feel the
usual pang of outrage and | oathing, but he was so intent on his discovery that
for once, it seemed nore a sinple distraction than a call to arns.

"What's it supposed to be?" asked WII. "A m sshapen, one-eyed head?"

"It's a map," Pavel said, "rendered in a style we Northerners rarely see
anynore. But the elves sonetinmes put west at the top. Isn't that right,
Maestro N ghtw nd?"

Taegan's nouth tightened al nost inperceptibly for an instant, as if he
found the question annoying, though he answered with his customary courtesy
and poi se.

"I really have no idea. But if you maintain it, prince of scholars, I'm
sure it must be so."

W1l cocked his head to | ook at the doodl e sideways, then let out a
whi st e.

"Exactly," Pavel said. He | ooked around at the rest of the conpany. "I
assune that if even a dullard like WIIl conprehends, the rest of you do,
al so."

"I comprehend that the place has an evil reputation,” grow ed Dorn
that even if it didn't, it would be hard to explore."

"Pl ease," Kara said, with an urgency in her conely face and sweet voice
that woul d surely have swayed Pavel even if he wasn't already disposed to help
her. "You're going hone to the Monsea anyway, aren't you?"

Dorn nade a spitting sound and turned away. His show of ill temper didn't
surprise Pavel, but sonething el se did. Fromlong experience, he knew that if
the big man actually nmeant to refuse Kara, he would have said no in a manner

and



so blunt and clear as to be unni st akabl e.

"Before you all grow too excited," Brinstone whispered, "realize that
everything the sun priest has said is pure speculation. It's possible he's
m sinterpreted the significance of the folio entirely. Still, | agree it's
worth following where the clues seens to | ead. But we have other work as
well."

WIl said, "If sonmebody doesn't stop the cult's mischief in the Gay
Forest, we'll soon be up to our arses in indestructible dracoliches. That
could be even worse than ordinary dragons running around in a Rage."

"Kindly allow nme to attend to that," Taegan said. "lInpiltur is ny honme, so
it seems sensible for me to expedite matters here."

"Thank you," Kara said. "You have a noble heart."

"You're far too kind," Taegan replied. "I don't generally fight for
anyt hi ng but my own well-being and satisfaction, and |'ve achieved the latter
For after all, Sammaster didn't kill my student and burn ny school. Cylla and
her underlings did, and with your help, |I've avenged nyself on them
Unfortunately, however, | remain inpoverished, and it hasn't escaped ny

attention that the cultists have inported gens and precious nmetals into the
wood. Exactly the plunder | need to recoup ny fortunes."

"You give yourself too little credit," said Kara, shaking her head.

"I"ve endured ny share of criticism" said the avariel, "but never before
that particul ar opinion."

"You can't stormthe cult stronghold by yourself," snapped Dorn. "You need
soldiers.”

"Well, we told Cylla we were going to confer with the authorities,"’
replied. "Apparently, | actually am™

"Just give the rest of us tine to disappear,” Kara said "Queen Sanbryl
enpl oys a troupe of bronze dragons. It's likely sone of them have offered
their allegiance to Lareth as well. | don't need any nmore of his agents
accosting nme."

"Perhaps the tine has come for you to plead with himagain," Pavel said.

"It's as Brinstone said," Kara replied. "So far, all we really have is
specul ation. Much as I'd like to, | can't believe it would change his m nd
especially now that |I've fought Llimark, Monw ng, and Azhaq."

"It appears we have our strategy," Brinmstone said.

Raryn said, "Not quite. What will you be doing while the rest of us are
runni ng about risking our necks?"

"For now, |I'mthe weapon we hold in reserve. Rest assured, |'ll take the
field when the time is right."

"Don't count on it," said Pavel to the dwarf. "You know how a conmon
vampire nust linger close to his coffin. Most likely this dead thing before us
has some simlar limtation that makes himfear to stray too far from hone."

"You know nothing!" the gray wrm snarled. "Qur business is done, so go. O
stay. Al this talk has nmade nme thirsty."

Taegan

VWhen Dorn stepped onto the bal cony outside the roomhe and his conrades had
rented, he found Raryn taking the night air. dad only in his breeches,
indifferent to the cold night wind that stirred his long white hair, the
arctic dwarf stood gazing out across Lyrabar. The noon had set, and to human
eyes, the countless tenples and mansions were little nmore than streaks of pale
bl ur, but of course, Raryn could see considerably nore.

"You couldn't sleep either?" the tracker asked.

Dorn grunted.

"I wanted another look at this place,"” Raryn said. "As we worked our way
south, the galley put in at a whole series of interesting towns, but this is
the grandest of the lot. It's a pity we have to | eave before we've had a
chance to explore it."

"I just hope," Dorn said, "we can go away qui cker than we canme. W need to
book passage on a faster ship, one that doesn't stop at every dil api dated hut



and rotting dock along the shore or go by way of Senmbia. W're lucky spring is
at hand. Mre skippers will be putting out to sea.”

"So we can probably find one who's | ooking to make a fast run up the Dragon
Reach back to our usual hunting grounds. That should make you happy, but you
don't look it. Does it still rankle that Taegan flirted with Kara, and she
sm | ed back at hin®"

"What in the nane of Baator are you talking about?"

Raryn shrugged and said, "You glowered at themlike you' re glaring at ne
now. "

"I'f I did, it was just because the avariel's manner gets on ny nerves. It's
all pose and affectation. But he's proved he's solid enough where it counts,
and | have no reason to care what passes between himand the wrm He's seen
what she is. If he still hankers after her, it's his |ookout."

"I don't think he does, really. As you said, he's just decided to wear a
certain nask."

"They should get along well, then, since she's a fraud, too."

"I knew you hadn't forgiven her her deceptions. You make it plain whenever
we're all together. That's why | was surprised when you didn't argue agai nst
hel pi ng her any further."

Dorn snorted and said, "W've already played that game, and | know how it
ends. | say no, the rest of you say yes, and | wind up giving in to avoid
breaki ng up the partnership. Wiy go through the sane stupidity another tinme?
But | don't like this, and it's not just because | hate working for a dragon."

"What is it, then?"

"This affair is just too huge. Have you really thought about it, even to
the extent of just putting it all together into words? W' re supposed to spoi
the schemes of an infanpbus undead archmage and his cult of followers. That's
how we preserve the sanity of the entire race of wrmnms and keep them from
either laying waste to all Faerun or becom ng invincible dracoliches and
ruling humans and dwarves forever after. It's |like sonething out of those old,
| ong-wi nded sagas that take all night for a bard to chant. It's a task for
t hese Chosen and Harpers we keep hearing about or whole arnmies of knights and
wi zards, not a handful of ruffians Iike us."

"Well, Taegan is supposed to scare up sonme nmen-at-arms. As for the rest of
it, it wasn't the Chosen who ran into Kara or wound up in possession of the
folio. It was us, and wi shing won't nake it otherw se."

Dorn felt chilly and pulled his cloak tighter around him"It's all right
for Pavel. He decided early on that the Mrning-lord wants us to carry out
this task, and even Brinstone's involvenent failed to shake his conviction."

"Maybe he's right."

"Maybe, but since I'mnot able to feel what he feels, ft doesn't help ne.
WIl sees all life as a game and hinmself as the cleverest player of all. So
even matters as weighty as these can't overawe him especially if greed is
underm ning his judgnent."

"WIl"'s good at his trade. As are you."

Dorn, scowing, replied, "I"'ma big, nean freak with a knack for
sl aughtering big, mean animals. Maybe | help a few people that way, folk who
woul d ot herwi se get eaten. But the notion that thousands of nmen and wonen |'ve

never even met will live or die depending on not just my ability to hunt but
to unravel arcane nysteries and the gods only know what else ... it's

| aughabl e and terrifying at the sane tinme. You're sensible. Doesn't it bother
you?"

"When | was a boy," Raryn said, "living with ny tribe on the Geat G acier
we went forth every day and hunted. If we found enough gane, everyone could
eat, and everyone would live. If we failed, some or even all of us would die.
It was very sinple. Then | devel oped a yen to see what |ay beyond the ice, and
drifted south to the lands of nen."

"Where you found everything was nuch nore conplicated."

"No," Raryn said, grinning. "That's what | expected to find, but truly, I
di scovered life was just the sane in its essence. The only conplicated thing



is the way 'civilized folk fret about their problens. You tw st and pick at
themuntil they | ook bew | dering, but really, they're not."

"l don't understand."

"You said it yourself. Ever since you ran away fromHlls-far, you've
fought to protect others, and you still are. The fact that nore people are in
jeopardy this time around doesn't change anything. Just do your work as
usual . "

Dorn smiled slightly. He felt a little better, though he wasn't quite sure
why. The dwarfs stark perspective on duty, struggle, and survival didn't
actually seemall that conforting.

"This way of thinking heartens you, does it?" Dorn asked.

"Well, when it fails, | tell myself that none of this foolishness wth
i ndeci pherabl e papers and conspiracies of rogue dragons natters a hair on a
nmole's runp. Surely Mystra and the Chosen know all about Sammaster's schene
and are even now hurrying to foil it. W just can't tell it fromour vantage
poi nt."

"I'f we really believed that, we could cut Kara | oose and forget all about
t he cursed Rage."

"But where would be the sport or profit in that?"

"Nowhere, | suppose."” He used his hand of flesh and blood to clap Raryn on
the shoulder. "I guess I'll see if | can get at |least an hour or two of sleep
W want to be down at the harbor well before the norning tide."

S| XTEEN
1 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

Bef ore his acadeny burned, Taegan had possessed a number of outfits so fine
they were even suitable for a formal appearance before the Council of Lords.
Now he was down to one, purchased with coin he'd obtained by selling the pearl
ring Kara had pressed on himat their parting. She tried to give himother
jewels, but he'd refused her. Foolish of him perhaps, but she was a conrade,
not a patron, and it just hadn't felt right.

In point of fact, the new suit was only barely good enough. Cogni zant of
his msfortunes, all the best tailors had refused to create anything new for
himuntil he paid the considerable suns he already owed. He'd had to nake do
with a journeyman's efforts. He straightened his scarlet caffa doublet,
checked the hang of his newly oiled | eather scabbard, and tugged his bill ow ng
bl ack canbric sl eeves down, making sure he | ooked as el egant as possible.

The liveried servants, evidently responding to a signal he'd failed to
noti ce, swung open the tall, arched double doors. A herald thunmped a staff on
the floor and announced him Taegan strode over the threshold.

The white marble hall with its high, barrel-vaulted ceiling was a pl ace of
bl ank surfaces and sinple lines, considerably nore austere than Taegan woul d
have expected of an inportant chanber within the royal palace. That, however,
was not the biggest surprise awaiting him Everyone said Inmpiltur's queen was
nore devoted to her pleasures than the cares of government and generally
content to leave the latter to her ministers. Yet Sanbryl, a thin,
sharp-featured, but conely mddl e-aged wonman with dyed brassy hair piled high
in an el aborate coiffure, attended their deliberations that afternoon
ent hroned al one on the higher tier of the semcircular dais. She had a sour
| ook about her. Perhaps she wi shed she was el sewhere, or maybe she was sinply
cold. In keeping with its severe appearance, the hall |acked a fireplace or
any ot her neans of warding off a chill

Ni ne of the twelve lords sat along the step bel ow their sovereign. The
other three were evidently otherw se engaged or absent fromthe citade
entirely. Paladins all, not nerely barons but nystic warriors sworn to one or
anot her of the gods of |ight, they wore—as protocol required, evidently—plate
arnmor and white surcoats enbl azoned with their arms, which incorporated



enbl ems of |l mater, Lathander, Helm or Sune. They'd left off the hel nets,
t hough. No doubt it nmade it easier to hear one another's pronouncenents.

A hal berdier stood at attention on the floor at either end of the curved
pl atform Mst nonarchs woul d have denanded nore bodyguards. But |npiltur had
been peaceful and prosperous for a nunber of years, and perhaps Sanbryl had no
fear of assassins. Or nmaybe she believed the martial prowess and supernatura
powers of the lords rendered additional protection superfluous.

After what felt like a long hike under the cold regard of the aristocrats,
Taegan reached the section of floor between the curved arns of the dais, bowed
| ow, and straightened up again. Even the greatest folk in Inpiltur didn't
require the extreme deference that woul d have required a conmoner to remain in
a servile posture until granted |eave to rise.

An old man with a hooked bl ade of a nose and a |ipless slash of a nouth sat
up even straighter, if that was possible. H s coat-of-arns was an el aboration
of the eye-and-gauntlet synbol of Helm god of vigilance.

"Maestro Nightw nd," he grow ed.

"Lord Oriseus," Taegan replied.

O all the council, Oiseus was the nost vehenent opponent of the fencing
acadeni es and had tried to shut them down on a nunber of occasions. Wich
ought not to matter in relation to the current situation, but the elf already
had an inkling it was a shanme the old buzzard wasn't one of the pal adi ns busy
el sewhere

"You escorted several yeonmen of the watch through the cellars of an old

tannery," Oiseus said as he lifted a piece of parchnent. "I have the
conmander' s deposition here.”
"I"'mgratified to hear it," Taegan said. "It took ne a while to persuade

the officers of the aw to acconpany nme, and a considerably |longer tinme to
gain adnmittance here. It's good to know we won't waste any nore tine trying to
| ay hands on the captain or his report."

Oiseus frowned. "You're insolent."

"So people tell me, but truly, |I don't nean to show disrespect to Her
Gracious Majesty or her deputies, either. If | seemout of sorts, | beg you to
attribute it to the fact that | have serious matters to present for your
consideration, and | fail to understand why you've chosen to keep ne waiting."

"Did it occur to you it mght have sonmething to do with your trade and
reputati on?"

"My trade is teaching people to defend thenselves, a right that Her
Maj esty's law justly and conpassionately recogni zes. My reputation, if it
speaks the truth, is that of a master who gives sound instruction and exhorts
his students to use their skills prudently. But even if | was the vilest
bl ackguard ever to set foot in Lyrabar, the tidings | bring would still be
vitally inportant.”

"Perhaps so," said a beefy, relatively young man with a pink conpl exi on and
curly, sandy goatee. The device on his surcoat featured the bound-hands sigi
of Ilmater. If Taegan wasn't m staken, he was Lord Rangrim a dragon rider
celebrated for his campai gns against the raiders of the Pirate Isles. "Wuld
you give us your story fromthe begi nning? W know what you told the watch,
but it's evident you have a good deal nore to say."

"I't will be ny pleasure,” Taegan replied, and he spun the tale as he'd
rehearsed it, omtting any nmention of Kara, her circle of rogues, Brinstone,
or the folio Il est word of themreach either wrns devoted to Lareth or
surviving menbers of Sammaster's conspiracy. Dorn's hunters becane a
fell owship of wandering adventurers with an old score to settle against the
Cult of the Dragon, who'd hel ped Taegan smash the Lyrabar chapter before
headi ng out to parts unknown. Sinilarly, the avariel naintained he never had
succeeded in learning the true identity of Corstag's enployer, and woul d have
told the sane lie even if Kara hadn't urged himto keep certain aspects of the
affair a secret. He was reasonably certain the paladins wouldn't like the
t hought of cooperating with a vanpiric snoke drake any nore than Pavel had.

By the time he finished, his throat was dry. Unfortunately, the only



beverage in evidence was in a golden cup sitting on a little table by the
gueen, and even he wasn't inmpudent enough to request a sip fromthat.

Lord Idriane, another of Ilmater's warriors, a petite wonan who woul d have
been rather pretty if not for her broken nose and the cl ose-cropped hair that
exposed a pair of protruding ears, said, "This is... unfortunate."

"That's one word for it," Oriseus said. "Private feuds and vendettas ..
slaughter in the street and in hidden warrens underground... At the start of
this interview, Maestro,| alluded to your reputation. Whatever you may
i magi ne, you're infamous as a pronoter of brawls, duels, and licentiousness in
all its aspects, a common whorenonger, in fact, and your conduct in this
matter proves you fully deserve your notoriety."

"Because | didn't report ny troubles to the authorities as soon as they
began?" Taegan asked. "I promised a dying friend | wouldn't and only recently
realized it's a pledge | nust disregard for the kingdom s sake. Anyway,
consi dering the scorn with which you knights regard ne, would you have
credited ny story?"

"What makes you assune,"” Oriseus said, "that anyone credits it now?"

Taegan felt a surge of anger but nade sure the enotion didn't show in his
face.

"Mlord," said Taegan, "I perceive that you and |, however dissimlar we
may be in nmany respects, are alike in one. We both Iove to spar, be it with
bl ades or words. But is this the tinme? Your priests and w zards have exani ned
the lair of the cult. They saw the remai ns of the zonbies and abi shai as well
as the glyphs, pentacles, and grinoires, instrunents all for invoking
Vel sharoon, Shar, and the rest of the deities and | esser powers of evil. |
gave themthe Tome of the Dragon to authenticate. | explained why Cylla
Morieth absconded in the night. Surely it's obvious | truly have been braw ing
and dueling with necromancers and traitors to the Crown."

"He has a point," Rangrimsaid, "so much as we may regret the way he
handl ed this business, let's concentrate on matters of greater inport.
Maestro, would you like to know why it took us so long to grant you an
audi ence? It's true, your reputation, fairly earned or not, was partly to
blame. But it was mainly that we have other urgent matters to concern us."

"He doesn't need to know about that," Oiseus snapped.

"The news will reach the city at |arge soon enough,” Rangrim said, "and
per haps, given his recent experiences, he can contribute sonething to our
di scussion. "

"I'f I can," Taegan said, "I certainly will."

"Until you came to us," Rangrimsaid, "we had no inkling the Cult of the
Dragon was currently active in Inpiltur. But we had heard tidings of dragon
flights. Wrns are attacking out of the Earthspur Muntains and from across
the Easting Reach, threatening Sarshel, Dilpur, and the whol e northern part of
t he kingdom Three |ords have already ridden forth to direct the defense. The
rest of us will foll ow soon enough. Perhaps you understand the inplications."

The elf hesitated, then said, "I see it lends additional credence to ny
story, but | take it you refer to sonething nore."

"We don't have any drakes attacking out of the west," said Idriane. "If you
were a war captain, in which direction would you march your forces?"

"It's possible," Taegan replied, "Sammaster hinself set the wyrns on their
ranpage as a feint to keep your attention off the G ay Forest. O maybe the
frenzy is to blame. Either way, you can't let the problem grave as it is,
prevent you from addressing an even greater threat. As | understand it,
dracoliches are even nore form dable than |iving dragons, indeed, virtually
unst oppabl e and i ndestructible."

"Yet no one has seen any dracoliches,"” Rangrim said. "Perhaps things aren't
goi ng according to plan in the Gray Forest. Perhaps, for whatever reason
not hing is happening there at all."

"Whereas things are definitely happening to the east and north," O seus
sai d. "Thousands of people are in danger, and the farmers flee their lands. If
they can't manage the spring planting, the entire realmw |l starve in a few



nonths' tine."

"I understand" Taegan said. "But you nmust confront both nenaces."

"Why?" Oriseus said. "Because of hearsay? For that's really all you've
given us. You tell us what Cylla Mrieth and Gorstag Hel der allegedly said,
but the one vani shed and the other is dead. W can't interrogate either for
our sel ves. "

"I give you ny word," Taegan said, "that |'ve accurately repeated what they
said. If you doubt ne, cast a spell to test ny veracity. | know you can."

"As far as |'mconcerned," Rangrimsaid, "that isn't necessary. | suspect
you haven't told us everything, Maestro, nor are you a person of saintly
character. But | certainly don't sense the w ckedness required to send the
royal arny chasing off on a fool's errand while countless innocent |ives hang
in the balance. |I'msatisfied you believe you' re giving good advice.

"But that," the curly-bearded human continued, "doesn't nean it really is.
Per haps your informants msled you, either intentionally or because they
t hensel ves m sunderstood the situation. In any case, it's my opinion we should
first devote all our efforts to suppressing the dragons who are even now
devastating the settled parts of our country. Afterward will be tine enough to
take a | ook at a wood where no one lives. Wat do the rest of you think?"

Wt hout exception, though some | ooked nore certain than others, the other
| ords declared their agreenent.

Oi seus gave Taegan a snug, unpleasant smile. Had it not come from a knight
of uni mpeachabl e holiness, the avariel mght even have deened it spiteful

Taegan | ooked up at the woman seated on the uppernopst portion of the dais.

"You see ..." the nobl e began

"Your Majesty," the avariel cut in, "it appears the lords have forned their
opi nion. But surely it's the queen's decision that counts.”

Oiseus glared at himas he said, "Her Mijesty trusts her knights' judgnent
inmlitary matters."

Taegan kept gazing up at Sanbryl as he said, "Your Majesty, | |ove
Impiltur, this splendid | and that has accepted nme as one of its own even
t hough 1'm not human, nor even a dwarf or haloing. Terrible as this current
crisis is, |I thought | discerned one glimrer of light am d the darkness. |
believed it had put nme in a position to repay the kindness and opportunity
I'"ve found here. If that isn't true, if I"'msinply a fool wasting a great
monarch's precious tine, | beg you to tell me so directly. | at least want to
go away knowi ng that my w se sovereign herself has wei ghed ny words and found
t hem wanti ng. "

Oiseus twisted his head to | ook up at Sanbryl .

"Yes," he said, "please do tell him Your Myjesty, if that's what it takes
to shut himup."

Perhaps it was his manifest certainty that the queen would do as he said
that irked her. At any rate, she gave hima frigid stare.

"Wthout even a thank you, Lord Oiseus? Whatever you think of himand
what ever the worth of his suggestions, he was instrunental in rooting out a
nest of traitors none of my pal adins or Warswords even suspected.”

Oiseus hesitated a beat then said, "So it seens, Your Mjesty, and a
reward is probably in order. I'Il see to it."

Taegan' s pul se qui ckened at the nmention of payment, but not enough to
permt the paladin to buy himoff and so vanqui sh himin their duel of words.
"I don't want coin," the maestro said, reflecting that he seened to be
sayi ng that constantly anynore, even though nothing could be farther fromhis
actual sentinents. "I want you to act on the information | risked ny life to

obtain."

"W told you," Oriseus said, "that would be reckless and generally
i nadvi sabl e. "

"And | told you," Taegan said, "I'mstill waiting to hear the queen's
opi nion. Pl ease, Your Myjesty."

Sanbryl sat and chewed at her lower lip for a few heartbeats, her little
white incisors marring the scarlet paint Evidently it was her habit when



ponderi ng.

"We've been at peace for a long while," she finally said. "Qur soldiers
have repell ed the occasional band of nmarauders but have had no occasion to
fight an actual war or endure the | osses such a conflict brings. \Wich neans
that barring gross m smanagenent, we should have plenty of men, horses, and
suppl i es. Enough, perhaps, to send one force northeast and another west."

"Your Majesty," Oriseus said, "we don't know precisely how many enem es we
have to fight in the country al ong the Easting Reach, but we do know they're
all dragons."

"And our nmen-at-arns," she replied, "constitute the assenbl ed mi ght of a
power f ul ki ngdom "

"It's still ny opinion we may need every bit of our strength. | hope you
trust ny advice, and the judgment of ny peers, over the fancies of a
troubl emaker, an outl ander from who knows where."

"I may | ook peculiar in your eyes," Taegan said, "but | reiterate,
consi der nyself a son of Inpiltur no I ess than you. A |oyal subject who
reveres his noble queen and | ooks to her, not her deputies, to decide the nost
vital questions facing our homel and."

Sanbryl laughed. It startled Taegan, and by the | ooks of it, the lords as
wel I .

"What a paragon of virtue | nust be," she said. "So far, Maestro, | believe
you' ve praised me as gracious, just, conpassionate, noble, wi se, and great. Is
this relentl ess parade of conplinments the technique you use to lure rich
nmerchants and their sons to your school and their wi ves and daughters to your
bed?"

"I"'d like to think | generally display a lighter touch," Taegan replied
with a grin, "but in some nmeasure, | suppose the answer is yes. It's been ny
experience that the wealthy are susceptible to flattery."

"Per haps queens hear so much, they becone immune."

"I thank the Watcher," Oiseus said, "that Your Majesty sees through this
clown and refuses to let himdrive a wedge between yoursel f and your faithful
lieutenants. WIIl you send hi m away?"

"No, Mlord, I will not."

Oiseus's trap of a nouth tightened as he said, "As you conmand. "

"Yes," Sanbryl continued, "as | conmand. Because, his bl andi shnments asi de,
Maestro Ni ghtwi nd has alluded to an inportant truth. | do rule here.”

Rangrim frowned and said, "No one disputes that, Your Mjesty."

"You may not even realize it," the queen replied, "but you do. Possibly
it's ny omn fault. 1've generally been content to enjoy life and let the
council run the ki ngdom Wy not? The | and prospered, the people were happy,
and | trusted that a council of pal adins was about as wi se and incorruptible
as any governing body could be."

"We' ve done our best to— Oiseus began. "Yet | always renenbered," Sanbryl
interrupted, "that I'mthe sovereign, and |like ny ancestors, have the duty to
lead the realmin times of crisis.”

"Your Mpjesty," Oiseus said, "if | may speak bluntly, your predecessors
were paladins. You aren't even a warrior. It only makes sense for you to
del egate these decisions to those who are.”

"No," she said. "Whatever you may have assuned, | didn't conme to these
chanbers today sinply to snile and nod at whatever you proposed. Rest assured,
| value the council's advice, but | believe that with regard to the G ay
Forest, you're underestimating the danger. Perhaps your disdain for the
maestro' s profession, your nostalgia for the days when burghers knew their
pl ace, and no one but a chevalier schooled in the old traditions would dare
call hinself a nmaster swordsman has blinded you."

Idriane said, "Your Majesty, we will of course obey you in this as in al
t hi ngs. That understood, may | at |east reconmend that we send the greater
part of our troops northeast, where battle already rages, and a smaller force
west to assess the situation there?"

"Yes," Sanbryl said. She sipped fromher gol den goblet then continued, "But



a nunber of the Queen's Bronzes will acconpany the |lesser force to nmake sure
it's strong enough to do whatever needs doing. Afterward, dragons on the w ng
can cross the realmswiftly enough to join the canpaign on the other side."

"In that case," Rangrimsaid, "I volunteer to |lead the scouts. | suppose
one of us lords ought to do it."

"Thank you, Your Majesty," Taegan said. "Wen do we depart?"

Oiseus made a spitting sound then said, "Don't be absurd. Evidently you
know how to conduct yourself in a tavern brawl, but you' d best |eave rea
fighting to the Warswords."

Taegan could all but feel the gens the cultists had amassed sli pping
t hrough his fingers, and perhaps that wasn't even the worst of it. The
patroni zi ng di smssal stung his pride.

"You continue to underestimate me, Mlord."

"Perhaps he does," said Rangri munexpectedly. "At any rate, | think you' ve
earned the right to tag along, and since it's nmy command | suppose that
settles it."

Taegan bowed.

"Just prom se ne," Rangrim added, "we'll have something nmore interesting
t han chi ggers and nmosquitoes to fight."

"You can count on it," replied Taegan. "As | said, according to the fair
Cylla, even if the cult hasn't succeeded in naking any dracoliches yet, they
have |ive wyrns defending their stronghold."

"It's a good thing, then, that we'll have our own dragons, powerful,
fearless, and true," said the paladin. "Wait until you neet ny friend
Quel sandas. I'lIl match hi magai nst any bl ack or green ever hatched."
SEVENTEEN

11 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

"Ch, blood and dung," the sailor cursed.

Dorn had been standing in the bow taking in the unique purple hue of the
Moonsea. Unlike normal people, he had no actual home, but except for the past
coupl e nonths, he had spent his entire life near that body of water, a deep
freshwater | ake despite its nane, and sonehow it pleased himto see it once
again. Jarred fromhis contenplation, he turned and saw that the ferryman had
genui ne cause for dismay.

Earlier that afternoon, the bargelike ferry with its wi de deck and shal | ow
draft had finished its transit of the marshy River Lis and turned west toward
El mwod, the first settlement of any size whatsoever along the southern coast.
The town was a smallish place that made its living fishing, farm ng, and
facilitating the passage of travelers
and goods back and forth between the Monsea and the Dragon Reach. Over the
years, Dorn had exterm nated several dangerous beasts on the settlenent's
behal f and found it to be something of an oddity. Sone inexplicable chance had
by and | arge exenpted it fromthe bl oody strife and full-scale disasters so
often afflicting the rest of the region, and perhaps as a result, the
i nhabitants tended to | ack the dour, grasping, suspicious mndset exhibited by
so many of their neighbors.

But maybe they were on their way to learning; it |ooked as if trouble had
found El mwod at last. Three war galleys and a couple of smaller patrol boats
floated at anchor in her harbor. Each flew the device of Zhentil Keep, a dark
scepter ablaze with green fire, set against a golden disk clutched in the
claws of a black wrm A single such vessel m ght have stopped at the village
to conduct some innocuous bit of business, but the presence of so many at once
seened a sure sign the agents of the Black Network, the Zhentish hegenony's
ruling cartel, were up to sonething sinister

"Everybody!" Dorn bell owed. "Cone here, now "

Hi s conrades hurried forward. So did a nunmber of the other passengers,



ferrymen, and the captain hinself, all wanting to see what was the matter
Nobody | ooked happy when he found out.

W1l rounded on the skipper, a weather-beaten fell ow who went about with a
st ubby, straight-stenmed pi pe constantly cl enched between his yellow teeth
whet her he'd bothered to fill and light the bow or not.

"Why didn't you warn us?" the halfling said.

"They weren't there when we headed down river,

"Can you | and el sewhere?" Pavel asked.

the captain said.

"If we turn tail, | reckon the Zhents'l| chase us, and we can't outrun a
war galley in this tub. It's less risky just to go where we nmeant to and see
what happens. | hate the thieving bastards too, but at least | don't see

anybody fighting."

"Li kel y because the Zhents don't need to," Raryn said, and Dorn could only
agree. \Watever the reavers fromthe great citadels at the western end of the
Moonsea wanted, little Elmwod with its lack of nmen-at-arns and fortifications
woul d have had little choice but to accede to their demands. "Still, you're
probably right. W should dock as planned."

The captain started giving orders to his crew. Kara approached Dorn and
murmured, "In my other form | could fly us all to shore.™

He sneered and said, "Good idea. The Zhents woul d never notice, and even if
they did, they wouldn't think it worth investigating."

"I was just pointing out an option," she said with a sigh

To his surprise, Dorn felt a pang of shane.

"I know," he said, "and it wasn't a conpletely stupid idea But we agreed
that to protect your sanity and keep Lareth's agents off our track, you'l
only change when you absolutely have to, and this isn't an energency yet. Just
be ready with your spells.™

It took another hour of gnawi ng apprehension before the ferry tied up at
its berth. In many respects, it looked to Dorn as if the docks were operating
normal Iy, but thingi were different in at |east one unfortunate respect. Like
i nmurder of oversized crows, a dozen black-clad warriors swaggered down the
pier to neet the arriving vessel. In the |l ead slouched a barrel-chested priest
of Bane, who withhii greasy, unconbed hair and stained clothing, |ooked nort
brutish ruffian than scholar of divine nysteries. He wore the Lord of
Dar kness's cl enched-fist enblemand carried a norningstar, the god' s sacred
weapon, in his gauntleted hand. The harbormaster crept along at the tail end
of the procession, silent and ignored. The priest clinbed aboard the ferry
wi thout waiting for an invitation.

As the first of his minions foll owed, he announced, "I|'m Pharaxes Zora,
servant of the Black Hand captain of the warship Dagger out of Yulash, and now
custons agent of the alliance."

"Well, aren't you special,” murnured WII.

"What al liance?" Pavel asked, w thout any overt show of hostility.

Havi ng known himfor years, Dorn could tell his friend didn't |ike Pharaxes
much better than he had Brinstone, but he wasn't yet naking an issue of it.
He' d even tucked his sun amulet inside his brigandine to avoid revealing to
whi ch god he'd vowed his own service

"Why, the alliance against the wyrns," Pharaxes said. "Haven't you heard?
They' ve started attacking all across the North... and the South too, for al
we know. W fol k of the Mbonsea nust forget our differences and band toget her
to stave off the threat. Ctherwi se, the drakes will eat us all, and since we
Zhent ari m have the biggest army and nost powerful spellcasters in the region
it only makes sense for us to | ead the defense.™

He spoke with a cynical |eer that suggested he was enjoying the know edge
that his audience mistrusted his words but it didn't matter anyway.

"Did the defense," Kara asked, "require you to occupy El mwod? Coming in,
didn't see any signs of maraudi ng dragons al ong the southern shore.™

Phar axes said, "You mistake me, lass. Naturally, we haven't seized contro



here. Much as this wetched little pest-hole would benefit from our guidance,
that could be m sconstrued as an act of war. But |'msure you understand it
t akes resources to fend off wave upon wave of dragon flights, which is exactly
what we're facing. Therefore, since we're fighting for the benefit of all
we' re asking everyone to contribute to the effort.™

"I'n other words," Pavel said, "trying to extort fees and duties from every
ship that sails these waters."

The ferry captain's jaw clenched as if he was in danger of biting his pipe
in two, but he was too cautious to say anything.

"As well as requisitioning vital materials fromtheir cargoes,"” said the
priest of Bane, "and |ikew se taxing those who travel overland. Qur plan is

that henceforth no vessel or caravan will enbark w thout purchasing a license.
Not only will that provide for our warriors' needs, it will help the wayfarers
as well, because when we know who's traveling where, it will be easier to

wat ch over them"

"What happens to fol k caught wandering wi thout perm ssion?" asked WII.
"Somet hi ng nasty, | suspect.”

"As | said," Pharaxes replied, "we've established this scheme to protect
everyone. Those who seek to undermine it are traitors to the conmon weal and
must expect stern treatnent."

"l doubt," Pavel said, "that Hillsfar, Thentia, Melvaunt, or Phlan have
agreed to this schenme, which nmeans your grand alliance has sonme mgjor holes in
it."

Phar axes scow ed.

"Everyone will come around in time," he said. "Meanwhile, we're in El mwod,
not Hillsfar, and I've spent enough time explaining the realities of life." He
smrked at the ferry captain. "You owe ten gold. In addition, nmy nen wll
i nspect your cargo. You understand you're forbidden to set sail again w thout
t he proper docunment." He rounded on the passengers. "You folk rmust contribute
al so, each according to his ability to pay. To determ ne your proper share,
we' || exam ne the contents of your purses, pouches, and baggage."

Dorn scow ed. It was robbery, pure and sinple, and he resented it. Still,
he and his conrades had a job to finish, and it woul d probably be easier if
they didn't have to contend with the ennmity of the Zhentarimin the process.
Mich as the prospect rankled, it might be preferable sinmply to surrender a
portion of their coin.

Kara's treasure, however, was a different matter. He was reasonably certain
that if the reavers caught a glinpse of the fortune in jewels she carried,
they'd greedily conceivei pretext for seizing it all, and that would be too
great a loss to accept. Trying to be stealthy about it, he reached for the
hilt of his knife.

"Wait," Kara whispered. "Just stand in front of me. Block their view"

Dorn did as she asked. She sang a spell under her breath, then gave hima
l[ittle pat on his human armto signal she was done. Wen he gl anced down at
her, she no | onger appeared to have a pouch hangi ng on her braided bl ue
| eather belt. He inferred that she'd turned it invisible.

It was a good trick, but as it turned out, the wong nove. Pharaxes wore a
silver ring set with a mlky oval stone. Strands of red tw sted through the
whiteness like blood billowing in water. Wen he noticed the transformation
he extended his armand turned, aimng his hand at all the ferrynen and
passengers in turn

VWhen he canme to Kara, the gem if such it was, turned entirely scarlet.
Evidently it was a device for detecting spellcasting.

Phar axes gave her a mal evol ent grin. "Wat was the nmagic, bitch? Wat did
you do?"

"She's a bard," said Dorn. "She uses petty charns to nmake people like her
She probably hoped it would nove you to treat her kindly."

"I didn't ask you, tinface," the Zhentish captain said. "Wat did you do,
whor e?"

"What ny friend told you," Kara said



Phar axes gl anced around at sone of his men and said, "Search her. If she
resists, beat her senseless. If you find sonme indication she's m sbehaved,
we' |l take her aboard Dagger and puni sh her properly. W'Il have sone fun and
make an exanpl e of her."

Two warriors advanced on Kara, and Dorn sprang to intercept them Even as
he | unged, he was conscious of the irony inplicit in his response. He was
scranbling to protect a dragon. True, in human form Kara was in nany respects
as vul nerable as an ordinary wonan, but even so, what did It matter? He hated
dr agons.

Pavel , WIl, and Raryn attacked at the same instant he did, and they al
caught the Zhents by surprise. Apparently the soldiers, though they'd seened
reasonably alert, hadn't truly inmagined that any of the notley assortnent of
ferrymen and travel ers, even rough-1ooking types |like the hunters, would dare
assault well-arned agents of the Black Network in broad daylight with stil
nore Zhents cl ose at hand.

Dorn swiped with his iron claws, and his target fell with half his neck
torn away. Pivoting, the hal f-gol em punched. Kara's other assail ant caught the
bl ow on hi s buckl er, hopped backward, and snatched to draw his blade. That was
all right. At least he no | onger posed an i medi ate threat to Kara, who,
si ngi ng, brought a floating blue translucent shield glinmering into existence
in front of her body.

Dorn jerked his knife fromits sheath. The deck was too crowded with
mlling, babbling bystanders for himto use a blade as |long as the bastard
sword to best effect. He turned, |ooking for Pharaxes, who surely represented
the gravest threat. He was too | ate. The sudden assault had startled the
Zhents, but soneone had trained themwell. A pair of them had positioned
thenselves in front of their |eader to keep himsafe while he cast his spells.

Phar axes started shouting an incantation, but Pavel rapped, "Stop."

That single word carried its own pal pabl e charge of nagic, and the cleric
of Bane faltered and botched his prayer. He spun around toward the wayfarer in
hi s nondescript travel -stained clothing and aci d-scorched | eather arnor, who
was wearing his sun amulet in plain view Pavel gave the Zhent a nal evol ent
smle, and a duel of priestly magi c began.

A warrior advanced on Dorn. The hunter bl ocked a sword cut with his netal
hand and instantly hit back. The Zhent knew his business and parried in his
turn. Dorn's knuckle spikes ripped the small, round wood-and-|eather shield to
usel ess scraps, but at least it had saved its user once.

The iron half of his body forward, Dorn advanced. The Zhent fell back, and
such was the press and confusion he bunped into one of the boatmen despite the
latter's attenpt to scranble out of the way. It cost the warrior his bal ance,
and that was all the opening Dorn needed. He lunged and killed the man with a
punch to the torso, the spikes on his artificial hand piercing the Zhent's
mail as if it was made of paper

VWen the sol di er dropped, he dragged Dorn's fist down with him The knuckl e
bl ades had sonehow tangled in the corpse's ribs.

Dorn was still trying to pull free when orbs of ice exploded fromthe enpty
air imredi ately above him He attenpted to shield hinmself with his iron arm
but because of the dead wei ght hanging fromit, he was a nmonent too slow. One
of the missiles smashed down on the top of his head. The shock nade him
col l apse to one knee. Blood flowed down fromhis torn scalp into his eye.

Around him other folk simlarly afflicted screaned in pain. Dazed, half
bl i nded by gore, he cast about, seeking the w zard who'd been ruthless enough
to conjure the attack without caring that it would likew se injure many of
those who'd offered no resistance. After a monment, he spotted the bearded,
whi ppet-thin Zhent in question. The reaver was one of the couple who' d stayed
on the dock, and because he'd worn a broadsword, helnet, tunic, and buckl er
like the common nen-at-arnms, Dorn hadn't recognized him for what he was. No
doubt that was as the mage had intended it. The shield lay at his feet,

di scarded so he could nmake his cabalistic passes nore deftly.
Br andi shing some sort of talisman, he conmenced anot her spell. Dorn shook



the corpse | oose, lurched upright, and flung his knife, realizing even as he
did so that it probably wouldn't help. He was a good marksman with a bow,
arbal est, or spear, but had never spent much tine practicing to throw a
dagger.

As expected, the blade tunbled off course. He charged the pier, bulling
peopl e out of his way, taking too long. It was sickening to know he woul dn't
reach the wizard in time to avert the next spell, whatever painful
potentially lethal effect it would produce.

Fortunately, something else stopped it. A note of |ight streaked through
the air, hit the magician's chest, and expl oded into a dazzling, booni ng bl ast
of yellow fire | arge enough to engulf both himand the warrior poised to
protect him Squinting against the glare, Dorn realized Kara nust have seen
his plight and conjured the attack. The magi cal blaze w nked out of existence
within a heartbeat, but not before setting the Zhents' sonber uniforms and the
top of the wooden wal kway aflane. How ing, the burning nen | eaped into the
water. The warrior weighted down with mail was al nbst certain to sink to the
bottom and drown. The mmgi ci an m ght nake it ashore, but even if he did, it
seened unlikely he'd be willing and able to rejoin the fight.

Ginning, Dorn turned to find another foe. In so doing, he startled the
smal | man who' d been creeping up to stab himin the back. Eyes wide with
alarm the fellow recoiled. He wasn't one of the black-clad warriors, but
rat her, another passenger. Maybe he was a | oyal subject of the Zhentish |ords,
stupid or wicked as that would make him or perhaps he sinply thought that in
any conflict, the side that included creatures as nonstrous as hal f-gol ens was
the side any decent person ought to oppose.

VWat ever the fool was thinking, Dorn, whose head was still throbbing and
bl eedi ng copiously, was in no mood to let himlive, and he rushed in. The
little man sl ashed frantically, but Dorn could see the attacks woul dn't
penetrate deeply enough to reach the vul nerable flesh behind his iron parts.
He sinply ignored the woul d-be back-stabber's assault and raked hi mopen from
| ungs to guts.

Dorn turned, |ooking for sonmeone else to kill, but no one was in reach
Across the deck, a chop fromRaryn's ice-aK slew the Zhentish priest's
remai ni ng def ender even as one of the flying |um nous maces Pavel liked to

conjure bashed in the skull of the Banite cleric hinself, and that appeared to
be that. The fight was over, Dorn and his conrades had won, and the others
appeared essentially unscat hed.

They' d overcone | ong odds and bested representatives of a predatory
fraternity |l ess clandestine but as generally despised as the Cult of the
Dragon itself. That, however, failed to elicit any cheers fromthe other folk
on the boat, who were | ooking on aghast.

"By Unberlee's fork" a sailor whined, "now the bastards will nurder us
all.”

He m ght be right. Aboard the Zhentish vessels, crossbow nmen and
spel | casters were scurrying into position to attack at range. O her

nmen- at-arns aboard the full-size warships were | owering | ongboats into the
wat er .

"W're leaving," said Dorn. "Explain you took no part in the fight, and the
Zhentarimw || understand they have no reason to harmyou."

He was by no neans certain of that, but it was the best he could offer.

"W need to run now," Raryn said, spatters of soneone el se's bl ood caught
in his white goatee and the pol ar bear fur covering his nassive chest, "before
the quarrels and thunderbolts start flying."

"Wait one nonent," Kara said.

She sang the ascendi ng arpeggi o of another incantation. The magi ¢ whi pped
up gusts of wind that sonehow only buffeted her, lashing her skirt and | ong,
nmoon- bl ond hair this way and that.

The anbi ent tenperature plumeted, the first feeble warnth of the northern
spring | apsing back into the chill of the winter just concluded, and the air
bet ween t he docks and the Zhentish vessels curdled. A pearly fog bank oozed



i nto exi stence above the purple water, depriving the reavers of visible
targets.

"We still nust hurry," Kara said. "I don't know how | ong the obscurenent
will last before one of their nages succeeds in dispelling it."

"Right," said Dorn. "Everybody who wants to be el sewhere when the m st
di sappears, grab your bel ongi ngs and go."

Luckily, the whole dock wasn't burning yet. They could still use it to
scranble fromthe ferry onto the shore. As soon as they reached dry |and the
other travelers scuttled off in various directions, distancing thenselves from
t he madmen who' d openly killed Zhents. Dorn didn't blane themand in fact was
glad to see themgo their own way. He and his partners didn't need any usel ess
new conpani ons sl ow ng them down.

The half-golemled his friends south, away fromthe docks and on through
the village. Even running flat-out, it was inpossible to mss the signs of
trouble. No children were in view I|ndeed, even adults seenmed to be staying
off the streets as much as possible, and the houses were closed up tight,

t hough normal Iy, the occupants woul d have flung open all the doors and w ndows
to air out the winter stal e-ness. Zhents had pai nted obscenities and crude
synmbol s of Bane and the Black Network on various walls, taking special care to
deface the Grange and the Tenple of the Hal f-Mon, a house of worship devoted
to Selune, and to a | esser degree, the other deities of light. Plainly, even
if the invaders didn't choose to formally proclai mthensel ves the conquerors
of El mwod, that was the ugly truth of it.

"Where are we goi ng?" panted WII, warsling dangling ready in his hand.

He was hearty, but any halfling had difficulty covering ground as quickly
as | ong-1egged humans.

"Qut of town," Dorn said, well aware that it wasn't a particularly
satisfactory response.

"They'l|l hunt us," Raryn said. "W either need to lose themor set a trap."

Sonet hing smal |l swooped past Dorn's head. Edgy as he was, he nearly grabbed
and crushed it in his iron fingers before realizing it was sinply a robin.

O maybe not, for it didn't behave |like any songbird he'd ever seen before.
The little creature with its brown back and yell owred breast |anded on the
muddy ground in front of the fugitives, twittered, flew off down a side
street, wheel ed,returned, chirped sone nore, and fl apped away in the sane
direction a second tine.

"It wants us to followit," Kara said.
W1l shrugged and said, "Well, it doesn't |ook Zhentish."
"I'f you had a brain," said Pavel, "you' d know what's goi ng on. Dorn?"

"Yes." Feeling somewhat foolish about it, the half-golem|ooked down at the
robin, which, its head cocked, was peering back with a beady bl ack eye, and
said, "Lead on."

The bird seened to understand for it took off inmediately. The fugitives
followed it past the |last houses, across a boggy field, and toward a wood. |If
that in fact was their destination, Dorn wondered grimy how fol k w thout
wi ngs were supposed to make their way in, for tangles of brush and briars
choked the spaces around the ol d oaks and pines.

The answer canme a nmonent later. Rustling and rattling, a mass of branbles
divided to expose the start of a trail. Once everyone had passed, the brush
wove itself back together, sealing the entrance once nore.

The path led to a shadowy gl ade containing a | ow, shapel ess, sod-roofed hut
that | ooked nore |like a bunmp on the ground than anythi ng mannade. A
gray-haired female dwarf arnmed with a cudgel and short sword, a slender wonan
of m xed human and el f bl ood dressed in the silvery robes of a priestess of
Sel une, and a bald, m ddle-aged man attired in rough brown homespun stood in
front of the hunmble shelter waiting to greet the arrivals. The robin swooped
to perch on the hairless fellow s hand where it warbled with excitenent.

"Yes," the man said, stroking the bird' s head with his fingertip. "You did
wel |, and | thank you." He gave the newconers a nournful smile. "Wl cone,
friends."



"Are you all right?" Thoyanna Jor gadaul asked.

The dwarf was El mwod's constable and de facto nayor.

"You mean, aside from having ny head split open?" the hal f-golem grow ed.

"Sit down," said Pavel. "Let ne check that."

"You know," said WIIl, doing his best to speak in the earnest tone of
someone who only wanted to hel p, "Al amarayne Moonray's a real heal er. Maybe
she—"

"Silence, worm" Pavel said. He peered down at the gash in Dorn's scal p.
"You'll be all right." He murmured a prayer to the Mrninglord, set his hand
glowing with red-gold light, and laid it on the wound, closing the cut and
stanching the fl ow of bl ood. "Does anyone el se need care?"

Apparently, no one did.

"You shoul d be safe here for the nmonment," said Ezril Tree-warder, El mwod's
resident druid, tossing his hand to send the robin fluttering off. "Though
fear it's only a matter of time before the Zhents di scover the sacred grove."

"At which point," said Al amarayne, "they'll come for the lot of us." WII
renenbered the pretty half-elf as nerry and even coquettish, but just then she
seened about as cheery as a mass grave. "Thoyanna and | earned their ill wll
by defying them when they first sailed into port."

"W thank you," said Dorn, "for taking us in. But how did you even know we
were here, let alone that we needed di sappear ?"

"The birds and animals watch the town for ne," the replied.

As if to make the point, a huge gray wolf padded out of the gl oom beneath
one of the holy oaks and nuzzled at his hand. He scratched the beast under one
of its ears, then waved toward the | ow wooden benches arranged around i fire
pit, where, by the I ooks of it, no one had kindled a blaze in a nunber of
days, probably for fear the invaders woul d set the snoke

"Shall we sit and refresh oursel ves?" Ezril asked. "The cusp of winter and
spring is the hungriest time of the yea; especially for folk in hiding, but I
still have some acorn <e rockers, jerky, and beer."

The hunters brought out some of the emergency rations they habitually
carried in their packs. Conbined with Ezril's provisions, they nade for a neal
that was stale, tasteless, and hard enough to break a beaver's teeth, but at
least it stretched farther than it woul d have ot herw se

After everyone had pretty much eaten his portion, though the tall
terra-cotta communal beer stein was still making its way around the circle,
Dorn said, "W have to reach Thentia fast and do sone nore traveling around
t he Moonsea."

Thoyanna snorted and said, "Good |uck. Now that you' ve killed sonme of the

Zhents, they'll be watching out for you, and you're about as distinctive a
band of travelers as | can imagine. They won't let you sail anywhere."
"Maybe not from El mwod, " said WII, "but you can't tell me they contro

t he whol e sout hern shore—every inlet, rowboat, and fishing shack. Shadows of
Mask, the region's famous for its pirates and smuggl ers. Sonewhere we can hire
a knave to sneak us north."

"You'd think so," said Ezril, still petting the wolf, which lay at his
feet, "but travelers report the Black Network has sone way of finding and
attacking folk who sail wthout perm ssion."

"Well, naturally the Zhents would put that story about," said WII. "If
they said anything else, it would only encourage people to flout their rules.”
"The runor may be true," Al amarayne said. "l|'ve performed divinations to
find out, and the results, though inconclusive, are alarming. | think folk are

right to be afraid.”

"So what are we tal ki ng about?" asked Dorn. "They |ocate ships by peering
in mgic mrrors then raise storns to sink then?" If so, WIIl reflected, the
time of year was probably conducive to it. The nonth of Tarsakh generally
brought heavy rain. "Or send unnaturally fast enchanted war galleys or trained
wat er nmonsters to catch then? Whatever the problemis, surely the cities that



al ways stand agai nst the Zhents will do their best to weck their plan.”

"That's our hope," Thoyanna said, crunching a final nouthful of cracker
"but no one's turned up to free El mwod yet. Maybe these dragon flights, if
they're real =

"They are," Kara interjected.

"Then maybe the forces of Hillsfar, Phlan, and whonever are pinned down
fighting wrns on their own | ands, and the Zhents are taking advantage of it,
maki ng a bold play to take control of all trade across the Monsea. For the
time being, at |east, they've already gone a | ong way toward asserting
authority over traffic to and fromthe realnms in the south.”

"Because El mwod is the choke point," Raryn said, nodding. "If the
situation drags on indefinitely, Zhentil Keep will grow steadily richer and
stronger, and her rivals poorer and weaker, until ultimtely a tine wll
arrive when they can resist the Black Network no |onger."

"But it won't drag on," Pavel said. "The other city-states won't stand for
it. Eventually they'll drive the Zhents back to their castles in the west."

Al amarayne gave hima wan little snmile and said, "Every night, | pray to
Qur Lady of Silver that you're right."

"What | don't understand" Kara said, "is how any of your people can behave
this way."

Ezril peered at her quizzically and asked, "Qur people?"

"She's fromlInpiltur,"” said Dorn.

Evidently he saw no reason to trust anyone, even folk who'd treated him
fairly in the past, with Kara's secret unless it was absolutely necessary.

"What | mean," the slender bard continued, "is that a Rage of Dragons is
upon you. "

Thoyanna' s eyes opened wi de.

"Truly?" she asked. "You're certain it's a full-blown Rage?"

"Yes, and humanity's best hope of weathering it is to unite and fight the
ranpagi ng drakes together. If you scheme and struggl e agai nst each other, it
wi |l be nmuch harder for you. Your entire world could collapse. The wyrns coul d
harry you to the brink of extinction."

Dorn sneered, though at precisely what, WII|l wasn't certain.

"But that's who we are," said the half-golem "W take advantage. The
greedy do it because they covet riches and sl aves. The rest of us do it when
it seems the only way to survive. As the dragons weak havoc, the devastation
will |eave sone fol k weak and hel pl ess, ripe for exploitation, and others
hungry and desperate enough for any betrayal or atrocity. Rest assured, a good
many of us will strive to west all we can from our nei ghbors.™

"I don't believe that," Kara said. "Ch, | know some corrupt or terrified
folk will seek to prey on others, but not the majority. They'll bear up
bravely and try to help their fellows, because that's the authentic human
spirit, and the essential nature of dwarves and halflings as well. | know. |
hear it in your nusic."

Dorn shook his head and replied, "They're just songs."

"They're your soul," the bard insisted. "You don't recognize it, Dorn
Graybr ook, because you don't know yourself. You think anger and bitterness
define you, but they aren't what pronpted you to risk your life to help the
fol k of Ylraphon."

"We're prattling about nonsense when we have practical problens to solve,"
the half-golemsaid with a scowl. "W could march overland to Thentia and sai
fromthere with whatever protections the w zards can provide."

"The Zhents have patrols on the roads, too," Thoyanna said, "and the way
| eads through Mul master, a part of their dom nions, or near enough.”

Raryn took a drink fromthe stein, belched, and passed it on.

"W don't need to use the roads,"” said the dwarf tracker, "or tranp through
the heart of the H gh Blade's lands. But to do anything else will take a
while. Truly, if we're in a hurry, sailing's the fast way to get anywhere
around the Monsea."

"However the Zhentarimare finding the unlicensed ships,"

Dorn said slowy,



the fleshy half of his forehead furrowed, "it seens likely the spotter nerely
gl ances at what are plainly their own vessels. Qur band is too small to handl e

a war galley, and we're no expert sailors in any case. Still, with luck, 1"l
bet we could steer one of those patrol boats north to Thentia."
"We could certainly seize one," said WII. "As with many thefts, the

bi ggest difficulty would be maki ng our getaway. Once the Zhents noticed the
boat was gone, they could overhaul us in the galleys or failing that, pass
word of the robbery to their fellows." He grinned and added, "Still, | adnmit |
like the audacity of it."

Dorn turned to the village elders and said, "Striking by surprise, in the
night, we mght be able to w pe out the Zhents occupyi ng your town."

"You truly have that sort of power?" Ezril asked.

"Maybe, but here's the thing. W owe you for sheltering us here, and we
won't w pe out the intruders without your |eave. Because even if we succeed,
liberation cones with a risk. Another bunch of Zhents could show up after
we' re gone and hold you accountable for the slaughter.”

"We'| | chance it," Thoyanna said. "Maybe the other cities will strike
agai nst Zhentil Keep, foiling the Black Network's strategy, and no nore
reavers will cone here. If they do, we'll claimthat ships fromHllsfar cane

and killed their conrades. Wiy shouldn't they believe it? El mwod itself
obviously lacks the strength to destroy such a force."

"Better yet," Kara said, "blame dragons, for that's what the evidence will
indicate.”

El GHTEEN
12 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

It rained steadily through the night. Taegan, whose turn it was to stand a
predawn watch, tried to maintain a good vantage point and stay dry at the sane
time by perching fifteen feet above the ground in the fork of a sycanore. It
didn't work all that well. Logic indicated that the canopy of branches
over head nmust be catching sone of the raindrops, but plenty nore spilled right
on through. By the time a first hint of Lathander's |light gleanmed in the east,
and the downpour subsided to a drizzle, his clothes were soaked, and he was
cold and in a foul nood generally.

Nor did it help when Rangrimtranped forth fromcanmp and called a jovial
"Good norning! | brought you sone hot soup."

Taegan flicked his wi ngs, shaking rainwater out of the black feathers,
spread them and | eaped fromthe sycanore. His pinions trapped air to slow his
descent, and he fl oated down gently.

"My dear but seemingly demented friend," the naestro said. "How can you bed
down in cold mud, rise with the sun on such a dreary norning, and be cheerful ?
It nust have sonmething to do with your being a pal adin.™

The chunky, curly-bearded human grinned and proffered a steami ng tin mug of
lentil broth. The warnth of the cup felt good in Taegan's chilled fingers, and
so did the heat of the first sip going down.

Rangri m gl anced around at the towering, nossy trees dripping glistening
water from every branch and twig. Spring had found the Gray Forest, and new
green | eaves and buds were sprouting despite the occasional patch of snow

still spotting the ground. Birds, sone newy returned fromthe south, chirped
to greet the norning.

"I like the woods," said the paladin, "even on a cold, danp nmorning. |I'm
amazed you don't."

"I don't see why ny indifference constitutes such a marvel. | like soft

beds, bl azing hearths, well-made roofe, confortable chairs, fine w ne, gournet
cooki ng, and luscious, affectionate wonen. Everything Lyrabar affords, and the
wild doesn't."

"But you're an elf."



"An accident of birth," Taegan replied, "that | strive to transcend."

They turned and headed toward the canp, where other pal adins and \War swor ds
could be heard nuttering and rattling around. One of the Queen's Bronzes
lifted the tapered head at the end of its |long, sinuous neck and peered
around. Its forked tongue darted forth to taste the norning air.

"You shoul dn't be ashamed of your heritage,” Rangrim said.

"What heritage would that be?" replied the avariel. "In case you haven't
noticed, all the cities of Inmpiltur and the surrounding | ands are the work of
men, with a degree of assistance from dwarves and hal flings."

"Still...."

"Pl ease," Taegan said, "let's speak of something else, for | assure you,
I"mdelighted to be what |'ve beconme, a |oyal subject of Inpiltur and our w se
and graci ous queen. Surely you, her sworn chanpion, don't nean to inply it was
an unworthy aspiration."

The pal adin snorted and said, "You're twi sting ny nmeani ng, and you know it.
But have it your way. How rmuch |longer do you think it will take to find the
cult's stronghol d?"

"W shoul d be drawi ng cl ose, but who knows? W sinmply have to follow the
directions dear Cylla gave me and keep | ooking. If you like, | can do sone
nore scouting above the treetops while everyone el se is breaking canp.”

"Don't you want nore breakfast?"

Taegan realized he didn't. For sone reason, even though he'd endured such
comments many tinmes before, Rangrims witless albeit well-intentioned
observations about his race had left himfeeling restless.

"I believe | can forgo it."

"Well, in that case,"” said the paladin, "Quelsandas and | will tag along."

Taegan hoped he could prevent that. He didn't fancy any nore of Rangrims
hearty, virtuous conpany just at present, and in fact, never particularly
enj oyed being around the bronze. The pal adin doted on Quel sandas, his faithful
conrade in countless exploits, but though: Taegan had made an honest effort to
like the dragon for his new friend s sake, he couldn't quite nanage it. The
gigantic reptile had a sullen, guarded quality that bothered him

O perhaps, given that Rangrim seened oblivious to his nount's gl ummess,
the problemwas sinply that Taegan didn't understand drakes and their ways. He
certainly hadn't spent enough time with Kara and Brinmstone to nmake himan
expert. But he did know he'd prefer solitude for the next little while.

Accordingly, he said, "If we are nearing the eneny, perhaps | should scout
al one. 1'mconsiderably smaller and harder to spot than a dragon wheeling
agai nst the sky. Besides, you're the war captain. Your faithful followers need
you here to put themin order for the new day."

"Suit yourself. Good hunting."

Taegan sprang into the air and flew upward. He | ooked for vertical pathways
wi de enough to acconmodate an avariel's beating wi ngs, but the branches grew
thickly, and at certain noments, it was easier sinply to seize hold of them
and cl anber like a squirrel, as he had in the Earthwood years before. The
menory made hi m frown.

Fortunately, he reached the treetops soon enough. He took a wary gl ance
around, meking sure no wyvern, abishai, or whatever was hovering cl ose at
hand, was in position to attack as soon as he broke cover. Then he | aunched
hi nsel f hi gher, where he soon found a friendly updraft to hold himat that
altitude with mininmal effort on his part.

@ iding between the gray overcast above and the dark green foliage bel ow,
Taegan's nood brightened despite his sopping clothes and the persistent
drizzle. He could see for nmiles, fromthe ranks of nountains in the north to
t he bl acker clouds, their bellies full of flickering |ightning, massed farto
the south above the Sea of Fallen Stars. If he'd needed to forsake his
ti morous, reclusive people to experience such vistas, that al one had been
sufficient reason to turn his back
on them

But he knew he mustn't sinply float and enjoy the spectacle for long. He



had work to do. He flew west, |ooking for the fortress Sammaster and Cylla had
established. It was possible that, shielded by |ayers of overhangi ng branches
or even veils of illusion, the place was invisible fromthe air. But if he
could spot it fromon high, it mght well save the expedition days of tedious
gropi ng about on the ground, days during which the cultists could strengthen
their defenses, make nore dracoliches, or Sune only knef what. At | east
avariels had sharp eyes. Taegan thought he had about as good a chance of
sighting the secret fortress as—

VWhat was that? For a moment, he glinpsed sonething big moving al ong far
bel ow on the ground. Then it di sappeared, conceal ed by the canopy.

Plainly, it hadn't been a stationary nannade structure of the sort he was
seeking. But it could certainly have been one of the wyrnms Sammaster had
recruited to guard the stronghold and eventual ly undergo the transfornmation
i nto undead, in which case, it could annihilate a |one avariel with one snap
of its jaws or a single puff of dragon breath. Accordingly, he made his way
back down through the branches as warily and silently as he could, until he
finally saw nore

He wasn't sure if one of the creatures he observed stal king eastward was
t he sane i mense being he'd glinpsed before, but it nade no difference. The
only inmportant thing was to reach his conrades in tine.

Though he wouldn't reach themat all unless he continued to go unnoti ced.

He whi spered a spell, and bl adesong instantly transported hima coupl e hundred
yards eastward, onto the linb of a different tree.
Peering down, he saw it wasn't far enough. He was still above a portion of

t he advancing force, its |eading edge, conposed of scouts and skirmn shers. Nor
could he use the sane magic to shift hinself a second time. At his level of
skill, he could only hold a single spell of such power in his nenory, and
havi ng expended it, it was gone until he had a chance to study his grimoire
once agai n.

So he crept along the branches with all the stealth his father and the rest
of the tribe had taught him crouched, wi ngs folded tight to nake hinsel f
smal | er, spreading only when he needed the exquisite bal ance they afforded
him or to spring across a gap his legs couldn't manage by thensel ves.

It was a race of sorts, one he could never have won if the creatures on the
ground hadn't been trying to prow along unobtrusively thenselves, an effort
that slowed themsignificantly. As it was, he gradually outdistanced them and
when reasonably confident he was far enough ahead that they woul dn't spot him
he unfurled his wings and flew the rest of the way to canp at top speed. It
felt bizarre that his conrades were chatting, folding tents, tying bedrolls,

i nspecting the horses' hooves, and in general, calmy preparing to march, but
of course they had no inkling of what he'd rushed to tell them

"Lord Rangrim" he shout ed.

"Here!"

The pal adin was busy saddl i ng Quel sandas, a task he insisted on performng
hi nsel f. H s caution was understandabl e considering that if the job was done
incorrectly, he might conceivably | ose his seat and plumet hundreds of feet
to the ground.

"Did you see sonet hing?" asked Rangrim

"To say the least," Taegan replied as he landed in front of the knight and
dragon. "A band conprised of nmen, wyrns, hobgoblins, and what | take to be
werewol ves is stealing up on us. In a few mnutes, our pickets will spot them
but by then it will be too late."

"Did you see a dracolich?"

"No, but that doesn't mean it isn't there. Wth all the trees obstructing
my view, | couldn't see everything."

"How di d they know we were com ng?"

We have a traitor, Taegan thought. He didn't know why, his instincts
instantly suggested that answer, but it felt right Sonmehow, soneone in the
expedi tion had nade contact witii the cultists during the night.

Rangri m waved his hand inpatiently dismssing his own question. He turned



and found his trunpeter, who'd obviously overheard the conversation, already
standi ng cl ose* hand awaiting orders.

"No, Jal," Rangrimsaid. "You can't sound the call to arms or the eneny
wi Il hear, and come running before we're ready. W need to get ourselves into
a battle formation quickly but quietly. Help nme round up the officers and
sergeants. "

Once apprised of the danger, the Warswords prepared to neet the foe with a
brisk efficiency that attested to their quality. The trees made it difficult
for themto arrange thenselves in the strai ght unbroken lines their commanders
m ght have preferred, but they managed to mass a goodly portion of their
strength in a central position, with other warriors and the six bronze dragons
stationed in two wi ngs that extended diagonally forward fromthe ends. Taegan
was no war captain, but he understood how the formati on was supposed to worKk.
Rangri mwanted the cultists to advance into what anounted to a box, so sone of
his troops could attack their flanks.

Since he wasn't one of the |leaders, responsible for readying the
nmen- at - arms, Taegan concentrated on preparing hinself. He cast spells to
hei ghten his strength and agility and to sharpen the point and edges of the
sturdy cut-and-thrust sword he currently carried in preference to his bel oved
but flinmsier rapier. Hs purely defensive enchantnments, |ike the one that
shrouded himin blur, didn't last as long, so he'd put off conjuring them
until the foe actually canme into view, or sinply trust his martial skills and
t he brigandi ne one of the queen's arnorers had nade to protect him Though he
didn't bother wearing such things in the city—few rakes did, either for fear
of bei ng thought craven or out of reluctance to cover up any portion of their
handsome cl ot hes—he was a deft enough bl adesi nger that the Iight |eather arnor
woul dn't hi nder him from maki ng cabalistic passes.

VWhen he'd enhanced his natural capabilities as best he could, he went to
stand beside Rangri m and Quel sandas. The bronze repeatedly spread his
menbr anous wi ngs, casting the avariel into shadow, then retracted them again.
Lance in hand the lord sat gazing intently into the trees, watching for a
first glinpse of the foe, but eventually he took note of his nount's
restl essness.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"Yes," Quel sandas runbl ed.

"Just eager to strike a blow, | expect. And here we were worried the arny
in the east would have all the fun."

The huge reptile with his webbed feet, gleam ng scales, and catlike enerald
eyes stood silent for a nonent.

Then he said, "We've been through so nmuch together. If | asked a favor,
woul d you grant it?"

"Of course.”

"Then clinmb down off my back and direct the battle fromthe rear."

Rangrimsmiled a perplexed sort of smle and said, "After all these years,
you' re devel oping a very odd sense of hunor."

"I have a premonition. This one tine, it's better if you're not in the
thick of the fray."

"I"'mthe one with a special bond to the Crying God," the human chuckl ed.
"I'"ll handle the prophetic dreans and intuitions, if it's all the sane to you.
Seriously, your nerves are getting the better of you. It happens to all of us
occasionally, just before a battle. But there's no need for worry. W may have
arelatively small conpany, but we have discipline and training no rabble of
madmen and hobgoblins can ever hope to match, to say nothing of half a dozen
of the Queen's Bronzes and the favor of the gods of light. W're going to be
fine."

"I knew you' d say that," Quel sandas replied, "but | had to try."

The exchange unsettl ed Taegan. He sensed the bronze had | eft sonething
unsaid, even if Rangrim wth his trustful and straightforward manner of
thinking, didn't. But before the fencing master could decide what, if
anything, to do about it, the first of their foes appeared beneath the trees.



Stalking on two legs in beast-man form a werewolf snarled when it saw the
Warswords drawn up in battle array. An instant later, an arrow plunged into
the Iycanthrope's gray-furred chest, and it fell backward. The shaft had to
have been silver-tipped or enchanted to kill a shapeshifter so expeditiously.
The archer's conrades started to cheer until their sergeant's bark cut through
the clamor to upbraid the eager bowran for shooting before he gave the order

Tall as the tallest human, scarcely less hairy than the werewol ves, and
clad for the nmost part in animl hides dyed a bloody red, a trio of brutish
hobgobl i ns reached for their own arrows. Then, behind them appeared the npst
terrifying thing Taegan had ever seen. He shivered uncontrollably at the sight
of it.

Li ke the bronzes, it had chosen to stay on the ground. For such huge
creatures, flight through the dense branches in that portion of the wood was
problematical. Once it had evidently been a gigantic |living green, but the
tissue of its wings hung in tatters, and bone showed through the rents in its
decayi ng, withered flesh. Its sunken yell ow eyes shone with a spectra
radi ance somehow perceptible even in the pale gray norning light. A man
wearing the ornate robes of a Warer of Purple bestrode the base of the
creature's neck, a skull-tipped ebony rod in his hand. No doubt he was a
form dabl e conbatant in his own right, but conpared to the dracolich, he
seenmed utterly insignificant.

Sonme of the Warswords npaned.

"Steady!" Rangrim shouted. "Steady! Don't neet its gaze, and you'll be al
right." His lieutenants called simlar words of reassurance.

Sonebody yelled, "lnpiltur, Inpiltur!" and others echoed the battle cry.

Rangrimrecited a prayer that made Taegan, and presumably others, fee
somewhat | ess afraid. Quel sandas took a deep breath, then started whispering a
spell of his own. Taegan was about to do |ikew se when he marked the sound of
the bronze's snarling, sibilant incantation. He couldn't understand the arcane
words, but even so, they filled himw th an instinctive revulsion, as if
t hey' d been devised to invoke the foul est powers of the Nine Hells.

Confused, he turned to Quel sandas, who instantly |ashed a wing down to swat
himlike a fly. Taegan tried to | eap out fromunder it, but the scalloped edge
of the linmb still caught him and dashed himto the ground.

It knocked the wind out of him and he could only | ook on hel plessly as the
first volleys of arrows and bl azes of nmagic from spellcasters on both sides
flew, and Quel sandas finished his conjuration. The other nenbers of the
Queen's Bronzes threw back their heads and screaned.

The screeching startled everyone. The arrows stopped arcing back and forth,
and the human cultists, werewl ves, hobgoblins, and even the dracolich
faltered in their advance.

After a few nmonents, the hideous noi se subsided. The bronzes peered about
in seem ng confusion, as if they didn't renenber where they were or what was
happeni ng. Taegan heard a dragon rider on the far side of the Warswords
formati on ask his mount what was the matter

The reptile responded by snapping its head toward the ground like a
striking serpent and spewi ng a stroke of dazzling Iightning down the Iine of
I mpilturan nen-at-arms. It all happened so quickly the victinms couldn't even
scream They sinply jerked and died, the stench of their burning flesh
mngling with the snell of stormy skies.

The ot her bronzes attacked an instant |later. Two nore chose to unl eash
their |ightning, another pair shredded Inpilturan nmen-at-arnms with fang and
claw, and a fifth breathed out a plune of sparkling brownish vapor that
inflicted no wounds, but set a dozen horsenen galloping away in panic. Wth
their backs turned, they were easy prey as the wrmraced in pursuit.

The dragons carried the pal adins on their backs hel pl essly al ong. The
kni ghts shouted at their huge and cherished conrades, beat themw th the flats
of their weapons, or chanted prayers, trying frantically to bring the reptiles



to their senses, though nost likely they had no idea precisely what had gone
so horribly wong.

Taegan thought he did. The Rage in all its power had taken possession of
the bronzes in an instant. Because Quel sandas's magi c had nmade it so.

The Warswords had stood ready to battle the cultists, but when the bronzes,
the very foundation of their mght, turned on them it caught them conpletely
by surprise. It only took a few heartbeats for their formation to start
di sintegrating, as the humans scranbl ed desperately to di stance thensel ves
fromthe naddened wyrns.

“I'l mater, help us!" Rangri m said.

He started chanting another invocation, no doubt the m ghtiest magic at his
conmand t hough Taegan doubted even that woul d be enough to avert the
cat astrophe threatening his command. Then it was Quel sandas's turn to scream
and thrash.

"No!" the dragon whinpered, and it was profoundly strange to hear such
dread in so enornmous and mighty a creature's voice. "Not ne! He promised I'd
stay sane!"

He howl ed a second tine, and when he stopped, his green eyes burned with
denented fury. He sucked in a breath.

Taegan was still dazed, but the threat spurred himinto nmotion, and he
flung hinmself to the side. Even so, the thunderbolt struck his w ng. Agony
burned through his body, so intense he couldn't even scream just shudder in
its throes. When it subsided, to his surprise he found hinself still alive.

O hers in the path of the blast had been less fortunate and |lay black and
snoki ng on the ground.

Taegan's pinion continued to hurt fiercely, but he was too full of anger
and fear for it to balk him He lurched up and threw hinself at Quel sandas. If
t he gods were exceedingly generous, perhaps he could strike the treacherous
bronze a nortal blow before the wrms ability to spit death returned

He thrust his sword deep into Quel sandas's breast. The bronze pivoted,
nearly tearing the hilt fromhis grasp, and raked at himwith its talons. The
attack mght well have torn himto pieces if he hadn't | eaped backward. As it
was, it only mssed himby scant inches. Wen he tried to beat his wings to
| engt hen his spring, the charred one just twitched and gave hima fresh stab
of pain. Until it healed, he wouldn't be able to fly.

Quel sandas pounced after him The great jaws shot forward, spreading as
wi de and as high as the gateway into death, which swallows countless souls
every day. The elf wenched hinself to the side, and the bronze's enornous
fangs cl ashed shut on enpty air, spattering their elusive target with saliva.
The droplets bore a trace of lightning within them and crackled and stung
i ke needl es when they hit.

Taegan | unged and cut, striking for the throat. Quel sandas tw tched his
head back, and the sword nerely inflicted a shallow gash on the jagged collar
of bony plates behind the jaws and eyes. The drake bit, the avariel dodged,
then had to defend again when Quel sandas instantly followed up his with cl aws.
The bronze lifted his right forefoot high, threatening a vertical slash, then
| ashed out with the left in a horizontal stroke. Mnentarily deceived, Taegan
ducked the genuine blow with not an instant to spare.

He realized he had to make hinself harder to hit, otherw se Quel sandas was
going to rip himto pieces, probably with a single attack and nost |ikely
within the next few seconds. Dodging and retreating, cutting and thrusting
when the wyrm gave hi mthe chance, he started conjuring an enchant ment.

Quel sandas was in frenzy, quite possibly not fighting with the cunning he
woul d normal Iy display. Yet he still recognized spell casting when he sawit,
and it pronpted himto return to his initial tactic. He hopped backward, out
of reach of Taegan's blade, lifted his head, and sucked in a breath. A whiff
of ozone betrayed his intention to blast forth another flare of Iightning.
Taegan had little confidence in his ability to avoid the attack but realized
he had no alternative but to try. He held hinself ready while continuing his
i ncantation. If he dodged too soon, the bronze would sinply conpensate.



Then Quel sandas jerked, and with a deafening boom his breath burned
harm essly into the tangled branches overhead, shattering some, bringing
chunks of wood showering down, and setting sections aflame despite the danp.
Taegan was so intent on his foe that he'd nearly forgotten Rangrim and to al
appear ances, the rogue bronze had too. But the war captain was still in the
saddl e and had finally abandoned his fruitless efforts to calmhis nount by
counterspell or exhortation. He'd cast away the | ong spear that was his weapon
of choice for fighting fromthe back of such a gigantic steed, seized the
war hammer he carried as a backup, and his face contorted in mngled angui sh
and resolve, pounded it into the base of the reptile's neck, spoiling his aim

Quel sandas twi sted his head around to snap at his rider, but the posture
was plainly awkward for him and perhaps that was what gave Rangrimtine to
bl ock out the attack with his kite shield. Wen the dragon's teeth sl anmed
agai nst the barrier, they scored and dented the steel, defacing the painted
coat-of -arns. The inpact jolted the pal adin backward and made the segnents of
his plate armor clash together. But the shield nmust have carried powerful
enchantnents, for both it and its w el der survived.

Rangrimriposted with a bl ow to Quel sandas's snout.

Meanwhi | e, Taegan finished his spell, creating the sane defense he'd used
the night CGorstag di ed. Quel sandas would see himin a slightly different
position than the one he actually occupied. It mght help protect him if the
drake's keen senses of scent and hearing didn't pinpoint his |ocation even so.
It was a start, anyway. He charged Quel sandas, whose |long, |lashing tail and
stanpi ng, earth-shaking feet posed a deadly threat even when the wyrm wasn't
actually assaulting him and he cut at the creature's belly, sinultaneously
conmenci ng anot her charm

He gashed the dragon's torso tw ce before raking claws drove hi m backward
He finished the spell, and Quel sandas appeared to slow as his own perceptions
and reactions qui ckened. He attacked furiously when the bronze oriented on
Rangri m and fought defensively when the wrmreturned his attention to him
and the pal adin adopted the correspondi ng strategy.

Taegan drove his sword between Quel sandas's ribs. Wen he yanked it out
agai n, bl ood spurted, and kept rhythmcally punping forth.

A nmoment | ater, Rangrimbellowed, "Il mater!" and smashed the warhammer
down.

A vertebra audi bly cracked, and the bronze thrashed in pain.

It was hard to believe, but Taegan thought that he and Rangri m m ght
actually be on the brink of wi nning. Quel san-das started to pivot, and the
fencing master scranbled to stay on the dragon's flank, away fromthe jaws and
forefeet. The bronze flung hinmself sideways and down.

If not for the spell of quickness, Taegan woul d surely have been crushed.
As it was, he had just enough tine to recognize that his only chance of
survival lay in diving toward the dragon, inside the arc of the creature's
fall. He darted under Quel sandas, and the bronze's vast, toppling bul k crashed
to earth behind him

The avariel whirled and saw that Rangri m had been | ess fortunate. The |ord
was still in the saddle, his feet hooked in the stirrups, and Quel sandas
rolled like a gigantic hound smearing itself with some enticing scent
di scovered on the ground, grinding his longtinme human friend beneath him When
t he bronze heaved hinself to his feet, Rangrimflopped atop himlike a rag
doll, his suit of plate flattened out of shape.

Quel sandas wheel ed toward Taegan, snarled, and pounced, perhaps not quite
as ninbly as before. The elf lunged beneath the dragon's snapping jaws and
thrust his sword through lit scales arnoring the throat. The bl ade drove in
deep, and he heaved on the hilt, tearing the wound w der. Quel sandu snat ched
his head away fromthe pain, and that too served to enlarge the hurt before he
ri pped hinmself free. Bl ood gushed and splashed on the ground.

Quel sandas poi sed hinself for another attack, then faltered. Hi s sides
heaved rapidly, and air whistled in and out of a breach that hadn't existed a
nmonent before. Taepi recognized the signs of a punctured w ndpi pe. The dragon



couldn't catch his breath.

The elf sprang in, avoided a relatively clunsy talon strike, and ramed his
sword into the wrm s belly. Sparks sizzled and popped around Quel sandas's
wet, glistening fangs, and the bronze crunpled to the ground.

Taegan rushed around the enormnmous corpse to reach Rangrim Up close, a |ook
sufficed to dispel any lingering doubt that the paladin was dead. The avari el
supposed he'd al ready known that, but he had hoped he was m st aken

Nor was that the worst of it. Wien he surveyed the battlefield as a whol e,
he saw three other dead bronzes, slain in self-defense by their human conrades
as he and Rangri m had needed to kill Quel sandas. The other two had evidently
run of f, possibly chasing fleeing prey. So that particular threat was over,
but it had done all the damage necessary to turn the day into a disaster

The War swords had sustai ned heavy casualties and were in general disarray,
whereas, since they'd had the good sense to keep their distance fromthe
frenzied bronzes, contenting thenselves with shooting arrows and casting
spells at the queen's nen as targets of opportunity presented thensel ves, the
cultists and their mnions were still fresh and relatively unscathed. The
dracolich and its rider |eaped forward, |eading a wave of |oping werewol ves,
hooti ng hobgoblins, human fanatics, and black and green wyrns their foes no
| onger had any hope of w thstanding.

Sone of Rangrim s warriors sinply threw away their shields, weapons, and
any ot her object whose wei ght mght slow them down, turned tail, and bolted.
O hers tried to retreat in good order. A knight with a crinson scarf—-a |ady's
favor, evidently-knotted to his helmet bellowed for his retainers to keep
together as they galloped into the trees. A wi zard cast a spell that nmade a
band of archers fade fromview, threw blasts of fire and frost to hold back
t he advanci ng foe, then blinked fromsight hinmself an instant before a skul
dragon's acidi c spew splashed over the patch of ground where he'd been
st andi ng.

But it was hard to believe that the cool - headed bravery of such folk
actually mattered. The expedition was still routing. In a few mnutes, the
survivors, assumng there were any, would be scattered far and wi de.

A javelin plunged into the earth besi de Taegan's foot,rem nding himthat he
needed to rout just as much as the next fellow H s wounded, usel ess wing
t hr obbi ng, he ran.

The charm of haste wouldn't |ast nuch |onger, but for the nonent, it
enabl ed himto stay ahead of the charging foes. Wll, nobst of them Coarse,
gray-black fur bristling, slaver foaming fromits jaws, a femal e werewol f
| eaped in on his flank and clawed at him He pivoted, blocked the stroke with
a cut that half severed the beast-wonman's ni sshapen hand finished her with a
thrust to the heart and dashed on

Dorn and his conpani ons had rowed nost of the way toward the war galley
that was their destination before the yellow flame fl owered back on shore. The
bl aze constituted a fairly desperate diversion, the fol k of El mmod
sacrificing one of their own houses to draw the Zhents' attention. But at
least it was a decrepit, ranshackl e structure, unoccupied, Thoyanna said,
since the spinster who'd dwelled therein died of old age and influenza two
nmont hs before. Assuming the fire didn't spread, the loss would be relatively
i nsi gnificant.

Those Zhents who were still awake gathered in the bow of their vessel to
gawk at the flickering light in the darkness. They didn't seem particularly
al arnmed, and that was as Dora had expected. A fire on land didn't look |like an
attack against a ship floating at anchor in the harbor

Still, with several of the invaders peering out across the black, rippling
surface of the inlet, Dorn had to resist at inmpulse to duck down, even though
they weren't actually looking in his direction and probably coul dn't make him
out in the murk even if they did. Just as inportantly, even he couldn't hear
his sweeps creaking in the oarl ocks or swi shing through the water. Pavel's



magi ¢ muffl ed any noi se t hat

m ght ot herwi se have sounded fromthe rowboat. In theory, the I aunch should be
virtually detectable, but the Zhentarim had spellcasters, too, and it was

i mpossi ble to be sure.

He and his conpanions guided their craft into proximty with the galley's
el evated stern. Wiile the hulls bunped together, WIIl took a sturdy henp line
tied to a fisherman's heavy | ead sinker and tossed the weight upward. It was a
deft throw. The sinker |ooped the rope up over the rail and dropped back down
into the halfling' s outstretched hand.

WIIl clinbed the rope as agilely as a spider ascending a strand of webbi ng,
peeked over the gunwal e, then scranbled onto the galley's stern, out of his
conrades' view. After a nmonent, he peered back down at the rowboat and
beckoned for the others to ascend.

Dorn haul ed hinmself up next. As he clanbered aboard the warship, he exited
the bubbl e of silence Pavel had created around the |aunch. He could hear the
faint groan of stressed tinber that attended any |arge, floating vessel, even

one at rest, the snoring of the Zhents still wapped in their blankets on
deck, and the conversation of the nmen at the far end of the craft. One of them
expressed the hope that the entire village and all its inhabitants would burn.

Then the Bl ack Network could bring inits ow folk and build the kind of
outpost it truly needed fromthe ground up

Dorn gl anced over the side. Al amarayne appeared to be having trouble
scaling the rope, so he pulled it in hand over hand and dragged her up. He
hoped the noon priestess fought better than she clinbed. He was by no neans
certain of it. Not every cleric possessed Pavel's courage and combat skills.
But she, like the other village elders, had insisted on taking part in the
raid. Ezril and Thoyanna had acconpani ed Pavel and Raryn to the next galley
over.

Once he hel ped Al amarayne over the rail, the two of them hunkered down. In
their dark cloaks, they hoped to go unnoticed in the gloomor failing that be
m st aken for black-clad Zhents bundl ed up against the chill night air. Mffled
in his own inky garnments, dagger in hand but hidden inside his cape, WII
crept forward through the shadows to peer closely at the sl eepers.

The Zhents were all human, with nary a halfling anong them If any of them
so nmuch as caught a glinpse of WII, he'd surely cry out a warning to his
fellows. But the former guild thief maintained no one would spot him and Dorn
shared his confidence. Hs partner had a talent for stealth that bordered on
t he uncanny.

WIIl was | ooking for mages and Banite priests. Al three war galleys likely
carried spellcasters, and such fol k posed the greatest threat to the success
of the raid. Accordingly, the hunters hoped to neutralize them before the
Zhents even realized anything was am ss.

They m ght have managed it, too, except that they ran out of time. Wth
their small force divided into three contingents, none able to conmunicate
with the others, it was inpossible to coordinate their actions precisely, and
fromDorn's perspective, anyway, Kara attacked too soon. He couldn't yet see
her —she'd presumably flown in low fromthe north while the Zhents | ooked at
t he burning house to the south, as per the plan—but her song throbbed through
the night to cast a spell. A crashing, clattering noise drumed fromthe war
galley at the far end of the line as conjured chunks of ice pounded the vesse
and the folk thereon. Men cried out. A nonent later, a plune of Kara's bright,
crackling, lightning-laden breath swept across the deck

If she'd caught the crew by surprise, she'd quite possibly w ped them out
al ready, but the Zhents aboard the other ships realized they were in danger
Such being the case, their archers or crossbowren m ght be | ucky enough to
shoot the dragon down, but considering that they'd be |loosing their shafts at
a target possessed of natural armor hurtling through the dark, it seened
unlikely. Left to their own devices, however, w zards and priests were likely
to fare much better.

Accordingly, as one of the reavers cried for everyone to wake up, and



slunbering nen threw off their covers and reared up fromthe deck, Dorn
squi nt ed agai nst the gloom |ooking for some sign to tell himwhich of his
enem es was a spellcaster. After a nonent, he spotted a | ong-Iegged man
bearing a norningstar. The Zhent had been wearing a steel gauntlet, too, even
as he slept. He was alnost certainly a cleric of the Black Hand.
Unfortunately, he was nost of the way forward. Maybe WI| was maneuvering
close to the priest, working his way into position to strike himdown, but if
so, Dorn couldn't tell it. He'd lost sight of his small conrade when everyone
started junping up and scurryi ng about.

Dorn thought he had to try for the Banite hinsel f. Keeping his head down
and his cl oak wapped around the iron half of his body, he shoved his way
toward the bow. The confusion aided him The Zhents were too intent on armng
t hensel ves and peering at the war galley already under attack to pay much
attention to one nore dark figure pushing his way through the press.

Then, "however, one of the reavers stooped to retrieve his conical hel met
fromthe deck, chanced to glance up, and evidently discerned Dorn's netal
hal f - mask despite the obscurenent provided by his hood. The Zhent cried out in
surprise. Dorn sprang and smashed the fellow s head in with a sweep of his
iron fist.

At least he'd made it alnpst within reach of the priest before being
spotted. He took another stride, and a warrior rushed at him sw nging an axe
at his head. Dorn caught the blow on his artificial arm riposted with a punch
that drove his knuckle spikes into his foe's chest, and charged on

Two nore Zhents came at himw th broadswords. He shifted so they coul dn't
both cut at himat once, parried a slash fromthe one that still could,
hitched forward, caught hold of the reaver's extended arm jerked it out its
socket, and flung hi m aside.

The other swordsman lifted his blade, then froze. Thanks to his years with
Pavel , Dorn recognized the effect of that particular sort of clerical nagic
when he saw it. Evidently Al amarayne was useful in a fight, for wherever she
was at the nonent, she'd paral yzed the Zhent. Hopi ng she was taking care to
protect herself as well, Dorn smashed the warrior out of his way before his
mobility could return. That brought the hal f-golem face to face with the
Bani t e.

Unfortunately, the soldiers had del ayed hi mlong enough for the priest, a
thin man with a sly, foxy face, to use his magic. He swept a talismn shaped
like a clenched fist through a nystic pass, and Dorrfs guts twisted in pain
and nausea even as his nuscles cranped. At once the Banite | ashed out with his
nmor ni ngstar, which had bl ue-white sparks junping and crackling along the chain
and massive spi ked bulb of a head.

Dorn tried to block it, but his sudden illness hampered him The
nmorni ngstar slamed into the ribs on the human side of his body. H's
bri gandi ne cushioned the blow, but it could do little to stop the essence of
lightning contained in the weapon fromburning into his body. He jerked with
the pain of it, and the priest whirled the norningstar back for another sw ng.

Dorn nade a desperate grab, and despite his sickness and di zzi ness, caught
hol d of the chain before the end of the norningstar could strike him
Unfortunately, that contact alone sufficed to send nore |ightning blazing down
his metal armand into the vul nerable flesh beyond. Still, much as he needed
to, he didn't let go, lest the cleric continue bashing him Instead, forcing
his tw tching, spasm ng nuscles to obey him he jerked the Banite cl ose and
drove his knife into his heart.

Only then did Dorn drop the norningstar. That ended the shocks jolting
al ong his nerves, but not the weakness and queasi ness with which the Banite
had cursed him That would sinply have to run its course, and he'd just have
to go on fighting in spite of it.

To his relief, he didn't have another foe poised to attack himthat very
instant. In the darkness and chaos, some of the Zhents probably had yet to
real i ze foes had boarded their vessel, and thus he had a second to brace
hinself for the next flght, as well as glance about and try to assess how the



raid as a whol e was goi ng.

Back toward the stern, WI| faked a step to the right, then darted |eft,
rolled, and somersaulted to his feet. The maneuver carried himsafely past the
fangs and fiery breath of a huge, houndlike thing with glowing red eyes and
into striking distance of the plunp, bearded nan who had evidently conjured
it. WIl drove his short sword into the wizard's groin, and the Zhent went
down.

That didn't end the threat of the hell hound, which, still following its
sumoner's orders, lunged after the halfling. But before it could quite close
t he di stance, Al anarayne called out to Selune. The mace she brandi shed in the
air, its head studded with four crescent-shaped flanges, blazed with silvery
radi ance, pinpointing her |ocation. The denonic canine sinply faded away,

di sm ssed, evidently, back to the layer of the Abyss from which the nagician
had called it.

Across the harbor, Kara, her outstretched wings a slash of deeper black
agai nst the night sky, dived at the galley in the center position. No flares
of magic rose to neet her. Evidently Raryn, Pavel, and the others had
succeeded in elimnating the spellcasters onboard. She scoured the deck with a
burst of her dazzling breath.

When she finished killing the Zhents on that ship, she'd nove on to the
| ast one. Dorn and his conpanions had to hold out until she did. WII and
Al amar ayne had the advantage of being in proxinity to one another. They could
protect each other's flanks. It was Dorn's bad |luck that he'd wound up too far
away to make it practical for himto rejoin them Sick or not, he would have
to fight alone.

He put his back to the water, so the Zhents couldn't come it himfrom
behi nd, and his iron half forward to weather their blows. Judgi ng he had anple
roomto swing it, he drew his bastard sword. He just had time to cock it into
a proper guard before nore reavers assaulted him

He cl awed one Zhent's face to shreds and hacked another's |leg out from
under him By sheer luck, his iron armdeflected a sword thrust from an
opponent he hadn't even noticed slinking up on his side. He caught the bl ade
in his netal fingers, squeezed, tw sted, and broke it.

The Zhents screanmed. Dorn didn't have to | ook up to know what had terrified
them Kara was swooping at the galley, and her approach was as much a threat
to her allies as the eneny, because the kinds of attack she was using bl asted
an area and everybody caught inside it. It was the only way to slaughter the
Zhents as fast as the raiders needed to kill them

Dorn and hi s conpani ons were supposed to protect thenselves by diving for
cover. A glance around his inmrediate vicinity convinced the hal f-gol emthat
for him the best option was to swing hinmself over the side. He dropped his
sword and did precisely that, digging his talons into the gunwal e to anchor
hi nsel f. But the wood was rotten and crunbl ed. He plumeted.

He couldn't swim The weight of his iron |linbs would drag himto the
bottom When he splashed down in the cold water, he raked frantically at the
side of the galley. His claws snagged in the hull, and gasping, he heaved his
head above the surface. Over the deck, the air flickered yellow, and an
expl osion roared. Zhents shrieked, and their bodies burning, tunbled
over boar d.

Then some force or weight shoved the gall ey downward, dunking Dorn's head
in the process. For a second, he wmterrified that the vessel would continue
to float that |ow and that he wouldn't be able to clanber back into the air
bef ore he drowned, but then it bobbed upward once nore. As he coughed and
spat, a great sheet of sonething fl opped dowa over the side to hang beside
him At first, with his eyes full of water, he mstook it for a fallen sail
then realized whatil really was.

He hesitated briefly, then, making sure his talons didnt cut, caught hold
of one of the bony vanes running through the | eathery menbrane. Kara pulled up
her wi ng and heaved hi mout of the water.

Fromthe | ooks of the deck, the Zhents were all unconscious, crippled, or



dead. WIIl and Al amarayne, however, were alive. The latter had nasty gashes on
her forearm and cal f, but presumably her prayers or failing that, Pavel's,
woul d stanch the bl eeding, prevent infection, and accelerate the healing
process.

That was all Dorn had time to observe before Kara flipped her wing in sone
cunni ng way that broke his grip and sent himrolling and bounci ng down the
inclined surface to fetch up on her back

"Hang on!" she cried, and Dorn barely had tine to obey before she | eaped
of f the deck and took flight once nore.

Her wi ngs sl ashed up and down as she rapidly gained altitude. Her voice
soared, too, in another fierce yet lovely song of battle.

Dorn felt stupid with surprise. It hadn't specifically been part of the
plan that he'd help with this particular part of the raid, and the gods knew,
he'd never in his life wanted to ride afoul, cursed dragon

Yet once he collected hinmself, he had to admt, however grudgingly, that it
wasn't entirely unpl easant. Maybe it was even exhilarating, to streak al ong
hi gh above the water, his wet garments flapping in the wind. O naybe it was
Kara's singing that lifted his spirits. Bardic nmusic could do that, he knew,
tamper with a man's enotions and nake himfeel things foreign to his nature.

VWen she reached the end of a stanza, he shouted, "Raryn, Pavel, and the
ot hers!"

"Everyone's all right," she replied. "Look, we've found a patrol boat."

It was true. The vessel floated below them Wtnessing the fate of the war
gall eys, the crew of the relatively small, single-masted sail boat had deci ded
to make a run for it, but to no avail. They couldn't outdistance a dragon on
the wing, nor could the night hide themfrom Kara's senses.

They were watching for her, and when she swooped out of the southern sky,
some cowered bl ubbering or sprang overboard, but others prepared to fight. If
t hey possessed any genuinely powerful spellcasters, they nmi ght have a chance,
but Dorn was ganbling they didn't. He'd based his strategy on the notion that
all such folk woul d be based aboard the larger, nore form dabl e and i nposi ng
gal | eys.

Arrows streaked upward fromthe boat, and so did a couple of shafts of
crinmson light. Kara jerked, and Dorn was sure that the sorcerous mssiles, at

| east, had struck her. Still, it had been a relatively weak spell effect,
potent enough to kill many a human bei ng but not enough to bal k her. She
proved it by blasting a sizzling flare of breath across the deck, slaughtering
the crew and setting sails, lines, and even tinber ablaze. Kara clinbed and

rushed onward, leaving the fiery hulk in her wake.

"If we want a serviceable craft,"” she cried, "we have to take the | ast one
wi t hout burning it or smashing it to pieces.”

"1 understand" Dorn answer ed.

It only took another couple of minutes to find the second boat. Singing,
Kara plumreted through a hail of arrows. A dart pierced her dorsal surface
just in front of the place where Dorn was riding then instantly Iiquefied,
becom ng» steam ng, bubbling acid that ate away fl esh around the initial
puncture. The pain nmust have been intense, and Dorn felt* pang of pity for
her, as well as the angry desire to make her attacker pay. For the nonent,
synmpathy was all he could give. He was no heal er or priest and thus had no
means & neutralizing the corrosive agent.

Fortunately, like the bolts of magical force, the acid wasnt strong enough
to stop Kara. Nearly on top of the boat, sin spread and hamrered her wings to
sl ow her precipitoui descent just a little. She still slanmred down on the bow

so hard it nearly shoved the whole front of the boat underwater The sl anted
deck woul d make for treacherous footing but Dorn figured he'd just have to
cope. Lacking his bow or even his | ong hand-and-a-half sword, |ost when he'd
| owered hinself over the side of the galley, he had no way of reaching the
eneny if he stayed perched on Kara's back. He scranbl ed down and aft.

Zhents advanced to neet him He parried a spear thrust with his iron arm
t hen snapped his opponent's neck with a backhand blow to the jaw By that



time, a second soldier was cutting at his kidney. He pivoted, blocked that
stroke, shifted in close, and drove his knife between the Zhent's ribs. The
warrior collapsed, and Dorn stooped and appropriated his broadsword.

At which point, the deck jerked, nearly tossing the half-golemoff his
feet. The boat had |l eveled off. He didn't have to gl ance around to guess why.
Kara had returned to human form probably because she feared that otherw se,
her inmmensity woul d damage or even sink the craft.

She could still fight with her sorcery, assum ng she had any spells left.
Yet even so, she was far nore vulnerable, and it gave new hope to those Zhents
who hadn't perished or junped into the sea in dread. How ing battle cries,

t hey charged the bow, and Dorn scurried into their path.

He beheaded one with a rake of his talons and spitted another on the point
of his sword. Kara's vibrant song becane a nel ody that rem nded hi m sonehow of
a lullaby, and two nmore Zhents fell unconscious.

Then Dorn found hinself face to face with a shaven-headed man in
vol um nous, sigil-bedi zened robes who was surely the magi ci an who' d conj ured
the arrow of acid. He'd cast at |east one nore enchantnent to prepare for
fighting at close quarters. A yard-long length of crimson fire wavered from
each of his hands. Though he'd never encountered that particul ar magi c before,
Dorn was certain the flanmes woul d do at |east as nuch damage as ordi nary
bl ades should they strike their target.

He advanced as usual, leading with his nmetal side. The w zard took a
retreat, then instantly sprang forward again with a suddenness that woul d have
done any warrior credit. Perhaps he'd used magic to heighten his agility. The
fire-sword in his left hand slashed at Dorn's eyes.

The hunter jerked up his iron armjust in tine to block. Fortunately, the
solid netal stopped the seemingly insubstantial flare, even though he didn't
feel the usual shock of inpact. He riposted with a sword thrust at the Zhent's
guts.

It should have been a nortal blow, but Dorn's point glanced aside as if it
had struck plate arnmor. Sone protective spell, one that didn't generate any
telltale glinmrer of light or swirl of shadow, was evidently to blame. The
wi zard hacked with the fire-blade in his left hand.

Pain seared Dorn's ribs, and he | eaped backward. H s own speed, together
with the protection of his brigandine, were all that kept the flame from
burning into his vitals. He let his guard drop, trying to look as if the wound
had crippled him and the Zhent took the bait. He rushed in, and the
hal f - gol em pounced to nmeet him He knocked both fire-swords aside with a sweep
of his iron arm then struck hard with the broadsword.

Dorn penetrated the magician's invisible arnor. The bl ade bit deep into the
Zhent's neck, and he dropped. The half-golempivoted in time to see Kara kil
anot her reaver with her own azure darts of light. That appeared to be the | ast
of the Zhents.

"Are you all right?" the song dragon panted.

Dorn was relieved to see that she showed no signs of frenzy.

Teeth gritted against the snoldering pain of his burn, he said, "Near
enough. You?"

"The sane."

She bore the ugly mark of the acid at the juncture of ha neck and shoul der
and tiny cuts dotted the rest of her body. A nunber of arrows and quarrels
littered the deck around her dainty feet. He realized they nust be shafts that
had stuck ii her while she was in dragon shape. Fortunately, they hadn't
driven all the way through her scaly hide, and had fallen out when she'd
shifted to human form

"Some of the Zhents aren't dead," she continued. "A aren't even hurt, just
sl eepi ng. "

"They can't go free to tell what happened."”

"I know. It's just ... I"'mused to slaying creatures that pose a threat to
men, not men thenselves. | realize what the Zhents are, what god they worship,
what atrocities they commit, but..."



She shrugged.

"I"'ve had to kill a lot of people in ny tine, some when they were already
hel pl ess,"” said Dorn, seeing no point in nmentioning that he didn't
particularly relish it, either. "I'Il do it, and we'll get the boat turned
around. "

He started chucking bodi es overboard. One of the sleepers woke in his grip,
and he had to stick his claws into the wetch's heart.

NI NETEEN

13 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

The bl ack sky bl azed white, and thunder boomred, |oud enough to rattle
Taegan's teeth in his jaw, or so it seenmed. The rain hamrered down. It had
been stormng since early afternoon, and he coul dnt decide if that was bad or
good. The downpour blinded and generally hindered him but presumably it was
doing the sane thing to the creatures who were hunting himand the other
survivors of Rangrim s conpany, trying to make certain that no one would
escape to confirmthat, yes, the Cult of the Dragon had i ndeed established an
enclave in the heart of the Gray Forest.

Perhaps the rain didn't natter one way or the other, any nore than Taegan's
efforts to remain alert, stay |low, and keep noving. Except for the hot,
pul sing pain in his charred wing, his entire body was nunb with cold and
fatigue. He'd |l ong since expended all his spells. He was hungry, alone, and
unable to see the noon or stars behind their veil of clouds, blundering in
circles as like as not. It was virtually inpossible to doubt that the eneny
was going to catch him and he wondered why he didn't just sit down and wait
for the inevitable. At least it would be | ess work.

Damm you, Gorstag, he thought, did you know Quel sandas had turned traitor?
Way didn't you warn ne?

Wy didn't you do a better job of saving me? If | hadn't bled out, I could
have told you all kinds of things.

Taegan knew he was only inmagining his student's retort, but it was as if he
was actually hearing it, which nmeant that in his exhaustion, and perhaps,
fever-induced delirium he was hallucinating. It was another bad sign, another
i ndication that his inglorious end was close at hand. He hated the thought of
dying like that, stalked and slain by brutes in the wilderness. It was a
dem se fit for the primtive elf he'd once been, not the cultured quasi-hunan
he'd worked so diligently to becone.

A wol f, or sonething akin to one, howed on his right. It sounded cl ose,
but though he turned and peered, he failed to spot it. Elsewhere in the wood,
the creature's packmates answered its call. So did hobgoblins, yelling or
bl atti ng away on bugl es.

Taegan couldn't even tell which way to run. It sounded as if his foes were
all around him He picked a direction at random took a stride, then glinpsed
nmotion fromthe corner of his eye. He pivoted and raised his sword just as the
beast sprang.

His stop thrust took the attacker in the center of its furry chest,
whereupon it fell to the ground, dragging the deeply enbedded bl ade down with
it. In the dark and the rain, its | ooks were indistinguishable fromthose of a
natural wolf, but when it scramnbled backward, dragging itself off the sword,
Taegan realized it nust be a |ycanthrope going on four |egs. No ordinary
| upi ne could sustain such a hurt and continue righting.

He wondered if he had any hope whatsoever of killing it before it ripped
himapart in its slavering jaws. The enchantment had | ong since faded fromhis
sword, and for the present, he had no way of casting another. The weapon was
just a piece of steel, and at best of linmted utility agai nst phantons,
shapeshifters, and their ilk. But it was all he had.



Taegan yanked the weapon all the way free and cut at the werewol fs head
before it could recover its balance. The bl ade split skin and grated on bone,
but that didn't stop his foe. The creature snarled and |unged at him

The fencing master junped backward and extended. If the werewol f kept
rushing in, it would inpale itself once nore, so it stopped short. Taegan
feinted a thrust at its eyes then slashed at a foreleg.

He had to believe he was hurting the werewolf at least a little. The gory
wounds Taegan inflicted remai ned after he pulled back his sword. The
creature's paw was hal f-severed Yet it was still game. Holding its mainmed foot
of f the ground but scarcely |less quick than before, it started to circle
right, and he turned to keep it in front of him Instantly it spun back to the
I eft and pounced in on his flank. He slashed but only gave it a shall ow gash
he knew woul dn't stop it.

The werewol f grabbed Taegan's leg in its teeth. The pressure was agoni zi ng,
but the avariel couldn't tell if the fangs had penetrated the sturdy | eather
of his boot to pierce his flesh. The beast-thing wenched the linb out from
under the winged elf, and he fell hard on his back. The werewolf scuttled
forward over the top of him intent, perhaps, on biting out his throat.

Taegan thrust his sword into the |ycanthrope's chest, gripped the hilt with
bot h hands, and shoved with all his rapidly dw ndling strength. The action
served not nerely to arrest the werewolf s advance but to lift its jaws out of
striking range. Taegan's arns trenbled with the strain of holding the creature
al oft.

The werewol f thrashed furiously, trying to shake itself |oose, and
scrabbled at himwith its nails. It started to nelt into its beast-man shape.
Evidently it realized cl awed hands would be useful in its current situation
Most likely they'd enable it to slaughter Taegan in short order—but it never
conpleted its transformation

Taegan's point slid out of the creature's back. Its gradual passage
entirely through the torso nust have done so nuch damage than even a
| ycant hrope couldn't endure it, because the werewol f shuddered, coughed bl ood,
and went |inp.

Gaspi ng, Taegan dunped the corpse to the side, relieving hinmself of its
wei ght, then he sat up to check his leg. The werewolf s fangs had shredded his
boot and the layers of cloth inside but hadn't broken his skin, which neant he
woul dn't become a shapechanger hinself.

For a monent, Taegan felt relieved, then grinned bitterly, as he realized
what a ridicul ous concern that really was. Even if the werewol f had infected
him it would take tine for the disease to develop, and tine was one thing he
nost assuredly |l acked. His foe had called to his conrades before trying for
the kill, and he could hear them approaching despite the ceasel ess sizzling
sound of the rain. They were drawing in all around him and in his current
condition, he had no hope of fighting so many at once. He clanbered to his
feet and dragged his sword out of the werewolf. It was conceivable that he
m ght slay one or two nore adversaries before the rest overwhelned him It was
worth a try.

Of to his left, lights appeared anbng the trees. Taegan assuned they were
| anterns, since the rain would quickly douse an open flane. A hobgoblin saw
them too, and shouted to its fell ows, whereupon the points of light rapidly
receded.

Behi nd Taegan, human voices jabbered, then |ikew se drew away. On his
right, several soaked, bedraggl ed knights wal ked their destriers into view,
then, evidently realizing they'd blundered into another encounter with the
foes who'd routed themthat norning, wheel ed the war-horses around. They
shouted and dug in their spurs, demandi ng speed of the exhausted nounts for a
perilous gallop in the dark, through | ow hangi ng branches and over uneven
ground. No doubt anticipating an easy chase, werewolves bayed and raced after
t hem

In the aftermath, Taegan stood al one beneath rattling, stormtossed
branches and flaring thunderbolts. As the seconds crawl ed by, and no enem es



slunk or charged into view, he gradually realized they weren't going to.
They'd all dashed off in pursuit of nobre conspi cuous prey.

He then waited for his benefactor to appear. He was certain he had one. It
hadn't been mere coi nci dence that three separate diversions had occurred
si mul t aneously, just when he needed them nost. Tynora didn't send anyone that
much | uck

Yet even so, the creature startled him for it popped into view inmedi ately
in front of him as if it had been invisible until that instant. H s nerves
were so frazzled that he nearly stabbed at it before he caught hinself.

It was a dragon, or sonething resenbling one, no | onger than his armfrom
its toothy leer to the tip of its serpentine tail. He couldn't make out its
color in the gloom but its scales had a sparkle to themthat rem nded hi m of
Kara's iridescent sheen. As it hovered before him its wings were a glimrering
blur. As best he could determne, they were shaped nore like a butterfly's
than a bat's.

"Al'l hail Jivex," the dimnutive dragon piped, "king of the forest." He
[ aughed. "All right, not really. But | did save you, so you should at | east
t hank ne."

"l do thank—=

"You're an elf, aren't you? Wo are you? What are you doi ng here?"

"I was born an avariel, and ny name is Taegan Nightwind. | cane here with
Queen Sanmbryl's troops to destroy the hostile creatures in the wood."

Jivex grinned even wider and said, "It doesn't seemlike it's going very
wel I . Why'd you bot her? Humans and elves don't live in the Gray Forest
anynore."

Though it seened entirely good-natured, a product of sinple curiosity, the
relentl ess interrogati on nmade Taegan feel even edgier, if that was possible.

"The dastards are plotting harmto the entire ki ngdom" he said. "Now
shoul dn't we nove away from here, before the goblins and wol ves return?"

Jivex blinked and replied, "If they did come back, I'd just fool themwth
nmore illusions. That's how faerie dragons stay safe. But pitiful as you | ook
maybe | shoul d take you soneplace. Cone on." He flitted a few feet forward.
"What kind of dastardly plot is it?"

Jumping fromtopic to topic as unpredictably as Jivex darted about through
the air, the questions kept flying as the small wyrmled his new conpani on
t hrough the trees. Speaking softly lest some foe overhear, Taegan gradually
unfol ded the tale of Gorstag's murder and the subsequent struggle against the
cult much as he'd related it to Sanbryl and the pal adins, albeit in a nore
di sj oi nted fashi on.

Once he'd seem ngly absorbed the substance of it, Jivex made an angry
spitting sound.

"I don't want to Rage!"

Taegan shifted his burned wing in a futile attenpt to ease the pain and
asked, "Does the frenzy affect your kind as well?"

"We're dragons, aren't we, and |I've had my own grunpi-ness and bad dreans."

Spent, feverish, and half-delirious as he was, Taegan had to stifle a
hysterical |augh at the thought of faerie dragons trying to rampage like their
gigantic kindred, but really, it wasn't funny. No matter how tricky they were,
the small creatures would surely die by the score, by the hundred, should they
seek to wage war on humanity. If Jivex was any indication, they were a
harm ess and even benevol ent race, undeserving of such a fate.

"Well," said the avariel, "some wise folk are trying to figure out how to
avert the Rage." Wthout going into specifics about Sammaster's folio, it was
as nmuch confort as he had to offer

"Meanwhi l e, we who serve Her Majesty nmust find a way to keep the cultists
her eabouts from birthing one dracolich after another, until the land is
overrun with them | doubt your phantasns woul d keep you safe fromthem™

"You m ght be surprised,"” Jivex said. He lit on a tree trunk, clawed the
bark, pulled sonething fromthe gouge with his teeth, gulped it down, and flew
on. "But it doesn't matter."



"It doesn't?"

"Some folk might say that since the hobgoblins and werewol ves came, the
Gray Forest is already tainted, but such creatures are a part of nature. W
faerie dragons don't mind sharing the woodl ands with them unl ess they make
t hensel ves particul arly obnoxi ous. But the undead are unnatural. Just by
exi sting, they poison the earth and air. Corrupt a being as powerful and

magi cal as a wrmw th undeath, and it will becone an especially nasty
bli ght."
Taegan t hought of Pavel and Brimnmstone and said, "I have a friend who agrees

wi th you, and an acquai ntance who woul dn't."
Jivex continued with his own chain of thought: "So it's a good thing you're
an el f."

"How so?"

"Since the battle this norning, |'ve watched a | ot of human warriors
fleeing for their lives, but | didn't help them M folk are leery of nen.
Sone are all right, but sone try to kill or cage us, whereas the old stories

say the elves were our friends, until they went west."

"Which is why you decided to save ne."

"Right, and because | did, perhaps we still have a chance to stop these
cultists and w cked wrms and such.”

“I'f I can nake ny way to Lyrabar."

"Wuldn't it take a lot of time for you to reach there and fetch anot her

arny back, assumi ng your queen and lords will even consent to it? Mghtn't the
cult be even stronger by then? Maybe we can still quash it now, if the other
elves will help us."

Taegan shook his head. Perhaps his weariness, sickness, and the clattering
downpour were interfering with his hearing.

"I thought you said the elves had departed,” the avariel

He'd certainly never heard of any settlenent in the Gray Forest.

"They did, and they didn't," Jivex replied. "You'll see. | just hope
they'Il talk to one of their own. Usually they ignore ne."

It was such an opaque pronouncenent that Taegan wondered if the faerie
dragon was not nerely eccentric but genuinely mad. But perhaps it didn't
matter. Denented or not, Jivex had rescued him and he had no better plan than
to follow the reptile. At least it seened that their path had taken them far
away from any pursuers.

Though that woul d be scant consolation if he dropped dead of exhaustion
Jivex kept himtrudging until the stormfinally stopped, and the first pale
light of dawn filtered down through the canopy, revealing that the faerie
dragon's wings were a silvery color, while his scales rippled with all the
colors of the rainbow Shortly thereafter, the two conpani ons reached a circle
of towering deciduous trees with gray bark and a grayish cast to their
foliage. Taegan wondered if they were the plants that had given the forest its
nane. One thing was certain. Despite a youth spent in the heart of the
Eart hwood, he'd never seen their |ike.

"Elves," Jivex cried, "look! Here's one of your relatives."

Taegan peered about, perpl exed.

"Whom are you addressi ng?" he asked. "W're the only ones here.”

"No. They're all around us."

"Hi di ng? | nvisibl e?"

Hovering, his butterfly wi ngs a smear of gleam ng whitish blur, the faerie
dragon shook his head and replied, "They're the trees."

The fencing master sighed. That settled it. Jivex was crazy, and Taegan
hi nsel f shoul d have known better than to believe he had any chance of
receiving aid fromhis vani shed and i nconsequenti al race.

Evidently affronted by his skepticism Jivex said, "They are. Wen it was
time to | eave, sone couldn't bear to go. They turned thenselves into the gray
trees instead."”



"How i ngeni ous. "

"It just takes thema while to wake. O notice visitors. O stop thinking
big, slow tree thoughts and remenber howto talk to quick little creatures
i ke us."

"I'f you say so," Taegan said. "Wile they collect thenselves, |1'd very nmuch
like to rest. Are we relatively safe here?"

"Yes. No wicked creature can find these gl ades."

"I ama wicked creature. Just ask Lord Oiseus."

Jivex cocked his head and asked, "Wat are you sayi ng?"

"I"'mtoo weary to know nyself. Please, if you're able, stand the first
wat ch. "

Taegan unbuckl ed his sword belt then lay down on the wet ground with the
weapon ready to hand. Jivex spotted an insect in flight and flitted off in
pursuit.

At first Taegan's wi ng throbbed so badly that, exhausted as he was, he
couldn't fall asleep, a circunstance that nearly made himcry. Eventually,

t hough, when he'd all but abandoned hope of it ever happening, he slipped into
sl unber.

At first his dreanms were a junbled recapitul ation of the ordeals and
calamties of the previous day. Then he found hinself standing in the center
of the ring of gray trees once nore. H s thoughts were nore |ucid, clear
enough to recogni ze he was dreani ng

Jivex flew up, perched on a | ow hangi ng branch, and grinned.

"I told you," said the dragon

"Told me what, precisely?"

"This makes it easier for the old elves to talk to you. I'mglad they
pulled me in, too."

"I"'msorry, ny gallant friend," Taegan said, "but none of this is actually
happeni ng. Even you are a fignent. The real Jivex is off chasing bugs for his
br eakf ast."

"Hail, avariel", sonmeone said. The voice seened slow, soft, and deep, even
t hough Taegan perceived that it wasn't sound so rmuch as pure thought sonehow
resonating fromone nmnd to another. Once, we were noon elves, and thus we
claimyou as our kin. Jivex, we greet you as well, much as you' ve often
wearied us with your chatter and inexhaustible store of questions.

Taegan bel atedly realized that it was all indeed nore than a sinple dream
t hough whether the gray tress were able and willing to help himremained to be
seen. He gave them an el egant bow, though doing so hurt his w ng considerably.

"I"mpleased to nmeet you," he said. "My nane is Taegan N ghtwi nd."

"W rarely use our nanes".

For a monent, a pale face wavered inside one of the tree trunks, like a
flame shining though thick, pebbled glass.

"I't no | onger seenms necessary. Qur essences have bl ended over the
centuries, even as our spreading roots and |inbs have tangl ed"

"I see."

He didn't, really, but didn't think it would do any harmto pretend
ot herw se.

"It gives us joy to behold a winged elf. W feared the Aril-tel-quessir
extinct", another voice sounded, and another visage, fenale, gleaned briefly
behind a translucent shell of bark.

"Not quite," Taegan said. "A handful still survive."

By hiding fromthe rest of the world. Though contenptible as that existence
was, he supposed it had proved nore successful than the way of the noon el ves.
Except for nmagical trees, the latter really were gone, fromthis part of
Faerun, anyway.

For a tinme, the ghosts, if that was the right termfor them just peered at
him Taegan could feel the pressure of their scrutiny.

Then they said, "You speak of your people w thout pride"

"I'f that gives offense, you have ny abject apologies. | certainly don't
mean to inply disrespect for you or anyone w th whom you share a bond of



bl ood. But truly, we have nore inportant matters to discuss than ny manners.
Are you aware of what's happening in the forest?"

"To some degree. Sonetines it takes us time to perceive. W live at a
di fferent pace than you. Yet we're vigilant, after our fashion. That's why we
remai ned behind, to protect the wood".

Even in the dream Taegan was tired and niserable with pain, and perhaps
that was what nade it difficult to curb his tongue: "Wll, so far you' re doi ng
a splendid job of it."

"The hobgoblins were a scourge to noon elves, but neither they nor
wer ewol ves nor bl ack and green drakes pose a threat to the forest itself".
More white faces glimered inside the tree trunks. "We stayed here to shepherd
our horel and through tines of fire, blight, and drought, to bal ance forces you
cannot conpr ehend"

"Well," Jivex said, "these Cult of the Dragon humans are maki ng undeath in
the forest. They've already killed one green wrm then filled it with shadow
to walk and fly again. You care about that, | hope."

Once again, the trees remmined nute for a time, perhaps conferring with one
anot her.

Finally they said, "Tell us nore"

Taegan managed to relate his experiences despite frequent interruptions
from Jivex, who evidently regarded hinself as the central figure in the tale.

At the end, the nmaestro said, "I still intend to oppose the cult if | can,
but I'min urgent need of assistance. If | don't receive it, | don't know that
"Il even survive this wound in nmy wing."

"W have power, said the trees, but since our transformation, we've never
tried to direct it to heal a single small creature of flesh and bone. It isn't
well-suited to that, not anynmore. It could do harminstead. But we're willing
to try".

"Then pl ease do," Taegan sai d.

Faces gl owed fromthe boles of the trees, the early-norning sunlight
bri ghtened until he had to squint, and Jivex's scales fairly blazed with a
hundred vivid colors. Abruptly, agony stabbed through the avariel's pinion. He
clenched his jaw to keep fromcrying out, and all his disconforts di sappeared.

So did Jivex and the circle of gray trees. Taegan found hinself standing in
the center of a habitation the |ike of which he'd never seen

That was because it was a city and a forest at the same time. Instead of
clearing the enornous trees to erect houses in their place, the builders of
t he encl ave had by power of enchantnment coaxed themto grow into forns
suitable for their needs, with hollows in the heartwood for roons, apertures
for doors and wi ndows, sculpted ridges for staircases and bal coni es, and
broad, flat, fused linbs to provide wal kways fromone spire to the next.
Perhaps the city planners had even persuaded certain trees to pull up their
roots and shift thenselves a little, for broad avenues ran between themto
facilitate traffic at ground | evel

"Wl conme, " said a pleasant soprano voice.

Startl ed, Taegan pivoted. Beside himstood a female noon elf, or the
senbl ance of one. A head shorter than hinself, with inpish features that
contrasted oddly with a pal pable air of dignity, she had azure tresses and
sl anted turquoi se eyes flecked with gold. Her garnents were predom nantly bl ue
as well.

"This is our honme as we renmenber it. Here, I'mstill Anra, discrete in some
neasure fromthe others."
Taegan bowed and said, "It's a delight to make your acquai ntance, Lady. but

| fear | don't understand the point of this."

"W said we'd try to heal you," Ama replied. "You carry a wound of the
spirit, too, a scar of ignorance and shane."

"Are you certain? I'mtold that if anything, |I'mprone to conceit."

"Yet you regret your blood, and that dim nishes you. We'll try to relieve
you of the burden."

"That's kind, but | assure you, unnecessary. |I'maquite content with the



person | am O | wll be, if you sinply mend nmy w ng."

"We're trying. Meanwhile, walk with nme. Cone see what your kin once
acconplished. It's our gift to you."

He supposed he might as well hurmor her, particularly since he'd begged her
and the other trees for succor

"Very well, then, Lady," he said as he offered her his arm "I'mat your
service."

It soon became clear they weren't really strolling, or anyway, not nerely
sauntering fromplace to place. Rather, the magi c engendering the dreamwithin
a dream whi sked them from one vista to the next, conpressing space and time to
impart a sense of the life of the city as rapidly as possible.

Laughi ng children played tag around a gigantic oak. A craftsman crooned
charns, and an enerald grew and branched on the table before him forning
itself into an exquisite tiara. Ladies and gentlenmen danced in a
hi gh-ceil-inged hall it by floating spheres of soft white light. Farners
hi ked through the forest to gather a harvest as bountiful as any yiel ded by
human fields, provided one knew where to | ook. A priest recited an invocation
and a |l ammasu, a divine emi ssary with the body of a winged lion and the face
of a bearded saint, swooped down fromthe sky to counsel him A chorus sang a
| anent so beautiful and poignantly sad that every listener wept. Lancers in
silvery mail paraded on steeds slimrer and nore delicate-|ooking than any
horses bred by nen, while warrior maidens cantered on unicorns. It all really
was rat her marvel ous. Taegan had never dreaned el ves could create such
gr andeur.

"I'f your people possessed all this," he asked, "why would they abandon it?"
"The hobgoblins cane," Anra replied. "For nore than a hundred years, we
repel l ed them slaughtering horde after horde. But over tine they wore us down
until we were too few to resist. The survivors had to forsake their honel and

or perish.”

"It's a great pity," Taegan said, and he nmeant it.

Yet it also occurred to himthat it was additional proof that elves, even
ones as blessed with | earning and grace as the folk of the Gay Forest had
evidently been, |acked sone fundanental resiliency or essential worthiness the
human race possessed.

Per haps Anra sensed the tenor of his thoughts, for she said, "Everything
has its season, Taegan, and every season passes. One day, this Inpiltur you so
admire will fade and die as well."

"You may be right, but it won't be anytime soon if | can help it. That's
why I'mfighting." Well, he thought, that and plunder, and a second hel pi ng of
revenge. "Are you and your fellows healing ny wing?" O are you crippling it
permanent |y, Taegan asked hinself, or killing me outright?

She cocked her head and stood silently for a nonent, evidently comuning
with the other trees.

"We've done what we can," she said finally. "You can judge the results for
yoursel f when we | eave the real mof nenory."

"I inplore you, don't keep me in suspense. Return ne now. "

"As you wish."

A moment | ater, he was lying on the ground. Sonehow he could tell that the
trees had whi sked hi m back to wake-ful ness and not just another |evel of
dream Jivex crouched on top of him peering at his face. Cbviously the
spirits had roused himas well.

"Avariels are big babies," the faerie dragon sneered. "You were screaning
and thrashing around all the tine they worked on you."

"Since ny nmind was el sewhere, | can honestly disclaimany responsibility
for ny deportment. CGet off me, please."

Jivex sprang into the air. Taegan clanbered to his feet and took stock of
hi nsel f, angling his wing forward to inspect the burn. He was still tired,
hungry, stiff, and sore, but the excruciating pain that had flared every tine
he shifted the pinion was gone. The wound | ooked as if it had been healing for
tendays and doing so cleanly. He spread both w ngs, beat them experinentally,



and found them strong enough to carry himaloft. Probably he couldn't yet fly
as fast, far, or ninbly as before, but at |east he was no | onger earthbound.

Ginning, Jivex spiraled around him

"I told you they'd help,"” the reptile said.

"I ndeed you did, and |I thank all of you."

You're wel cone, said the trees. Even awake, Taegan could still hear them
t hough their silent comrunal voice seened nmuch fainter, like a nild breeze
si ghing through |l eaves. Did you likewi se profit fromyour tour of our city?

Landi ng, Taegan said, "It was very interesting."

The spirits contenplated himfor a tinme then replied, So be it. Everyone
nmust decide for hinself what to prize and what to cast away. W nerely hoped
to plant a seed.

"When | have the leisure, 1'll certainly reflect on what fair Anra showed
me. Meanwhile, | have a nilitary disaster to reverse. You and Jivex have
already saved ny life. It's presunptuous of ne to expect any further aid. Yet
if you won't tender it, the necromancers wll continue polluting your forest."

VWhat do you want us to do? Jivex asked the trees.

It was a good question, one that brought hone to Taegan the difference
bet ween a teacher of individual conbat and a war captain. He struggled to
assess the current dismal situation as Rangri mwoul d have.

"As | can't do anything alone," he said, "I have to assume a reasonabl e
nunber of the Warswords yet survive. If | could reassenble theminto an arny,
perhaps we could still strike a telling blow The problembeing that they're

scattered through mles of woodl and hiding frompursuit, and no doubt intent
on fleeing east as expeditiously as possible."

"The other faerie dragons and | could try to find them" Jivex said,
grinning, "and shield themw th our illusions as we herd themtogether."

"How many of you are there?" Taegan asked.

The small reptile hesitated before saying, "Sone."

The avariel arched an eyebrow and asked, "Could you be nore specific?"

"No," the little dragon replied. "I can't count that high. I'mjust as
smart as you, but my mind works differently."

"l understand."”

"If you're so great, let's see you nmake sone illusions."

"I said, | understand and | assure you, | regard you as an altogether
sagaci ous and wondrous creature." Taegan turned to one of the gray trees,
selecting it at random It was difficult to know where to | ook when the former
elves were all around him "Can you offer further help as well?"

Alittle, the spirits replied. Several circles ofelven trees stand in the
wood. Each can shelter sonme of your conrades until you're ready to march
agai nst the foe. Perhaps we can even call to themto lead themto safety, if
they' Il heed our whispers.

"That could be a problem" Taegan said, "getting themto trust you or the

faerie dragons, for that nmatter, but we'll sinply have to do our best. Perhaps
if you invoke nmy name, it will allay their nisgivings."

"Or," said Jivex, leering, "we'll just trick theminto headi ng where we
want themto go." He exuberantly flew through a vertical loop, as if he
t hought the desperate venture they contenpl ated would prove a nerry lark. "Is

that the plan, then?"

"Evidently," Taegan replied, and the absurdity of the statement hit hone.
"What am | saying? That can't be all. Because otherw se, even if we succeed in
reassenbling the expedition, with the casualties we endured, and the bronzes
slain or lost to frenzy, we don't have a prayer of defeating the cult."

Per haps, said the spirits, we can help a bit nore. Long before any of us
was even born, another chose to remain in the forest when by rights she shoul d
have departed, to protect the Teu-tel-quessir who were her friends. Alas, as
the centuries passed, her slunmber deepened, and it becane increasingly
difficult to rouse her. In the end, when the city fell, she didn't hear our
pl eas. But she's enjoyed a long rest since, and naybe if another elf calls
her, she'll wake one final tine.



TVEENTY,
15 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

Jivex and another of his kind—t had turned out the Gray Forest was honme to
six faerie dragons, each with its own extensive territory—+ed Taegan and a
dozen of the queen's nen skul king through the wood. Finally the reptiles
wheel ed and fl ew back to their bipedal conpanions.

"Here we are," Jivex said.

Taegan surveyed the patch of ground ahead of him If it had ever been a
careful ly shaped and tended burial nound, that time had | ong since passed. It
had no discrete edges or discernible formand had seemingly fallen in on
itself until it was scarcely higher than the surrounding earth. It even had
old maple trees growing out of it.

"Are you sure?" the nmaestro asked.

Jivex snorted and said, "Wo lives hereabouts, you or I? O course I'm
sure. "

Sir Corlas noved up beside Taegan. The cavalier's surcoat was torn and
grimy, his plate and shield battered, his destrier slain, but he still had his
lady's crinson scarf knotted to his hel net.

"I"ll post sentries,” he said, "while you begin the cerenony."

Though by no nmeans servile, Corlas's manner was respectful. It had been
di sconcerting to discover that, with Rangrimand his senior |ieutenants either
dead or at best still mssing, the Warswords regarded the duelist responsible

for their reunification as a de facto officer. Accordingly, Taegan tried to
behave as if he nerited their confidence, and to ignore the inner voice

whi spering that a war-Ieader of his meager qualifications was bound to fal
wel | short of

expect ati ons.

"It isn't a cerenmony as such," he replied. "Apparently |I sinply talk to
her, but | have no idea howlong it will take, so pickets are a sound idea."

Wth Jivex flitting al ong beside him Taegan advanced until he was standi ng
at the foot of the dil apidated nound. He drew his sword and saluted the entity
who theoretically lay sleeping before him

"Vorasaegha," he said. "My nane is Taegan Ni ghtwi nd. Your friends the noon
el ves sent nme to ask you to come forth."

Not hi ng answered except for a jay chattering in the nmeshed branches
overhead. Well, he hadn't expected it to be that easy.

"The city is gone now," he continued, "and the el ves thensel ves, much
changed. But they still revere your nenory and pray you'll help themas you
did before, to cleanse the forest of corruption. Since your time, a new evi
has come into the world. An insane w zard named Sammaster invented a way of
i nfusing dragons with the nost virulent kind of undeath..."

He pressed on, spinning the tale of the Cult of the Dragon and of his own
protracted duel with it, |ooking for any subtle sign that something under the
noi st earth with its coating of slippery rotten | eaves could hear him He
coul dn't discern one.

He concl uded by once again inploring Vorasaegha to reveal herself. Still,
not hi ng happened. He felt a crushing di sappoi ntnment.

"Louder," Jivex said.

"l beg your pardon?"

"She has dirt in her ears, and nore of it piled between you and her. Maybe
you need to yell."

Taegan smiled wyly and said, "An interesting conjecture, but | doubt
that's truly the problem'

He turned. Corlas was standing with Uhred, the wi zard who'd protected the
archers' retreat when the Warswords routed. Like the knight, the latter was a
relatively young man, but affected | ong, wheat-col ored, grandfatherly whiskers



that he probably felt nade himl ook nore the | earned and form dabl e battle
mage. It was plain fromtheir glum expressions that both humans under st ood
what had just occurred. O failed to. Still, Taegan supposed he ought to say
it anyway, for form s sake.

"I"'msorry. The creature has apparently slipped too far fromthis world and
its cares for us to sumon her back. The gray trees warned it mght be so."

Corl as unconsciously squared his shoul ders, bucking hinmself up

"Well," said the knight, "at |east we're one arny again. Maybe we can
retreat in good order, muster reinforcements in Lyrabar, and march back."

"If everyone else isn't already off fighting to the east,” Uhred said
somberly. "Still, you're right, it's the only way. Jivex, will you and your
fol k continue hel ping us conceal ourselves fromthe eneny?"

"That's it?" the faerie dragon shrilled. "You're just giving up? My kin and
| have been wasting our time on you."

"We truly will return if we can," Taegan said.

"And maybe we'll have a dozen dracoliches running around by then. Wn't
that be fun?"

Taegan | ooked at his human conpani ons and said, "Sune knows, | woul dn't

choose to flee, not if | could see any hope of avenging our fallen conrades
and smashing the cult now "

"I'n our present circunstances," Corlas said, "every mnute we can use to
di stance ourselves fromthe eneny is precious. But | suppose we can spare a
few nore. "

Ut hred made a sour face, but said, "Wy not?"

Taegan faced the nound, then on inpulse went down on his knees and set his
sword on the ground as he might lay it at the feet of the queen. Who knew, it
m ght help. He recited the sane string of pleas and explanations he'd of fered
before. By the end, his nouth was dry, and to all unaltered appearances, that
was the only thing he'd acconplished.

"That's it, then," Uhred said.

Jivex flitted up to the wizard, hovered at the right height to gl ower at
himeye to eye, and said, "You humans are a bunch of quitters."

"I cast sone divinations," Uhred said. "Once sonething powerful lay in
this ground, but now, only faint traces of its nmagic remain." He | ooked at
Taegan. "Maestro? Are you ready to go?"

"Yes," Taegan said. "No. | concede it nmakes little sense, but give nme one
| ast chance.”

"I realize," Corlas said, "that Jivex saved your life. W all owe him and
the other faerie dragons a huge debt. But we can't repay it by persisting in
an effort that's manifestly futile.”

"I know," Taegan said. "I won't deliver my entire oration a third tinme. |
just need another mnute."

The kni ght shrugged. "Do what you must." WWich was what, exactly? At first,
Taegan had no idea what to try that he hadn't attenpted twi ce already. Then
intuition, or perhaps nere desperation, pronpted him

"I nyself aman elf,” he said, and it felt strange to proclaimit w th such
fervor. "I, who sumon you. This is ny elf blood. Feel it. Snell it. Taste it.
Recogni ze it, dam you."

Taegan drew his dagger, sliced the heel of his palm and squeezed red
droplets onto the ground.

They sinmply nmade a stain, wthout glow ng, catching fire, or doing anything
el se overtly supernatural. They didn't even soak into the soil w th unusua
qui ckness. Not hing stirred.

"We'l | see you out of the wood safely,’
unaccust oned dul l ness in his voice.

"Thank you," Taegan replied. He rose and inspected the gash in his hand.
He'd sliced it fairly deeply. "W brought along a priest or paladin, didn't
we? |If he has any healing left after tending the wounded, perhaps he could
| ook at this."

"Mystra's stars!" Uthred swore, his eyes w dening.

the faerie dragon said, an



"What is it?" Taegan asked.

"Come away," the wizard said. Taegan realized that the divinatory spells
Ut hred had mentioned nust still have been altering his perceptions, revealing
phenonena ot her people couldn't see. "Cone away fromthe mound."

Taegan beat his wings and | eaped clear. Jivex whizzed after him The slight
hunp in the ground began to shake as if experiencing its own private little
eart hquake. The mapl es | ashed back and forth.

In time, the trees toppled, crashing against each other. An archer had to
scranble to keep one fromfalling on him Fissures snaked through the nmound,
splitting it into pieces. The fallen maples jolted upward and tunbl ed asi de as
the entity beneath them heaved herself into the |ight of day.

It occurred to Taegan that the process was a bit |ike a hatchling
struggling forth froman egg, but everything el se about Vorasaegha bespoke
m ght and nmaj esty. She was at | east as huge as any of the other drakes he'd
encountered. Her gl eam ng bronze scales, fromwhich the dust slid as if it had
no power to sully her, were blue-black along the edges, while her eyes shone
[ike |um nous green pearls, without visible pupils. Such details were marks of
the extrene age that only made a dragon stronger.

Still, the awe she inspired in every trenmbling observer lay in nore than
her physical appearance. Wiile plainly as solid as netal, Vorasaegha
nonet hel ess had an el usi ve but unm st akabl e uncanni ness about her. Though her
exi stence predated theirs by centuries, she m ght al nost have recreated
herself specifically to battle dracoliches, for she was their counterpart, a
wyrm who' d cheated death for benevol ent reasons instead of selfish ones.

She turned her gigantic serpentine head toward Taegan. Her radi ant gaze was
terrifying even though nothing about it conveyed hostility.

"You cal l ed ne," she runbl ed.

"Yes, MIlady."

"I didn't believe 1'd ever walk this world again. These are surely the
final hours."

Taegan took a deep breath to steady hinmself and said, "Then we'd better
nmake t hem count."

"Cone here."

Taegan wal ked to her. She | owered her head, and her forked tongue, |onger
and thicker than his arm flicked forth to swi pe across his hand. Its touch
was rough and wet, and afterward, his cut was gone.

"Now, " said the dragon, "tell me what you need of ne."

TVEENTY- ONE
16 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

It nade Dorn edgy sinply to float at anchor with the sail |owered. He
gl owered out across the purplish expanse of the Moonsea and saw t he sane
not hi ng as before.

"To Baator with this," he grow ed.

"He prom sed he'd join us," Kara said with a sigh. "Please, give hima
little longer."

"Just because we've fooled the Zhentarimup to now, that doesn't mean they
won't eventually figure out we stole one of their patrol boats. Besides, we're
wasting daylight, and we'd have to be even stupider than we evidently are to
do this after dark."

"On the other hand" said Raryn, "if we're going, we mght as well go as
strong as possible."

Hi s long hair and goatee shining particularly white in the sunlight, the
arctic dwarf sat on a coil of rope sharpening the point of his new harpoon
with a hone.

Upon reaching Thentia, the hunters had discovered that, wonder of wonders,
their partners anong the city's notley collection of wizards had been doi ng



their jobs for a change. Instead of squandering all their tine on bizarre
experiments, they'd actually enchanted sonme itens to replace the gear the
travelers tended to | ose or damage in the course of fulfilling their

conmi ssions. The mages had, for exanple, produced a new bastard sword and
qui ver of arrows for Dorn, and a new curved hornbl ade and pouch of ski procks
for WII.

Most of those weapons and pieces of arnmor were packed away. They woul dn't
hel p the hunters where they were headed. Fortunately, by runmagi ng through the
Wi zards' storerooms and scouring the marketplace, they'd managed to |ay hands
on a few inplenments that woul d.

"I"'mtired of waiting, too," said WII fromthe top of the mast. "W could
at |l east toss Pavel overboard and see what happens. Then the rest of us wll
know what to expect."

"I had a simlar thought," the priest replied, wapped in a garnent that,
out of the water, appeared to be nothing nore than a | eather cloak. "The gods
know, you' ve never been good for anything el se, but perhaps you could finally
play a useful role as chum"

The patrol boat jolted as if it had run aground on a reef or sandbar
t hough that was plainly inpossible. Dorn and his conpani ons staggered,
fighting for bal ance.

Al'l around the sail boat, beautiful nermaids |eaped into view and sonehow
pirouetted along the surface of the lake, with only the tips of their green
pi scine tails touching the waves. Then their conely faces warped into
grotesque ugliness. They puffed out their cheeks and spat prodigious jets of
wat er. Though Dorn tried to dodge, the frigid spray soaked hi m anyway.

O at least it seened to, but the next instant, he was dry, and the
mer mai ds vani shed |i ke poppi ng soap bubbles. Kara sighed |ike a nother
enduring the antics of a mschievous child and peered over the side.

"We know it's you, Chatulio," she said. "Show yourself."

A dragon with scales the netallic orange of newly minted coppers swam out
fromunder the boat, and treading water with his feet and wings, lifted his
head to peer over the side. H s blue eyes shining, he gave the bard a
gap-toot hed | eer.

"I just thought 1'd show the small folk what | can do."

Kara replied, "Thus wasting magic we nay soon need to save our lives."

"I'f you can't have a laugh, what's the use of living anyway? |ntroduce ne
to your friends."

That took a few noments then, with Chatulio | ooking on curiously, it was
time to make the final preparations. Essentially it was a matter of casting
spel I s and drinking potions. Pavel prayed for Lathander's bl essing, bol stering
the party's vigor, courage, and |luck. Kara sang a charmthat woul d enabl e her
to breathe underwater. Dorn gul ped a | ukewarm sour-tasting elixir that was
supposed to confer the sane benefit, and a sweeter one generally enployed to
give a person the power to float up into the air. Under water, it would keep
the weight of his iron Iinbs fromdraggi ng him helplessly to the bottom

Still, when he picked up his I ong spear and joi ned his conmpanions at the
side, he felt a pang of trepidation. As a child, he'd loved to swim but that
was | ong ago. Evidently sensing his anxiety, Kara touched himon the arm He
didn't know how that nmade himfeel or how to respond.

"Last one in's a three-legged tortoise," said WII.

He sprang high and sonersaulted into the water, and his conrades junped
after him

Dorn had to force hinself to stop holding his breath. The first inhalation
of water was cool in his lungs, nore substantial than air, but not
unpl easantly so. He experinentally willed his weight away, then brought it
back a bit at a tine until he achieved the neutral buoyancy that served a
swi mer best. Meanwhile, Kara swelled into dragon shape, while Pavel's cl oak
spread itself into the winged, rippling shape of a manta ray. Dorn had to peer
closely to make out the human formw thin. The hunters hoped that if they had
to fight, the disguise would give the cleric a chance to weave his magic



unnoticed by those who m ght otherw se do their utnost to disrupt the casting.

Dorn pointed at the bottom and they all swam downward around t he anchor
line, toward the spires of Northkeep

A thousand years ago, it had been the first human city on the Monsea,
until a "Dark Alliance" of giants, chromatic dragons, ores, and other hostile
creatures sacked it, then performed a nmagical rite to sink the very isle on
which it sat. As best as Pavel, Kara, and Brimstone could guess, it was the
first location Sanmaster had visited and witten about extensively, and it
certainly seemed a plausible site to harbor ancient and forgotten |ore, about
t he madness of wyrns or
anyt hi ng el se.

Yet as Dorn contenpl ated the devastation spread out bel ow him he wondered
if such a secret could possibly have survived the conflict that had broken the
ranparts, the upheaval that thrust them beneath the currents, or all the
centuries that had passed since, wapping the feet of the towers in weed and
mring themin silt. Even if it had, could seekers who | acked Sanmaster's
| evel of arcane power and knowl edge find it in a sprawling, ruinous underwater
warren or recognize it if they did?

For that matter, could they even survive the attenpt? Because Northkeep

t hough devoid of life, was still inhabited. Dozens of grisly tavern tales
agreed that the ghosts of those who' d perished in the fortress-city's defense
abi ded there still and had a brutal way with trespassers. On noonl ess nights,

they rang the bells in the tallest towers, perhaps to warn nortals away. The
sound was audible for mles across the water. Gowing up in Hillsfar, Dorn had
heard it himself, and wapped his pillow around his ears to nmuffle the eerie
tol ling.

Keeping a wary eye out for waiths and other dangers, Dorn and his
conpani ons dived |lower, toward the inposing castle-like conplex at the center
of the ravaged city. There stood the palace of the |Iord of Northkeep, the
resi dences of the dignitaries of his court, and tenples consecrated to the
gods they'd worshiped. If seemed the nost likely place to hold the secret of

t he Rage.
Battle, or the plunge to the bottom of the [ ake, had opened breaches and
fissures in many a wall, and caved in sections of roof. Descendi ng sw nrers

could enter the damaged buildings in a hundred different ways. Dorn chose to
lead his allies down into the central courtyard and view the nmansions,
fortifications, and shrines sonewhat as the living inhabitants of Northkeep
must have experienced them He hoped it would give hima sense of the place,
and that in turn would hel p himguess precisely where to start the search

It seened worth a try, anyway. But when they'd swum so | ow they could
al nost have planted their feet in the muck on the bottom and the high arched
entryways to stone bastions and graceful spires yawned all around, the world
turned black in a single instant, as if the water had changed to ink, or the
sun in the sky overhead had w nked out.

Fi ghting panic, Dorn thought he knew what was actually happeni ng. The
phant oms of Northkeep had conjured the darkness to hel p them di spose of the
i ntruders.

Dorn's spear was enchanted, and his iron armwas a magi cal weapon in its
own right. He had at | east a slimchance of defending hinself against the
dead, but only if he could see them Floating blindly in the cold nurk, he
prayed that one of his spellcasting conrades possessed a magic sufficiently
potent to wi pe the darkness away.

Time crawl ed by, neasured out by his racing heartbeats, punctuated by
uninterpretable little noises that jabbed at his nerves. Wre Kara, Pavel, and
Chatulio trying but failing to nake light, or were they dead al ready? Had the
spirits possessed the wit to strike at themfirst?

Finally brightness gl owed through the water. Spear |eveled, Dorn turned,
seeki ng the spectral nen-at-arns of |egend. They weren't there, but something
el se was. Ml evol ent dragons had given their lives to cast down Northkeep, and
their gigantic skeletons burst forth fromtheir hiding places in the silt,



stirring dirt into the water in the process. Points of red |ight burning deep
in the eye sockets of their naked skulls, the entities oriented on the
i ntruders.

Dorn was reasonably certain it wasn't a haunting in the truest sense of the
term Necromancy had ani mated the wyrm skel etons as it had the hunman corpses
serving the Cult of the Dragon in Lyrabar. Conceivably Samrmaster hinself had
laid the trap to insure that no one else would carry secrets out of Northkeep

Thanks to their own magic, Dorn and his conpani ons were no | onger sightless
and hel pl ess, but they were in serious trouble nonethel ess. Lacking vita
organs, the undead were notoriously difficult to destroy in the best of
circunmstances. It was going to be even harder enploying only such weapons and
spell s as were efficaci ous underwater.

VWeeling in the cloak that, among its other virtue, let himsw mas fast
and as ninbly as a manta ray, Pavel dodged the raking talons of a rearing
skel eton, then brandi shed his sacred anulet. A red-gold beam of Lathander's
light blazed forth and burned the creature to powder.

Anot her skeleton flung itself onto a copper dragon. The netallic drake's
body exploded into | eering clown faces, which then blinked out of existence.
Wngs stroking to propel himthrough the water, the real Chatulio appeared out
of nowhere above the undead construct and seized hold of the Iength of
vertebrae between the bony armature of its wings. He tore at the creature with
his jaws.

Ducki ng and twi sting, avoiding gnashing fangs and scrabbling claws by
i nches, Raryn thrust his harpoon at a skeletal wrms head. The point only
chi pped and scratched the bone, but while the dead thing was intent on the
dwarf, WII squirnmed between two of its ribs, and safely ensconced inside its
torso, attacked the withered liganents binding it together with his knife.

Wth her song, eerily distorted by the water but still sonehow as beauti ful
as ever, Kara conjured a block of ice into being within the rib cage of
anot her skel etal drake. The white expandi ng mass shattered the unnatural thing
into fragnents

That was as nuch as Dorn could take in before he found it necessary to
focus on his own onrushi ng opponent. The bony thing snapped at hi m and caught
his iron armin its jaws. He simultaneously wenched hinself free, breaking a
couple of its fangs, and drove his lance into an eye socket. He hoped that if
he could hit one of the points of crinson phosphorescence, maybe that woul d
kill it.

But when he pulled the spear back, the light was still snoldering at the
back of the cavity, and the skeleton was as active as ever. It reared and
slashed at himwith its talons. He caught the stroke on his netal armand so
prevented it fromripping himapart, but the sheer force slamed himdown into
the nmuck on the floor of the |ake. Blindness swall owed himonce nore as the
silt covered his face. The undead wyrm cl utched and squeezed himin its cl aws.
The left side of his body with its shell of iron could take the pressure. It
was obvious fromthe pain that the right side couldn't.

He tore frantically at the bony phalanges with his own claws until the
menbers cane apart then floundered upward out of the nud. The undead drake bit
at himthrough the nmurky water, and he punched with his knuckle spikes. The
i npact jolted himbackward but |ikew se unhinged one side of the creature's
jaw. He assumed that, mindless and lifeless, the construct didn't feel pain
any nore than he felt it in his metal l|inbs, but some reflex nade it snatch
its head back anyway.

That gave Dorn an opening. He flung hinself in close and cl awed at the base
of its long, fleshless neck. The spinal columm broke apart, scattering |oose
vertebrae wi de as dinner plates, and the skeletal drake's head tunbl ed away
fromthe rest of it. The body coll apsed, nore bones separating or tw sting
into ankward rel ationships to reduce it to an inert and neani ngl ess junble.

Dorn turned, seeking the next threat. Hs first chaotic inpression was that
whil e they had nore skeletons to dispatch, he and his conrades were hol di ng
their own. Then Kara's song swelled. Even if, perchance, she wasn't using sone



esoteric or occult |anguage, he had no hope of conprehending the words. The
wat er robbed them of sense. But sonmehow they conveyed an urgency that made him
cast frantically about.

The warning didn't help as much as Kara nust have hoped. Wen Dorn turned
hinself into the right attitude, the creature was already striking at him

The thing was huge as a wrm and resenbl ed the dragons he'd encountered in
certain respects, yet it was nothing he'd ever seen or even heard reports of
hitherto. In its essence, it was a col ossal serpent with dark, sliny scales,
yet possessed of stunted wings and |egs, far too small to enable it to wal k or
fly, but useful, perhaps, when it swam Its long tail split into two withing,
whi pl i ke appendages, which it lashed at its target. A man couldn't effectively
swing a flail or even a sword at the bottomof a | ake. The water offered too
much resistance. But the drake was so prodigiously strong that it suffered no
such limtation

Dorn tried to dodge and shield flesh with iron, but surprise and the water
cost hima critical nonment, and he knew with a sickening certainty that the
beast was going to strike hima solid, perhaps |lethal blow. Then Kara | unged
bet ween the human and the aquatic wrm Its tail struck her instead.

Evidently the tips of the appendage were as sharp as bl ades, for they split
her shimering hide, then sliced deeper as it pulled themalong in a w cked,
drawi ng cut. Twin clouds of blood billowed forth, nmixing with the nuddy wat er
to make it even nore difficult to see.

Kara snapped at the water dragon. It twi sted clear of the attack, then
instantly | ashed her again. She convul sed at the shock. The aquatic wrm
coiled around her like a python, then proceeded to constrict, bite, and sl ash
at her at the same tinme. She kept trying to fight back, but her foe cl asped
her so tightly that it was inmpossible for her to strike a telling bl ow

Enraged, Dorn kicked forward, but the wrmwas cunning. It had, after all
wai ted for the newconers to focus their attention on the skel etons before
attenpting a surprise attack. Perhaps it had even manufactured the initial
darkness. At any rate, it saw no reason to allow a second foe to jab and cl aw
at it before it finished with the first. Aflick of the forked tail sufficed
to shoot it several yards out of reach

Wshing that he'd clainmed the manta ray garnent for hinself, Dorn |abored
after the creature through water that tasted of dirt and Kara's bl ood. Perhaps
anmused by his pursuit, the dark-scaled wrmlet himclose al nost into spear
range before w dening the distance once again. As far as the human could tell,
the trivial exertion in no way sl ackened the serpent's grip or otherw se
hi ndered its efforts to kill the song dragon. Kara's struggles grew weaker by
the second. A wing and hind I eg protruded fromher adversary's slimy coils at
odd ankl es, manifestly dislocated or broken.

Dorn realized he couldn't swimfast enough to overtake the huge,
yel | ow eyed snake thing until the latter decided to permt it, not without
hel p, anyway. He peered through the cloudy, filthy water. His friends were
still battling skeletons, fighting so hard they m ght not even have noticed
the water drake and surely couldn't break away to confront it even if they
had.

O so it seened. But then Chatulio, hard-pressed though he was by a pair of
enor nous undead wyrns, spun away fromtheir gnashing fangs and raking tal ons
to peer across the battlefield at Kara's captor. A mass of scuttling crabs
abruptly appeared on the aquatic drake's head and the uppermpst section of its
body, where they started pinching and picking away with their claws.

Mad as a hound covered in stinging ants, the dark drake convul sed and bent
its body in a circle, swatting at its own throat and skull to dislodge the
crustaceans. It maintained its death grip on its feebly squirning captive, but
evidently forgot about Dorn, for it finally let himsw mclose enough to
strike.

The hal f-gol em drove his spear twice into the coils of scaly mnuscle
gripping Kara. The dark wyrm s body tw sted, whipping its head into position
to bite. Though raw little pockmarks freckled its mask, it didn't have crabs



worrying it anynore. Either the skel etons had shaken Chatulio's concentration
and so put an end to his magic, or the aquatic dragon had rid itself of the
harassment in sonme other way. It struck. Dorn ducked under the attack, then
sank his talons into a patch of the sliny, scaly hide behind its jaws.

What ever el se happened, the filthy thing wasn't going to retreat beyond his
reach. Dorn drove his spear into the underside of its throat.

Its neck swelled, and its jaws opened wide. Evidently it truly was sone
sort of dragon, for it was unleashing a breath weapon. In air, the exhal ation
m ght have | eaped forth in the usual cone or streak. Underwater, a dirty stain
billowed in all directions.

Its touch made Dorn's mind turn slack and dull, so that all its
contents—+age, fear, his very awareness of what was happeni ng—threatened to
slip away. He cl anped down on them resisting the stupefying effect with al
his will, and at that sane instant, the wyrm snapped its head in an arc.

The sudden jerk nearly shook Dorn | oose. It did make himfunble his grip on
the spear, which slipped fromhis grasp. H's iron hand was the best weapon
remaining to him which neant he needed to hang on with the other one to free
it up. He prayed his human fingers were strong enough to keep hi m anchored.

Dorn ripped at the serpent's scales and the neat beneath. It breathed, and
the murk diffusing through the water burned the hal f-golenm s skin.

Acid, he thought, clenching hinself against the pain, squinting in the hope
that the stuff wouldn't sear his eyes out.

He found a spot that, when attacked, nade the water wyrm convul se—a
vul nerabl e pl ace, maybe a particularly sensitive cluster of nerves. Dorn
clawed it furiously, and the huge creature slashed at himwith its tai
bl ades. He twi sted and caught the stroke on his iron half. The inpact jolted
hi m but couldn't cut through the arnor.

The dragon swung its tail back for another blow, and though he coul dn't
have expl ai ned how, Dorn understood what could happen next if he was strong,
qui ck, and skillful enough to make it happen. It was a sort of fighter's
intuition that sonetines spoke when he needed it nost, an instinct he'd first
di scovered in the arena.

He cl awed sone nore. The creature's pain needed to be constant and
unbearable. It whipped its tail at him and he flung hinmself clear of its
body. If his timng was off, or he failed to push off with sufficient agility,
the blow would hit him and alnost certainly cleave flesh. Even if he survived
that by releasing his grip, he' d given up the only advantage he possessed. |If
his trick failed, it was unlikely the wrm woul d gi ve hi mthe chance to hurt
it any further.

But the ploy worked. Frantic, maybe spastic with pain, the serpent slashed
the tail blades deep into its own throat, half-severing the amber-eyed head.
Its blood streanming upward |i ke snmoke from some great fire, it drifted toward
t he bottom

Dorn pulled at its coils but couldn't | oosen them Then something cut off
t he sunlight shining down fromthe surface, casting himinto shadow. Certain
some new horror had arrived to nenace him he | ooked up. Bearing several bite
and cl aw wounds al ong his flanks, Chatulio swam above him The copper used his
talons to pry the notionless Kara from her bonds.

By the time Chatulio finished, the rest of their conrades had gathered
around. Each was wounded, even Pavel, who, in the manta cl oak, had seened to
have t he best chance of escaping injury. Heedl ess of the blood | eaking from
his own gashed | eg, his handsome face grave and intent, he set about the
busi ness of trying to save Kara's life. The water garbled his words in a way
that, in other circunstances, m ght have seened comical. Dorn could only hope
Lat hander still understood the prayers.

The priest's hands shone with rich golden light. Then, at the tops of the
ravaged towers rising throughout the city, bells began to toll. Strangely, the
water didn't nmuffle or warp that sound in the slightest.

No, Dorn thought. It isn't fair that this shoul d happen when we've just
finished a fight, when we're hurt and exhausted and have al ready expended a



goodly portion of our magic. It doesn't even nmake sense. Wiy is it the waiths
never attacked the skel etal dragons or that gigantic serpent?

Maybe Sanmaster has a way of suppressing the phantons, he continued to
muse, a forbiddance that lost its power with the dem se of his agents. Maybe
the spirits had no objection to letting other entities defend their domain for
them or perhaps those dead things reserve their spite for the living.

Dorn supposed that ultimately, the reason didn't matter. The only thing
that did was that, at the worst possible noment, the ghosts of Northkeep were
com ng forth.

Taegan crept through the canopy, stalking fromone branch to the next,
peering. Jivex flew close at hand. The faerie dragon was invisible, but at
certain monents, Taegan could hear the flutter of his wings or catch the
| eathery tang of his reptilian scent.

They were hunting pickets. Wile the queen's nmen regrouped, Taegan had
managed to | ocate the cultists' stronghold, and he and his conrades hoped to
take the eneny unaware. As best they could judge, Sanmaster's m nions didn't
expect an assault. They imagi ned that any surviving Warswords had fled the
Gray Forest in disarray. Mreover, the expedition's spellcasters, working in
concert with the faerie dragons, could nmask the entire conmpany in illusion
Thus, a surprise attack seened feasible.

But only if someone first elimnated the sentries the cult had posted
around their citadel. Oherw se, one of the guards was bound to discern
somet hing am ss. Taegan and Jivex's ability to nove stealthily through the
foliage, above the eye line of the average picket, made them good choi ces for
the task.

Taegan spotted a pair of hobgoblin warriors on the ground ahead. Evidently
their kind kept watch by day, while the werewol ves took over the duty after
dark. The goblinkin with the thick russet hair on its hide stood idly
fingering its bul bous blue nose. The sl ate-colored one squatted staring at the
ground. After a nmonent, Taegan perceived that the creature had stirred an
anthill with the dirty dagger still in his hand and was watching the insects
scurry around.

"I"ll take the red one," Taegan whi spered. "You take the gray."

"There are just the pair," Jivex replied. H's hushed, reedy voice and
tickling breath came right into the avariel's ear. Taegan was so startled, he
nearly junped and reveal ed his presence to the hobgoblins. "If you're going to
deal with the red, then of course | have the gray."

"It's gratifying to discover you can at |east count as high as two."

Jivex gave an affronted sniff and Taegan skul ked forward. Presumably Jivex
was doi ng the sane. The fencing teacher maneuvered around behind the
hobgobl i ns then sprang to the ground, spreading his w ngs just enough to
i nsure a safe | andi ng.

He was still trying to be quiet, but the hul king goblinkin with the
rust-col ored hair sensed himanyway. As it pivoted, it poised its round wooden
shield in a nmiddle guard and lifted its spear for a thrust.

Its defensive posture wasn't enough to save it. Taegan had used bl adesong
to heighten his strength and agility and sharpen his sword to a supernatura
keenness, and it was sinplicity itself to stab over the top of the targe and
drive his blade conpletely through the creature's skull. The hobgoblin
col | apsed.

As he jerked his weapon free, Taegan | ooked around to see if Jivex needed
hel p. Evidently not. Hs invisibility forfeited in the act of attacking,
scales rippling with rai nbows, the faerie dragon clung between the gray
hobgobl i n's shoul der bl ades, biting and tearing. Blood spurted fromthe torn
arteries in the warrior's neck. The goblinkin tried to scream yet only
managed a soft gurgling before it fell

Taegan smiled wyly. Jivex's small size and inpish, alnmost childlike
deneanor had initially led himto assume that faerie dragons were peacef ul



creatures dependent solely on trickery for self-protection. It had been nmildly
di sconcerting to find out they could fight as savagely as panthers when
necessary.

Jivex spat out a nouthful of gore and said, "That tastes disgusting.
ought to get a sword. Should we | ook for nore guards?”

"No. We're only a stone's throw away fromthe stronghold itself. | doubt
t hey have pickets posted any closer in."

Taegan dragged the corpses into a patch of brush and kicked old rotten
| eaves over the blood they'd shed. Wth luck, it would keep any casua
passerby from di scovering them Then he and Jivex skul ked back to the place
where many of their conrades waited. Once they reported their success, they
had nothing to do but wait for the others perform ng the sane chore to do
i kew se.

Taegan drifted over to Vorasaegha, who was turning her huge bronze head
this way and that like a traveler in an exotic |and.

"The worl d seens so strange," she runbled, "like a dream | dwelled here
for nore than a thousand years, but still, |'ve been gone so long...."

Taegan mstrusted the fey, abstracted note in the bronze's voice.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

Her enerald eyes blinked and she said, "Wat? Yes,fine."

"I"'mrelieved to hear it, because Sune knows, we need you."

"Perhaps," Vorasaegha said. "But in the old days, the elves were mghty
fighters in their owmn ri—=

U hred scurried up to them The nage's |long, yell ow brown beard was matted
and tangled after his days of living rough, bereft, apparently, of a conb.

"Everyone's back," he reported, "and we killed all the sentries. Are you
ready, Lady?"

"Yes," Vorasaegha said.

She, Jivex, Uthred, and the others who commanded the proper magi c assenbl ed
to coll aborate on the ritual that would conceal the entire conpany.

Meanwhi | e, the men-at-arns gave their weapons and arnmor a final check, and
priests prayed for the blessing of Ilmater, Selune, and the rest of Inpiltur's
beneficent gods. A subtle shinmrer spread through the air. Wen it passed,
Taegan could still see his conrades perfectly well, as was necessary if they
were to advance in an orderly fashion. But supposedly no hostile eye could
glinpse them

Their officers formed themup then led them forward through the trees.
Their progress made a certain amount of noise. The wi zards and clerics had
deenmed it best not to wap the conpany in nmagical silence, lest it hanper
further spellcasting once conbat began, and Taegan wi nced at every creak of
| eather, clink of mail, or rattling branch. Still, he felt they were advancing
about as quietly as a sizable force could, and they reached their destination
wi t hout incident, spreading out to assault it on three sides.

The stronghold stood in a bare wound in the nidst of the wood, where either
wi zardry or the strength of dragons had torn the trees fromthe earth to nake
a space for it. Sonme of the uprooted giants still littered the ground, perhaps
to hinder the advance of an attacking force. Others had likely gone to feed
the cultists' fires, or make them furniture.

At the center of the clearing rose a citadel so rough and irregular in form
that one could alnost mistake it for a natural rock formation. Sanmmaster had
evidently conjured masses of ruddy sandstone up out of the ground then crudely
scul pted theminto walls and keeps. The result |acked any senbl ance of grace
but | ooked dauntingly defensible.

Taegan and his conpanions halted at the edge of the trees that were stil
standi ng. Archers nocked arrows. Uthred and anot her nagician floated up into
the air, achieving the height necessary to hurl attack spells over the top of
the ranparts at targets inside. Vorasaegha stared at the stronghold and
whi spered under her breath, while Taegan shrouded his body in blur

A paladin raised his sword then swept it toward the ground. The arrows
flew, and hobgoblins on the battlements fell. An instant later, shafts hurtled



fromthe east and west as well. Thunder cracked, and streaks of |ightning
burned through the air. Blasts of fire exploded inside the citadel, tongues of
yel low fl ame | eapi ng so high they showed above the top of the wall.

It seened a prom sing beginning. Taegan reflected that in its essentials,
war truly did have a fair anopunt in conmon with a duel between single
opponents. |If one arny surprised the other, the former enjoyed a considerable
advant age.

Still, not everything was proceeding as the queen's nmen had hoped.
Respondi ng to Vorasaegha's incantation, a section of castle wall wavered and
became semitransparent, revealing the murky shape of a wrmon the other side.
A hobgoblin on the battlements sank into the stone wal kway beneath his feet as
if it was quicksand. Then, however, the wall becane opaque and solid again,
trappi ng and crushing the shrieking creature's | egs. Sanmaster's magi ¢ was
evidently stronger than the guardi an bronze's, and she coul dn't unnake an
object he'd conjured into being.

Vor asaegha roared and charged into the open, toward the high gates that
were |ikew se slabs of sandstone, apparently intent on battering them down by
brute force. Knights and nmen-at-arns charged in her wake, sonme carrying
crudely fashioned siege | adders. Taegan and Jivex raced along with them The
avariel wasn't yet willing to fly. He feared it woul d make hi mtoo conspi cuous
a target. But by beating his wings, he covered the ground in Iong | eaps that
kept himat the forefront of the charge. Meanwhile, arcanists and archers shot
over the heads of their conrades at their foes within the fortress.

Roaring, batlike wings rattling and eclipsing broad swaths of sky, black
and green dragons soared up fromwi thin the castle, and even pal adins faltered
at the terror of it. Vorasaegha reared, spat |ightning, and engulfed in the
dazzling flare, a skull wrmburned and crashed to the ground. A wi zard—Jaegan
didn't see who—attacked a green with cold, encrusting its flank in frost. It
wasn't enough to kill the reptile, but it hissed in pain and wobbled crazily
in flight. Heartened, the Warswords drove on

Into the Abyss, or a fair approximation of it. In the nmad confusion of the
nmonent, Taegan couldn't even tell how many dragons the cult had | eft—at | east
hal f a dozen, he thought—-but several opted to defend the approach to the gate,
clawi ng, biting, squashing men with their sheer bul k, spew ng poi son and
casting spells. Individually, none of the chromatic drakes was a match for
Vor asaegha, but no matter how furiously she fought, she couldn't aid all her
allies at the same tinme. Some of themsinply had to fend for thensel ves.

A green wyrm swooped and spat corrosive funmes. Taegan di ved out of the way,
and the gas only stung his eyes and skin and made hi m cough. Jivex al so nmade
it clear. Several nen were |less fortunate. They coll apsed, skins blistered,
lungs rotting in their chests.

Wth a ground-shaking thunp, the dragon set down to finish off anyone who
still lived. A paladin of Ilmater lurched up fromthe earth and the charred,
dead horse he'd been riding, rasped out the name of his god, and hacked at the
green's mask with his greatsword.

The bl ade bit deep. Though still coughing painfully and uncontroll ably,
clumsy with it, Taegan rushed forward to help the knight. The dragon cl awed,
tore away part of the paladin's plate arnor, and ripped bloody furrows in the
fl esh beneath. The knight riposted with another stroke that cut deeply and
split the wrms left eye. The dragon roared and spewed greeni sh-yell ow vapor
Unabl e to weat her a second such assault, the human col |l apsed.

Hating the green, and hinself for reaching it a heartbeat too late to aid
t he pal adin, Taegan thrust his sword into its chest. It started to whirl in
his direction, and he took a chance and stabbed agai n before | eapi ng back.

The ganbl e paid off. The pal adin had al ready sorely wounded the wrm and
Taegan's second thrust either killed it or at least stole the strength from
its linmbs. It fell on its side, and he gave it three nore stabs, trying to
make sure it was really was out of action. Jivex lit on its snout and cl aned
away its remaining eye

Taegan cast about, trying to determne what to do next. It was hard to



tell. Dragons and humans were still fighting alnmst within sword' s reach. But
maybe, just maybe, Vora-saegha and his other conrades were hol ding their own,
and their struggle was only one part of the battle. To win, the Warswords
needed to penetrate the castle, and so far, it didn't ook as if that was
happeni ng. Though the queen's men had hit hard at the start of the fight, the
cult had plenty of mnions and had succeeded in positioning many of them atop
the walls. There, with the advantage of the high ground and the crudely shaped
battl ements to shield them they'd thus far succeeded in keeping any of
Sanbryl's troops fromclinbing up to their level and surviving for any |ength
of time.

Scranbl i ng back froma bl ack drake's lashing tail that m ght otherw se have
broken his | egs, Taegan wheezed-his lungs were still sore, curse it—Conjure
nore protection if you can!"

He used bl adesong to sheathe his linbs in invisible arnmor—aei ghtl ess,

i nperceptible to a casual touch, yet resistant to cuts and bl ows—and to nake
hi nsel f so unnaturally fast that the rest of the world seened to slowto a
craw .

Jivex faded from view

Taegan made sure no drake was hovering directly overhead, ready to rip him
to bits of bloody nmeat and | oose feathers, then he spread his pinions and flew
at the top of the battlements. Presumably Jivex was speeding at his side.
Arrows and javelins hurtled at the avariel, but they either m ssed or glanced
off his shell of enchantnent.

Two hobgoblins and a werewol f in beast-man form poi sed thenmsel ves to repe
him He knocked a pair of stabbing spear points aside with a sweeping parry,

t hen di spatched one of the goblinoids with a chest cut. Snarling, the
shapechanger lunged and raked at himwth its claws. Dodging the stroke, he
grabbed the |ycanthrope by the wist, flew backward with abeat of his wi ngs,
dragged it forward over the ranparts, and |let go. The plumet to the ground
m ght not kill a werewol f, but at least it got the brute out of Taegan's way.

The remai ni ng hobgoblin aimed his |ance for a second thrust, and Jivex
appeared right in front of himand puffed sparkling vapor into his face. The
brutish warrior smled blissfully, stupidly, and was still smiling when Taegan
shoved himoff the wall walk to crash down in the castle courtyard.

The fencing master |lit on the el evated path and pivoted to confront the
foes already driving in fromthe right. Jivex hovered at his back to neet the
ones on the left.

Taegan's adversaries pressed himhard. Still, occasionally, after he killed
one, it took the next a fraction of a second to scranble forward to engage
him Wth his accelerated reactions, that gave himenough time to gl ance over
hi s shoul der and see how Jivex was faring. Thus, he glinpsed the second plune
of euphori a-inducing breath that neutralized several foes at once, the
m nd-al tering charmthat persuaded a werewolf to change sides until its own
packmates ripped it apart, and the gigantic eagle that flew down fromthe sky
to harry the cultists.

Bot h Taegan and the faerie dragon were staying alive and holding their
position. The avariel doubted they could do it for long, but luckily that
wasn't necessary. Some of the Warswords had spotted them The humans pl ant ed
their scaling | adders below the length of wall walk their allies had cleared
of the eneny, then scranbl ed upward.

Once he thought that enough nmen had reached the battlements, Taegan
shout ed, "The gates!"

Wt hout even glancing to see who besides Jivex was ready to follow, or if
folk without wings yet had a clear path on which to descend, he | eaped down
into the courtyard. Perhaps it was mad to charge on in advance of his conrades
yet again, but his blood was up, and it felt right.

VWen he reached ground level, a werewolf in its four-Ilegged guise pounced
at him and he spitted it on his sword. H's blade was still stuck in it when a
t awny- hai red hobgoblin bell owed and charged himwi th a spear. He sidestepped
the attack and tripped the brutish warrior as it blundered by. It recovered



its balance and whirled around just in time to receive a slash to the belly.
Cutching the wound to keep its guts fromspilling out, it crunpled to its
knees. Meanwhil e, Jivex dazed a few of its fellows with another puff of
sparkling breath.

The attackers scranmbled onward toward the massive, asymetrical stone
| eaves, the gigantic tinber that barred them and the contrivance of
wi ndl asses, chains, pulleys, and counterwei ghts evidently needed to swi ng them
on their hinges. Then, somehow, Taegan abruptly sensed a presence so vile, so
overwhel ming, that it stopped himin his tracks then dragged himaround to
face it. Silver-white wings flickering, Jivex also wheeled, prey to the sane
conpul si on.

Trenbl i ng, heart poundi ng, Taegan belatedly recalled how the cultists in
Lyrabar had liked their underground crypts. Evidently their counterparts in
the forest had dug out their own burrows, where, perhaps, they wove their
foul est magic in the perpetual dark. In any case, a ranp |eading down into the
earth descended into shadow in the mddle of the courtyard—aybe it had been
there all along, veiled in illusion, or maybe a charm had just then opened
it—permtting the dracolich to slither forth into the Iight of day.

It stank like carrion, and its withered green hide bore patches of black

wet rot. It was plainly a dead thing, like the zonbi es Taegan had fought in
Lyrabar, but infinitely nore terrible. Wiere they had | urched and shanbl ed
awkwardly, it, for all its hugeness, prowed like a hunting cat. The zonbies

ashen faces had been slack and m ndl ess, but the dracolich's sunken yell ow
eyes burned with an intelligence as keen as it was cruel

Taegan had known since the previous battle that the cult had al ready
created a dracolich, but he'd dared to hope that some of his allies had
al ready engaged and destroyed the thing. No such luck. It had sat out the
first mnutes of the fight, but evidently it meant to purge the fortress of
i ntruders. Sone of the humans on the ranparts nmpaned or wailed at the sight of
it. The hobgoblins and werewol ves rai sed a savage cheer and hurled thensel ves
at the queen's nen with renewed ferocity.

The undead green took a stride toward Taegan. Shouting, he broke through
the dread that had unmanned him not banishing it utterly—for how could anyone
| ook at the dracolich and not know fear?—but at |east conpressing it into
somet hing that didn't reach into and strangle the part of himthat knew how to
fight. He canme on guard and only then recalled Rangrim s warning: Don't mneet
its gaze, and you'll be all right.

The nmenory canme back to himtoo late. He already had | ooked into its
| um nous eyes, and he froze once nore—but not out of fear. Sone supernatura
power made his nuscles clench and | ock. At his side, something thunped on the
ground. He couldn't turn his head to see what, but after a monent, realized it
must have been Jivex. The faerie dragon was paral yzed too, and unable to beat
his wings, he had fallen fromthe air.

Taking its time, the dracolich stal ked cl oser

"Did you actually think you were wi nning?" it asked. "Nothing you and your
humans have done neans anything. You could kill every one of ny slaves, and it
woul dn't matter. |I'm strong enough to wi pe out the lot of you, all by nyself.
["lI'l show you just how easily small folk die."

It reared, evidently preparing to breathe. Wrewol ves and hobgoblins
scranbl ed, distancing thenselves from Taegan and Ji vex. Then a shadow swept
across the courtyard.

The dracolich | ooked up and spat its acidic fumes into the air. An instant
| ater, a beam of scarlet |ight spat down and burned through the creature's
torso. It roared, and Vora-saegha dived out of the sky and plunged her tal ons
into its body.

The two col ossal wyrns grappled, and intertw ned, rolled back and forth
across the courtyard, tearing at one another with fang and claw. Sone of the
wer ewol ves, hobgoblins, and cultists failed to scurry out of the way in tine,
and the dragons crushed themto jelly, perhaps w thout even noticing they were
there. Sonetimes the reptiles slamred into one of the walls, and the jolt



knocked other folk toppling off the battlenents. Taegan wondered how long it
woul d be before the dragons smashed down on top of Jivex and him

The struggl e between the two drakes so pounded at the senses that it took
the avariel a few seconds to notice the flying orb, a thing Iike a disenbodi ed
eye, flitting around the periphery of the battle. It seened to be sonething
Vor asaegha had conjured into existence, for it assaulted the dracolich wth
one magical effect after another, just as, apparently, it had first discharged
the crimson | ance of heat. An orange beam spattered the undead green's flesh
wi th steam ng, snoking acid. A yellow one becane jagged, crackling |ightning,
whi ch seened to do it no harm A blue beammade it falter for a second—which
al | owed Vorasaegha to score with a couple deep claw sl ashes—and sent a
grayness rippling through its scales. Then its natural color and agility
ret ur ned.

As the fight proceeded, both wyrns suffered enornous, ghastly wounds, but
per haps Vorasaegha was faring better than her opponent. She was even huger and
presumably stronger, and the floating eye gave her another advantage. She
broke free of the dracolich's coils, slammed it onto its back, and crouched on
its torso. Her forefeet pinned it in
pl ace while the hind ones raked away chunks of decaying flesh. She opened her
jaws to bite. Then the undead green | aughed, and she hesitated, not

par al yzed—her wi ngs were still flapping, her hind talons ripping a little—but
rattl ed sonehow. Wthout her will directing it, the hovering orb stopped
shooti ng magi c.

"I know you," the dracolich said.

"No, " she said.

"But | do, Vorasaegha, and you're even deader than | am You no | onger
belong in this world, and you know it. You feel the wongness of it in every
breath you take."

"l return when the elves need ne."

"The el ves are no nore, your pact is ended, and the quarrels of this
|atter-day world are none of your affair. Return to your rightful place,
spirit. Return to your rest."

She won't do it, Taegan thought. She doesn't have to. The dracolich didn't
throw a spell on her or anything. It just talked to her

Certainly he had the feeling that Vorasaegha didn't want to abandon the
fight. She shook her head and gripped the undead green's hide as if to anchor
herself to the world of the living. Yet she faded, dw ndled, and finally
shattered into a drift of dust and chips of bone.

The dracolich rolled to its feet and pivoted toward Taegan

"Now," it said, "where were we?"

TVENTY- TWO,
16- 22 Tarsakh, the Year of Rogue Dragons

As the bells tolled, the water darkened once nore, though the bl ackness
wasn't absolute. Dorn could still see his exhausted, wounded conrades, and in
fact, it was easy to spot the ghosts of Northkeep. Stal king from doorways or
sinmply materializing above the layer of silt fouling the courtyard, the
spectral nen-at-arnms glowed with their own pale inner light.

In those first nonments, Dorn couldn't tell how many there were. Dozens,
certainly. Maybe hundreds. He turned to Pavel, who, wapped in his manta ray
cl oak, his hands shining with red-gold light, was still laboring to
resuscitate the torn and mangl ed Kara. The priest shook his head, signaling
that, though Lat hander granted his vicars special powers versus the undead,
he'd al ready expended his daily ration in the fight against the skel etal
dragons. He had nothing left to repel waiths.

dimering, translucent swords and spears |evel ed, the phantons encircled
the intruders. Chatulio jerked his head, notioning for his conrades to swim



upward. The copper drake evidently nmeant to cover their retreat.

Even if it would work, it neant abandoni ng both Chatulio and Kara. And Dorn
didn't think it would work anyway. The ghosts would cut off those who sought
to flee. The explorers in their current depleted condition couldn't hope to
stand against so many terrible foes.

Dorn could only think of one thing that seened worth trying. He gestured
for his conrades to stay where they were and do nothing. Then, his hands
rai sed to indicate peaceful intentions, he swam away fromhis friends and
toward the circle of phantons.

On guard in the manner of living warriors, their figures vague and blurry
one norment and nore sharply defined the next, several of the waiths advanced
to neet him They wal ked as if noving through air instead of water. He
wonder ed how their ghostly bl ades would feel, shearing into his flesh. H's
intuition told himthey'd be freezing col d.

One of the specters appeared right beside him Cad in a coat of scale
arnor and a conical helnet with a nose guard, it lifted its battle-axe for a
chop at Dorn's head.

Ref | exes honed over decades of fighting denmanded that Dorn strike first, or
at | east assume a defensive posture. Denying them he forced hinself to remain
perfectly still.

A second ghost lifted its hand. That one wore a surcoat enbroidered with a
doubl e- headed eagl e, the inmage spoiled by the bloodstained tear in the center
and he had the | ook of a knight or captain. Heeding the silent forbiddance,
the wwaith with the axe didn't swing after all, though it still held the
weapon ready. The | eader stepped forward and stared into Dorn's eyes. For a
nmonent, the phantoms |ean, melancholy face flickered into the fleshless
vi sage of a naked skull, then, wavering, put on sonething of the appearance of
life once nore.

That's right, thought Dorn, |ook at ne. Read ny thoughts if you can. |'m
not like the others who cane before nme. | don't want to | oot your bodies and
hones. I"monly here to learn. Your city holds a secret | need to protect
other folk, as you defended your families and neighbors in your tine. As you
defend themstill in their final rest.

Ghosts glided forward, surrounding him their weapons poised to strike. The
sickly, oozing sheen of them made himfeel cold and ill.

He was certain he was a fool. It couldn't possibly work. Even if they heard
his silent pleas, they wouldn't believe them because they woul dn't take him
for human. Wth his ugly, freakish iron linbs and nmetal profile, he surely
resenbl ed one of the ogres or trolls that had hel ped to destroy Northkeep

Yet he continued standing as he was, allowing themto draw as close as they
wi shed, affording themevery opportunity to strike himdown if that was what
they wanted. It was too late for anything el se.

Look at ne, he begged. Look past the iron. I'mthe sane as you. | want what
you want ed when you were alive

The kni ght gestured, and his nmen stepped back a pace. The bells stopped
their clanging, and the ghosts faded fromview The shadow nelted out of the
water, permitting sunlight to filter down once nore.

Dorn slunped with relief, felt a presence behind him and turned. Kara had
swum after him Pavel hadn't succeeded in healing all her wounds, but he had
saved her life and restored her to consciousness.

Dorn realized he was glad, even if she was a dragon. He gave her an awkward
pat on the side of her neck. She pressed gently back as a cat might lean into
a caress, and feeling strange, he snatched his hand away.

He waved for the rest of their conpanions to join them Apparently the
ghosts had decided to let themexplore as they would, provided they didn't
despoil Northkeep—he prayed WIl could resist the tenptation to fill his
pocket s—but that didn't nean it was going to be easy. The place was big and
rui nous, sections of it collapsed, buried in nuck, or otherw se inpassable,
and he wondered just how |l ong the search woul d take.



Taegan | urched off balance as the rigidity left his nuscles. Vorasaegha had
occupi ed the dracolich just |ong enough for the supernatural paralysis to |ose
its grip on him

The undead green flapped its wi ngs and pounced. The charm of qui ckness no
| onger accel erating his reactions—alas, that too had run its course—Ffaegan
si mul t aneously scooped up the fallen Jivex and rattled off another spell.

The magic instantly transported himpartway across the courtyard. The
dracolich slamred down on the spot he'd just vacated with an eart h-shaki ng
jolt. Underneath his arm Jivex squirned as he too shook off his immbility.
Taegan rel eased the faerie dragon, who then took flight.

The avariel assumed Jivex would flee for his life. If Taegan had any sense,
he'd do the same. But sonebody had to try to slay the dracolich, he was in the
proper position to attenpt it, and it was concei vabl e that the undead wyrm was
actual ly vul nerabl e. Vorasaegha had nearly torn it linmb fromlinb. That didn't
appear to have slowed it down any, but still, it seenmed renotely possible that
a swordsman mght be able to finish it off.

Taegan | unged and drove his blade into the dracolich's hind | eg. Jivex
streaked alongside him lit on the undead dragon's haunch, and cl awed away
scal es. Meanwhil e, the magical eye floated usel essly overhead.

Snarling, the dracolich wheel ed, and Taegan sprinted along with it, trying
to keep away fromthe head and forefeet—attenpting to stay in close, too,
despite the constant threat of being trampled or rolled on—even though his
conrades had warned himthat the nere fleeting brush of an undead drake's
flesh could freeze himin place. He hoped that if he hovered near to his
enormous foe, the creature would find it nore awkward to strike at him

Jivex whirled up into the air. The dracolich's serpentine head tw sted
toward him and a haze of bright gol den sparks appeared around the dead
thing's head. Jivex had evidently conjured the glittering mst to blind the
behermot h, and perhaps it had. But a wrm s every sense was keen, and the
dracolich nonethel ess blasted forth a plume of its roiling yell ow green
breath. A chance shift of one of its wings bl ocked Taegan's view a split
second |l ater, and he couldn't see whether his small ally managed to avoid the
toxic jet or not.

Taegan sprang in and cut. G gantic claws raked at him and he dodged.
Encrusted with sparkling flecks of gold, the dracolich's jaws arced down at
the end of its long, flexible neck to snap at the avariel, and he evaded those
as well. He slashed at the side of its mask, but his blade glanced off a
protrudi ng ridge of bone w thout doing any appreciable harm

The dracolich tried to bite his legs out fromunder him He beat his w ngs,
fl ew above the threat, and attenpted to thrust at its neck. Unfortunately, it
was al ready conpensating for his shift in position, already renew ng the
attack, and he had to abandon his own offensive action to twist frantically in
the air. The gigantic fangs clashed shut w thout catching his flesh, but the
dracolich's snout caught hima glancing blow H s nuscles spasnmed, and he
floundered in the air, trying to shake off the crippling effect of the dead
reptile's touch. Its jaws gaped, and he realized he'd never evade the next
bite.

Then, patches of his rainbow hide raw and blistered, Jivex soared over the
dracolich's head, and a | oud screech cut through the air. Taegan realized that
his ally was attenpting to block their foe's senses one at a time. The gol den
dust was supposed to blind it, and with luck, the ear-splitting wail would
deafen it.

At the very least, it nmade the dracolich falter for an instant. Recovering
hi s coordi nation, Taegan thrust his sword into its neck. At the sane tineg,
arrows and spears rained down on it fromthe battlements. Apparently the
struggl e up there was going well enough that sone of the queen's nen could
turn their attention to the undead green. Though the barrage | ooked
i neffectual, nmaybe it would at |east help confuse the creature.

The dracolich flapped its wings and bounded to the flat roof of one of the



crudel y fashi oned sandstone keeps. The screech followed it, and so did Taegan
and Jivex. The dracolich snarled words of power, the sound barely audible over
the shrill wailing, and magi c shinmrered through the air. Taegan realized he
and Jivex wouldn't reach the undead green in tine to interrupt its
spel | casti ng.

Then a blast of fire engulfed the corpse-drake, though to Taegan's
di sappoi ntnent, the explosion seemed to do it no harm It did, however, pronpt
the wrmto orient on Uhred, who at some point in the past couple of mnutes
had made his way onto the top of the west wall. The dracolich broke off its
conjuring to spew poi son snoke. The young w zard and three conrades standi ng
nearby charred, wi thered, and fell.

It was horrible, but Taegan couldn't dwell on it. He had to focus on the
fight, on exploiting the opportunity Uthred had bought for himat the cost of
his life. Wngs hamrering, he flew along the dracolich's flank, thrusting and
thrusting. He realized he'd lost track of Jivex again and could only hope his
conrade was still alive and doi ng somethi ng usef ul

I nstead of striking back, the dracolich commenced anot her incantation. That
had its positive aspect, but Taegan suspected that it was, on bal ance, bad. He
attacked even nore furiously, striking to spoil the cadence or pronunciation
of the cabalistic rhymes, but the green runbl ed and hi ssed i nexorably onward
as if his sword caused it no disconfort whatsoever. Perhaps it didn't. Wo
knew what dead things truly felt?

Waves of power pul sed outward fromthe dracolich. The sparkling gol den dust
on its wedge-shaped head with its crest of horns vani shed. The di senbodi ed
shrieking died. A shock ran through Taegan's frame as all the enchantnents
that had bol stered his prowess abruptly ceased to be. Hs strength and agility
dropped to their normal |evels, while his shroud of blur and invisible arnor
wi nked out of existence. No doubt his sword shed its magi cal enhancenments as

wel | . The dracolich had wiped it all away with a counterspell devised to
arrest every ongoi ng magi cal effect in its immedi ate vicinity.

Al Taegan had left was his own martial skill and innate capacities. Well,
so be it.

The dracolich turned. Dodgi ng the whipping tail and i mrense, ragged w ngs
that m ght ot herw se have bashed hi m unconsci ous, he flew around the creature.
Trying to keep away fromthe head and fore claws, he cut and thrust into the
putrid bulk of it. Fromthe corner of his eye, he glinpsed a rainbow flash
that told himJivex was still fighting, too.

Soneone threw a javelin that narrowy mnmissed Taegan's pinion before
gl ancing off the dracolich's shoul der. Then, despite all the fencing nmaster's
evasi ons, the wrmswing into position to bring its gaze, fangs, and breath
weapon to bear. Filthy vapor blasted fromits jaws. Taegan dodged the worst of
it, but it still burned him set himcoughing, and flooded his stinging eyes
with tears. Monentarily blind, he couldn't see it when the dracolich followed
up by striking at himlike an adder. Rather, he knew by pure instinct.

He spun aside, and the huge teeth rasped shut on enpty air. Perhaps
surprised that, even sightless, its prey had avoided the attack, the wrm
hesitated for a second. Taegan flew down the length of its extended neck wth
its ridge of spikes along the top, hacking savagely.

The dracolich decided that it too would fight on the wing. It roared,
flexed its legs, and |l eaped fromthe rooftop. As it wheel ed and cli nbed,
seeking to rise above its foe, it snarled the opening words of another spell

Then one of its wings tore away fromits torso. The creature plumeted and
hit the top of the wall. The inpact broke it into two pieces, which, when they
struck the ground—ene outside the citadel and one wthi n—smashed into a nunber
of smaller ones.

Hovering, coughi ng and gasping, feeling the pain of his blisters nore
acutely than he had in the frenzy of conbat, Taegan peered down at the
wr eckage. He supposed victory shouldn't seem so unbelievable. Vorasaegha had
done an amazi ng anount of danage to the corpse-wyrm after which he'd sl ashed
and stabbed it dozens of tines hinmself. Yet he still knew in his bones that he



and Jivex had been very, very lucky.

The faerie dragon flew up beside him

"I killed it!" Jivex crowed.

Taegan smiled. He knew the claimwas inaccurate in nore than one regard.
According to those who understood such things, the dracolich's spirit had
returned to its phylactery, where it would abide until the talisman came into
proximty with a draconic cadaver. Then the ghost would | eap into the body and
animate it.

Except that it wouldn't get the chance. Once Taegan and his allies took the
stronghol d, they'd find the phylactery and destroy it.

He had no doubt they would take it. Below him appalled at the destruction
of the creature they'd served as if it was a god, werewolves, hobgoblins, and
cultists babbl ed, shrank fromtheir foes, and cast about for a way to escape
their fortress, which suddenly seemed nore |ike a deathtrap. Though stil
out nunmber ed, the queen's men attacked them ferociously.

"Can you continue fighting," Taegan asked, "or would you prefer to renove
yourself from harm s way? Sune knows, you've done enough.”

"I can still fight," Jivex said.

"Then let's open those gates."

As it turned out, the search took days. Days of groping through cold
dar kness. Days of waiting for Zhents to show up and attack them They soon ran
out of the elixirs that enabled a person to breathe underwater, and fromthat
point forward, were dependent on Kara and Chatulio's spells to acconplish the
same effect. That meant not everyone could dive all the time, which nade the
hunt go even sl ower.

Finally, though, Dorn and Pavel entered the apartnments that had plainly
once belonged to a scholar. The gol den gl ow Pavel had conjured onto the head
of a spear to light their way shone on the sodden, swollen, surely illegible
remai ns of countl ess books, shelf upon usel ess shelf of them The sight of so
much | ost knowl edge made Dorn feel angry and desperate.

Then, at the edge of the yellow light, he glinpsed a section of wall that
the | ong-dead sage hadn't lined with shelves. Instead, he'd hung sl abs of
mar bl e there.

Dorn poi nted, and he and Pavel waded forward to inspect the display. The
irregul ar sheets of white stone | ooked as if the scholar had chisel ed them
fromthe walls of a palace or tenple. They had pictures on them and viewed in
sequence, the carvings seened to tell a kind of story. Pavel was the first to
deci pher it, and when he did, he grinned |like a madman and threw his arns
around his friend.

Once everyone had had a chance to view the marbles, the hunters, clad in
their drier clothes—after days of diving, no one had any that were truly
dry—gathered in the bow of their stolen sailboat. Waring human form Kara sat
with them Chatulio perched on the stern, his weight making it ride lowin the
purpl e-bl ue water, his coppery neck, agleamin the spring sunlight, arcing to
bring his head into proximty with his assenbl ed conrades.

Pavel | ooked at the two dragons and said, "Perhaps one of you can explicate
our discovery better than I can.”

Sitting her back against the mast, Kara shifted, trying to get confortable.

No doubt her wounds still pained her
"You're a |learned man," she said. WII snorted. "And in fact, the tale
touches on... well, matters that shame drakes of our kind. Subjects painful to

di scuss. So, please, you start."

"Al'l right." The days of exploration had |eft Pavel weary, yet he stil
succunbed to a restless urge to stand. It was the way he'd instructed novices,
before he left his tenple to wander. "Long, |ong ago, before Northkeep, before
even the Crown Wars—

"The which?" WII interrupted.

"A series of catastrophic wars anmong the early elven peoples, you



i gnoramus. Anyway, before even those, at the dawn of history, dragons pretty
much ruled the world and ruled it harshly. Qther races were their sl aves,
their cattle, or at best, lived in constant fear of them The first couple
mar bl es show that age in all its horror."

"We netal dragons," Chatulio said, sounding entirely serious for once,
"like to think we ruled less brutally than the reds, greens, and their ilk,
but maybe that's just a lie to ease our guilt. In any case, we weren't the
same creatures we are today. W weren't nmerciful or gentle. | guess we needed
a coneuppance to temper our pride with wi sdom"

"Which is what the rest of the carvings show " said WII.

"So it seens,"” Pavel said. A gust of breeze chilled his lanky frame in its
danp garments, and he repressed a shiver. "In the third, we see a circle of
el f spellcasters gathered together, collaborating on what surely nust have
been a prodi gious work of high magic. In the fourth, we see what nmay be the
climax of the ritual, and the enchantment they created springing into
exi stence around them"

"The web of lines," said Raryn, draggi ng a wooden conmb through his mane of
| ong, tangled hair.

Sonetimes the strokes tore white strands | oose, and he had to pause to pick
them out of the teeth.

"Yes," Pavel said. "It's hard to know exactly what the inmage is supposed to
represent in all its aspects, but beginning in the fifth marble, we see the
effects.”

"Wrns running mad," said Dorn.
Pavel said, "The elf nages cursed themwi th the Rage. That's where it cane
from™

"It seens like a funny way to try and fix the problem" said WII. "W're
scared of dragons, dragons kill and eat us, so let's make them neaner."
"I suppose,"” Kara said, "it was the only way they could devise of striking

a bl ow against ny entire race at once. You're right, at first, their fell ow
el ves and the rest of the vassal races nust have paid a terrible price. But
frenzy makes dragons reckless, hence vulnerable to attack. Sometines it inpels
us to smash our own eggs and devour our own wyrmings, and it probably
prompted the tyrants to lash out at their own armies. Eventually, their
nunbers di m ni shed, their kingdons toppled, and they |ost their absolute
dom ni on over Faerun. In the final carvings, we see elves and giants founding
their own extensive and i ndependent real ns.

"Today," the willowy bard continued, "the w se know what happened, but not
why. Even the elves no longer recall how they brought about my people's
downfall. Yet we can only infer that sonewhere the enchantnent—the mythal —
endures, still afflicting dragonkind with periodic bouts of nadness, |ike the
wheel of an abandoned nmill turning in the streameven though the niller is
| ong gone. ™

"My guess," said Dorn, "is that the wi zards left the spell in place to make
sure wrms woul d never take over the world again. It's what | would have
done. ™

"Whet her they left it going on purpose,” said WIIl, "didn't know how to
stop it, or just forgot about it, the inportant thing is that our friend
Sanmast er found the place where the magic lives, the place where a spellcaster
can control it, and figured out how to nmake it even stronger."

"That's how it seens," Pavel said, frowning, "though it's hard to
understand. By all accounts, the magic of eld was sonmehow different than the
power w zards conmand t oday, and even now, elven high nagic is special —uni que
to the race. How, then, could Samaster, born human, trained only a few
hundred years ago, seize control of a mythal powerful enough to endure since
the dawn of history and affect every dragon in the world?"

"That's one of the things we have to figure out," said WIIl, "as we keep
following the trail he left us, which is what we have to do, isn't it, if we
want to stop the Rage?"

"Perhaps," said Pavel, "we should ask the whole world to help us |ook for



answers. "

"No," said Dorn. "Who knows if we could persuade other folk to take us
seriously? Even if we could, it would take nmonths, years, and we don't have
the tine. Nor do we want to attract nore attention fromthe Cult of the Dragon

or King Lareth's flunkies. | reckon that for better or worse, this is still a
job for Kara, Chatulio, and their circle; our partners in Thentia; and us."
Pavel sighed and said, "In that case, | pray we're up to the challenge."

"It's a hunt," Raryn said. "It's what we do."

EPI LOGUE,
Greengrass, the Year of Rogue Dragons

Met al banged and clattered in O para Mndle's kitchen. Lounging on a
st ubby-1 egged divan in the parlor, Taegan wi nced. He'd noticed the rotating
rack of hanging pots and skillets Corkaury's wife kept on the ceiling, and it
was all too easy to imagine a faerie dragon playing on it and somehow knocki ng
t he cookware down. When he'd | earned of Taegan's intentions, Jivex had
i nsi sted on acconpanyi ng his new conrade back to Lyrabar, where, never having
seen a city or even houses before, he kept poking his inquisitive nose into
ever yt hi ng.

Sure enough, Jivex shot out of the kitchen doorway, streaking as fast as
he'd flown to avoid the dracolich's jaws. Plunp little O para scranbled after
him uprai sed broomin hand. Qutdi stancing her, the reptile hurtled up the
stairs to the second floor. The halfling with her white curls stanped her foot
i n seem ng exasperation, but she had a hint of a smile tugging at the corners
of her nouth. She turned to resume the cooking that suffused the air with an
enticing, spicy aroma.

Cor kaury | ooked across the low table at his guest and said, "Go on with
your story."

"As you wi sh," Taegan said. "I was just conming to the inportant part.
Naturally, it had occurred to ne that once we won the battle, the Warswords
mght try to confiscate all the cultists' wealth to fill Sambryl's coffers or

to return stolen articles to their original owers, so | nade a point of
finding a treasure chest or two in advance of ny human conrades." He shifted a
white porcel ain vase of scarlet tulips—@ para had set out flowers in every
roomin observance of the spring festival—+to clear the center of the table. He
pi cked up a saddl ebag fromthe rug beneath his boots and dunped out the
sparkling, clattering contents.

Corkaury stared at the plenitude of star sapphires, enmeralds, clear king's
tears, red pieces of tonb jade, and ot her gens.

"It seens you've solved your financial troubles,

"One woul d hope. "

"And are you nore confortable in your own skin now?"

Taegan cocked his head and replied, "Wat a curious question."

"I suppose. | don't even know why it occurred to me. | just thought... |
nmean, you said that the city the gray trees showed you was grand."

"So it was, but it died a long tinme ago, and in any case, avariels didn't
build it. O anything el se, ever, as best | can determine. So | believe Il
continue thinking of nyself sinply as a | oyal subject of Inpiltur. | assure
you, I'mblissfully happy that way."

"That's good. | didn't nean to suggest you shouldn't be. Wth this wealth,
we can start tonorrow, settling your debts and rebuilding the salle.™

"Hold off on that for a while."

"\Why 2"

"As long as the Rage continues," Taegan said, "Inpiltur is still in danger.
Peopl e everywhere are in danger. It sounds preposterous, doesn't it, like a
declaration fromsonme wi ndy old saga, but it's true, and | have this naggi ng
itch to continue trying to inprove the situation. | can't say why, but it's

said the hal fling.



So.

"Then you're going to join Her Majesty's army in the east?"

Taegan shook his head and replied, "They have a vital job to do. So do the
nmessengers the lords are sending to other lands to urge the rulers there to
find and destroy the rest of the cult enclaves, before the lunatics can churn
out hordes of dracoliches. But chance, in the person of poor CGorstag, chose to

plunge nme into the secret heart of this affair, and | intend to continue
mucki ng about there. Wiich is to say |I'mgoing to seek out Dorn, Kara, and
their conrades in the north, and aid themin their endeavors. Until | return,

| see no point in squandering this wealth on ny creditors, or on building a
school either. Keep it safe for me, and if | don't come back, it's yours."

"I don't know what to say."

"Don't get too excited. | do intend to survive."

"Do you think you can even find your friends?" asked the hal fling.

"One nice thing about flying is you can cover a lot of ground.™

"But according to you, the skies will be full of mad dragons attacking
anyone they see."

Taegan grinned and said, "That should make it interesting."

It was ghastly to behold the inert spill of shattered bone and scraps of
corruption divided by the fortress wall. It was infinitely worse to scranble
down into the crypts, find the vault plundered, the phylactery m ssing, and
know t hat the dracolich, magnificent above all other creatures, as splendid
and as terrible as a god, could never be reborn

Sanmast er cl enched his skeletal hands and wailed with grief. H s desiccated
eyes ached and woul d have streaned tears if they could.

The undead green, slain. Hs faithful followers |ikew se slaughtered, their
supposedl y secret stronghol d di scovered and overthrown. It was one nore
debacle in an endless chain. Hs failure to win Mystra's love or Alustriel's.
Hi s accidental massacre of the innocents he'd tried to rescue. The
strip-pi ng-away of the powers he'd wi el ded as one of the Chosen. Humiliation
on humliation. Defeat on defeat. He punmel ed his own head and clawed at his
own withered face in a frenzy of self-I oathing.

He m ght have continued that way for a long while, had it not abruptly
occurred to himthat if enemes had found his outpost, they' d likely | earned
of the cataconmbs in Lyrabar as well. He rattled off words of power, and
bet ween one instant and the next, the magic transported himto his study in
the tunnel s beneath the royal city. It only took another nonent to confirmthe
worst. His notes, which he'd carelessly left there sinply to save hinself the
bot her of toting them about, were m ssing.

Once again, self-hatred, that feeling of being utterly despicable and
unwort hy, threatened to overwhel mhim but he found the strength to quash it.
For after all, he wasn't really to blane for any of the tragedies and
m sfortunes of his | ong existence. Jeal ous, spiteful, deceitful Mstra was—the
Lady of Mysteries and her countless groveling | ackeys, and they couldn't truly
hurt or thwart himany |onger, because he finally understood his destiny. If
only he could quell his seething enptions and think clearly, he'd see that al
t hat had happened in Inpiltur amobunted to nothing nore than a petty setback

He rem nded hinmself that he had other servants, other spellcasters |aboring
in secret to create dracoliches.

And no one coul d deci pher his journal

Even so, he wi shed he'd destroyed the artifacts he'd discovered in the
course of his investigations. But like all true w zards, he was a schol ar
with a respect for archival lore and antiquities. Such a desecration would
have troubled him particularly since he'd believed no one el se would ever
even try to unravel the puzzle.

And surely that was still true. Certainly no one could do it intinme to
spoi |l his grand design.

But perhaps he should hunt down the thieves, slaughter them and take his



papers back, if only to punish themfor their effrontery.

Unfortunately, that could take time, and his time was infinitely precious.
Only he could rush about Faerun, tenporarily quelling the frenzy in the m nds
of chromatic dragons, convincing themto accept their eventual transformations
into liches and to performthe essential tasks they nust performin the
nmeant i ne.

So he'd let the thieves live for a while. They couldn't foll ow where he'd
gone, and even if they did, the traps he'd sown in his wake, |ike the Styx
dragon and skeletal wyrns in Northkeep, would account for them O the other
dangers the neddl ers woul d encounter along the way. Even without know ng who
they were, he could nmake sure there were plenty of those. He'd planned to do
it all along, sinply because the lands to the north were the gateway to the
heart of the power, and thus it seemed a sensible precaution to throw them
into chaos.

Final ly, suppose that, by some miracle, the thieves did nanage to foll ow
the trail all the way to the end. It would sinply nmean they'd stunble into the
grip of Sammaster hinself, for that at |east was absolutely inevitable.

Though it was both profoundly unlikely and utterly uninmportant in the
greater schene of things, he al nbst hoped they would deliver themnmselves up for
hi s personal vengeance. Smiling, at peace with hinmself once nore, he
strai ghtened his cloak then recited another spell of translocation



