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The victim broke free. About the size of agoat, it charged toward the doorway's freedom
and collided with Druhallen, who was blocking it. He looked down: a battered and bleeding
half-grown goblin clung to hisleg.

"Kick it back over here," one of the batterers commanded.

An ugly, little face, made uglier by blood and bruises, peered up at him.
Point of fact: Druhallen didn't much like youngsters of any species.
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1

12 Flamerule, the Year of the Arch (1353 DR)

Along the Vilhon Reach

"Do you think she wants to marry him? | hear he's half snake ... the wrong half."

The question and comments rolled off the tongue of Galimer Longfingers, journeyman and
wizard, as he and Druhallen of Sunderath, also ajourneyman and wizard, fidgeted in their
saddles while watching other men repair a broken cartwheel.

"Which half would be the right half?' Druhallen joked, then turned serious. "There's no
point to wishes. What's cut, stays cut. We've been hired to get her to Hlondeth. What happens
afterward is none of our concern.”

Afoot, Druhallen was a handspan shorter than Galimer, though that wasn't obvious when
they were astride. Nothing about Druhallen was obvious. His hair was a drab shade of brown
that framed his squarish face with aragged fringe. He had a larger-than-average mouth and
nose, and his otherwise attractive hazel eyes were shadowed by heavy brows that were darker
than his hair. Dressed in homespun and leather, Druhallen was often mistaken for hisfriend's
varlet.

Galimer Longfingers cut an impressive figure, even in the middle of nowhere or on an
empty road across the Vilhon Reach—which was almost the same thing. If the young woman
under discussion was looking for a handsome, all-human suitor, she'd certainly cast a
measuring glance in Galimer's direction. His wine-colored tunic and gray moleskin breeches
had been tailored in the best Scormnubel establishments and were as sturdy as they were
fashionably expensive. Hisidly curling hair was the color of Aglarond cider, his eyes were
gemstone blue, and his features were delicate without being either elven or feminine. His
fingers, sheathed in leather gloves dyed to match his eyes, were elegant and long.

Wizard hands, Ansoain, his mother, labeled them—because long, slender fingers were
presumed to be an asset in a profession that relied on gesture and precision. She'd nicknamed
him Longfingers when he was a toddler, and fifteen years later Galimer still dreamed of
taking his place among the great wizards of Faerun.

A more sober and thoughtful youth, Druhallen never gainsaid his friend's dreams though
he—and Ansoain, too—were aware that wizardry required more than elegant hands. Wizardry
demanded a sharp mind, a special sort of curiosity, nerves of stedl, and—above all else—
gods-given talent. Galimer's wits were sharp enough, but he fell short in all the other
attributes.

Druhallen had it all, despite his workman's physique and a childhood spent learning
carpentry beside his older brothersin his father's shop. He'd captured Ansoain's attention a
decade ago when bad weather led her to commission awaterproof box for the rare spices she
was chaperoning along the roads to Elversult. When the carpenter's youngest son blithely
quieted a sguealing hinge with a cantrip of his own devising, Ansoain offered to apprentice
the boy in exchange for twenty fresh-minted Cormyr falcons.

Without consulting his son, the old man bit each coin and, approving of their taste, gave
Druhallen a swat on the rump and awarning to obey his new master. Druhallen had sworn
he'd never bring shame to his father's name and | eft Sunderath that day with a pocketful of
nails. He'd kept his promise and the nails.

They both knew he could have found himself aweathy patron by now, but he'd taken to
the road like an uncaged hird took to the sky. Still, Dru remembered what he'd learned from
hisfather and as far in time and place as he'd come from Sunderath, he could have re-spoked
that whed in half the time it was taking the carters.

The carterswould be at it awhile longer. Long enough, Druhallen thought, for a nap. He
was eyeing an em tree with moss-padded roots when Galimer interrupted him with another
bit of gossip.

"I've heard the bridegroom's forty-five, three times a widower, with neither hair nor heirs



to show for his efforts.”

In Scornubel and the other towns where Ansoain plied the journey-trade with Druhallen
and her son, Galimer Longfingers was accounted a witty young man. His wordplay usually
left Druhallen chuckling, but not when the carters had just managed to break another spoke.

"And I've heard the bride is bugbear ugly," he grumbled.

In truth, Dru had heard no such thing. He'd been careful not to acquire neither expensive
habits nor an ear for gossip. Still, the simple fact was that they were ten days into what would
be at least a twenty-day journey and the bride-to-be had yet to emerge from that cart with the
jinxed wheels. Speculation ran ramparnt, and not only between bored wizards who hadn't yet
seen the sun rise on their twentieth birthdays.

In addition to Ansoain and her apprentices, there were twelve men-at-arms attached to the
dower caravan: the muscle complement to Ansoain's magic. A man would have to have been
stone deaf not to hear what the muscle thought of the situation.

A few days back, Dru had lent a hand to one of the handmaids as she'd struggled with a
too-full water jug and gotten an insider's version of the sad tale. The bride's family had a
lustrous title, generations of honor, a drafty castle, and debts galore. The bridegroom was a
dyer and tanner of fine leathers, no better born than Druhallen himself, but blessed with a self-
meade fortune. He was said to be a human man, but who knew with the Hlondethem? Their
gueen was a yuan-ti half-breed with iridescent scales on her cheeks and a serpent's tail she
kept hidden, except from her lovers. . . according to the maid.

The match had been based on mutual need: The groom's for atitle to match his wealth and
sonsto inherit it. The bride's to save her father from the ignominy of debtors' court. She
stayed in the cart whether it rolled on four wheels or three because nightmares and tears had
ruined her complexion ... according to the maid.

"I'd like to see what we're guarding just once before we deliver it," Galimer continued his
complaints. "The way those three dower carts are wrapped up, you'd think we were escorting
the lost treasure of Oebelar.”

Druhallen didn't know about Oebelar's legendary wealth, but he knew that three of the five
wagons in their caravan were filled with brick and stone in a pathetic effort to maintain
appearances for the already mortified bride. Her dowry, other than the name she'd been born
with and the pedigreed blood in her veins, fit in a single chest she kept constantly at her feet.

"Leaveit be," Dru advised for the third time. "We've escorted stranger consignments and
been paid less for our troubles, right?"

Notwithstanding his expensive tastes Galimer was the money-man for the trio. He might
bungle his reagent proportions or forget his spellsin acrisis, but Galimer knew the exchange
ratesin every city and who was buying what—or so it seemed to Druhallen, who understood
hard work but had no notion of profit.

Ansoain appreciated profit, but couldn't calculate risk for love nor money. She'd willingly
turned their business affairs over to her son when histrue calling manifested itself some five
years ago. Their fortunes had improved steadily ever since.

Galimer had signed them up for thisjaunt along the Vilhon Reach precisely because the
leather-dyeing suitor had been willing to pay double the going rate to hire the same muscle-
and-magic escort that had shepherded a bit of glittery tribute from Hlondeth's queen to her
counterpart in Cormyr last autumn. The prospect of such good money had inspired them all,
muscle and magic alike, to overlook some obvious questions when the contracts were sealed
before a priest of trade in aWaukeenar temple.

"It just seems odd," Galimer persisted. "Virgins don't melt in sunlight and if there were
anything half-so-valuable in those carts as all that warding suggests, then there aren't enough
of usto keep it away from anyone who truly wanted it."

"No argument,” Dru said mildly and ignored Galimer's sour scowl.

He'd voiced the same objections himself when they'd arrived in Elversult to collect the
bride and her dowry. Galimer had dismissed Dru's worries out of hand.

The young men were friends, though, the best of friends and brothers combined—however
unlikely that had seemed when a rough-mannered carpenter's son had mastered spells as fast
as he learned to read them, faster by far than Galimer at his best. Staying on Longfingers's



good side had come naturally to aboy with five older brothers, and Galimer had yearned for a
friend. A childhood tagging along after Ansoain, who couldn't sleep three nights in the same
bed, had left Galimer with a better grasp of geography than friendship.

They might not exchange another word this afternoon, but they'd be talking again after
supper.

The carters wrestled the last of the spokes into place and retrieved the hobbled horses from
the grass where they'd grazed. When the horses were ready, the magic-and-muscle escort
assumed its customary positions and the caravan was on its way toward Hlondeth.

Dru and Gdimer's customary positions were a short distance behind the bridal wagon.
Ansoain, who'd spent most of their unscheduled rest with the captain of the men-at-arms,
joined them there. By the brightness of her eyes, Dru suspected that she and the captain had
shared more than a discussion about the weather. He disapproved, as only ayoung man could
disapprove, of hisfoster mother's behavior, but both he and Galimer were years beyond
embarrassment and however predatory her habits, Ansoain never let them interfere with work.

"Tree branch," she said as soon as her horse had settled in between his and Galimer's.

"Scry for diseases," Galimer answered quickly.

"What kind of tree?' Dru asked at the same time.

It was Ansoain's custom to quiz her apprentices whenever the spirit moved her. Galimer
always strove to be first with an answer while Dru usually wanted more information before
he'd commit himself.

"A fruit tree, in flower."

Dru nodded. " Stripped of the flowers and leaves, the branch could become a divining rod.
And the flowers could be put to usein the dryad variation for making pure water."

"Not fair!" Galimer complained. "If there were areal stick, I'd see that it wasin flower.
You said stick, so that's all | imagined!"

"I said 'branch,’ but you're right, Longfingers, you would have seen the flowers. You're
both right." Ansoain tried to be fair; it wasn't easy. "Dragonfly's wing," she challenged,
inspired, no doubt, by the insect flying between them and the cart.

"What kind of dragonfly?' Galimer demanded.

"Blue-green." The now-disappeared insect had been blue-green.

Dru didn't know any spells that required the wing of a blue-green dragonfly. He didn't
know any that called for any specific part of any color dragonfly. He knew of afew spells that
required the jewel-like carapaces of rare jungle beetles and another that needed scalesfrom a
true dragon's wing. None of those were in his head nor etched into the wood of the magically
folded box hanging from his belt. An apprentice with access to his master's library usualy
knew more spells than he could actually cast.

Even Galimer knew more spells than he could cast, and frequently got them confused. Dru
looked beyond Ansoain. Y ears of observation had taught him to anticipate Galimer's answer
from the shape of hislips. If Gal's answer looked to be correct, then Druhallen would hold his
own tongue, but if, as so often happened, it looked like Galimer was about to make himsel f
appear foolish, Dru would speak up quickly and loudly—

"A blue-green wing would satisfy a spell that required only an insect's wing and, maybe,
an affinity could be drawn to spells requiring feathers—function, form and color would give a
threefold congruence—nbut it would be a far stretch to make a dragonfly's wing stand for any
part of atrue dragon."

Galimer's face showed indignation, then relief. Ansoain never let on that she suspected her
foster's game—though she was usually careful to position herself so that Dru could see
Galimer's face when she quizzed them.

"Good enough. Now, what is the writ for a dust shield?'

"Dust. What else?"

Sometimes Galimer spoke too quickly for Dru to save him.

"The writ!" Ansoain snapped, "not the reagents. How much dust, and how do you sed the
spell in your mind? What trigger will call it out when you need to cast it?"

A dust shield was one of Galimer's more reliable spells. He rattled off the answers
correctly and without hesitation.



Ansoain peppered them with other reagents and writs as the afternoon sun grew warm on
their backs. When their ssomachs began to churn in anticipation of supper, she lectured them
on tactical shortcomings of the adversaries that journeying mages might encounter in Faerun's
Heartlands.

"Fumarandi are drakes. Their weapon is charcoal smoke, and they make their homes above
the treesin mountain forests. They can be claimed as companions ..."

Ansoain claimed that she never forgot alesson or anightmare. It was the | atter that kept
her on the road. Aslong as she was moving, the worst of her dreams couldn't find her. In
winter, when they went to ground in Scornubel, Ansoain rented rooms by the night and fought
her nightmares by the keg. Winters had been hard for Dru and Galimer until they were old
enough to rent rooms for themselves and worse, in away, since Galimer had taken over their
finances. Every publican in Scornubel knew Galimer would cover his mother's debts.

But when they were on the road and spending their nights beneath different trees, no one
had a clearer mind than Ansoain. She shared her knowledge of the world and magic with her
sons.

"Wyvern gall," she called out after she'd told them everything there was to know about the
fumarandi.

Galimer's lips didn't twitch; he hadn't a clue. Druhallen inquired: "Fresh, powdered, or
ossified?'

"Osg—"

She didn't finish the answer. Her gray eyes scanned the forward horizon, then closed while
she sought the wisdom of her mind's eye. Dru felt the disruption aso: aslight, yet profoundly
ominous change in the ether, that strange, intangible stuff where magic held sway.

"What the—?" Galimer demanded.

Ansoain commanded silence with a snarl, the raised her hand in a curious gesture. Bits of
ash—spent reagents—nblew away from her palm. The spell carried her words directly to the
ears of the captain and his men. Druhallen and Galimer didn't hear a sound.

The captain had a similar ability to communicate with his men, equally magical, but
derived from the matched rings he and the men wore. The caravan came to a halt. Its muscle-
and-magic escort pulled in tight around it. The muscle fastened their chain mail coifs over
their faces and tested their swords without drawing them. The magic considered their spells.

"Fire?' Dru suggested softly.

Ansoain shrugged. "It's got no shape or signature. It could be anything, or nothing. Fire
needs something to burn.”

Galimer opened afoot-long war-fan from distant Kozakura. There, it had been a weapon.
Here, it was a spellbook with writs etched in silver along the vanes.

"No time for that, son," Ansoain said grimly. "If your nerves are chancy, hidein the
wagon."

"I'm sure of somefire," Longfingers protested, "and a shrieking arrow."

"And you?' she asked Druhallen.

"Theusual. | can blur us alittle now, if you think that would help."

"No, whatever's out there, it's already taken our measure. Probably slavers. Save your
blurring for later. Y our gloom, too. The girl's got to be what they're after. The girl and her
dowry. Get her out, if push comes to shove. Make a pall of misery and get out beneath it."

Druhallen bit histongue. They'd tangled with slavers before—a base and brutal lot, and
not above using the nastier sorts of spellcraft to protect, or acquire, their merchandise. But
daverswererarely subtle and the disturbance Dru tasted with his inner senses was as subtle as
it was potent. He patted his | eft sleeve, assuring himself that the wax-sealed embers he used to
trigger hisfire spellswere in their proper places. He checked his belt, too—not for the fol ded
box; as Ansoain had told Galimer, it was too late for rehashing spells—but for his dagger.
The single-edge knife was mostly atool for cutting meat and gathering herbs, but hed made
sure it was long enough to pierce aman's heart through hisribs.

The ethereal disruption materialized. Galimer spotted it first.

"Over there," he whispered and cocked afinger at a hilltop north-by-northeast of the
caravan.



The hilltop air shimmered with a untimely sunset glow. A moment later at |east a dozen
figures, each wearing along, red cloak, circled in the grass. A moment after that there was
firein the sky and athick, black fog rolling toward the wagons. It could have been worse.
They could have stopped at the base of the hill, but they were still in trouble.

Druhallen didn't need to know the name of the spell that wrought the fog to know it was
nothing he wanted to breathe. For that matter, he didn't want to be astride when the miasma
hit. He leapt to the ground and cast an air-clearing spell just in time to keep his head clear.
Dru could have extended the spell to protect his entire body—nbut it would have faded more
quickly and he wouldn't have been ableto hurl afireball at the hilltop.

The spell affected Druhallen's hearing. Sound was fainter than it should have been, and
distorted, asif he'd gone diving and surfaced with water in his ears. He heard enough steel
and deep-pitched screaming to know that the men-at-arms were fighting for their lives. On
hands and knees, Druhallen crept through the fog, away from his mentor—not from
cowardice, but to widen the angle of their attack and defense. Never let an enemy kill twice
with the same stroke, that was Ansoain's motto.

The red-cloaked wizards abandoned subtlety. A head-blind child could have placed them
in the fog—and Dru's fireballs were about as effective as a head-blind child's wish when it
cameto piercing their defenses. He felt hisfinal spell rebound harmlessly. Some months short
of histwentieth birthday, Druhallen of Sunderath confronted the end of alife hed hoped
would be much longer. Drawing his knife, Dru waded through the black fog to join what was
left of the muscle near the wagons.

He hadn't taken ten strides when a faintly luminous, undead skirmisher lunged at him. The
zombie's face was fully skeletal, and flesh hung in tatters from its long bones. Beyond fear
and pain, it fought clumsily with a stone-headed mace until Dru knocked it off itslegs.
Taking no chances, he kicked its skull aside and stomped its brittle ribs.

Knowing there were undead in the fog, he changed course and headed for the hilltop. If the
red-cloaked wizards were so confident of their strength that they relied on zombies for
physical protection, then there was a chance—a slim but real chance—that he could stab one
or two of them before he died.

But the red-cloaked wizards weren't as reckless as he'd hoped. Halfway up the hill, Dru
met another luminous creature. As dead, or undead, as the zombie, its eyes shone with
sentience. It knew what to do with the steel halberd it carried.

Druhallen dodged the undead warrior's first thrust and successfully beat the second aside
without losing his right arm, but his knife was woefully inadequate against the halberd.
Guessing that he was stronger than the creature, he dammed the blade into its sheath and
clamped his hands on the halberd's shaft. The undead warrior howled. Spider-silk strands of
red magic spun out of the wood. They numbed Dru's nerves and paralyzed his muscles. He
couldn't rel ease the shaft.

Dru was screaming when the undead jerked the halberd and flung him through the inky
fog like a stone from a dling. He never felt the landing.

* * * * *

The world was dark when Druhallen next opened his eyes—new-moon dark with a
thousand stars overhead. With hisfirst waking breath, he was grateful to be alive. With his
second, he recalled what had happened and what he had lost. A part of him would have
preferred never to have awakened, but that was the lesser part of his spirit.

He had to move, had to stand, had to find his way back to Elversult, but first he had to
conquer his pain. The stranded magic of the undead's halberd had left him aching from the
roots of histoenailsto the root of each hair on his head. The cumulative ache was such that
Dru didn't realize he had amore serious injury until he tried propping himself up on hisleft
arm.

His left wrist was broken and his efforts dislodged the bones, grinding the shards against
one another. Dru cursed the world and returned to oblivion.

Amber-rose glowed on the eastern horizon when Dru regained consciousness. Dawn
wasn't more than an hour away. The al-body aches had subsided, and though hiswrist had
swollen to aridiculous size, he managed to stand.



The battleground was quiet, except for the crackle of fire in the wagons. The flames were
starving. Whatever their purpose, the red-cloaked enemy had abandoned this place hours ago.

There were no obvious survivors. None of the dark mounds strewn near the wagons moved
or groaned. Druhallen realized he owed hislife to the undead who'd hurled him off the
battlefield. It was not a comforting thought. He began to search for Ansoain and Galimer, the
tragic bride and her maids, the captain and his men.

Druhallen's mind relived the ambush: A dozen magicians, each wearing ared cloak, had
stood in acircle. His mind wandered far to the south and east, to the land called Thay. He'd
never met a Red Wizard, at least not one who admitted his affiliation, but Ansoain had
lectured him about their habits. More important, the Zhentarim had heard of them and
regarded them asrivals.

Ansoain had been adamant that she'd never worked for the Black Network of the
Zhentarim, but she had contacts inside their organization. A few of those contacts might be
termed "friends,” and one or two of those might choose to avenge her.

Dru'svision blurred. He raised his good arm and wiped away tears had hadn't known he
was shedding. He looked down at another body. It had been the captain, and it had been
savaged. A pack of wolves could not have done more damage. Even his mail had been
shredded.

The world began to spin. Druhallen dropped to his knees before they buckled. He retched
violently. His tears were as hot as the acid churning in his gut and for several moments Dru
was helplessin his grief. Then sanity returned. He stood and called the names he knew best.

"Ansoain! Galimer! | live. Druhallen lives for you! Can you hear me?"

In the lengthening silence, he seized a piece of smoking wood and hurled it at the empty
hilltop.

"Galimer. Galimer Longfingers!”

Dru heard a sound, spun around, and laid his good hand on the hilt of his knife.

Nothing. Not another peep or atwitch. Dru sighed. The east was brighter now. Soon, the
ruins would stand revealed in all their horror and there'd be no need to bend low over each
corpse with a mixture of hope and dread.

Though not ardigious youth, and utterly unaware of the affiliations of the men and
women whose lives he'd briefly shared, Druhallen paused beside each body. He recited, as
best he could remember them, the prayers of peace and safe-passage his grandmother had
taught him. He was chanting saf e passage for one of the carters when he heard a second
sound. Thistime, as he spun around, Dru glimpsed movement near a smoldering wagon.

Leaving his prayer unfinished, he ran to the spot.

"Dru—? Druhallen, isthat you?'

The voice, though weak, was unmistakable. Galimer Longfingers had survived!

Stretched face down in the dirt, Galimer's legs were pinned beneath charred planks from
one of the stone-filled wagons. Fearing the worst, Dru put his shoulder against the wreckage
and bulled it aside. Galimer's fine clothes were ruined, but—miracul ously— he appeared
unbloodied, unburnt. Dru cautioudly rolled him onto his back.

"Tell mewhereit hurts, Gal—"

"All over. | tried—My mind went blank of everything except dust," he said sobbing, "and |
couldn't get it cast. | panicked. | hid, Dru. | hid. When they lifted their fog and called off their
minions, | just stayed here where I'd hidden myself. Even when they ransacked the wagons
and set them ablaze, | couldn't make myself move. | should have died."

Druhallen closed his good hand over Galimer's. "It didn't matter. They had us beat from
thefirst scent. At least you know what they did and said. | tangled with something undead and
wound up out cold, two hundred paces away from everyone.”

"At least you fought! Y ou cast what you could and then you fought." Galimer pulled his
hand away from Dru and covered hisface. "l should have died."

"What's cut, stays cut,” the carpenter's son advised. "If you hadn't hidden, you might well
have died, and I'd be facing the road to Elversult with only a broken wrist for company.”

Galimer expressed concern for hisfriend's injury, but Druhallen wasn't interested in
sympathy.



"Can you stand? Walk? We need to find your mother. Y ou said you saw them—"

"Heard them," Galimer corrected as he grabbed Dru's shoulder and sat himself up. "1 didn't
seeanything.”

"Kept your eyes closed, en?' Dru laughed and stood.

"I got hit by something bright when it all started. Everything's been blurred since." He
flailed for Dru's arm with an awkwardness that lent credenceto hisclaim. "I heard them, and
that's about it. | didn't recognize their language. They came a damn long way to steal that girl
and her dowry."

Druhallen pitied the misbegotten girl, but cut was cut and his pity was worthless. He hoped
she was dead. The dead didn't remember ... usually.

Leaning on each other, the friends surveyed the killing ground. It wasjust as well that
Galimer's eyes weren't working too well. He was spared what Dru saw all too clearly once the
sun was up. Whatever had killed Ansoain had torn her apart like so much stale bread. He
recognized her by pieces: hits of cloth and scalp, a bloody chunk of her hand with fingers and
rings still attached.

Fighting nausea, Druhdllen retrieved her rings. They were magically potent, not to mention
intrinsically valuable. It was difficult, for many reasons, to understand why they'd been | eft
behind.

"She'd want you to have them," he told Galimer as he pressed the metal bitsinto his
friend's hand. "Now, let's get out of here. | can see afew of the horses. Y ou be the hands, I'll
betheeyes..."

Galimer balked. "Guide me to the hilltop. Maybe those bastards left something traceable
behind."

"Cut is cut,” Druhallen muttered, but he led Galimer through the grass.

The scents of spellcraft and malice lingered on the hilltop, and something else: a palm-
sized glass disk. The disk was dark, but neither black nor completely opague. So smooth and
dick that it dlipped through Druhallen's fingers when he tried to retrieve it. The disk was
colder than the claw of winter when he finally had it in his grasp.

Ignoring numbed fingers, Dru held it up to the risen sun. Gold flecks sparkled within the
icy glass.

"There's something written on the edge," Galimer interrupted.

"I thought your eyes were bad."

"My body's eyes. My mind's eye sees clearly enough. That thing reeks of sorcery and
there's writing on the edge.”

Dru rearranged his fingers and saw the truth of Galimer's statement. "I don't recognize the
script.”

"Doesn't it tell you something through your fingertips?' Galimer asked.

"Only that it's colder than winter."

Dru balanced the lensin hisleft hand. It was an agonizing error. He gasped and the disk
thumped to the grass. While Druhallen swore at himself and his pain, Galimer swept the grass
with his hands.

"Sweet Mystral" the gold-haired mage swore as he clutched, then dropped, the glass.
"Cold's not the half of it!"

"Aye, but what isthat other half?"

Galimer pinched his fingertips to the scripted edge and lifted the disk carefully. "How
about away to control their undead minions?"

Dru considered the possibility. "Did you see the robes they were wearing when they first
appeared?"

"That wasthelast thing | did see. Their robes were red.”

"Red robes. Red-robed wizards. The Red Wizards of Thay. They pool their magic and one
wizard casts the spellsfor al of them. Nobody— nobody—knows how they do it. Until now."
Druhallen fumbled with his folded magic box. It would have been easier to manipulate
with both hands, but he'd designed it for single-handed work. As the hidden locks opened, the

box unfolded, increasing in size and complexity. Reagents filled the revealed compartments.
Dru's traveling spells were etched into the compartment dividers. With the third unfolding, he



found an empty compartment large enough to hold the disk.

Galimer squirted the disk into the empty compartment. "Being cold and dark, it's more
likely a device for controlling the undead.”

"It'sthe circles." Dru clung to his opinion asif it were one he'd held for alifetime though,
before today, he hadn't given more than ten thoughtsto Thay in the last year. " Anyone can
control the undead. You or | could, if we chose to learn the art. But only the Red Wizards rely
on the undead, because their circles make it feasible to control whole bone-yards. The
arrogance! They descend from nowhere, take what they want, leave everyone for dead, and
don't even bother to collect their trash.”

"Isit trash? How can you be sure? It didn't feel spent to me."

"It's cold and dark," he snapped. "If it's not spent, it's useless.”

"Not useless," Galimer countered thoughtfully. "We can useit to prove that we were
ambushed by the Red Wizards. That ought to put the wind in the Zhentarim."

"Mind what you say," Dru said, sobering quickly though he had had similar thoughts afew
moments ago. "Or we'll get caught between the Black Network and the Red Wizards." He
folded the box and let it hang against his hip. "When we get to Elversult, we tell the Network
that we were ambushed, but that we never saw what hit us. And we don't tell them about
finding the disk."

"Mother . . ." Galimer protested. "The girl, the captain and his men, the damn carters. . .
We've got to tell the truth, Dru. There won't be justice without the truth."

"What justice is there between Thay and the Zhentarim? We'll need a lifetime of luck just
to clear our names of this disaster. Talk about red-robed wizards won't help us do that, and
neither will alump of rotten glass—"

"I can't accept that, Dru. Not for her."

"Y ou don't have to. We'll avenge her ourselves. | swear to you right now and forever:
WEe'll hunt those wizards down. Well go to Thay, if we have to. We'll find out how they beat
us, and well use their secrets against them."
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28 Eleasias, the Year of the Banner (1368 DR)
West of the Dawn Pass

Druhallen leaned against arough-plank wall. Fifteen years after Ansoain's death and the
thought of her could till set hiswrist aching. Especialy in a Zhentarim village like Parnast,
on the rump of the Dawn Pass Trail, when the natural heat of a northern summer met the
unnatural heat creeping off the nearby Anauroch desert.

The breeze coming through the open window was moving heat. The shade where Dru sat
was dark heat. The air burned with the yellow dust of Anauroch. A storm was coming—
possibly from the desert, certainly in the rented room he shared with his partners.

"I'll lodge a protest. There's law in thistown,” Galimer fumed as he paced the room's not-
considerable width. "They've forfeited their earnest money, that's given."

"Wonderful! I'm sure they cared about their earnest money!" Rozt'a shot back.

Florozt'a had comeinto Dru and Galimer's lives a few years after Ansoain's death. They
were al younger then and she'd been new to the journeying life. She'd sold her sword to a
Zhentilar captain who'd only pretended to value her fighting skills. When hed tried, one too
many times, to demonstrate what he did value from women, she'd left him writhing on the
ground.

It had been a short-lived victory. Rozt'a had quickly found herself without a contract and
stranded on the empty road east of Triel with no more than her sword, the clothes on her back,
and aleaking waterskin. The gods knew what might have happened next if Druhallen and
Galimer hadn't been riding magic with the next eastbound caravan. They'd both remembered
the striking woman and her boorish captain, and judged that he'd deserved whatever damage
she'd done to him, maybe more.

Riding double behind Galimer, she'd said that wizards who journeyed the Western
Heartlands should hire their own bodyguards and not rely on someone else's muscle to protect
them when the going got rough. Dru and Gaimer, who scarcely needed words to exchange
ideas, then or now, had hired her on the spot, more from pity than need. But Rozt'a fit
comfortably between them, and by the end of that season they were athreesome.

Rozt'a's hair was afew shades yellower than Galimer's and cropped ragged just below her
ears. She wastall for awoman. In the sun, with her hair standing wild, she was nearly astal
as Druhallen and broader across through shoulders, in any weather, than Galimer. She and
Galimer could pass themselves off as siblings. From behind, with her weapons and |eathers
about her, Rozt'a passed for the brother.

When her temper was blazing asit did in the rented room, a wise man kept his head tucked
low.

"What's a bit of earnest to the likes of them?"' she ranted. "If they cared about their
precious earnest, they'd have waited for us. They were in one damn hurry and we're three full,
forsaken days early ourselves! Helm's eyes! One nose-full of trouble and they ran with the
first Zhentarim spend-spell who admired the shine in their purses. | tell you, this has nothing
to do with Dekanter or the Beast Lord—those dogs meant to betray our faith from the start.”

She got Dru's attention with that last remark. Any time Rozt'a uttered the words "love",
"betray”, and "fath" in close order, she could count on Druhallen’'s full attention.

It had been nearly nine years since she accepted Galimer's marriage proposal and, despite
occasional outbursts, their union endured, but—make no mistake about it—the gold-haired
mage hadn't been Rozt'a's first choice.

Dru had missed all the signals. Galimer had been smitten with Rozt'a from the start, and
what woman would be interested in a carpenter's burly son when she had the likes of Galimer
Longfingers waiting on her every wish? Of course, he'd valued her company. Of course, he
would have liked more—but the carpenter's son didn't poach, not on Galimer, not on histrue
friend.



Then came the night when Rozt'a had ambushed him with a not-at-all-friendly kiss. Hed
muttered something about honor and she'd replied that she wasin love ... with him. Galimer
gallantly proclaimed that he couldn't be happier than to see them together. She began to talk
of marriage, of children, and settling down in one place. The problem was that, as attractive as
Druhallen found Rozt'a, he didn't love her as she loved him and talk of marriage, children, or
rooting himself in the ground like atree turned his blood to ice.

Druhallen had kept his reservations to himself for over ayear. He came up with excuses—
good excuses—to postpone the wedding until they reached Berdusk, on their way home to
Scornubel for the winter, when Rozt'a announced that they'd be having a child come spring.
The announcement was more of a surprise than it should have been and Dru would go to his
grave knowing that he'd reacted poorly.

Very poorly.

They'd had arow that awakened the entire neighborhood. When the guard came to the
door, Dru had walked out, leaving Rozt'ain tears and Galimer standing beside her. By spring,
when guilt dragged him back, Rozt'a and Gal were married . . . and childless. The baby who
would have been Dru's daughter had died in Rozt'a's womb and nearly killed her.

Galimer had taken Rozt'a to Berdusk's Chauntean infirmary where priests had kept her
alive with prayers and rare medicines. The newlyweds were deep in debt and desperately glad
to see Druhallen of Sunderath.

I've lined up enough jour neywork that we'll have everything paid come autumn, but it
would be a blessing if you rode with us, Dru. | can handle the steady magic—wards, scrys,
and deceits—but I'm nervous in the pinch.

Nervous in the pinch! Since his mother's death, Galimer hadn't cast asingle spell from
horseback and his mind blanked at the least surprise. He could line up the work, but he
couldn't deliver it. Dru could, and backing the newlyweds for a season was the least he could
do.

We'll ride together, Dru had said to his friend, while Rozt'a stays here and rebuilds her
strength. Come autumn, you and she will be ready to start your own family ...

Not at all, Galimer had replied. The Chauntean priests had been explicit: fever had put an
end to Rozt'a's dreams of motherhood. Their future lay on the road, asit always had, with
him. What had been cut could be made whole again, if he'd consent.

Dru had been speechless; Galimer and Rozt'a heard silence for consent. They'd |eft
Berdusk together and found ways to remain that way.

"I'm telling you that it was a good contract,” Galimer continued the dispute with his wife.
"Y es, they were strangers. We didn't know them, they didn't know us, and neither they nor us
had ridden the Dawn Pass Trail before, but they knew our references and | checked theirs. |
made concessions—we're the ones who wanted to stop at Dekanter for three days when the
usual layover isone. . . wasone. None of us knew what was going on up here, but we'd
bargained fair and—because we were strangers—we deposited the earnest money with an
Acolyte of Lawv—"

Rozt'a snorted, a clear sign that she was losing control over her anger and disgust. "Unless
he was wearing the Network's jewels, my sneezes have more power than your Acolyte hasin
these parts.”

"Asamatter of fact, she was—"

Dru paid close attention to the wooden planks beneath him and the activity of a spider. The
Zhentarim in all their guises were a chronic irritation in the Heartland, but they claimed the
Dawn Pass Trail for their own and there was no one who could gainsay them. Honest folk—
and Dru considered himself, Galimer, and Rozt'a to be honest folk—could survive, even
thrive, in the Zhentarim shadow. The Network, itself, preferred to do business with honest
folk; it was both cheaper and safer. But when a deal soured on the Dawn Pass Trail, honest
folk were vulnerable.

In Parnast, the little village where Galimer had arranged for them to meet a merchant-
adventurer coming off the Anauroch desert, the Network was openly and utterly in charge.
Zhentarim cant echoed in the charterhouse and Zhentarim trade-marks were burned into every
piece of wood, including the one Druhallen stared at after the spider disappeared.



Thelocal Zhentarim lord, a human named Amarandaris, took atenth of everything that
passed through the palisade gate, and his armed cohorts made certain that nothing failed to
pass through. The cohorts seldom had to use force. The Zhentarim were notorious for other
means of persuasion.

West of the village, the Dawn Pass Trail was a six-day stretch of rock-slides, washouts,
and hairpin curves through the Greypeak Mountains to the town of Llorkh. The trail was wide
enough for a single sure-footed horse or mule. Merchants provided the goods, the gold, the
horses, and whatever magic they thought their goods deserved; the Zhentarim provided all the
muscle and pack-mules for a price that was almost fair. Usually there was a thirty-mule train
forming in Llorkh, ancther in Parnast, and one in transit on the trail.

Just east of Parnast, the Dawn Pass trail split into two. A southern branch, wide enough for
four-wheeled carts, skirted the foothills of the eastern Greypeaks, including the ruins at
Dekanter, and rejoined Heartland trade routes farther south in Y arthrain. From Parnast to
Y arthrain, merchants provided the goods, the gold, and the magic while the Zhentarim
provided muscle and ox-carts the size of freighters.

The northern branch of the eastbound trail disappeared into Anauroch where the Bedine
traded, raided, and steadfastly resisted Network ambition. The Anauroch routes were the
fastest between Zhentil Keep on the inland M oonsea and their western dominions. Cross-
Anauroch traffic was steady, but woe betided a merchant-adventurer whom the nomads
caught depending on Zhentarim protection. Of course, worse befell a merchant-adventurer
who arrived in Parnast without Zhentarim camels to exchange for Zhentarim mules and ox-
carts.

Dru and his companions had come from Llorkh, keeping underpaid eyes on grain destined
for the stomachs of mules, camels, and oxen. They'd planned to meet their Anauroch
adventurer and ride magic for his south-bound trade-goods. It had seemed so simple, so
clever, so certain, and it had fallen apart afew hours ago when they'd ridden into the village.

"I did what | could, Rozt'a," Galimer defended himself. "I arranged the contract right after
we decided that the Y ear of the Banner would be the year Dru would finally get to Dekanter.
We agreed that we should reach the ruins at the end of the season, on our way back to
Scornubel. That meant Llorkh to Parnast and Parnast to Dekanter, Y arthrain, and then on to
Scornubel for the winter. Mercy, Rozt'a, how was | to know—how could anyone have
known—that Amarandaris would chose the Y ear of the Banner to declare the ruins off-limits
and move the whole damn trail a half-league to the east?"

"I'm not blaming you, Gal. | blame those dog merchants who wouldn't wait until the
contract date, and the damn Zhentarim. Y ou think the LIorkh Network didn't know what we'd
find here before we left their town? But, no—Dbetter to strand us here and make us beg tojoin
one of their caravans south. Demons loose in the Greypeaks! Nonsense! Bloodbaths and
murder at Dekanter. War with the Underdark. We've heard it all since we got here. Do these
fools take us for fools? Zhentarim driven out of Dekanter? Not damned likely, | tell you.
Zhentarimdon't let go of anything. They mean to deceive us, each of us. you, me, and you,
too, Druhalen—don't pretend you're asleep; | know better.”

Druhallen looked up but said nothing as Rozt'a continued her tirade.

"I don't give usamorning's journey, if wetried to leave this village right now. There's
safety in numbers when you're dealing with the Network. The whole idea of waiting until the
end of the season wasto link up with the Anauroch traders so we wouldn't be alone with the
Zhentarim in Dekanter. The way they've got it set now—" a stray thought stopped Rozt'a
cold. When she spoke again, her tone was deeper and more anxious. "We could be stuck
here—stuck in Parnast—for the whole winter!"

Parnast was atypical village in most respects, not unlike Sunderath where Dru had been
born. True, it was abit more isolated ... All right, tucked on the rump side of the Greypeak
Mountains with the Anauroch desert for a neighbor, it was hard to imagine a more isolated
village. The Dawn Pass Trail —the sole reason for Parnast's existence—was unusable for half
the year. As soon as the late summer dust storms ended, the mountain blizzards began and
lingered until the spring thaw produced a certainty of mud from Llorkh to Yarthrain.

Winter in Parnast would be winter in prison.



"I don't know," Galimer answered. "I've made afew inquiries. We've only been here an
afternoon, and we haven't established our reputations. The problemisn't just that they've
moved thetrail to the east of Dekanter. Something's serioudly wrong at Zhentil Keep.
Apparently nothing's come west for months, and traders who usually head east have chosen to
go south instead. I've got to wonder when the Network's own trade chooses a Cormyr
passage. Amarandaris must be wondering the same thing. Word is that he's Sememmon's
hand-picked man—"

"Y ou hadn't mentioned that! It just gets worse!" Despite her assurances, Rozt'a was
shouting at her husband. "Drul" She turned her attention to him, as he'd feared she would.
"Dru—talk to thisman! Tell him what to do before he getsus al killed!"

Druhallen took a deep breath. "It's not Galimer's fault. The Zhentarim are as good at
keeping secrets as they are at spreading rumors. I'm inclined to think there's something rotten
at Zhentil Keep, and at Dekanter as well, though whether they're related . . . that | can't begin
to guess. If there's blame, put it on me. I'm the one who wanted to be here. | thought a
contract to escort myrrh resin into the south wasideal. | would have shaken hands and called
it done. Galimer had the sense to insist on earnest and Acolytes. | laughed at him, if you
remember. Well, I've stopped laughing. Blame me for this, not him."

Rozt'awouldn't blame Dru for anything. Her temper would take her to the brink of a
confrontation with her onetime lover, but never acrossit. They talked, as two members of a
trio had to talk, and sometimes at great length but when discussion grew heated, Rozt'a
became a woman of very few words.

Dru, who was their partnership's nominal leader, took advantage of her—and his own—
unwillingness to confront what had—and had not—continued to exist between them.

"We're not trapped yet," he continued patiently. "The locals say the dust storms don't
usually start until after the Eleint full moon and not always then. Last year the storms were
bad, and the year before. The old woman who sold me bread swore there'd never been three
bad yearsin arow. She said, too, that this past spring saw any humber of merchant-
adventurers head out to trade with the Bedine. Surely some of them will make it back. If they
won' hire us as extra magic, then we'll pay our own way. Safety in numbers, Roz, just as you
said."

"What about Amarandaris?' she persisted. "What price are we going to have to pay to
him? Is this the season when we sell ourselves to the Network?'

There'd been no Zhentarim in Sunderath. Druhallen had grown up without ever seeing a
Network trade-mark or cringing in the face of Network brutality. Rozt'a had been less
fortunate and harbored a mistrust that bordered on hysteria.

"If Galimer says Amarandarisis a Darkhold man, then | believe him. He and | have dealt
with Sememmon and his vassals since we were boys in Ansoain's shadow. They're honorable
villains, for what it's worth, and know the val ue of honest trade. If worse comes to worst, we
can go down the new trail with Amarandaris and live to tell the tale."

Rozt'afolded her arms beneath her breasts. "I don't share your faith where Darkhold is
concerned. | got alook at this Amarandaris while | was scouting the resident muscle. I've seen
warmer eyes on a snake."

"Why not go up the Dawn Pass?' Galimer interrupted. "They've got sixty mulesin the
stables right now, that's thirty more than they want. Therell be amule train headed back to
Llorkh tomorrow or the day after. We can go with them. | can keep our noses clean with the
Zhentarim, but something's got the goblin-kin riled. Sweet Mystra—didn't you see them
camped outside the palisade as we came in? Something's put real fear into those little beggars.
Dwarves, maybe, or Underdark races who'd kill us as soon as they'd kill agoblin. If
Amarandaris pulled the Network out of Dekanter, Dru, I'm telling you I'm not eager to get one
step closer than | already am.”

"Vengeance," Dru countered. "Y our mother's vengeance.”

"We've gotten vengeance. There were thirteen Red Wizards on that hilltop. We've learned
al their names and dain three of them without going to Dekanter. We'll day the rest when we
can, if we can. Going to Dekanter won't get us closer to any of them. All Dekanter gets us—
gets you—is a chance to cast that scrying spell you've been cooking up for years. All right—



suppose you do scry something about the glass disk? Suppose you see a red-robed wizard
carry it out of the mines, then what? Y ou've never been able to answer that question for me,
Dru. Areyou going to start excavating with strangers around—Zhentarim strangers? Sweet
Mystra, you've always said, 'Don't let the Network know we think there's a connection
between Ansoain's death and the Red Wizards'! If you ask me, it would be easier if we were
traveling with Amarandaris. At least then we'd know the thief—"

"Strangers! Red Wizards! Zhentarim!" Rozt'a erupted. "Gods! Take your pick and the Pit
take them all. We're al born little people and if we're clever well stay little people, beneath
the notice of the mighty for good or evil. Y ou find what you're looking for, Druhallen, and
our troubles are just starting."

Dru defended himself: "If I'm right and the Red Wizards are kindling their spell circles
with Netherese magic and Netherese artifacts, then the rest of Faerun's got to know before the
Weave istorn. The Netheril Empire came down in a day because wizards got greedy."

"The Weave's not our responsibility. I've said it before: She was my mother!" Galimer
shouted. Galimer never shouted, but the heat and frustration had gotten to them al. "Y ou've
spun ayard of conclusions from a single strand of suspicion, Dru. | say, sell that damned disk
and be done with it."

Dru opened his folding box—a different one than he'd carried on the Vilhon Reach—and
removed the disk. He held it up in the summer light.

Thedisk had not yielded its secrets easily. Ansoain had been dead for two winters before
Druhallen knew the inscription was written in the language of the ancient Netheril Empire.
Another seven winters passed before he'd taught himself enough of that forgotten language to
attempt atrandation . . . Those who see me see darkness, while he who holds me casts the sun.

In his heart Druhallen believed that the first part of the inscription described the disk's
function as avault where several wizards could pool their potential magic; and the second
part described the might awizard wielded when he unleashed that pooled potential. But other
interpretations were possible. There was no definitive concordance of Netherese with any
modern language. In other contexts, the word Druhallen had translated as darkness meant
death or blindness; and at |east one elven authority insisted that casts the sun was a metaphor
for insanity.

Galimer and Rozt'a agreed with the elves and so, five years ago, Druhallen had spent the
winter at Candlekeep, where for a hefty pricein gold ablind seer had plunged into atrance.
She'd vindicated afew of Dru's cherished suspicions. Before it fell into the grass on the
Vilhon Reach, the disk had belonged to a red-robed necromancer from Thay who commanded
the potential magic of twelve other wizards less skilled than himself. But the Candlekeep seer
had been unable to determine what precise role the disk had played in casting the spells that
slew Ansoain and so many othersthat day, or how a Netherese artifact had wound up in a Red
Wizard's hands.

Go to Dekanter, the seer suggested when her trance had ended. Go to the Mines of
Dekanter in the Greypeak Mountains. The Netherese mages congregated there after the metal
played out and the dwarves had moved on. They developed their most potent spells and
artifacts in those mountains, away from the floating cities. Thereis a distinct pattern to
objects forged at Dekanter—a taste of darkness, the scents of depth and weight. Go to
Dekanter. Your disk was born there, lost there, and found there not so long ago. A century or
two, at most. If you can find the chamber where thedisk wasfired, | can teach you a simple
spell that will show you therest.

The seer's "simple spell" was more subtle than any spell Druhallen had |earned before or
since. It had taken him three yearsto collect the reagents necessary to cast it and another
year—not to mention the lion's share of the reagents—to master it. Until this morning, he'd
believed he was less than aweek's journeying from unraveling atriad of mysterieswith a
single spell: the history of apolished disk of Netherese glass, the specific roleit played in the
ambush that led to Ansoain's desth, and the more general role it played in Red Wizard spell-
casting.

In the Parnast room Dru rotated the disk until it angled sunlight onto the floor between
them all. "The Netherese wizards destroyed themselves, their Empire, and very nearly the



world." Herecited alesson he'd learned from the Candlekeep seer. "When Great Ao saw the
price of their foolishness, He commanded Mystrato thread a new strand through the Weave,
the strand of fate that limits the power of our spellcraft—because the nature of magicis
recklessness and self-destruction. That thread has held tight against good, evil, and all that lies
between—until now. I'm sure the Red Wizards are trying to recreate the forbidden spells that
brought the Empire down."

Galimer shook his head. "It doesn't follow, Dru. It hasn't ever followed. Y es, the Thayan
circles are dangerous and we don't know how the Red Wizards create them. And, yes, their
zulkirs are madmen, worse than the Zhentarim. But madmen fueled with Netherese artifacts?
Look at a map, Dru—there's half of Faerun between Thay and Dekanter. It's not asif they can
just appear and disappear—"

The gold-haired mage stopped himself, and Druhallen savored along-awaited victory.

"That's exactly what they did on the Vilhon Reach," Dru said without gloating. "Why not
do it at Dekanter? Everything does follow. I'd just as soon go the rest of the way by
ourselves—the old trail must still be there and it's not asif we'd be looking for afight with
anyone—although, have you considered the possibility that this supposed war bel ow Dekanter
is actually the Red Wizards establishing themsel ves above?"

Dru watched Galimer's eyes narrow with thought, and he feigned a philosophical retreat.

"Y ou plot our course, Longfingers. If you say we go to Llorkh, then we head east to
Llorkh. Gods willing, I'll get back here some other year."

Galimer, still narrow-eyed and thinking, said nothing.

Rozt'a began her opinion with a groan, followed by, "Spare me! Mystra's got nothing on
you, Druhallen, when it comes to weaving mismatched strands. Both of you would like
nothing better than to be cooped up for the winter with nothing to do but pore over a
spellbook. Gods know, Parnast isn't big enough for real trouble—"

It was an afternoon for misstatements—and not about a wizard's capacity for boredom.
Their trio was, in fact, a quartet and their fourth partner was loose.

"Speaking of trouble, Roz, whereis Tiep?' Dru asked. " Shouldn't he be back by now?"

"I left him grooming the horses. | told him to scrape and rasp their hooves while he's at it.
Six horses, twenty-four hooves—I figured it would take him the rest of the afternoon. He's
due before sundown; and | reminded him that we hadn't forgotten what happened in Llorkh."

Dru raked his hair anxioudly.

"Hell beal right," Galimer interceded. "The problem in Llorkh was that he got lost and
asked the wrong people for help. Parnast's smaller. There's only one street, one stable, one
tav—"

"Tiep's never gotten lost in hislife," Dru shot back. "Tiep gets distracted and then Tiep
getsin trouble. The boy is nothing but distraction and trouble wrapped up in skin."

Rozt'alooked out the front door as she said, "He's sixteen. Hell grow out of it, the same
way we did when we were sixteen."

No moather could cherish a child more than Rozt'a cherished Tiep. The boy had shown up
in the Chauntean temple of Berdusk while she was recovering from her fevered pregnancy.
Scrawny as anestling bird and just as hungry, Tiep had been the perfect target for Rozt'a's
thwarted instincts. The priests guessed he was about seven, meaning he was about sixteen
now. Druhallen suspected that he was closer to twenty; starvation had away of stunting a
child's growth both in body and in conscience.

With his swarthy skin, curling sable hair, and startling blue eyes, Tiep had the look of a
foreigner wherever they traveled. Though charming and graceful, he had the defensive nature
of someone always under suspicion, but he'd been clever enough to see a better life for
himself when he first saw hisreflection in Rozt'd's eyes.

From the start, Tiep had tried to earn his keep through chores and charm. He had his bad
days—rather more of them lately than there'd been for several years—but mostly the boy was
good company. Unfortunately, he was also an incorrigible thief.

Together, Dru, Rozt'a, and Galimer had been unable to erase the lessons Tiep had learned
in the aleys of Berdusk. They gave him all that he needed and more besides. He repaid their
kindness with stolen gifts. Folk who made their living by guarding the wealth of others



couldn't safely shelter athief, but there was no sticking place in Tiep's memory for the moral
lessons they tried to teach him.

"He's got to be careful in Parnast,” Dru said after a moment's silence. "He's gotten too old
for mercy. Amarandaris will hang him if he gets caught stealing here."

"I see him," Rozt'a said from the doorway. "He's walking beside a girl."

"Gods have mercy," Dru swore.

He surged to his feet but Galimer beat him to the doorway.

"It was bound to happen," Rozt'a whispered.

Predictably, Galimer saw the situation in its best light: "At least he won't get caught
stealing."

Tiep made afooal of hisfoster-father as he wrapped the girl in a surprisingly mature
embrace and kiss. She ran away the instant he released her. If Tiep was disappointed by his
light-o-love's bolt for freedom, he hid it well. When he realized he'd had an audience, he add a
swagger to hisgrin.

"Her name's Manya. Her poppas afarmer here, and her brother's joined the garrison. She
tends the geese every morning, but comes into—"

"We're travelers, Tiep." Dru cut the lad short. "And thisisatiny village, atiny Zhentarim
village. The fathers and brothers who live here won't take kindly to travelers paying court to
their young women. Y ou'll wake up in aditch, minus your most valued parts."

"I wasn't doing anything. | wasn't even thinking about doing anything."

"You kissed her." Rozt'a planted her hands on Tiep's shoulders, and he froze beneath her.
"Where | come from, that was enough to get you betrothed—or run out of town, if she was
aready spoken for."

Rozt'a didn't often speak about her life before the road. The youth swallowed hard and
tucked his chin down so he didn't have to meet her eyes.

"Manyadidn't say anything about that—and she was the one who started talking. There
was a bunch of goblins out behind the stable, beggin' and all when she was just trying to get
to the charterhouse. | saw that she was scared, so | grabbed a pitchfork an' chased 'em off.
What was | supposed to do? Turn my back? How would those brothers and fathers fed if |
didn't—"

"All right!" Dru snarled. He wasn't in the mood for Tiep'slogic. "Rozt'adidn't say you'd
done anything wrong! What we're all saying isthat we're likely to be in Parnast longer than
we planned, so you've got to be extra careful. If you see something lying on the ground, just
leave it there and don't cross the locals or their daughters. Amarandaris has the first and last
word in justice here, and I'm not going to risk our lives or livelihoods to save yours."

"Sheesh! I've got the point. Gods, it was only akiss, and it was her idea, to thank me for
chasing those goblins away."

Rozt'a had closed the door and the room was stifling with raw emotion. Tiep and Galimer
exchanged anxious glances. They were aike in important ways: they both valued peace more
than victory. Dru wasn't surprised that Galimer broke the tension.

"Other than goblins and girls, how was your afternoon?"

"Did you rasp down their hooves?' Rozt'a added before Tiep could answer.

He knew whose questions came firgt. "All but Ebony’'s—she wasn't having anything to do
with me around her feet an' it was too hot to argue with her. I'll get her in the morning when
she's still sleepy. | got everybody else: Cardinal, Bandy, Fowler, Star and Hopper. Hopper's
cracked his|left rear hoof. | was going to say we'd have to find a smith and get him shod, but
if we're not going anywhere for awhile, maybe we can wait an' see if it'll grow out on its
own."

Larceny notwithstanding, Tiep was a conscientious youth. He took good care of their
animals—especially Hopper, the elder statesman among their horses—and was a better cook
than the rest of them combined. This past spring, before they left Scornubel and at Druhalen's
suggestion, they'd given him a one-tenth share of their profits.

It had been time to make him a partner, but it had taken away the one threat that always
worked with Tiep: the threat of leaving him behind.

With agrin Tiep offered Dru a small, rag-wrapped parcel. "l found this for you."



Warily, Dru accepted the parcel which unfurled in his hands. A lump of black, waxy stuff
released its scent into the crowded room.

"Myrrh," Dru muttered when enough of the mournful aroma had hit his nogtrils. A small
fortune in myrrh. "Tiep, tell me you don't expect me to believe that you found thisjust lying
about."

"In the stalls," the lad replied quickly, too quickly for Dru's taste. "Those Zhentarim
hostlers, they don't clean the stalls near good enough.”

"Tiep!" al three adults spoke as one.

"All right. All right. | won it. | won it fair and square from a hostler. An' he said hedid
find it in the straw after some merchants | eft yesterday. | figured it was the bunch that ran out
on us, and that they owed us, so | made sure | won the bet—"

"Y ou admit you cheated?' Dru challenged. Discipline fell to him. Galimer didn't have the
stomach for it, and Rozt'a left bruises when she tried.

"Never!" Tiep replied emphatically. "I don't cheat! The guy said he could throw double-
three five times running. | let him make his throw four times, then | dared him—my ring for
his myrrh—to throw hisfifth double-three with my dice.”

Of course Tiep had had a pair of dice with him.

Rozt'a reached for his shoulders again. "That ring's not yours to sell or game away."

Before they'd set out from Berdusk, Druhallen had enchanted the ring to help them find the
boy, if he'd ever truly gotten lost, and to pass him through the wards Dru routinely set around
their rooms and camps. In the process they'd discovered that Tiep had ancther talent beside
thievery: he shed ssmple magics and was particularly hard on enchantments. His talent
wouldn't save him from afireball, but it had forced Dru to enchant an expensive gemstone
ring rather than aplain silver band and it had made it impossible for Tiep to follow in his
foster fathers' footsteps.

"There was no way | was losing my ring."

"Then you were cheating," Dru corrected.

"No way! My dice are absolutely pure, honest, all-around square." Tiep placed his hands
over his heart for dramatic emphasis. "The hostler was cheating. No way he was going to try
to make his throw with square dice. And it wasn't asif the myrrh really belonged to him. He
didn't even know what it was—he was going to smoke it. Can you imagine how sick he'd be
right now if he'd tried smoking myrrh? | saved that hostler from areally bad night."

Theworst part of Tiep's tale was that it was probably true. "Y ou should have taken the
hostler and the myrrh to the charterhouse.”

"Ri-i-i-ight," Tiep sneered. "And gotten himin all kinds of trouble? And Amandiswas
going to shout 'Quick, saddle my fastest horse and get thislump of very valuable myrrh back
to the idiot who dropped it!'?"

Tiep had a point; he usually did. Dru contented himself with asimpler warning: "That's
Amarandaris, not Amandis."

"Y eah, him, too."

"Don't take Parnast lightly, Tiep. We're out of the Heartlands. Thisis Zhentarim territory,
and there's nothing they like better than a cocky, young man."

"He'sright, Tiep," Galimer added. "Lord Amarandaris might not punish you, if he catches
you. He might seduce you into working for him. It's easy to find yourself working for the
Network and impossible to stop. There's no ‘just this once' with the Zhentarim."

Tiep grimaced. "I'm not stupid. | won that myrrh from a damn-fool hostler. How he got it
is no concern of mine."

Tiep could seem so sure of himself, so honest and sincere in his protests, but for an instant,
as he'd opened his mouth, Dru thought he'd seen aflash of naked terror in the youth's eyes.
Maybe they were finally getting through to him.

A man had to be doubly careful with his integrity when he shared the road with the Black
Network, paid their tolls and bribes, and knew that every coin in his purse had passed through
their hands at least once before it came to him. That was the first lesson that Ansoain had
taught him. Druhallen thought he'd kept the lesson close to his heart al these years, but he
kept the myrrh, too, and he believed his foster son.
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30 Eleasias, the Year of the Banner (1368 DR)

Parnast

A storm kicked up that night. While Druhallen tried to sleep, wind howled from the east,
from Anauroch. It blew for three days, hot as an open fire pit and sharp with grit. Parnasters,
both native and Zhentarim, expertly covered their faces like the Bedine and told their
suffering visitors: "Thisisnothing,” "Wait another ten days,” and "Y ou should have been here
last year—we didn't see the sun for twenty days!"

Dru didn't want to imagine a twenty-day dust-storm. Rozt'a, Galimer, and Tiep had
replaced the family he'd once had. He'd die for them, if circumstances demanded, but after
three endless days cooped up with a sulky youth and amarried couple his thoughts had begun
to tilt toward murder.

Then the wind backed and died. When Druhallen awoke before their fourth Parnast dawn,
silence had replaced the incessant rasping of Anauroch grit on the walls and roof. The air
smelled fresh and felt cool. He imagined bathing in a cold stream, rinsing away the yellow
dust that stiffened his hair and tightened his skin. Moving quietly, so as not to disturb his
sleeping companions, Dru pulled on his boots and inscribed words he couldn't see on a wax
tablet which he left on his blanket.

Gone for a walk. Back before noon.

Bodies stirred in the bed Rozt'a and Galimer shared. Rozt'a was almost certainly awake.
She held hersdlf a bodyguard first, awife second. Given a chance, she'd have spread her
blanketsin front of the door and slept there alone. Dru didn't give her the chance and blocked
the door with his own body each night.

"I need air," he reassured her softly. "Don't worry."

Odds were she'd be lying on his blankets, in his place, before he took ten steps from the
door.

Druhallen wasn't the only one out early, welcoming the changed weather. Laughter
surrounded the stables and the charterhouse kitchen. The gate in the narrow side of the
palisade was already open. Gatehouse guards hailed Dru as he approached.

He wished them a good day. On amorning like this, with the promise of fair weather
brightening the east, Dru could have wished the Red Wizards a good day had a circle of them
popped into sight—which, thank all the gods, they didn't.

Ignoring the Dawn Pass Trail, Dru chose to follow the north-wending footpath Parnasters
used to tend their fields. A forest—Weathercote Wood—rose beyond the fields. The true
Parnasters—the twenty-odd families that had farmed here before the Zhentarim arrived and
would continue to do so long after the last Network scheme had fizzled—spoke reverently of
their forest. In the charterhouse commons where Dru and other travelers took their meals, the
Parnasters said that a visiting wizard should walk as far as the brook bridge at |east once
before he | eft the village.

Weathercote Wood was a place marked on better maps. Knowledgeabl e cartographers
agreed it was an enchanted place, though no legends were associated with it, no dragons or
treasure, no cursed castles or fallen cities, just the label: "Herein lies magic." Weathercote's
greatest mystery wasiits lack of mystery.

That was fine with Druhallen. He was more interested in the brook than in mystery.

A mounted patrol caught up with him before the palisade was gone from sight. As they
passed, they warned him to beware of goblins whose hunger, after three days of eating dust,
might be stronger than their cowardice. Most of the riders were Zhentarim in black leather,
chain, and carrying crossbows, but a few were Parnasters carrying scythes and pitchforks.

Thetruth was, Lord Amarandaris had himself a serious goblin problem. Displaced from
their homes by some upheaval in the Greypeak Mountains, they were starving, desperate, and
just civilized enough to recognize that a village meant food. The native Parnasters were a



charitable folk, which had only made things worse. They'd fed and sheltered the first arrivals.
Then a second wave arrived, and athird—all expecting the same good treatment and turning
surly when the villagers hesitated.

Or so said Tiep's friend Manya, who'd visited their room twice during the storm and whose
fears were fast becoming hatreds. She worried what would happen after the Leafall when the
weather got wintery and Lord Amarandaris hied himself down to distant Darkhold.

If he were smart, Amarandaris was worried, too.

Druhallen wasn't worried about goblins. He'd pulled a serviceable staff from the firewood
pile on hisway through the palisade. Goblins, even a pack of them, weren't likely to attack a
grown man carrying any sort of weapon, not with bowmen riding thefields. And if the
scrawny beggars were so foolish, Dru had the pinch of ash wedged beneath his thumbnail. A
few breaths of a gloomy enchantment would quench their fury.

He was well beyond the village but not yet in sight of the Wood when he met a Parnaster
coming toward him. The man was bent with age and leading a donkey that all but disappeared
beneath aload of kindling.

"Be you bound for the Wood?" the codger asked.

"For the brook."

"Good for the brook! But 1'd not be crossing the bridge today, not being a wizard and not
seeing a path on t'other side. Maybe not then, neither, depending on the light. Being awizard,
maybe | would, no matter the light. But not without a path. Being a wizard, the Wood's not
safe without a path.”

Dru understood the words but not their meaning. "I'll mind the path and the light," he
assured the codger and kept going.

Beyond the fields the path became a track through wild-flower meadows. Dru thought
about the wood-gatherer. If the codger's words had any meaning, then men who weren't
wizards shouldn't enter the Wood and those who were should stick to the path. But the codger
hadn't gathered his kindling on the meadow side of the brook, which left Dru wondering
about the Parnasters themsel ves.

Asfar as he knew, the Dawn Pass Trail was as old as men and had always skirted the
Greypeaks. It had connected the ancient Netheril Empire, now lost beneath the Anauroch
sands, with the Sea of Swords to the west and the Moonsea to the south. Whenever Parnast
had been founded, it would have seemed reasonable for the village to have grown up where
thetrail divided rather than a half-day's journey to the west. It would have been typica of the
Zhentarim to re-found the village at that more useful place once they'd come to dominate the
area. Gods knew, the Zhentarim weren't averse to uprooting villages for their own
convenience.

Sememmon might possess theleast brutal reputation among the Zhentarim princes, but
that was damning the master of Darkhold with faint praise. Amarandaris would burn the
village and march the survivors to oblivion, if Sememmon twitched in that direction. It was
that threat of annihilation that gave most Zhentarim villages their bitter, weary atmosphere—
an atmosphere notably absent in Parnast. It was asif the Parnasters tolerated the Zhentarim,
rather than the other way around.

What would have enabled afew farmersto bind the Black Network to good behavior?

The path cleared a hilltop. Weathercote Wood burst into sight, alush wall of greenery on
the far side of a brook which this late in summer scarcely needed a bridge. On the Parnast side
the bridge came down in agravel-filled ditch. On the Weathercote side, there was untrampled
grass and nary a hint of a path.

Thelight, apparently, was wrong.

Bathing was impossible in the shrunken brook, but Druhallen could, and did, kneel in the
delightfully frigid water. With no one watching, he splashed himself until he was soaked to
the skin. During the past three days he'd sworn that he'd never complain about cold again, but
it wasn't long—not more than a quarter-hour—before he was shivering and headed back to
the patch of sunlight where hed left his boots, belt, and folding box.

Dru watched the forest while the sun dried the clothes on his back. Once, hundreds of
black birds took flight at one swoop. They cast a shadow across the sun, but there was nothing



magical about crows raiding the grain fields. After the crows, the Wood erupted with alocust
racket and, for amoment, Druhallen suspected magic. He rose... took a step toward the bridge

The bugsfell silent.

Thelight wasn't right.

He gave the Wood until mid-morning to reveal its magic. Locusts racketed afew more
times and once, when his attention had wandered a bit, afox poked its head through the
thicket. But before Dru could get a better 100k, it had vanished.

Dru headed back to the village; Weathercote could keep its secrets. Nearing the palisade,
he heard shouting and the unmistakable honk of camels: a caravan had followed the storm off
the Anauroch. Druhallen quickened his pace, but stopped short once he was through the gate.

Until that moment, Dru would have guessed that a desert caravan held a dozen camels,
perhaps as many as twenty. Instead, there were easily twice that—the exact number was
impossible to count—each with apair of desert-dressed handlers and a merchant retinue, and
al of them were shouting. Parnast's single street and the courtyard between the charterhouse
and its stable had been transformed into chaos incarnate.

A few men, quieter than the rest and dressed in cleaner clothes, made themselves obvious.
They were the Zhentarim inspectors, checking every pack and purse, making sure that their
master and, especially, they themselves got a cut of the loot.

L oot there was. The riches of Anauroch and the east were on display beneath the Parnast
sun: carpets and tgpestries, carved sandalwood chests, and brass hammered into shapes both
functional and fantastic. Amarandaris would lay claim to the best, but he couldn't keep it all
and, like as not, neither he nor his men would find the rarest, the most precious objects the
desert had yielded up.

That meant there'd be merchants looking to get out of Parnast as quickly as possible with
hired magic that didn't dance to the Zhentarim tune.

Druhallen looked about for Galimer's golden hair and found Rozt'ainstead. Their
bodyguard was perched on the courtyard fence, absorbed in animated conversation with
another leather-clad, sword-wearing woman. She waved as Dru walked by, but didn't invite
him over and he didn't intrude.

There were few enough women living Rozt'a’s life. When Rozt'a met one, she tended to
embrace the woman as along-lost sister, even if they'd never met before. It was just another
of the many things Dru didn't understand about the woman who'd wanted to marry him.

He spotted Tiep. The youth'swild, dark curls were unmistakable amid a clutch of desert-
wrapped heads hurkered within aring of rope-bound chests and knotted sacks. Dru knew
what they were doing before Tiep's fist shot up. As best Druhallen could figure, Tiep had
learned to throw a pair of dice before he'd learned to walk. The youth knew the rules and
strategy of every game played for money. Dru was certain Tiep cheated—Iluck simply
couldn't account for his winnings—but he'd never been able to catch him, and neither had
anyone else.

Another dow turn on his heels and Dru still hadn't found Galimer. If his partner wasn't
part of the courtyard throng, then he'd already decided which merchant had the most to offer
and was inside the charterhouse negotiating over tea and wine. Dru had nointention of
interrupting that discussion, either, but he wanted an advance look at whatever had caught
Gal's eye. He was halfway to the porch when an unfamiliar voice hailed him from behind.

"Druhallen! Druhallen of Sunderath!™

There was very little about the lord of Parnast that set him apart from other men. Of
average height, weight, and coloring, his appearance was easy to describe, easier to forget. It
wasn't until he'd closed the distance between them that his dark, predatory eyes became
noticeable.

Dru held out his hand, demanding a peer's greeting, which brought a one-beat hesitation to
Amarandariss forward progress, but the Zhentarim lord recovered quickly. He clasped Dru's
right hand in his own and swung his left arm out for a hearty shoulder clap which guided Dru
toward the eastern end of the porch.

"Druhallen—you're just the man I've been looking for!™



A sharp sting, like that of an insect, only very cold, penetrated Dru's shirt. Another man—a
man with no magical talent or training—might have shrugged and kept going. Druhallen
knew he'd been touched by superficial spellcraft, probably from one of the many rings
Amarandaris wore. Dru himself wore such a magic-probing ring on the middle finger of his
right hand. Twisting that hand, he brought thebit of metal to bear above the veins of
Amarandarisswrist.

He learned nothing from the exercise that he didn't already know. Amarandaris was a
wizard of middling skill. Most Zhentarim of any stature were at least that good with the craft.

Aswas Druhallen himself, which Amarandaris should have known, since he'd known
about Sunderath.

"We need to talk, Dru,"” Amarandaris said loudly enough to be overheard, if there'd been
anyone else on the porch.

"Let'sgoinside," Dru replied, leaning toward the double doors to the common room.

Amarandaris clamped hisfingers over Dru'swrist. "Upstairs.”

Druhallen had the physica strength and, perhaps, the magical strength to escape. He
grinned broadly, like a dog baring its teeth, to let Amarandaris know that he'd be polite, but
not coerced. The Zhentarim lord returned the grin and rel eased the captive wrist, though he
kept a hand on Dru's shoul der.

"I was told to expect a stubborn man," Amarandaris said, pushing Dru ahead of him.

That wasn't anything Dru wanted to hear from a Zhentarim wizard—and he didn't think of
himself as particularly stubborn. Cautious. A man who was honest and wise needed to be
cautious when dealing with men like Amarandaris. If Dru had been a stubborn man, he would
have insisted that Amarandaris precede him up the stairs.

Amarandariss retreat covered the third floor of the charterhouse, alevel that could not be
seen from the ground.

From its porch, Amarandaris could see the Greypeaks, Weathercote Wood, and the distant
yellow haze of the desert. Two human men sat with their backs to awall and their faces
toward the stairway. They were on their feet with their weapons drawn when Dru first noticed
them.

At aword from Amarandaris, they sat again on benches flanking a single door. Dru
stepped aside—he would get stubborn before he'd open the door to another mage's private
quarters. Amarandaris flashed another grin, released the latch, and pulled the door open.

"Be welcome."

The Zhentarim lord lived comfortably above the charterhouse: upholstered furniture, plush
carpets, an abundance of colored glass, gold, and silver. Maps hung on every wall, more
detailed than most Dru had seen and speckled with knowledge the Zhentarim rarely, if ever,
shared. He squinted for a glimpse of Weathercote. The Wood was speckled with yellow and
black dots whaose meaning wasn't obvious.

Sheets of parchment covered Amarandaris's ebony desk. Three abacuses, each onewith a
different arrangement of wire and beads, sat on the parchment. A checkered counting cloth
was folded in one corner and a set of inkwells sat in another. The inkwells were gilded and sat
inacrystal base, but they were functional and well used. Amarandaris worked as hard as any
honest man.

On aside table a sparkling sphere kept the air moving and kept it fresh as well—no desert
grit rasping Amarandaris's throat or disrupting his sleep. Beside the sphere was an enameled
tray with a matching ewer and two exquisite blown-glass goblets.

Amarandaris filled a goblet with wine from the ewer. He offered it to Druhallen.

"Sit," the Zhentarim suggested, indicating the largest of his upholstered chairs. "Make
yourself comfortable.”

Dru accepted the goblet without drinking from it and refused the invitation to sit.
Amarandaris filled the second goblet and tapped its lip against Druhallen's before repeating
his request:

"Sit down, man."

"What do you want?' Dru grumbled as he sat in adifferent chair. He sipped the wine. It
was sweet, fruity, and definitely not local. Poisoned? Not likely; Amarandaris wouldn't be



going through his gracious-host rituals if he'd had poison on his mind.

"Word is that you want to go to Dekanter."

That was hardly a secret. The merchants they'd failed to meet could have told Amarandaris
that much.

"Until this year the Dawn Pass Trail did wend that way."

"Last year," Amarandaris corrected. He settled in another chair, atwin to Druhallen's
except that it stood behind the desk. "Why Dekanter? It's far from the roads you've been
working—the roads you worked with Bitter Ansoain."

Druhallen shrugged. He'd never heard that epithet before, but remembered how Ansoain
would rant after she'd had too much to drink. It fit, and failed to intimidate him. "Why
Dekanter?' he repeated, mimicking Amarandaris's tone. "Why not? It's old. It's our history,
not dwarves or elves."

"Yes." Theword flowed slowly out of Amarandaris's mouth, like the hissing of alarge
snake. "Very human. One never knows what will turn up at Dekanter. | hear you're looking
for something very specific.”

Despite himself, Dru stiffened. "An answer: How did she die?"

"Oh, come now, Druhalen. We dl know how Bitter Ansoain died. Y ou and Longfingers
made sure of that. And we know that the Red Wizards killed her; don't tell me you don't know
that, too. Would you like to know why?"

Dru forced himself to relax with another shrug. "There was more to that bride than we
knew—or something in her dowry. Or her Hlondeth suitor changed his mind."

"Let's say he'd incurred debts of a most unpleasant kind, and that he kept his side of the
bargain."

Air escaped Dru's lungs. So the Zhentarim named Galimer's mother Bitter Ansoain. So
they knew more about her death than he'd been ableto learn after al these years. So they'd
kept track of him and Galimer and passed that knowledge along to a man like Amarandarisin
avillage like Parnast, where Dru had never been before. So what? Ansoain herself had said:
Assume the Zhentarim know everything that happens and live your life accordingly.

"I pity the girl. May | assume there was a girl? We never saw her."

"A pity," Amarandaris agreed. "Y ou're not looking for her, are you? Not thinking that you
can rescue afair, ill-fated maiden?'

Dru shook his head. "We weren't headed for Thay."

"But you're looking for Thay at Dekanter, yes?'

That was, of course, exactly what Druhallen hoped to find, though he'd scarcely admit it.
"For treasure . . . Netherese artifacts.”

"A glass disk? A focusing lens? Something that might explain how the Thayans ambushed
you or how they control their minions while they're casting spells?"

Their eyes met and locked. To be sure, Druhallen had talked about the disk since arriving
in Parnast, but only in their room where he'd laid a ring of wards. He wasn't fool enough to
think his wards were proof against Zhentarim spying, but Dru did believe that no one could
have compromised his wards without his knowledge and he knew, even as he sat staring at his
wine, that his spells were intact.

Of course, hisintentions need not have been discovered by magic. Any one of his partners
might have talked out of turn. Dru suspected only one of them. If he'd had the power to bein
two places at once, the second place would have been in the corner of the courtyard where
Tiep gambled, and he would have thrashed the boy without mercy. If Dru had had that power,
which he didn't. He was rooted in one place, in Amarandaris's place, and the Zhentarim with
the unmemorable face was asking close-to-the-bone questions.

"If you know to ask the question, you know the answer."

"I don't suppose you'd sell it to me?"

Dru set his goblet on the desk and shook his head.

"At least dlow mealook at it. | know Dekanter, Druhalen. | know what's been found
therein the last two decades ... and | know who's found it."

"If you knew everything that's been found and everyone who found it, there'd be no need to
buy my disk."



Amarandarisrefilled Dru's goblet. "I'm prepared to pay quite handsomely. We're prepared,
that is. A year's profit, I'd say; ayear for al three of you." He held the glass out.

"Then it must not be important. I've never heard of the Zhentarim paying handsomely or
otherwise for anything you truly wanted."

"Stubborn," Amarandaris repeated and set the goblet down. "V ery stubborn. Name your
price, Druhallen. Walk out of here with something to show for your efforts.”

"My life?' Dru stood up. "My friends' lives? If you know so much about me, Amarandaris,
you know I'm not going to bite your bait. | walk out of here with what's mine, or | don't—and
I'm not talking about an antique.”

"Sit, Druhallen. Sit down. Nothing's going to happen to you or your partners.”

Amarandaris's predatory eyes searched Dru's face. He held himself calm and the eyes
blinked, the man sighed.

"Stubborn?* Amarandaris mused, asif there were athird party in the room, which was
always a possibility. " Stubborn or ignorant? Perhapsif you understood more about our
situation—and it is our situation, Druhallen—you'd find it easier to cooperate. Let me start at
the beginning; we're the newcomers in this corner of the world. The Netheril Empire was
founded five thousand years ago out there in what's now the Anauroch desert. Four thousand
years ago, a Netherese explorer by the name of Dekanter found the mines that bear his name.
The Empire hired dwarves to extract gold, iron, silver, mercury, and platinum, not to mention
the finest black granite in the Western Heartlands from the Dekanter Mines."

"I knew all that," Dru complained, "except for the mercury."

"Then I'll jump ahead a thousand years. The ore veins are empty and no one in the Empire
wants or needs granite because they're all living in cities that float through the clouds. The
dwarves have packed up their picks and the mines are gathering dust when a Netherese
archmage reduces his floating city to falling pebbles.”

"We'd call the city 'Sunrest'," Druhallen repeated the name he'd learned at Candl ekeep.
"The proper Netherese pronunciation eludes me, but | know the letters. | could write it down
for you."

Amarandaris sat back in his chair. "No doubt you could and no doubt you know that for
the rest of the Empire's long life, Dekanter was the place—the only place—where Netheril's
mages did serious research and made their mistakes. Think about that for a moment, Dru—
may | call you Dru? A veritable honeycomb of wizards. A Netherese EIminster in one corner,
a Manshoon in another, and a Halaster holed up down the hall. Its been nearly two thousand
years since the floating cities crashed but if your friends at Candlekeep tried to sell you a map
of Dekanter, I'm here to tell you it's worthless."

Dru's hand dropped to his belt before he could resist the impulse to moveit. The scryer
had given, not sold, him such a map.

"Burnit," the Zhentarim advised. "Forget you ever looked at it. The Mines change every
timeit rains—and it rains al the time at Dekanter. Passages open and close. Things appear . ..
and disappear. Sometimes we find bones; sometimes a corpse that's warm and soft.
Sometimes we recognize them, most of the time we don't, not by several thousand years. The
Netherese played with time and space, Druhallen, and they didn't trust their neighbors.
Dekanter's haunted, my friend, and that's just the beginning."

Amarandaris sipped his wine, waiting for Dru's reaction which came in the form of a quiet
guestion.

"The Red Wizards of Thay—?"

"—Were the Red Wizards of Mulhorand until afew hundred years ago, and Mulhorand
was there the day Netheril died. Do you think you're the first man who's tried to connect Red
Wizard magic with Netheril ?*

"I never gave it much thought,” Druhallen admitted. "I've wanted vengeance for Ansoain,
and | want to know how they beat us so easily. Beyond that, | didn't talk about it much—"
except to his partners. "After afew quiet years, | didn't think anyone cared—the Zhentarim,
the Red Wizards, anyone at all."

"Weaways care about trade, Druhallen, and the safety of the roads. It's very simple. My
associates have watched you indulge your hunches since Bitter Ansoain died. We know you



found an artifact, taught yourself the script of Netheril, and nearly beggared yourself at
Candlekeep—you should have come to us, Dru, gold would have flowed your way. But
Candlekeep couldn't answer your questions—or ours. We suspect—we strongly suspect—that
you left Candlekeep with a spell that will connect your disk with Dekanter and the Red
Wizards of Thay."

Dru squeezed the goblet stem and nearly broke it. Tiep wouldn't be so lucky. It had to have
been Tiep who'd mouthed off. The boy didn't understand how magic worked and was
constantly underestimating, or overestimating, a spell's effects.

"Of course, you've worked alone, in secret, trusting no one with your suspicions—
especially the Zhentarim."

The Zhentarim had told ajoke; Dru forced himself to crack a smile. "Especially the
Zhentarim—for all the good it seems to have done me."

"I'd say it's done you aworld of good, Druhallen of Sunderath.”

Amarandaris picked up afolded scrap of parchment and scaled it across the desk. The
sheepskin was blank at first, then a bold, elegant script emerged from a minor enchantment.
Though the letters were common, the language was not. Dru couldn't make sense of more
than one word in ten, and most of those were his own name.

"He takes a personal interest in your progress,” Amarandaris said before Druhallen had
finished extracting what little he could from the script. "If | were awagering man, which I'm
not, 1'd wager that he knew Ansoain before she was quite so bitter."

Hewas almost certainly Sememmon, Lord of Darkhold, and the author of the letter in
Druhallen's hand.

"She didn't talk much about her past,” Dru said and laid the parchment on the desk.

"Not many of usdo,” Amarandaris agreed. "Now, can we get back to business, my friend?
Your arrival isnot unexpected, but it comes at an awkward time. We, that isthe Zhentarim,
find ourselves besieged—"

"My condolences—"

"Are unnecessary. Just now | cannot guarantee your safety in Dekanter, and, as you can
perhaps guess, I'm obligated to guaranteeit. If it were only the Red Wizards taking advantage
of—shall we say some disruption in our regular trade between here and Zhentil Keep on the
Moonsea. . . well, | know | can count on you against the Red Wizards. Unfortunately, the
Wizards are the least of Dekanter's problems—or Zhentil Keep's."

The Zhentarim paused and shuffled the papers on his desk.

"It's Beshaba's backside in Dekanter, Druhallen. War ... below the ruins. We had a good
trade set up: afew artifacts, some fur and feathers from the interior Greypeaks, and a steady
supply of starving goblins. They breed like vermin and never have enough food. We dealt
with Ghistpok and Ghistpok dealt with the Beast Lord. There's always a Ghistpok on the
ground above Dekanter. Ghistpok means chief, or something similar in their language.
Ghistpok would sdll his own children to the highest bhidder, and | imagine that he has more
than once."

" Spare me the moral indignation, friend. I've got no love for the goblin-kin, but they're no
worse than humankind when it comes to buying and selling their own."

Amarandaristipped his glass, acknowledging the insult. "If Ghistpok's selling his children
today, he's not selling them to us. When | came to Parnast twenty years ago, common wisdom
was that the Beast Lord was a minor beholder, avery minor beholder. The goblins worshiped
him as their god, and the Zhentarim made the usual offerings to keep the peace and maintain
our market. Things started changing about seven years ago. Little things—new Beast-Lord
rituals. Raiding parties. War parties."

Only the Zhentarim would describe war as a"little thing."

"The Dekanter goblins are fierce; the males are, anyway. Maybe it's their Beast Lord cult,
maybe it's the water. Get 'em fired up, point them at your enemy, and they won't quit until
they're all dead. In area fight, goblinslast about an hour; demand for goblin war-slaves, as
you can imagine, is steady. In Dekanter, Ghistpok's tribe got greedy. They wiped out the other
clans, a least the males. The females, the children—they took to the mountains.”

Amarandaristook another sip of wine and topped off his goblet. "L ook around you.



Parnast's always had a few goblins. Only afew because, well—' He made a hel pless gesture.
"Thisisafreevillage, Dru. Oh, some of the merchants who come through here peddie flesh
on the side and not every scut-driver is on wages, but there's no slave market here. No buying
or selling, not of men, or elves, or dwarves—not even goblins. That, my friend, was
Dekanter's function; we do other trade here."

Dru thought of the Wesathercote dots, but now was not the time for curiosity or
interruptions.

"Suddenly, we've got refugees—goblin femal es with their children. The farmers made
room at first, but a few became many became the plague you see around us now. Three years
ago | went down to Dekanter myself to have aword with Ghistpok. I'd have had aword with
the Beast Lord, too, if | could have found him. End the raiding, stop the warfare or else.
Ghistpok groveled good, and a month later, our garrison got slaughtered asit slept and two
cart trains under our protection never got to Y arthrain. You may imagine | suffered the loss
personally. | went down to Dekanter with forty men and a taste for vengeance.

"Ghistpok swore it wasn't him, that demons came out of the ground. They hauled away
half his men and all the garrison. He said he prayed to the Beast Lord but by the time the
Beast Lord showed up, it wastoo late. Then he hauled out the last of my men to back him up.
The poor fellow was half-dead, but he said the attack was undead and magic. Zombies and
ghouls came out of ablack fog and |eft the same way. | put him to the test, to see if his story
held up, because zombies aren't demons and my man didn't know why there were no corpses
or graves. Thetest killed him, but the story held. Y ou recognize parts of the tale, don't you,
Druhallen?

Reluctantly, Dru nodded. "Red Wizards. They used a black fog on Vilhon Reach. There
were corpses, though—parts of them."

"I thought so, too. | rebuilt the garrison, even armed the goblins and paid tribute to the
Beast Lord. The next year they caught a passdl of Red Wizards red-handed. My man in
Dekanter sent a messenger up the trail with the good news. | went down to do the
interrogation myself. Thistime there were corpses—parts of them. Ghistpok swore my men
had turned on one another until not one waswhole or standing. The goblins had looted the
garrison, of course, but they'd left my dead alone.

"They're astrange breed. Ghistpok's goblins. They said my men had become demons
before they died. Goblins are always starving; they'll eat anything, including their own dead,
but not anything they call ‘demon.’ They won't touch a demon, not even to bury it. It'sa cult
thing, something to do with transformation and deformity. The Beast Lord doesn't tolerate
imperfection.”

"What about the Wizards?' Dru asked.

"We found bits of them mixed in with the rest. Tattoos, you know. If | believed Ghistpok,
whatever possessed my men to kill each other possessed the Wizards, too."

"And did you believe Ghistpok?'

Amarandaris stared into his goblet. "Not until 1'd lost another garrison and two more cart
trains. | cut my losses and moved the trail. Didn't help with the goblins. They're still
descending on us. | interrogate them—or have my men do it for me. Interrogating agoblinis
like asking a four-year-old who stole the cream. They're still talking about demons and how
Ghistpok's tribe raids everyone el se. They're taking males and females now. The gods know
what they're doing with them, because there's no slave trade at Dekanter any more."

"Sounds like you've had some difficult explaining to do down in Darkhold," Dru said after
asip of wine.

"Not yet." Amarandaris's smile was thin and anxious. "As| said, it's been a bad year,
especially at Zhentil Keep. Y ou're not hearing me say this, but Manshoon and the Council
have upped stakes and moved to the Citadel of the Raven, northwest of Zhentil Keep. The
dust hasn't settled, but it will and in the same patterns as before.”

"Good for the Black Network, bad for you."

Another anxious smileflitted across Amarandariss face. "That caravan outsideis the first
of two that will arrive today."

When Dru raised his eyebrows, Amarandaris pointed toward a window where a polished



spyglass was mounted in a splendid brass-and-wood frame.

"Ancther the day after tomorrow, and two the day after that. | don't mind mules and | don't
mind oxen, but | tell you, two camelsis onetoo many and several score of them isinsanity.
Il be busy, but in, say, aweek everything will be sorted out. The camelswill be gone, mules
will be headed west, and carts will be rolling south. Y ou'll be with the carts, and so will 1.
WEell travel together—you and your partners, | and all the men | can spare. When we come to
the turn-off, the carts will go down the new trail while the rest of uswill take the old one to
Dekanter. There's no other way to get there, Druhallen, not for you when | have to guarantee
your safety to my superiors.”

Dru uttered an oath he'd learned from his eldest brother.

"Perhaps that fate awaits us al," Amarandaris replied without blinking. "But not by my
will. Not by the will of my lord at Darkhold. | only want the results, Dru." Amarandaris
spread empty hands on the table. "Keep the spell. Just let me share what you learn when you
cast it. Give me something useful to take to Darkhold."

"Can't help you, Amarandaris. My adviceis, Get a necromancer if you want to know
what's been killing your muscle." Dru stood the goblet on Amarandaris's desk. He headed for
the door. "Thanks for the warnings though. I'll tell Galimer Longfingers what you've said and
that | think we should |eave Parnast the way we came."

Amarandaris looked asif he'd just found half aworm in his apple. "I've made you good
offers, Druhallen. Think hard. Well talk again before you leave."

Druhallen marched down the stairs with his heart pounding in histhroat. Although Dru's
conversation with Amarandaris had touched many sensitive subjects and proved that the
Zhentarim had been watching over their shoulders for a good many years, Druhalen was
convinced they'd gotten their best information from someone who should have known better.
Dru poked his head into the commons, hoping to see Galimer aone at atable, but hisfriend
was elsewhere. From the porch, he scanned the courtyard, looking for Tiep. Lady Luck was
watching out for her orphans; despite a thorough search of the yard, Tiep's dark curls were
nowhere to be found.

Druhallen was behind the stables by then and rather than wade through the throng a second
time, he took the long way home, following the timber palisade and rehearsing the words he'd
use to recount his conversation with Amarandaris and his suspicions regarding Tiep.

The paisade path was shadowed and empty. Dru walked quickly, his mind on other things,
until asqueal of dire pain halted him. The sound was repeated, louder and more desperate. A
pig meeting the butcher, he thought. Parnast had absorbed one caravan since sunrise and
another was on the way. The kitchen kettles would be hungry.

He continued afew steps, but the shrieking continued. A butcher wouldn't et an animal
suffer; it soured the meat. Druhallen detoured into a maze of sheds and aleys. There was
laughter, now, with the squealing. He'd loosened his knife and compaosed his mind for
spellcasting before he came to a wide spot where a handful of men—most of them yellowed
with the dust of Anauroch—had gathered at the open door of a chicken coop. The squeals
came from within the coop, but no bird made them.

"What's happening here?' Dru asked the nearest man.

"Caught the bastard red-handed."

Never mind that he'd been planning to pound some sense into his foster-son, Dru's
immediate concern was that Tiep had gotten caught and, whatever hed done—even if it were
a hanging offense—no one deserved the pain and terror radiating from the chicken coop. Dru
shouldered his way to the open door and looked inside.

Not Tiep. Not Tiep.

With the dust and feathers and shadows, Druhallen couldn't be sure what the men were
doing but their prey was smaller than Tiep. And, if it wasn't Tiep then, strictly speaking, it
wasn't Dru's problem. Some of the men around the coop—perhaps all of them—were
Zhentarim of one stripe of the other. With Amarandaris making veiled threats, Dru didn't
want or need to get involved with Zhentarim jugtice. A man couldn't fight every battle or right
every wrong—

The victim broke free. About the size of agoat, it charged toward the doorway's freedom



and collided with Druhallen, who was blocking it. He looked down: a battered and bleeding
half-grown goblin clung to hisleg.

"Kick it back over here," one of the batterers commanded.

An ugly, little face, made uglier by blood and bruises, peered up at him.

Point of fact: Druhallen didn't much like youngsters of any species. If he'd known that
Rozt'awasn't going to produce any, he might have agreed to marry her. Children, though,
didn't sense his prejudice. They flocked to him like ants to honey. Smudge-faced, aromatic
offspring would run away from their mothers for a chance to tug on his deeve or ask him
inarticulate questions. Every time it happened, he felt the urge to pick the little pest up by the
neck and tossit into next week . . . and every time he resisted the urge.

Heresisted it again.

"Y ou've made your point," he said in his sternest voice.

"Weain't yet," adifferent man complained. "It's till alive."

Goblins weren't unnatural creatures. They were male and female, like humans, elves,
chickens or goats—though from what Dru could see, he didn't know if he was risking hislife
for aboy-goblin or agirl.

"I said, it's over. I'll take this one back to the charterhouse. Lord Amarandaris can
investigate your charges."

Dru knew that Amarandaris would welcome that chore about as much as he'd welcome a
punch in the groin, but the name, he hoped, would have a chilling effect on the bullies. It did,
for about three heartbeats. Then the man who'd asked Dru to free himself with akick, made a
grab for the goblin's long, twisted ears.

Druhallen had an instant to crush ash between his thumb and middle finger. Darkness like
afoggy night in winter filled the coop, but the spell he'd cast was more than illusion of
weather. Sadness and |ethargy flowed with the fog. One of the men who'd been beating the
goblin began sobbing and none of the others tried to stop Druhallen as he backed away.

Gloom continued to grow and thicken. It ate al the light in the alleys. One man ran away
screaming. He was the lucky one; the rest were caught up in melancholy that might not
dissipate before sundown—close quarters enhanced the spell, making it stronger and more
enduring than it would be otherwise.

"Come along, littlefellow," Dru said to the goblin still clinging to hisleg. "Let's get out of
here."

He reached down to pry the goblin free and lift it higher. The goblin trembled and hid its
facein the crook of Dru's arm, more like a dog than a child. A naked, filthy, fera dog that
reeked of rotted food. Druhallen had just about conquered the need to gag when he felt bony
fingers fumbling with his belt.

"Behave!" he scolded, imprisoning its hands within his own.

It began to gnaw on his knuckles and he was tempted to |et it go atogether. He should
have known better. Goblins were incorrigible. But, having begun the rescue, he held on until
they were out of his spells influence.

"Run off with you," Dru suggested and gave the scrawny child a push toward the palisade.

Naturally, the goblin wouldn't let go of his hands. He didn't know what to do next when a
goblin female shot out of the natural shadows. She grabbed the youngster. It shrieked as
loudly asit had in the chicken coop then both it and—presumably—its mother were gone.

Dru was more than alittle relieved, more than alittle dirty, and in a fine mood to tell
Rozt'a and Galimer about the day's misadventures.
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Parnast

Druhallen found it harder to tell Rozt'a and Galimer that he suspected Tiep had betrayed
them than it had been to listen to Amarandaris create those suspicions. They didn't want to
believe the youth they loved as a son and brother would snuggle up to the Zhentarim. Galimer
had gotten an unexpected cold shoulder from every merchant in the morning's caravan and
couldn't guess why until Dru's tale offered an explanation.

"I warned that boy about making friends among the Zhentarim," Galimer muttered several
times before sinking into adark silence.

Rozt'a's faith in their foundling was not so easily shaken. "It could just as easily be our
fault. We could have been overheard after we got here. How many times have | said—'Don't
say anything; the walls have ears' only to have you tell me not to worry, that you've set
wards? Y ou depend too much on magic, Druhallen. Wards and locks only keep the honest
people out and you're not the greatest wizard who ever walked. Maybe you're the equal of this
Amarandaris, but who callsthe tune for him? Sememmon in Darkhold? Gods spare us! The
Network spies on itself—always has, aways will. Do you think there's nothing in Darkhold to
break your wards?"

"It doesn't take magic to break my wards," Druhallen shot back. "Anyone can break them.
But no wizard—not al the Network wizards working together—could reconstruct them
afterward, at least not in away that would fool me for a heartbeat. Y ou'd know if | tried to
sharpen one of your knives, wouldn't you? Well, it's the same with my wards." Dru stretched
his arms toward the walls. "They're mine, exactly as | set them. No one, not a mouse nor a
mage, has put an ear to our walls."

"What about a priest," she persisted. "A priest and his god. You'd never know."

"A god wouldn't stop with the wards. If Amarandaris had been spying on us, he'd have
known what the Candlekeep spell could and couldn't do. He thinks it's more potent than it
is—that's Tiep. That's got to be Tiep."

"The boy's been through alot," Galimer said from the corner. "And he's aways had a taste
for dice. | thought we'd gotten those lessons pounded into his head, but thistimeit's different.
Thistime he'strying to impress that goose girl."

Before Dru thought through Galimer's implications, Rozt'a's eyes narrowed the way they
did when she held her sword.

"That goose girl," she whispered coldly. "Manya. The Pit take her. She's your spy,
Druhallen.”

"She's gtill achild,” Dru protested, but he wasn't that naive. More than one man had been
separated from his secrets by awoman, even by agoose girl. "She's Parnaster. | don't know
why or how, but | can't believe that a Parnaster would run to Amarandaris.”

"Forget Parnast," Rozt'a advised. "I should have asked questions. | didn't like the ook of
her from the start—all shy and helpless smiles. They're the worst. Y ou hever see a helpless
girl who isn't too pretty by half. Like as not, she caught Amarandaris's eye and now she's
working for him, will she or nil she."

Dru shook hishead. "The first thing we told Tiep was. never confide in a stranger—"

"There are no strangersin the grass!" Rozt'a shouted, and Dru realized he'd rasped araw
nerve. "Tiep's never had agirl his own age look him in the eye. He's got no defenses against
that. She's had him eating out of her hand.”

Dru didn't know how far things might have progressed between Tiep and Manya, but both
he and Galimer knew for afact that the goose girl wasn't the first girl to make cow-eyes at the
youth. He was growing into ahandsome man, and he'd always been charming.

Tiep and Manya had spent the past three dusty afternoons together . . . and yesterday he
hadn't shown up for supper in the commons. When they'd asked, he'd said that Manya's



mother had set out a plate for him.

| couldn't very well say, 'No, | won't break bread with you,' could |? | not supposed to be
rude, am1? And the food in that farmhouse was better than the swill we've been getting at the
charterhouse.

Dru hadn't said anything when Tiep had made the remark and didn't say anything now, as
it echoed in memory. When it came to weaving truth and liesinto seamless cloth, Tiep was a
born master. The youth could charm strangers, but he was at his best with those who wanted
to believe him. If they were smart, he, Galimer and Rozt'a would cut Tiep loose before he
brought disaster down on their heads ...

The thought of abandoning Tiep to save themselves was so unpleasant that Dru turned
physically away from it and found himself staring into Galimer's similarly turbulent eyes. If
he turned around, he'd be staring at Rozt'a.

Well, awizard could always study his spellbook. Who knew when meditation on an old,
simple spell would yield an insight into a more complex magic or the ability to cast it without
need of words, gestures, or reagents? Druhallen hadn't stumbled into any new insights when
the supper gong clanged from the charterhouse porch and Tiep hadn't returned.

"I'm going after him," Rozt'a announced.

Her fighting knives shone in the early evening light. Dru recalled, asif from a dream, that
he'd heard her sharpening them while he'd been meditating.

"I'll come with you," Galimer offered.

Rozt'a snarled, "No" as she lammed the knivesinto their sheaths, one on her right calf, the
other on her left forearm. "I'll handle this aone."

"Be careful," Dru warned.

She snorted laughter. "A bit late for that. A bit late for all of us. Save me a seat—save
two."

In the commons, Druhallen and Galimer did more than save seats. They collected extra
portions of bread and stew. The stew had congealed before Tiep came through the door with a
grim Rozt'a a half-step behind.

"Sorry we're late," the lad said brightly. "But two Anauroch caravansin one day! | got
distracted. Y ou wouldn't believe what they pulled off those camels." He stirred, then ignored,
his stew. "Y ou remember those sandalwood boxes Old Maddie sellsin Scornubel? | saw
boxes like that, only twice as big and half the cost. | was talking to a trader—negotiating—
when Rozt'a said you were all waiting on me. The trader says | can have the lot for three blue-
eyes with Cormyr mint-marks. The boxes have got to be worth ten blue-eyes in Scornubel—at
leastten. | said | had to talk to my partnersfirst."

Galimer scowled and Tiep spooned up a mouthful of stew. Dru waited for Rozt'a's version
of events. Her lips were set in thin, pale lines, but she said nothing, so the lad's tale might be
true. Trading three Cormyr coinsin Parnast for ten in Scornubel was worth consideration, but
didn't mean their other suspicions were wrong.

If Tiep suspected he was marching toward a cliff, he hid it well throughout dinner and the
sunset walk between the charterhouse and their room. He was the first to speak after the door
was shuit.

"So, what do you think? I've got one blue-eye set aside. Will you advance me the other
two? I'm telling you—OIld Maddie will pay us at least eight, or we can peddie the boxes
ourselves. I'll give you four for two. It's a sure thing—"

Dru had heard enough. "I had an unpleasant conversation with Lord Amarandaris this
afternoon, Tiep."

The lad sobered instantly without taking on a guilty aura. "Problems? Anything | can do
to—?"

"I'm more interested in what you've already have done."

"What you might have done," Rozt'a corrected. "By accident—because you trusted
someone you shouldn't have."

Tiep's eyebrows pulled together. "It's just boxes—"

Galimer leapt into the growing confusion: "We may have been remissin—er, aspects of
your education, Tiep. Flattery, at the wrong time—Y ou might have been tempted to trade



confidences with someone—a woman—agirl—"

"Manya? What's Manya got to do with sandalwood boxes—or some stuffy Zhentarim?"

"That's what we were hoping you could tell us," Dru answered.

Tiep straightened. He'd grown this summer; there was no more looking down on him.
They'd come to a serious crossroads. If Dru couldn't trust Tiep the way he trusted Galimer and
Rozt'a, the young man was on his own. Worse—if he, Galimer, and Rozt'a couldn't agree on
the lad's trustworthiness, then Dru himself might be alone.

He continued, "Lord Amarandaris had a notion of why we were headed for Dekanter and
what 1'd hoped to do when | got there. | think he could only have gotten that information from
talking to one of us—or talking to someone who had talked to one of us."

"He hasn't talked to me about Dekanter," Tiep replied quickly. "And | haven't spilled
anything to Manya, either—not that she'd tell Amandis even if | had. She says he's nothing
but dime with legs and hair."

"I trust that you and she were clever enough not to say that where you could be
overheard?"'

Tiep nodded. "We were with the geese. Geese're ailmost as good as wards—" A thoughtful
expression formed on his face. "Our wards. Maybe someone busted your wards, Dru?"

"My wards are—" He stopped speaking. His wards were suddenly firein hismind. "A
stranger's breaching them right now."

Rozt'a flattened beside the door. She drew her knives. "Amarandaris?’

"Can't tell," Dru admitted. In all hisyears of setting wards around their camps and rented
rooms, he'd had only a handful of opportunities to study what happened when they were
breached by uninvited guests. "I don't sense athreat."

"Manyal" Tiep lunged for the door.

Dru whispered the word that lifted the wards. He sagged against the wall when the wasted
magic rebounded inside his skull. Stone blind and half deaf, he faintly heard Galimer say—

"Mystra's mercy, who are you?'

Dru pulled himself together, pinched a cold ember from the placket of his shirt sleeve, and
thought of flames. When his vision cleared, he'd be ready to hurl fire.

"Sheemzher, good man."

Sheemzher's voice was reedy and foreign. Make that more than foreign as Tiep asked:
"What are you?'

"Sheemzher serve good lady. Good lady Wyndyfarh."

Dru didn't recognize the name. When he opened his eyes, he didn't recognize Rozt'a either,
though it seemed likely that she was the larger blur slamming a smaller blur against the closed
door.

"Who sent you?" she demanded.

In plain terror, the reedy voice shrieked, " Sheemzher alone. Come aone, not sent!”

Another thud shook dust down from the ceiling.

"No harm!" Sheemzher gasped. "No harm, good woman! Sheemzher give thanks.
Sheemzher give reward. Good sir save child."

"It'sagoblin!™ Tiep shouted. "It's a godsforsaken goblin dressed up like alittle man.”

Dru ground his knucklesinto his eyes. "If it'sagoblin,” he said to Rozt'a, "let it go."

"Youjest?' shereplied, giving Sheemzher another dam for good measure.

"No." There was one last thud as the goblin fell to the floor. "I rescued a goblin on the way
back from my meeting with Amarandaris.”

"Why?' Gaimer asked, and after a pause, "From what?"

"From men—Zhentarim thugs. They were going to tear it apart. | don't know why."

Dru rubbed his eyes some more. They burned horribly, but he could see again—or thought
he could. Sheemzher was the strangest creature he'd seen in year. No doubt he was a goblin—
nothing else under the sun was quite as scrawny in the arms and legs, quite asjut-jawed ugly,
or quite that red-orange color—but he was indeed masquerading as a man in cut-down blue
breeches and afitted, bright-green jacket. Sheemzher even wore boots; Dru couldn't
remember ever seeing a goblin wearing shoes, much less black boots with brass buckles. Or a
broad-brimmed hat which the goblin scooped from the floor and brandished before him as he



bowed.

"Sheemzher reward good sir. Good sir keep generous heart," the goblin said. "Good lady
say: May your chosen god bless you with fair fortune." He tamped the hat tight over his
nearly bald head.

"Who did you say sent you?' Dru asked after a silent moment.

" Sheemzher serve good lady Wyndyfarh. Good lady in Wood. Good lady not send
Sheemzher, good sir. Sheemzher come alone. Sheemzher give reward. Few big men save
people.”

The goblin dug into aleather shoulder-pouch and withdrew a smaller sack sewn from
patterned silk and knotted with silken cord. He offered the smaller sack to Dru who hesitated
before taking it. A civilized goblin—agoblin who could meet human eyes without flinching
was as extraordinary as his hat. Dru's first thought was that the creature was ensorcelled. He
readied the same magic ring he'd used on Amarandaris earlier in the day.

"I'm grateful for your thanks," he said, striving to match the goblin's simple formality. The
goblin-kin weren't known for their cleverness. "Y our thanks are sufficient. | need no other
reward for saving a child."

He wove hisfingers past the offering, which he didn't want under any circumstance, and
clasped the goblin's empty hand. Druhallen had never taken the magical measure of agoblin
before. It was difficult to interpret the sensations that raced up his arm, but they didn't have
the signatures he would have expected from a mage in disguise.

The goblin grasped Dru's hand in return and tilted his head up. "Not accept reward, good
sir? Not good? Not right? Sheemzher sorry." Ugly as he was, Sheemzher could have taught
Tiep athing or two about pleading. Which was another odd thing as goblins weren't known
for their empathy. " Sheemzher give al for child.”

Dumbfounded, Dru asked, "I saved your child?"

As hard asit was to accept the hat, boots, and bright-green jacket, it was harder to imagine
that Sheemzher was the father of the malodorous creature Dru had rescued from the chicken
coop.

"No, good sir. Sheemzher not father. Mother, daughter not belong Sheemzher. Mather,
daughter from Greypeaks. Mother, daughter hungry. Mother, daughter make mistake. Big
mistake. Sheemzher helpless. Sheemzher pray. Good sir come. Good sir save child.
Sheemzher give reward.”

Dru shook his head. "Give thisto your gods, Sheemzher. | acted for myself.” He freed
himself of the goblin's hand and the gift.

"Keepit, Dru. We could use alittle reward about now," Galimer suggested.

"Yes, good sir. Keep reward. Open reward?"

Rozt'a sheathed her knives. "Oh, go ahead and get it over with. | don't know whichis
harder to believe: that you rescued awarty runt or that one's come to reward you for doing it.
| haven't seen so much color since we left Llorkh."

"Lady Mantis favorite colors. Sheemzher wear favorite colors.”

Rozt'a's hands went back to her knife hilts. "Lady Mantis? That's not the name you gave
before. Y ou said Windy-something before.”

The goblin stiffened and clapped his hands together. "Lady Mantis same good lady
Wyndyfarh. Good lady Wyndyfarh same Lady of the Wood. Sheemzher serve good lady.
Sheemzher proud.”

Dru ceased fumbling with the knotted silk. "Weathercote Wood?"'

"Yes, good sir. Good lady Wyndyfarh lives Weathercote Wood. Weathercote Wood magic
wood. Weathercote Wood many wonder wood. But good lady Wyndyfarh most wonder, good
sir. Most, most wonder."

"Isyour lady awizard?"

"Good lady Wyndyfarh great lady, good sir. All Weathercote people great people. Great,
good sir, not wizard. Good sir wizard, yes?'

Without dwelling on the goblin's distinctions between good, great, and the practitioners of
magic, Dru reminded himself that if Sheemzher had seen him rescue the child, then hed
probably seen him cast the gloomy spell.



"Please, good sir, open reward?"

Before Dru finished with the knots, Tiep found his voice. "Y ou've seen Lady Mantis?"

Tiep'svoice broke asit hadn't in years. His normally dark complexion had gone sallow.
Lady Mantis must have quite a reputation among the Parnasters.

" Sheemzher serve good lady Wyndyfarh. Good lady same Lady Mantis." The goblin
answered Tiep's question but didn't honor him with a"good sir" nor even the "good man" hed
hung on Galimer.

"She'sreal? She's not just astory?' Tiep persisted.

"What real? All Weathercote people real. What people not real ?"

"What's this about a story?' Rozt'a demanded. "Tiep, you look like you swallowed a ghost.
What stories have you heard?"

"Stories," Tiep whispered without taking his eyes off Sheemzher. "Lady Mantis comes to
the village at night, when someone's sick or dying. She healsthem . . . sometimes. But
sometimes, she just comes and steals a Zhentarim or two." He retreated toward the wall. "One
that needs stealing. They say she eats them. They never come back, that's for certain.”

That had to be the least believable tale Tiep had ever told. Dru broke the cord knotting up
the silk. Four coins clattered to the floor. Three were the angular bits of black metal that
passed for currency in the charterhouse. The fourth was bright silver and larger than the others
combined.

Twilight had gone to evening and they needed to light the lamp, but even without it, Dru
saw knew he'd never seen this coin's like before. No coin minted near the Heartlands bore the
sun's face on one side and a dragon on the other. He offered the coin to Galimer who lit the
lamp before accepting it.

"Isthiswhat | think it is?" Galimer asked with his thumbnail framing the script beneath the
dragon’'s wing.

"Sure lookslike it to me." He left the coin in Galimer's care and towered over the goblin.
"Who minted that coin? How did you get it?"

Sheemzher wrung his hands. "Good lady Wyndyfarh send Sheemzher here. Good |ady
Wyndyfarh give Sheemzher silver. Sheemzher buy food, other things. Sheemzher bargain
good, good sir. Sheemzher had too much silver; not now. Sheemzher reward good sir. Good
lady not angry. Good lady have many, many coins, good sir. Many, many same silver coins.”

Common wisdom said goblins weren't clever enough to deceive a human. Common
wisdom also said that goblins scavenged what little clothing they wore and never bathed.
Druhallen would wager every last one of the good lady's many silver coins that Sheemzher
had nothing in common with common wisdom.

"Where does your lady get her coins?' he asked.

The goblin shrugged. "Sheemzher not know. Good lady know. Good sir ask good lady,
yes? Good lady wise. Good lady know Wood. Good lady know coin. Good lady know all.
Good sir ask good lady; good sir become wise."

Dru was thinking that Lady Mantis had her own mint somewhere when Rozt'a asked,
"What did he give you? Isit an even coin? Something from Myth Drannor?’

"Better," he replied. "We've seen the script before on an old piece of glass, but this coin
could have been minted yesterday.” Druhallen looked again at Sheemzher. "Y our lady's not
using someone else's stamps to mint her coins, is she?"

The goblin shook his head solemnly. "What be stamps, good sir? What be mint, good sir?
Sheemzher confused; people not clever. Good lady Wyndyfarh have coins. Good sir need
coins? Good sir need special coins. Good lady help good sir. Good lady kind."

Druhallen threw back his head and laughed. "Amarandaris. He's cleverer than | thought."
He looked down on the goblin. "Amarandaris sent you, didn't he?"

"No, good sir. Sheemzher come alone. Good lady Wyndyfarh say, 'Stay out of the way of
the Zhentarim. There's no reason for them to know anything they don't expect.'"

When it came to quoting his good lady's speech, the goblin got the words right but used an
unfamiliar, lilting accent. Sheemzher was a mystery and so was his good lady. Druhallen
exchanged a glance with Galimer; they were both intrigued. They were both wizards;
curiosity was their greatest vice.



"Why that coin, Sheemzher?' Dru pointed at the silver in Galimer's hand. "Why reward
me with that particular coin? Do all her silver coins ook like that one, with dragons and a
sun's face. Do they all have that squiggly script around the wing? Do you know what it says,
Sheemzher? What it means? Where it's from and how many years have passed since it was
minted?"

"Not clever, good sir. People not clever. Sheemzher not clever. Good sir visit Wood, yes?
Good sir ask good lady. Good lady wise. Good lady answer."

"Good lady," Dru repeated. "Good lady Wyndyfarh. Lady Mantis. Mantis. That's a bug,
isn't it? A bug with big eyes and clasped hands. The Kozakurans put them in cages and keep
them as pets. Is that what happened to you?"

"What be Kozakuran, good sir? What be pet?"

"Giveit up, Dru!" Galimer advised, dapping him across the back. "You'retalking to a
goblin! Might as well interrogate a four-year-old! We'll keep the coin—if it'sasold asit
looks, the dog-face has given us afortune. If not, at least the silver's pure.”

Druhallen had blinked when he heard Amarandaris's words coming out of Galimer's
mouth, but there was merit in what both men had said. He took the coin from Galimer's hand.
He'd seen ancient coins dug out of the ground. All tarnished and corroded, they didn't look
like the goblin's coin. The goblin's coin—Lady Wyndyfarh's coin—shone; its relief was sharp.
The coin had to be new; it couldn't have come from Netheril.

"Call it coincidence, Dru, and let it go. We've got more important things to worry about.”
Galimer cocked his head toward Tiep, who hadn't budged from the wall.

Before Dru could agree, the goblin was tugging on his sleeve.

"Good sir leave Parnast? Good sir need |eave? Need |eave quick? Sheemzher know way.
Sheemzher know very best way leave Parnast. Sheemzher help good sir. Good lady help;
Sheemzher promise.”

Rozt'ajoined Dru, Galimer, and the goblin at the center of the room. "What gave you the
idea that we wanted to leave Parnast?' she demanded coldly.

Sheemzher released Dru's sleeve and backed away. "Good sir meet Zhentarim lord. Go up
together. Come down each alone. Good sir angry, not happy. Zhentarim angry, not happy.
Sheemzher confused. Sheemzher worry. Good sir save child. Sheemzher understand. Good sir
wise; good sir leave Parnast, yes? Sheemzher come. Sheemzher help good sir leave Parnast.”

"And get an arrow in my back? Y ou aimost had me, Sheemzher. | was starting to believe
you. It's dark, the gates are shut. Once curfew's rung around here, the Zhentarim shoot
anything that moves."

"Good sir safe with Sheemzher. Good sir and al friends. Not horses. Horses not come.
Sheemzher give friends silver coins. Horses safe with friends. Good sir, friends safe with
Sheemzher. Good lady give good sir silver—"

"Enough!" Rozt'a shouted. She clamped her hand on the goblin's neck. "It'stime for you to
leave."

" Sheemzher return before dawn, good sir," the goblin said, wriggling out of Rozt'a's grasp.
Things didn't usually escape from Rozt'a. "'If good sir ready, Sheemzher lead good sir, friends.
Good sir, friends, safe with Sheemzher. Weathercote Wood welcome good sir, friends. Good
lady welcome good sir, friends. Sun not set, good lady welcome. Good lady help."

The goblin opened the door himself and was gone.

Rozt'a pulled it shut. With practiced moves, she looped the latch string around the bolt and
pulled it taut. "That was no natural creature. If he comes back, he can scream himself blue
before I'll let himin. | say, melt those coins and quickly!"

Dru shrugged and handed the coin to Galimer. "What are the chances that it's truly
Netherese?"

" About the same as someone called Lady Mantis having a goblin servant.”

Tiep stirred. "She might. | could ask Manya—"

"Village talk," Rozt'a sniffed. "Every wood is haunted when you're afarmer."

"Weathercote is haunted—well, not quite haunted. There's Lady Mantis and the Gray Man
and a bunch of others. They're not wizards, Dru, not according to Manya; they're more than
wizards. She wouldn't go into Weathercote Wood for love nor money, but her pa said he met



the Gray Man when he was young. He showed me an arrow: a gray-metal arrow. Not tin or
stedl or anything 1'd seen before. He told me to try breaking the shaft. | thought he was joking,
but I couldn't make it bend."

"What about Lady Mantis?' Dru asked. "I got alook at your face when the goblin spoke
that name. If you're in trouble, Tiep, you'd be wisest to tell us everything right now."

Tiep stiffened. "No trouble," heinsisted, not altogether convincingly.

Dru thought fast. What they needed to do was get out of Parnast quickly, before
discomfort became disaster. He missed the first part of what Tiep had to say about the goblin's
lady.

", .. tdl, and dways wears white. Her hair's white, too, with brown stripes, not up and
down, but crosswise."

"Lady Mantis sounds more like Lady Owl to me," Galimer judged. "A woman alonein the
woods with a goblin—unusual, yes, but not unthinkable, if she's awizard, or more than a
wizard. | saw you ring the dog-face early on. Anything come of that?"

"Sheemzher's a goblin. I've never measured a goblin. | didn't sense anything
extraordinary—nothing like a stripe-haired woman pretending to be something she wasn't. |
believe that he'saservant ... aminion. | took awalk to Weathercote this morning. Y ou know
how a place feels when it feelstoo peaceful ?*

Galimer nodded.

"The forest around here has that feel."

"Forget the forest! Last | heard we had Zhentarim trouble," Rozt'afumed. "Forget the dog-
face and his bug-lady. Forget everything except that he claims he saw Amarandaris |ooking
angry after you left. Are we going to slip out of here tonight?' She confronted Tiep. "Y ou've
gotten way too friendly, way too fast with this Manya and her family. They know you're just
passing through. There wasn't any good reason for her father to be telling you hislife story, or
was there?"

The youth screwed hislipsinto a scowl. "Maybe he didn't want me thinking that hislife
hadn't been exciting. Look, are we going to cut and run?"

"Tiep!" Rozt'aroared.

"Wéll, if we're not, and you're done taking my life apart, I'd like to go out—"

His voice faded before he got to the where and why parts of his desire. Dru caught
guestioning glances from Rozt'a and Galimer.

"We're not running,” Dru decided. "If we run once, well be running forever. Well find a
way to ride out of here with our heads up."

"I'll try the merchants again tomorrow," Galimer offered. "Now that | know what we're up
against, | might have better luck."

"So, can | go out?' Tiep interrupted Galimer. "And what about the blue-eyes? Can | trade
for the boxes?"

Rozt'a planted herself in front of the door. "l don't think that's a good idea."

"Is her word final?* Tiep appealed to Dru and Galimer.

Galimer said, "Yes. You're staying here."

Druhallen surprised himself by saying, "No. What's cut, stays cut. If you're not telling the
truth, you're the one who has to live with yourself."

The youth grimaced the way youths had grimaced at their elders since the dawn of time.
"I'm fine. What about the blue-eyes? Can | trade?"

That was Galimer's decision alone. The gold-haired wizard studied the rafters, doing
calculationsin his head. "Against your own share or in common?"

"Common," Tiep said eagerly. "They're good boxes, Galimer. You'd agree if you'd seen
them. And not too big. | can nest ‘em behind my saddle. It's agood trade.”

"All right, you've got your blue-eyes, but not a genuine Cormyr stamp. Give them the
usual Zhentarim counterfeits. Odds on, they wouldn't know atrue Cormyr coinif it rose up
and bit them on the nose. If they do, offer five true-silver falcons and not athumb more."

"Not athumb!" Tiep agreed.

Rozt'alooked like a storm about to break, but she stepped aside to let Tiep untie her latch
knot. She held the door and her tongue until he was gone.



"What's the matter with the two of you? Y ou know he's not after wooden boxes! I've half a
mind to follow him."

Dru cleared histhroat. "Go after him now, and Longfingers and | will decide how we're
getting out of here while you're both gone.”

Rozt'a slammed the door shut. "All right. What's your plan?’



5

1 Eleint, the Year of the Banner (1368 DR)

Parnast, Weather cote Wood

He can scream himself blue before | let himin, Rozt'a had sworn last night before Tiep | eft
the rented room.

She'd been even more emphatic after midnight when he'd returned from atryst with
Manya.

No way, she'd growled as she'd usurped Dru's place at the threshold. No way beneath the
sun or starsthat I'm doing anything on a dog-faced goblin's say-so. I'll show himthe flat of
my sword first.

Tiep had been in absolute agreement. He'd gone to sleep confident that there was no
chance whatsoever that he was going off on some early-morning hike into aforest that Manya
swore was hometo dire and magical creatures. So why was he trudging through dead |eaves
and treacherous roats behind Druhallen, Galimer, and the dog-faced goblin, with Rozt'a
bringing up the rear?

Because Rozt'a had had a dream, that's why. The most reliable, least superstitious among
his adults had had a dream in which she met atal, pale-skinned woman with white-and-
brown striped hair and the woman—L ady Mantis—had whispered: I'm waiting for you. Come
quickly.

Rozt'a had awakened them all and shared her dream before it was cold in her memory.
Then she announced, We're taking Sheemzher's offer. We're going into Weather cote Wood to
meet with Lady Wyndyfarh.

Suddenly both the goblin and the wizard-lady had had real names again and Tiep hadn't
needed lamplight to see the determined look on his foster-mother's face. Galimer was shrewd
and Druhallen could be downright scary when he was casting a spell, but Rozt'a was the
warrior among them, the brawler who backed up her words with her body. When she lowered
her voice and her eyebrows, you knew you were in for afight.

Rozt'a had pitched her voice so low that Tiep had known for certain that her eyes had
disappeared.

He'd lain very still then, praying to Tymora, the notoriously fickle goddess of luck, that
one of hisfoster-fathers would challenge Rozt'a's declaration. Tiep thought Tymora was on
his side when Galimer demurred, saying he had merchants to meet and arrangements to make,
if they were going to get out of Parnast without paying court to Amarandaris. Tiep thought
that was reason enough to stay out of the woods, but Rozt'a disagreed.

One day. One day, that's all I'masking. The rest of our time be ongs to you—

When Galimer fell silent, Tiep had pinned his hopes on Druhallen. Rozt'a tended to back
down from confrontations with Dru, but Dru said he'd take awalk in Weathercote Wood with
Rozt'a, with or without the goblin, and regardless of the path or the light. What he'd said didn't
make sense, but nobody argued with Druhallen and Rozt'a.

When dawn came and brought the goblin with it, Tiep had pretended that he wasn't awake.
He'd hoped that Galimer would stay behind with him. It wasn't fair, but the desert trader
would give gold-haired Galimer a better price for the carved boxes than he'd give a mongrel
like Tiep. But hisfantasies of profit had suffered total defeat when the goblin announced that
he'd lead them all to hislady's glade or he'd lead none of them.

No problem, Galimer had said cheerfully. We'll go with you, Roz—as long as we're back
tomorrow. We can be back by then, can't we?—Good. Give me a few moments at the
charterhouse. I'll be back before you get the youngster woken up.

Tiep had clenched his fists beneath his pillow then and he clenched them behind his back
now. When they'd given him a partner's share this spring they said his opinion mattered, not
as much as theirs, but enough so he'd no longer feel like a child tagging along behind his
parents. Tiep had never had the luxury of parents. He'd been making his own decisions as



long as he could remember—including the one that took him to the Berdusk temple when he'd
heard that a sick lady and her mooneyed husband were mourning an unborn child and likely
to adopt an orphan if an orphan presented himself.

Dru and Gaimer were always talking about how Ansoain had died on the Vilhon Reach
and Rozt'a described busting her captain's face as if nobody had ever stood up for themselves
before. Well, Galimer had been full-grown when his mother died and busting someone's face
wasn't worth mentioning unless that someone was twice astall as you were and four times as
heavy. None of Tiep's adults understood that he was older than al of them together. Lately,
they'd been whispering about cutting him loose because his notion of risky was bolder than
theirs. Maybe he should just |eave before they got the chance to dam the door.

Maybe he should have |eft before they started hiking through Weathercote Wood.

It wouldn't have been so bad if they'd been riding. Tiep was used to being astride all day
and each of their horses was a sensible creature that took care of itself and itsrider on the
roughest road. But, no—the dog-face said horsesweren't allowed on the Weathercote paths
and that was that. Horses had four legs, one at each corner. When awalking horse stumbled, it
still had three feet left on the ground to keep it from going splat! in the leaves. People had two
legs and when people got tripped up by roots lurking beneath the |eaves, people went down.

Tiep had fallen twice already when he felt his toes catch beneath another root. Flailing like
atethered hawk, he managed to land on his rump instead of hisface.

Rozt'a offered her hand. "It's your own fault. Y ou insist on scuffling your feet. Pay
attention and you'll stay upright."

Tiep accepted the boodt, rejected the advice. "I am paying attention,” he insisted, testing
his abused ankle. It was sore but held hisweight. "That's the whole problem. We're being
watched. The trees are staring at us. I'm about ready to jump out of my skin. We should hie
ourselves back to Pamast beforeit's too late.”

She gave him alethal look. "Don't start with me. Y ou can spend tomorrow with Manya
and tell her how brave you were in Weathercote, but until then, don't carp about shadows.
Quit being asulky brat and try to enjoy this. Look over there—have you ever seen amore
beautiful tree?’

Tiep had never paid much attention to trees. They were all greenin summer and afew
stayed green in winter. They made shade when they were growing and fire when they weren't.
What more did he need to know? But it was wiser to sight down Rozt'a's arm than to argue
with her. His eyes came to rest on atree that was shorter than its neighbors and speckled with
sky-blue flowers, each about the size of his open hand. For atree, he supposed that it was
beautiful. Beyond doubt, he'd never seen another remotely similar and mentioned thisto
Rozt'a

"There's magic here," his foster mother explained with exaggerated patience.

"That's not a good thing, Rozt'a, not for the likes of you and me. Last night, | told you
what the Parnasters say about this place: folks go in but they don't come out, sometimes for
years, sometimes never."

Rozt'a scowled. "I'm sure you didn't say that."

"You weren't listening,” Tiep lied. "Tymoras tears! | never thought you'd be the one to
cavein. You were going to smack the dog-face up if he showed up, remember?"

"I had a dream—more than adream. | saw her ... | didn't cavein, Tiep. I'm getting closer
to something | never thought I'd find in thislife."

Before Tiep could ask what that might be, they both became aware of the goblin hurrying
toward them.

"Call out if you need to rest," Sheemzher said, asif it were perfectly normal for agoblin to
give ordersto humans.

Sheemzher had added a thrusting spear to his blue and green costume. The weapon was a
bit longer than the goblin was tall and its gnarled shaft had been oiled so much that the wood
was glistening black. Beads, tattered feathers, and strips of fur hung from the cording that
lashed the flint point to the shaft. The ornaments rattled with the goblin's every move and
effectively drew Tiep's attention from the point.

A single goblin, even one with anasty spear, was ajoke, but a horde of spear-toting



goblinswas a different matter. Tiep glanced at the trees. He did fedl they were being watched.
Goblins weren't tree-climbers; at |east that's what he'd heard in the cities where he'd harvested
most of his education. Before Parnast, he'd never seen a goblin that wasn't a pet or a slave.
Such goblins wouldn't have dared to look at Tiep the way Sheemzher did, all impatience and
calculation.

"I wasn't resting. | stopped to look at that tree over there," Tiep said before Rozt'a could
say anything at al. "The one with the big blue flowers. It's some kind of magic tree, isn't it?"

Sheemzher fussed with the brim of his hat and cupped his hands around his eyes. Like
elves and dwarves, goblins could see clearly through the darkest night, but unlike those races,
goblins paid a price for their night vision. When the sun shone bright, they had to strain to see
half of what humans saw.

" Sheemzher not remember. Good lady tell Sheemzher, but Sheemzher not remember. Ask
good lady. Good lady Wyndyfarh never forget anything. Good lady remember name, magic."
Druhallen and Galimer joined them. "What's the problem?" they asked with one voice.

"Nothing. | wasjust going to pick one of those blue flowers so Lady Mantis could tell
Rozt'a and me the tree's name.”

Tiep hadn't taken two strides toward the blooming tree before Sheemzher was in front of
him, flapping the spear. Rozt'a drew her sword—Tiep knew the sound. Dru prepared to cast a
spell. There wasn't a sound, though Dru kindled most of his spells with a spoken word. Tiep
simply knew when magic was immanent; it was ataste in his mouth, a scent at the back of his
nose, atingle that raced down his spine and up again.

In the beginning, Druhallen and Galimer had hoped his premonitions meant he had
spellcasting talent; they hadn't. Tiep's talent was aminor jinx: some simple spells didn't affect
him, others went awry in his presence. Dru was good enough at his craft that the jinx didn't
matter; he'd fry the dog-face, hopefully before that spear penetrated Tiep's ribs. With Galimer
it was different. Galimer's command over his magic was chancy at best and worse when Tiep
was nearby, though Tiep privately suspected that hisjinx got blamed more than it deserved.

Sheemzher was clever—for a dog-faced goblin. With his eyes on Dru, he lowered his
spear and retreated.

"Stay on path," he said in a childish sing-song manner. " Stay safe. Tree there not on path.
Tree there not safe. Tree there not belong good lady. Remember! Ask! Stay on path!"

Tiep hadn't cared about the tree, but he wasn't going to be bossed around by a goblin.
"Tymoras tears," he complained, sidestepping the spear point. "Who's going to miss one
lousy flower? The ground is crawling with dropped petals already."

Sheemzher matched Tiep's sidestep and shoved his spear forward. The sharpened flint
pricked Tiep's skin through his shirt. He held his breath, waiting for Druhallen to do
something magical.

"It's not the flower, Tiep," Dru said and the sense of immanent magic faded. "It's the path."

"What path?' he demanded.

"Path here! Sheemzher follow path. Follow Sheemzher!" the goblin snarled through his
too-big, too-sharp teeth.

He prodded Tiep with the weapon and despite his mind's determination to stand firm,
Tiep's body retreated.

"What path?' he repeated. "There's no path, no road. We're just slogging through leaves,
trusting a goblin, which has to be the dumbest thing we've ever done." He glimpsed Rozt'a's
darkening face and knew he'd said the wrong thing. "The dumbest thing I've ever done."

The attempt to mend his fences failed: Rozt'aturned her back to Tiep. Frustration boiled
over and he seized the spear. They wrestled for control: a sinewy, dog-faced goblin against a
larger, heavier, smarter human. Sheemzher kept hisweapon, but only because Tiep flung
them both toward the flowering tree.

He had to admire the goblin's consistency. When Sheemzher found himself closer to the
flowering tree than to his precious, invisible path, he yelped and scrambled hand over foot to
rejoin them. He collapsed an arm's length from Rozt'a, shaking and clinging to his spear with
his shifty eyes squeezed shut.

The spear had shed aratty, white feather. While everyone else's attention was on the



panting goblin, Tiep surrendered to temptation and tiptoed across the leaves. Holding the
feather by itstip, he caled—

"L ose something, dog-face?'

Tiep's words and gestures might have been a spell for their effect on Sheemzher. Thelittle
goblin's eyes popped open, then he brought his weapon to the ready and would have
charged—if Rozt'a hadn't seized his collar and lifted him off the ground. His booted feet
churned in the air. Tiep began to laugh.

"Get yourself back here ... now!" Druhallen shouted.

Dru had almost as much weight on Tiep as Tiep had on the goblin, so Tiep didn't waste
time standing with afeather dangling from hisfingers. "I was just trying to be helpful," he
lied as he obeyed.

"You're headed for trouble,”" Rozt'a scolded.

She released the goblin who grabbed the feather and whimpered as he reattached it to the
Spear.
"Yeah? Wdll, I'm not alone, am | ?"

Rozt'areplied with aflat Sap of her sword against her palm.

"Both of you—and you, too, Sheemzher—settle down!" Galimer raised his voice so
seldom that Tiep scarcely recognized it. "We're here now. We're committed to visiting this
lady Wyndyfarh and returning to Parnast before dark. There's no time for nonsense. If the
goblin wants us to stay on the path, then we stay on the path. Isthat clear, Tiep?"

"What godsforsaken path?' Tiep fumed. He wouldn't win, but defeat had never kept him
from fighting. "I don't see any godsforsaken path."

Galimer looked at Dru who shrugged. "Don't ask me. I've been following you and the
goblin."

Sheemzher scurried between them. He'd dropped his spear and clawed at his neck. "Path!
Safe-passage path. All watch."

The goblin freed a golden necklace from his striped shirt and displayed its nut-sized
pendant for close inspection. The lumpy stone was polished, not cut, and about the same color
as the goblin's red-orange skin.

"Good lady Wyndyfarh show path. All watch. All look."

The red-orange pendant glowed in the sunlight. When it was ember bright, similarly
colored specksin trees they'd passed and in trees they approached became visible.

"See? See?' the goblin asked. " Safe-passage path. Good sir safe, good man, good lady,
even that one—" Sheemzher pointed at Tiep then he pointed at the blue-flower tree where no
ember glowed. " See no path, no safe passage. Tree there not safe. Tree there not belong good
lady. Good lady say: 'Stay on my path, Sheemzher. Don't bother the others. Leave them alone.
Don't start trouble." Sheemzher listen. Sheemzher follow path. All follow Sheemzher, yes? No
flowers. No petals. Not safe. Not belong good lady."

Druhallen asked if he could examine the pendant and, after a moment's thought,
Sheemzher handed it over. Aslong as the goblin's knobby fingers touched the necklace, the
pendant and the markers glowed brightly. The pendant went dark the moment Dru touched it.
The markers faded, too, but not so much that Tiep couldn't still distinguish them.

"Interesting.” Dru held the pendant to the sun. " Amber—it's warm to the touch—but this
color is new to me, and it's remarkably clear."

Interesting was, well, interesting, but amber—clear amber—was rare and, therefore,
valuable. Much too valuable to be hanging around a dog-faced goblin's neck. Tiep tried to
catch Galimer's eye—to seeif they were both thinking about profits—but Galimer's attention
was on the pendant. Rozt'a's, too. With all of them distracted, Tiep considered popping a
marker out of the nearest tree, but decided to resist temptation—for now. After they'd taken
care of Rozt'aand her dream, he'd make the chanceto fill his pockets with amber.

Tiep was imagining the expressions on his adults' faces as he told them what the Scornubel
jewelers had paid for Weathercote amber when the markers brightened.

"Not belong good sir!" the dog-face protested, fairly climbing into Druhallen's arms to
retrieve the pendant.

"Belong Sheemzher. Good lady give. Belong Sheemzher, not good sir."



"Not mine," Dru agreed and replaced the chain around the goblin's scrawny neck. The
markers winked out like blown candles. "Interesting. Y esterday morning an old man warned
me not to enter the Wood unless the light was right and | stayed on the path. | didn't know
what he meant then, but | do now. Can you still see the path, Sheemzher?”

Tiep recognized Dru's patient-parent voice, but the goblin fell for it. He tapped his temple
where afew wisps of ratty black hair escaped his hat. " Sheemzher knows way home. If
Sheemzher forget, gift show path. Sheemzher never lost here. Good lady not alone here.
Others different. Others not wel come Sheemzher, visitors. Stay on path. Safe passage. Always
safe passage. Never lost. Stay on path.”

"Good idea," Galimer agreed. "And let's get moving along the path ourselves. How much
farther is Lady Wyndyfarh's glade anyway? One hour? Two? A half?"

"One hour," Sheemzher answered, returning to his place at the front of their line.

Sheemzher's hour was endless. They walked until the sun was high above the Wood. Tiep
had taken Rozt'a's advice to heart. He walked lightly between the trees; the thrill of stirring up
the leaves was long gone. There was shade aplenty in the forest, but the heat was oppressive
and the only breeze came from the cloud of buzzing, stinging insects that accompanied them.

They'd filled their waterskins at the bridge. Tiep's was empty by mid-morning. His mouth
was sour leather before the goblin lead them past a cool -water spring. No one said aword
while they drenched themselves and refilled the skins. Rozt'a looked particularly grim and
guilty.

Tiep's mind had gone numb. One foot after the other, he watched the ground and paid little
attention to the forest. He hadn't noticed that there were fewer trees, more gray boulders until
anoise that sounded like a man screaming jolted him out of a hazy, instantly forgotten
daydream. His companions had heard the same thing. They were stopped and staring in the
same northerly direction.

"What was that?' Tiep asked.

"Sounded like a big cat," Druhallen answered. He turned to Sheemzher. "Are there forest
lionsin here?'

When the goblin didn't immediately answer, Galimer offered his opinion: "That roar didn't
come from any cat."

Rozt'a drew her sword. "What's dangerous around here?"

"No danger here," Sheemzher insisted. " Safe passage.” He hunched his shoulder and made
the tree markers glow. "Stay on path. No danger."

The goblin resumed walking. He hadn't taken two steps when the sound repested itself,
louder thistime, maybe closer.

"Go to ground, Tiep," Rozt'a whispered.

That was his place when trouble blew in. Tiep was neither muscle nor magic and his adults
didn't want to be worried about him when they had work to do. Sometimes he resented it; not
thistime, not after athird scream. The boulders promised some shelter, but the trees offered
more.

"Path!" Sheemzher shouted as Tiep bolted for a tree whose branches were both reachable
and sturdy. " Safe passage. Stay safe. Stay on path!"

"I'm not leaving your damned path!" Tiep shouted as he made a standing leap for the
lowest branch. "Thistree's got a marker oniit."

Tiep didn't believe the dog-faced goblin's assurances about the path. Hisfaith lay in the
damage he'd seen Dru and Rozt'a create with their chosen weapons. They'd triumph over
anything aforest could throw at them—and he'd pocket an amber marker on his way back to
the ground.

A long silence reigned after the third scream. Rozt'alowered her sword. When she
sheathed it, Tiep was clear to rejoin them. He was calcul ating the best way to snag the amber
when Galimer shouted—

"There!"

Branches blocked Tiep's view. He climbed higher and almost wished he'd stayed put. The
screamer wasn't any familiar sort of animal. Long-legged and horse high at the shoulder, it
had a short neck and forward-looking eyes. Its snout was short, too, and framed with



overlapping tusksthat showed pale against its nearly black 