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  The victim broke free. About the size of a goat, 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 his leg.


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


  
    Along the Vilhon Reach
  


  
    

  


  “Do you think she wants to marry him? I 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 a journeyman 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 a ragged 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 his friend’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 Scornubel establishments and were as sturdy as they were fashionably expensive. His idly 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 Faerûn.


  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 steel, 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 brothers in his father’s shop. He’d captured Ansoain’s attention a decade ago when bad weather led her to commission a waterproof box for the rare spices she was chaperoning along the roads to Elversult. When the carpenter’s youngest son blithely quieted a squealing 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 a warning to obey his new master. Druhallen had sworn he’d never bring shame to his father’s name and left Sunderath that day with a pocketful of nails. He’d kept his promise and the nails.


  They both knew he could have found himself a wealthy patron by now, but he’d taken to the road like an uncaged bird took to the sky. Still, Dru remembered what he’d learned from his father and as far in time and place as he’d come from Sunderath, he could have re-spoked that wheel in half the time it was taking the carters.


  The carters would be at it a while longer. Long enough, Druhallen thought, for a nap. He was eyeing an elm 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 rampant, 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-made fortune. He was said to be a human man, but who knew with the Hlondethem? Their queen 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 a title to match his wealth and sons to 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.


  “Leave it 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 spells in a crisis, but Galimer knew the exchange rates in 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 his true calling manifested itself some five years ago. Their fortunes had improved steadily ever since.


  Galimer had signed them up for this jaunt 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 a Waukeenar 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 us to 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 a boy 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 Galimer’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 a young man could disapprove, of his foster 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 use in the dryad variation for making pure water.”


  “Not fair!” Galimer complained. “If there were a real stick, I’d see that it was in flower. You said stick, so that’s all I 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 a few spells that required the jewel-like carapaces of rare jungle beetles and another that needed scales from 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 usually 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. Years of observation had taught him to anticipate Galimer’s answer from the shape of his lips. 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 himself 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—but it would be a far stretch to make a dragonfly’s wing stand for any part of a true 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 seal 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 stomachs began to churn in anticipation of supper, she lectured them on tactical shortcomings of the adversaries that journeying mages might encounter in Faerûn’s Heartlands.


  “Fumarandi are drakes. Their weapon is charcoal smoke, and they make their homes above the trees in mountain forests. They can be claimed as companions…”


  Ansoain claimed that she never forgot a lesson or a nightmare. It was the latter that kept her on the road. As long 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 a way, 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?”


  “Ossi—”


  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 also: a slight, 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—blew 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 a foot-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, hide in the wagon.”


  “I’m sure of some fire,” Longfingers protested, “and a shrieking arrow.”


  “And you?” she asked Druhallen.


  “The usual. I can blur us a little 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. Your 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 his tongue. 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 slavers were rarely subtle and the disturbance Dru tasted with his inner senses was as subtle as it was potent. He patted his left sleeve, assuring himself that the wax-sealed embers he used to trigger his fire spells were in their proper places. He checked his belt, too—not for the folded box; as Ansoain had told Galimer, it was too late for rehashing spells—but for his dagger. The single-edge knife was mostly a tool for cutting meat and gathering herbs, but he’d made sure it was long enough to pierce a man’s heart through his ribs.


  The ethereal disruption materialized. Galimer spotted it first.


  “Over there,” he whispered and cocked a finger at a hilltop north-by-northeast of the caravan.


  The hilltop air shimmered with a untimely sunset glow. A moment later at least a dozen figures, each wearing a long, red cloak, circled in the grass. A moment after that there was fire in the sky and a thick, 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—but it would have faded more quickly and he wouldn’t have been able to hurl a fireball at the hilltop.


  The spell affected Druhallen’s hearing. Sound was fainter than it should have been, and distorted, as if 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 came to piercing their defenses. He felt his final spell rebound harmlessly. Some months short of his twentieth birthday, Druhallen of Sunderath confronted the end of a life he’d 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 its legs. 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 slammed 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 release the shaft.


  Dru was screaming when the undead jerked the halberd and flung him through the inky fog like a stone from a sling. He never felt the landing.
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  The world was dark when Druhallen next opened his eyes—new-moon dark with a thousand stars overhead. With his first 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 his toenails to the root of each hair on his head. The cumulative ache was such that Dru didn’t realize he had a more serious injury until he tried propping himself up on his left 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 all-body aches had subsided, and though his wrist had swollen to a ridiculous 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 his life 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 a red cloak, had stood in a circle. 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 as rivals.


  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’s vision 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 helpless in his grief. Then sanity returned. He stood and called the names he knew best.


  “Ansoain! Galimer! I 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 a twitch. 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 a religious 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 safe-passage for one of the carters when he heard a second sound. This time, as he spun around, Dru glimpsed movement near a smoldering wagon.


  Leaving his prayer unfinished, he ran to the spot.


  “Dru—? Druhallen, is that 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—miraculously—he appeared unbloodied, unburnt. Dru cautiously rolled him onto his back.


  “Tell me where it hurts, Gal—”


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


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


  “At least you fought! You cast what you could and then you fought.” Galimer pulled his hand away from Dru and covered his face. “I 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 his friend’s injury, but Druhallen wasn’t interested in sympathy.


  “Can you stand? Walk? We need to find your mother. You said you saw them—”


  “Heard them,” Galimer corrected as he grabbed Dru’s shoulder and sat himself up. “I didn’t see anything.”


  “Kept your eyes closed, eh?” 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 credence to his claim. “I heard them, and that’s about it. I 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 was just 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: bits of cloth and scalp, a bloody chunk of her hand with fingers and rings still attached.


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


  “She’d want you to have them,” he told Galimer as he pressed the metal bits into his friend’s hand. “Now, let’s get out of here. I can see a few of the horses. You be the hands, I’ll be the eyes…”


  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 opaque. So smooth and slick that it slipped 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 lens in his left 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 Mystra!” the gold-haired mage swore as he clutched, then dropped, the glass. “Cold’s not the half of it!”


  “Aye, but what is that other half?”


  Galimer pinched his fingertips to the scripted edge and lifted the disk carefully. “How about a way to control their undead minions?”


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


  “That was the last thing I 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 spells for all 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’s the circles.” Dru clung to his opinion as if it were one he’d held for a lifetime though, before today, he hadn’t given more than ten thoughts to Thay in the last year. “Anyone can control the undead. You or I 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.”


  “Is it 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 use it 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 a few 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 a lump of rotten glass—”


  “I can’t accept that, Dru. Not for her.”


  “You don’t have to. We’ll avenge her ourselves. I swear to you right now and forever: We’ll hunt those wizards down. We’ll 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 a rough-plank wall. Fifteen years after Ansoain’s death and the thought of her could still set his wrist aching. Especially 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 this town,” 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 come into Dru and Galimer’s lives a few years after Ansoain’s death. They were all 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 he’d 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 a leaking 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 Galimer, 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 a threesome.


  Rozt’a’s hair was a few shades yellower than Galimer’s and cropped ragged just below her ears. She was tall for a woman. In the sun, with her hair standing wild, she was nearly as tall 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 leathers about her, Rozt’a passed for the brother.


  When her temper was blazing as it 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. I 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 “faith” 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 his true friend.


  Then came the night when Rozt’a had ambushed him with a not-at-all-friendly kiss. He’d muttered something about honor and she’d replied that she was in 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 a tree turned his blood to ice.


  Druhallen had kept his reservations to himself for over a year. 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 a row that awakened the entire neighborhood. When the guard came to the door, Dru had walked out, leaving Rozt’a in 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 journey-work that we’ll have everything paid come autumn, but it would be a blessing if you rode with us, Dru. I 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 a single 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, as it 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 left 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. “Yes, 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 I checked theirs. I made concessions—we’re the ones who wanted to stop at Dekanter for three days when the usual layover is one… was one. 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 Law—”


  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 has in these parts.”


  “As a matter 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.


  The local Zhentarim lord, a human named Amarandaris, took a tenth 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, another 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 Yarthrain. From Parnast to Yarthrain, 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 Moonsea 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 a few hours ago when they’d ridden into the village.


  “I did what I could, Rozt’a,” Galimer defended himself. “I arranged the contract right after we decided that the Year 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, Yarthrain, and then on to Scornubel for the winter. Mercy, Rozt’a, how was I to know—how could anyone have known—that Amarandaris would chose the Year 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. I blame those dog merchants who wouldn’t wait until the contract date, and the damn Zhentarim. You think the Llorkh Network didn’t know what we’d find here before we left their town? But, no—better to strand us here and make us beg to join 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, I tell you. Zhentarim don’t let go of anything. They mean to deceive us, each of us: you, me, and you, too, Druhallen—don’t pretend you’re asleep; I know better.”


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


  “I don’t give us a morning’s journey, if we tried 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 was to 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 a typical village in most respects, not unlike Sunderath where Dru had been born. True, it was a bit 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 a few inquiries. We’ve only been here an afternoon, and we haven’t established our reputations. The problem isn’t just that they’ve moved the trail to the east of Dekanter. Something’s seriously 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—”


  “You hadn’t mentioned that! It just gets worse!” Despite her assurances, Rozt’a was shouting at her husband. “Dru!” She turned her attention to him, as he’d feared she would. “Dru—talk to this man! Tell him what to do before he gets us all 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 I can’t begin to guess. If there’s blame, put it on me. I’m the one who wanted to be here. I thought a contract to escort myrrh resin into the south was ideal. I would have shaken hands and called it done. Galimer had the sense to insist on earnest and Acolytes. I laughed at him, if you remember. Well, I’ve stopped laughing. Blame me for this, not him.”


  Rozt’a wouldn’t blame Dru for anything. Her temper would take her to the brink of a confrontation with her onetime lover, but never across it. 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 years in a row. She said, too, that this past spring saw any number of merchant-adventurers head out to trade with the Bedine. Surely some of them will make it back. If they won’t 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 Amarandaris is a Darkhold man, then I believe him. He and I 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 value of honest trade. If worse comes to worst, we can go down the new trail with Amarandaris and live to tell the tale.”


  Rozt’a folded her arms beneath her breasts. “I don’t share your faith where Darkhold is concerned. I got a look at this Amarandaris while I 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 mules in the stables right now, that’s thirty more than they want. There’ll be a mule train headed back to Llorkh tomorrow or the day after. We can go with them. I 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 a goblin. If Amarandaris pulled the Network out of Dekanter, Dru, I’m telling you I’m not eager to get one step closer than I already am.”


  “Vengeance,” Dru countered. “Your mother’s vengeance.”


  “We’ve gotten vengeance. There were thirteen Red Wizards on that hilltop. We’ve learned all their names and slain three of them without going to Dekanter. We’ll slay 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? You’ve never been able to answer that question for me, Dru. Are you 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 all born little people and if we’re clever well stay little people, beneath the notice of the mighty for good or evil. You 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 Faerûn’s got to know before the Weave is torn. 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 all. “You’ve spun a yard of conclusions from a single strand of suspicion, Dru. I 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.


  The disk 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 a translation… 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 a vault where several wizards could pool their potential magic; and the second part described the might a wizard 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 least 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 price in gold a blind seer had plunged into a trance. She’d vindicated a few 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 others that 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. There is 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 the disk was fired, I can teach you a simple spell that will show you the rest.


  The seer’s “simple spell” was more subtle than any spell Druhallen had learned before or since. It had taken him three years to 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 a week’s journeying from unraveling a triad of mysteries with a single spell: the history of a polished disk of Netherese glass, the specific role it played in the ambush that led to Ansoain’s death, 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.” He recited a lesson he’d learned from the Candlekeep seer. “When Great Ao saw the price of their foolishness, He commanded Mystra to thread a new strand through the Weave, the strand of fate that limits the power of our spellcraft—because the nature of magic is 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. Yes, 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 Faerûn between Thay and Dekanter. It’s not as if they can just appear and disappear—”


  The gold-haired mage stopped himself, and Druhallen savored a long-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 as if we’d be looking for a fight with anyone—although, have you considered the possibility that this supposed war below Dekanter is actually the Red Wizards establishing themselves above?”


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


  “You 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, where is Tiep?” Dru asked. “Shouldn’t he be back by now?”


  “I left him grooming the horses. I 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 I reminded him that we hadn’t forgotten what happened in Llorkh.”


  Dru raked his hair anxiously.


  “He’ll be all 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 his life,” Dru shot back. “Tiep gets distracted and then Tiep gets in trouble. The boy is nothing but distraction and trouble wrapped up in skin.”


  Rozt’a looked out the front door as she said, “He’s sixteen. He’ll grow out of it, the same way we did when we were sixteen.”


  No mother 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 a nestling 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 a way 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 his reflection in Rozt’a’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 alleys 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 a thief, 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 a fool of his foster-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 his grin.


  “Her name’s Manya. Her poppa’s a farmer 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 this is a tiny village, a tiny Zhentarim village. The fathers and brothers who live here won’t take kindly to travelers paying court to their young women. You’ll wake up in a ditch, minus your most valued parts.”


  “I wasn’t doing anything. I 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 I come from, that was enough to get you betrothed—or run out of town, if she was already 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.


  “Manya didn’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. I saw that she was scared, so I grabbed a pitchfork an’ chased ’em off. What was I supposed to do? Turn my back? How would those brothers and fathers feel if I didn’t—”


  “All right!” Dru snarled. He wasn’t in the mood for Tiep’s logic. “Rozt’a didn’t say you’d done anything wrong! What we’re all saying is that 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 a kiss, 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 alike 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 first. “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. I got everybody else: Cardinal, Bandy, Fowler, Star and Hopper. Hopper’s cracked his left rear hoof. I was going to say we’d have to find a smith and get him shod, but if we’re not going anywhere for a while, 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 Druhallen’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 a grin Tiep offered Dru a small, rag-wrapped parcel. “I 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 nostrils. A small fortune in myrrh. “Tiep, tell me you don’t expect me to believe that you found this just 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!” all three adults spoke as one.


  “All right. All right. I won it. I won it fair and square from a hostler. An’ he said he did find it in the straw after some merchants left yesterday. I figured it was the bunch that ran out on us, and that they owed us, so I made sure I won the bet—”


  “You 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. I let him make his throw four times, then I dared him—my ring for his myrrh—to throw his fifth 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 another talent beside thievery: he shed simple magics and was particularly hard on enchantments. His talent wouldn’t save him from a fireball, but it had forced Dru to enchant an expensive gemstone ring rather than a plain silver band and it had made it impossible for Tiep to follow in his foster fathers’ footsteps.


  “There was no way I 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 as if 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? I saved that hostler from a really bad night.”


  The worst part of Tiep’s tale was that it was probably true. “You should have taken the hostler and the myrrh to the charterhouse.”


  “Ri-i-i-ight,” Tiep sneered. “And gotten him in all kinds of trouble? And Amandis was going to shout ‘Quick, saddle my fastest horse and get this lump of very valuable myrrh back to the idiot who dropped it!’?”


  Tiep had a point; he usually did. Dru contented himself with a simpler warning: “That’s Amarandaris, not Amandis.”


  “Yeah, him, too.”


  “Don’t take Parnast lightly, Tiep. We’re out of the Heartlands. This is Zhentarim territory, and there’s nothing they like better than a cocky, young man.”


  “He’s right, 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. I 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 a flash 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 all these years, but he kept the myrrh, too, and he believed his foster son.


  3
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  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: “This is nothing,” “Wait another ten days,” and “You 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 a married 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 herself a bodyguard first, a wife second. Given a chance, she’d have spread her blankets in 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 a morning 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 least once before he left the village.


  Weathercote Wood was a place marked on better maps. Knowledgeable 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 was its 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.


  The truth 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 a third—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 his way 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 the fields. 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 a load of kindling.


  “Be you bound for the Wood?” the codger asked.


  “For the brook.”


  “Good for the brook! But I’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 a wizard, maybe I 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 themselves.


  As far 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 the trail divided rather than a half-day’s journey to the west. It would have been typical 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 the least 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 as if the Parnasters tolerated the Zhentarim, rather than the other way around.


  What would have enabled a few farmers to bind the Black Network to good behavior?


  The path cleared a hilltop. Weathercote Wood burst into sight, a lush 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 a gravel-filled ditch. On the Weathercote side, there was untrampled grass and nary a hint of a path.


  The light, 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 he’d 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 a locust racket and, for a moment, Druhallen suspected magic. He rose… took a step toward the bridge…


  The bugs fell silent.


  The light wasn’t right.


  He gave the Wood until mid-morning to reveal its magic. Locusts racketed a few more times and once, when his attention had wandered a bit, a fox poked its head through the thicket. But before Dru could get a better look, 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 a pair of desert-dressed handlers and a merchant retinue, and all 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.


  Loot there was. The riches of Anauroch and the east were on display beneath the Parnast sun: carpets and tapestries, 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’a instead. 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 a long-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’s wild, dark curls were unmistakable amid a clutch of desert-wrapped heads hunkered within a ring 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—luck simply couldn’t account for his winnings—but he’d never been able to catch him, and neither had anyone else.


  Another slow 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 no intention 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 Amarandaris’s 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 the bit of metal to bear above the veins of Amarandaris’s wrist.


  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.


  As was 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’s go inside,” Dru replied, leaning toward the double doors to the common room.


  Amarandaris clamped his fingers over Dru’s wrist. “Upstairs.”


  Druhallen had the physical 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 released the captive wrist, though he kept a hand on Dru’s shoulder.


  “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.


  Amarandaris’s retreat covered the third floor of the charterhouse, a level 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 a wall and their faces toward the stairway. They were on their feet with their weapons drawn when Dru first noticed them.


  At a word 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 whose meaning wasn’t obvious.


  Sheets of parchment covered Amarandaris’s ebony desk. Three abacuses, each one with 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 in a crystal base, but they were functional and well used. Amarandaris worked as hard as any honest man.


  On a side 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 a different 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, a twin 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.” The word flowed slowly out of Amarandaris’s mouth, like the hissing of a large snake. “Very human. One never knows what will turn up at Dekanter. I hear you’re looking for something very specific.”


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


  “Oh, come now, Druhallen. We all know how Bitter Ansoain died. You 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 able to learn after all these years. So they’d kept track of him and Galimer and passed that knowledge along to a man like Amarandaris in a village 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 I assume there was a girl? We never saw her.”


  “A pity,” Amarandaris agreed. “You’re not looking for her, are you? Not thinking that you can rescue a fair, 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, his intentions 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 be in 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 allow me a look at it. I know Dekanter, Druhallen. I know what’s been found there in the last two decades… and I 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.”


  Amarandaris refilled Dru’s goblet. “I’m prepared to pay quite handsomely. We’re prepared, that is. A year’s profit, I’d say; a year for all 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. “Very 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. I walk out of here with what’s mine, or I 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, as if there were a third party in the room, which was always a possibility. “Stubborn or ignorant? Perhaps if 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 Candlekeep. “The proper Netherese pronunciation eludes me, but I know the letters. I 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 I call you Dru? A veritable honeycomb of wizards. A Netherese Elminster 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 move it. The scryer had given, not sold, him such a map.


  “Burn it,” the Zhentarim advised. “Forget you ever looked at it. The Mines change every time it rains—and it rains all 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 question.


  “The Red Wizards of Thay—?”


  “—Were the Red Wizards of Mulhorand until a few 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 I want to know how they beat us so easily. Beyond that, I didn’t talk about it much—” except to his partners. “After a few quiet years, I didn’t think anyone cared—the Zhentarim, the Red Wizards, anyone at all.”


  “We always 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 a joke; 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 a world of good, Druhallen of Sunderath.”


  Amarandaris picked up a folded 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 I were a wagering man, which I’m not, I’d wager that he knew Ansoain before she was quite so bitter.”


  He was 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 us do,” Amarandaris agreed. “Now, can we get back to business, my friend? Your arrival is not unexpected, but it comes at an awkward time. We, that is the Zhentarim, find ourselves besieged—”


  “My condolences—”


  “Are unnecessary. Just now I cannot guarantee your safety in Dekanter, and, as you can perhaps guess, I’m obligated to guarantee it. 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, I know I 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: a few 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 sell his own children to the highest bidder, and I 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.”


  Amarandaris tipped his glass, acknowledging the insult. “If Ghistpok’s selling his children today, he’s not selling them to us. When I came to Parnast twenty years ago, common wisdom was that the Beast Lord was a minor beholder, a very 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 a real fight, goblins last 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, at least the males. The females, the children—they took to the mountains.”


  Amarandaris took another sip of wine and topped off his goblet. “Look around you. Parnast’s always had a few goblins. Only a few because, well—” He made a helpless gesture. “This is a free village, Dru. Oh, some of the merchants who come through here peddle 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 Weathercote dots, but now was not the time for curiosity or interruptions.


  “Suddenly, we’ve got refugees—goblin females 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 I went down to Dekanter myself to have a word with Ghistpok. I’d have had a word with the Beast Lord, too, if I could have found him. End the raiding, stop the warfare or else. Ghistpok groveled good, and a month later, our garrison got slaughtered as it slept and two cart trains under our protection never got to Yarthrain. You may imagine I suffered the loss personally. I 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 was too 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 a black fog and left the same way. I 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. The test killed him, but the story held. You 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. I rebuilt the garrison, even armed the goblins and paid tribute to the Beast Lord. The next year they caught a passel of Red Wizards red-handed. My man in Dekanter sent a messenger up the trail with the good news. I went down to do the interrogation myself. This time there were corpses—parts of them. Ghistpok swore my men had turned on one another until not one was whole or standing. The goblins had looted the garrison, of course, but they’d left my dead alone.


  “They’re a strange 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’s a 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 I 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 I’d lost another garrison and two more cart trains. I cut my losses and moved the trail. Didn’t help with the goblins. They’re still descending on us. I interrogate them—or have my men do it for me. Interrogating a goblin is like asking a four-year-old who stole the cream. They’re still talking about demons and how Ghistpok’s tribe raids everyone else. 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 a sip of wine.


  “Not yet.” Amarandaris’s smile was thin and anxious. “As I said, it’s been a bad year, especially at Zhentil Keep. You’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 smile flitted across Amarandaris’s face. “That caravan outside is 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.


  “Another the day after tomorrow, and two the day after that. I don’t mind mules and I don’t mind oxen, but I tell you, two camels is one too many and several score of them is insanity. I’ll be busy, but in, say, a week everything will be sorted out. The camels will be gone, mules will be headed west, and carts will be rolling south. You’ll be with the carts, and so will I. We’ll travel together—you and your partners, I and all the men I can spare. When we come to the turn-off, the carts will go down the new trail while the rest of us will take the old one to Dekanter. There’s no other way to get there, Druhallen, not for you when I have to guarantee your safety to my superiors.”


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


  “Perhaps that fate awaits us all,” Amarandaris replied without blinking. “But not by my will. Not by the will of my lord at Darkhold. I 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 advice is, 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 I think we should leave Parnast the way we came.”


  Amarandaris looked as if he’d just found half a worm in his apple. “I’ve made you good offers, Druhallen. Think hard. We’ll talk again before you leave.”


  Druhallen marched down the stairs with his heart pounding in his throat. 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, Druhallen 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 alone at a table, but his friend 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 palisade path was shadowed and empty. Dru walked quickly, his mind on other things, until a squeal 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 a few steps, but the shrieking continued. A butcher wouldn’t let an animal suffer; it soured the meat. Druhallen detoured into a maze of sheds and alleys. There was laughter, now, with the squealing. He’d loosened his knife and composed 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 he’d 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 justice. A man couldn’t fight every battle or right every wrong—


  The victim broke free. About the size of a goat, 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 his leg.


  “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’a wasn’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 sleeve or ask him inarticulate questions. Every time it happened, he felt the urge to pick the little pest up by the neck and toss it into next week… and every time he resisted the urge.


  He resisted it again.


  “You’ve made your point,” he said in his sternest voice.


  “We ain’t yet,” a different man complained. “It’s still 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 his life for a boy-goblin or a girl.


  “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 a kick, 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 a foggy night in winter filled the coop, but the spell he’d cast was more than illusion of weather. Sadness and lethargy 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 all 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, little fellow,” Dru said to the goblin still clinging to his leg. “Let’s get out of here.”


  He reached down to pry the goblin free and lift it higher. The goblin trembled and hid its face in the crook of Dru’s arm, more like a dog than a child. A naked, filthy, feral 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 let it go altogether. 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 as it had in the chicken coop then both it and—presumably—its mother were gone.


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


  4
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  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 a dark 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 I said—‘Don’t say anything; the walls have ears’ only to have you tell me not to worry, that you’ve set wards? You 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 calls the tune for him? Sememmon in Darkhold? Gods spare us! The Network spies on itself—always has, always 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 all the Network wizards working together—could reconstruct them afterward, at least not in a way that would fool me for a heartbeat. You’d know if I 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 I 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 a lot,” Galimer said from the corner. “And he’s always had a taste for dice. I thought we’d gotten those lessons pounded into his head, but this time it’s different. This time he’s trying 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 still a child,” Dru protested, but he wasn’t that naive. More than one man had been separated from his secrets by a woman, even by a goose girl. “She’s Parnaster. I don’t know why or how, but I can’t believe that a Parnaster would run to Amarandaris.”


  “Forget Parnast,” Rozt’a advised. “I should have asked questions. I didn’t like the look of her from the start—all shy and helpless smiles. They’re the worst. You never 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 his head. “The first thing we told Tiep was: never confide in a stranger—”


  “There are no strangers in the grass!” Rozt’a shouted, and Dru realized he’d rasped a raw nerve. “Tiep’s never had a girl 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 a fact that the goose girl wasn’t the first girl to make cow-eyes at the youth. He was growing into a handsome 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.


  I couldn’t very well say, ‘No, I won’t break bread with you,’ could I? I not supposed to be rude, am I? 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 lies into 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, a wizard 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, as if 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 slammed the knives into their sheaths, one on her right calf, the other on her left forearm. “I’ll handle this alone.”


  “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 caravans in one day! I got distracted. You wouldn’t believe what they pulled off those camels.” He stirred, then ignored, his stew. “You remember those sandalwood boxes Old Maddie sells in Scornubel? I saw boxes like that, only twice as big and half the cost. I was talking to a trader—negotiating—when Rozt’a said you were all waiting on me. The trader says I 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 least ten. I said I had to talk to my partners first.”


  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 coins in 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 shut.


  “So, what do you think? I’ve got one blue-eye set aside. Will you advance me the other two? I’m telling you—Old Maddie will pay us at least eight, or we can peddle 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 I 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 remiss in—er, aspects of your education, Tiep. Flattery, at the wrong time—You might have been tempted to trade confidences with someone—a woman—a girl—”


  “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 I’d hoped to do when I got there. I 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 I haven’t spilled anything to Manya, either—not that she’d tell Amandis even if I had. She says he’s nothing but slime 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 almost 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 fire in his mind. “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 his years 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 a threat.”


  “Manya!” 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 alone, 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’s a goblin!” Tiep shouted. “It’s a godsforsaken goblin dressed up like a little man.”


  Dru ground his knuckles into his eyes. “If it’s a goblin,” he said to Rozt’a, “let it go.”


  “You jest?” she replied, giving Sheemzher another slam 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?” Galimer asked, and after a pause, “From what?”


  “From men—Zhentarim thugs. They were going to tear it apart. I 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 as jut-jawed ugly, or quite that red-orange color—but he was indeed masquerading as a man in cut-down blue breeches and a fitted, 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 a leather 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—a goblin 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. “Your thanks are sufficient. I need no other reward for saving a child.”


  He wove his fingers 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 a goblin 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 a thing or two about pleading. Which was another odd thing as goblins weren’t known for their empathy. “Sheemzher give all for child.”


  Dumbfounded, Dru asked, “I saved your child?”


  As hard as it 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. Mother, 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 this to your gods, Sheemzher. I acted for myself.” He freed himself of the goblin’s hand and the gift.


  “Keep it, Dru. We could use a little 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. I don’t know which is harder to believe: that you rescued a warty runt or that one’s come to reward you for doing it. I 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. You 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.”


  “Is your lady a wizard?”


  “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 he’d probably seen him cast the gloomy spell.


  “Please, good sir, open reward?”


  Before Dru finished with the knots, Tiep found his voice. “You’ve seen Lady Mantis?”


  Tiep’s voice broke as it 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” he’d hung on Galimer.


  “She’s real? She’s not just a story?” 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 heals them… 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.


  “Is this what I think it is?” Galimer asked with his thumbnail framing the script beneath the dragon’s wing.


  “Sure looks like 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 lady 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? Is it an elven 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. “Your 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 I 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 look 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?”


  “Give it up, Dru!” Galimer advised, slapping him across the back. “You’re talking to a goblin! Might as well interrogate a four-year-old! We’ll keep the coin—if it’s as old as it looks, the dog-face has given us a fortune. 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 leave? Need leave quick? Sheemzher know way. Sheemzher know very best way leave Parnast. Sheemzher help good sir. Good lady help; Sheemzher promise.”


  Rozt’a joined 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? You almost had me, Sheemzher. I 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 all 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’s time 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 him in. I 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. I could ask Manya—”


  “Village talk,” Rozt’a sniffed. “Every wood is haunted when you’re a farmer.”


  “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 steel or anything I’d seen before. He told me to try breaking the shaft. I thought he was joking, but I couldn’t make it bend.”


  “What about Lady Mantis?” Dru asked. “I got a look 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,” he insisted, 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.


  “… tall, and always 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 alone in the woods with a goblin—unusual, yes, but not unthinkable, if she’s a wizard, or more than a wizard. I saw you ring the dog-face early on. Anything come of that?”


  “Sheemzher’s a goblin. I’ve never measured a goblin. I didn’t sense anything extraordinary—nothing like a stripe-haired woman pretending to be something she wasn’t. I believe that he’s a servant… a minion. I took a walk to Weathercote this morning. You know how a place feels when it feels too peaceful?”


  Galimer nodded.


  “The forest around here has that feel.”


  “Forget the forest! Last I heard we had Zhentarim trouble,” Rozt’a fumed. “Forget the dog-face and his bug-lady. Forget everything except that he claims he saw Amarandaris looking angry after you left. Are we going to slip out of here tonight?” She confronted Tiep. “You’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 his life story, or was there?”


  The youth screwed his lips into a scowl. “Maybe he didn’t want me thinking that his life hadn’t been exciting. Look, are we going to cut and run?”


  “Tiep!” Rozt’a roared.


  “Well, 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 questioning glances from Rozt’a and Galimer.


  “We’re not running,” Dru decided. “If we run once, we’ll be running forever. We’ll find a way to ride out of here with our heads up.”


  “I’ll try the merchants again tomorrow,” Galimer offered. “Now that I know what we’re up against, I might have better luck.”


  “So, can I go out?” Tiep interrupted Galimer. “And what about the blue-eyes? Can I trade for the boxes?”


  Rozt’a planted herself in front of the door. “I 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 I trade?”


  That was Galimer’s decision alone. The gold-haired wizard studied the rafters, doing calculations in 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. I can nest ’em behind my saddle. It’s a good 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 a true Cormyr coin if it rose up and bit them on the nose. If they do, offer five true-silver falcons and not a thumb more.”


  “Not a thumb!” Tiep agreed.


  Rozt’a looked 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? You know he’s not after wooden boxes! I’ve half a mind to follow him.”


  Dru cleared his throat. “Go after him now, and Longfingers and I 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
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  He can scream himself blue before I let him in, Rozt’a had sworn last night before Tiep left the rented room.


  She’d been even more emphatic after midnight when he’d returned from a tryst with Manya.


  No way, she’d growled as she’d usurped Dru’s place at the threshold. No way beneath the sun or stars that I’m doing anything on a dog-faced goblin’s say-so. I’ll show him the 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 a forest that Manya swore was home to dire and magical creatures. So why was he trudging through dead leaves and treacherous roots 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 a tall, pale-skinned woman with white-and-brown striped hair and the woman—Lady 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 Weathercote 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 a fight.


  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 his foster-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’m asking. The rest of our time belongs 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 a walk 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 his fantasies of profit had suffered total defeat when the goblin announced that he’d lead them all to his lady’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 moon-eyed husband were mourning an unborn child and likely to adopt an orphan if an orphan presented himself.


  Dru and Galimer 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 as tall as you were and four times as heavy. None of Tiep’s adults understood that he was older than all 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 leave before they got the chance to slam the door.


  Maybe he should have left 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 its rider on the roughest road. But, no—the dog-face said horses weren’t allowed on the Weathercote paths and that was that. Horses had four legs, one at each corner. When a walking 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 leaves, people went down.


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


  Rozt’a offered her hand. “It’s your own fault. You insist on scuffling your feet. Pay attention and you’ll stay upright.”


  Tiep accepted the boost, rejected the advice. “I am paying attention,” he insisted, testing his abused ankle. It was sore but held his weight. “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 Parnast before it’s too late.”


  She gave him a lethal look. “Don’t start with me. You can spend tomorrow with Manya and tell her how brave you were in Weathercote, but until then, don’t carp about shadows. Quit being a sulky brat and try to enjoy this. Look over there—have you ever seen a more beautiful tree?”


  Tiep had never paid much attention to trees. They were all green in summer and a few 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 a tree that was shorter than its neighbors and speckled with sky-blue flowers, each about the size of his open hand. For a tree, he supposed that it was beautiful. Beyond doubt, he’d never seen another remotely similar and mentioned this to 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, I 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. “Tymora’s tears! I never thought you’d be the one to cave in. You were going to smack the dog-face up if he showed up, remember?”


  “I had a dream—more than a dream. I saw her… I didn’t cave in, Tiep. I’m getting closer to something I never thought I’d find in this life.”


  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, as if it were perfectly normal for a goblin to give orders to 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 a nasty spear, was a joke, but a horde of spear-toting goblins was a different matter. Tiep glanced at the trees. He did feel they were being watched. Goblins weren’t tree-climbers; at least 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. I stopped to look at that tree over there,” Tiep said before Rozt’a could say anything at all. “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. I was just 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 a taste in his mouth, a scent at the back of his nose, a tingle 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 a minor 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 his jinx 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. “Tymora’s 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’a turned 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 his weapon, 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 a ratty, 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 its tip, he called—


  “Lose something, dog-face?”


  Tiep’s words and gestures might have been a spell for their effect on Sheemzher. The little 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 a feather dangling from his fingers. “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? Well, I’m not alone, am I?”


  Rozt’a replied with a flat slap 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. Is that 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 specks in 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. As long 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 see if 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’a and her dream, he’d make the chance to 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. Yesterday morning an old man warned me not to enter the Wood unless the light was right and I stayed on the path. I didn’t know what he meant then, but I 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 a few 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 welcome 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 a word 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 a noise 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 lions in 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 repeated itself, louder this time, 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 this time, not after a third 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. “This tree’s got a marker on it.”


  Tiep didn’t believe the dog-faced goblin’s assurances about the path. His faith lay in the damage he’d seen Dru and Rozt’a create with their chosen weapons. They’d triumph over anything a forest 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’a lowered her sword. When she sheathed it, Tiep was clear to rejoin them. He was calculating 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 tusks that showed pale against its nearly black fur. Tiep guessed it was some sort of overgrown pig, then it raised a front leg and he saw that it had paws, rather than hooves.


  Tiep couldn’t name any ordinary animal that had tusks and paws. Pigs didn’t have paws. Lions and bears were built closer to the ground and didn’t have tusks. With the education he’d gotten from Dru and Galimer, Tiep reckoned that some wizard somewhere or when had transformed this beast into being.


  When great wizards conjured creatures, they didn’t often pay attention to what lay inside their skulls. With mismatches between their minds and bodies, magical creatures tended to be cranky or crazy, and were often both. Hidden though he was, Tiep held his breath. He didn’t dare a quick prayer to Tymora. You never knew what a magical creature might be sensitive to, or what might set it off. Smart folk concentrated on blending in with their surroundings. Tiep filled his thoughts with branches and leaves.


  The beast reared and screamed. There was magic in the sound. Terror waves washed over Tiep and the trees. He wrapped his arms tighter around the branch and made himself breathe deeply, evenly. That helped against ambient magic, but not against gut-born fear when the beast set its front paws on the ground and shambled directly toward their supposedly safe path.


  Rozt’a raised her sword; Druhallen, his arms. His lips moved and a globe of fire leapt off his fingertips. Dru didn’t miss. Tiep clung to the branch but kept his eyes open. The tree shuddered when the fireball exploded.


  Flame consumed the dead-leaf carpet and tasted the trees. Smoke billowed quickly and hid the yowling beast. Tiep allowed himself to believe that Druhallen had slain the creature with his first spell, until it charged out of the smoke. It had a clumsy, rocking-chair gait, but it moved quickly, too quickly for Dru who needed a few moments of recovery before he could kindle another spell. Galimer tried… and succeeded with a fiery streak that ringed the beast’s neck without doing noticeable damage.


  The wizards fell back at the last moment. Rozt’a took a swing at the creature’s muscular neck as it charged past. Her sword bit deep; Tiep saw the blade disappear in flesh. She would have slain a horse or ox with that stroke, but the Weathercote beast shook her off without breaking stride. She landed on her back with the sword still firmly in her grasp. Tiep noted that the blade was clean—not a smear of blood anywhere along its length. Rozt’a noticed, too, and shouted a warning to Druhallen and Galimer—


  “It’s sorcerous!”


  Their replies were lost in another roar.


  The creature was more agile than Tiep would have expected; something—perhaps—to do with having paws, not hooves. Druhallen pelted it with a different sort of fire as it turned. It circled wide and away from Tiep’s tree. (Thank you, Great, Kind, and Good Tymora!) But the beast was riled now and wouldn’t be driven off. When it had shaken off Dru’s second spell as it had shaken off the first and Rozt’a’s sword, it squatted back on its haunches and leapt at Rozt’a like the lion Dru had guessed it was.


  She danced a retreat, placing herself between Galimer and Dru, keeping herself the primary target while they readied more magic. That was according to plan—when they all in danger, she was pure muscle—a bodyguard and no one’s wife. What wasn’t according to plan was the dog-faced goblin with his bright-silk garments and stone-tipped spear darting between Rozt’a and the beast.


  While Rozt’a cursed louder than the beast’s roars, Sheemzher launched himself and his spear into harm’s way. If the goblin had been aiming at the beast’s nose, then his aim had been perfect; and if he’d had the sense Great Ao had given an ant, he’d have let go of his precious spear when the creature began tossing its pierced head. But Great Ao hadn’t spared sense for goblins and so the fool hung on, even when the beast sat down like a dog and brought its forepaws into play.


  Rozt’a ran at it with her sword slashing. She got what should have been a tendon-severing slice across the paw it used to swat at Sheemzher but, as with her first stroke, she scored no lasting damage. In his tree, Tiep recalled that there were some creatures—some men, too—who simply couldn’t be harmed by ordinary weapons. Rozt’a’s sword bore a small enchantment that maintained its temper and kept it free from the ravages of rust, but it bore nothing that could split the hide of this nameless beast.


  Dru shouted for both Rozt’a and Sheemzher to back off and leave him a clear line. Rozt’a obeyed; the dog-faced goblin stayed glued to his spear. As Tiep saw things, Druhallen should have gone ahead and kindled another fireball. If it roasted the goblin and the beast together, so much the better. But Dru tended toward the high road. Galimer saw the situation Tiep’s way, but his spell failed either in his mind or against the beast’s magical armor.


  Rozt’a moved in to thwack the beast for the third time and grab Sheemzher as she retreated. The damned goblin put up a fight. She couldn’t get him to abandon the spear, but their combined weight was enough to wrench it free, giving Dru the clear line he’d wanted. He got off one of his better fireballs—a huge sphere of yellow flame with heat that reached all the way to Tiep’s perch. Tiep started counting; he reached twenty before the fire died.


  The beast had risen to its four feet, angrier than ever.


  Ominous thoughts rained through Tiep’s mind: though none of them was hurt, they were in serious trouble. Druhallen couldn’t cast an endless series of fireball spells. Depending on what he expected to be up against on any particular day, he could cast three, maybe four, before his concentration gave out. Not that his fire was denting the monster. Galimer’s magic wasn’t as potent as Dru’s, and Rozt’a’s sword might have been a feather for all the damage it had caused. So far, the only lasting damage had come from Sheemzher’s spear: the beast’s nose leaked a steady trickle of steaming, black fluid.


  Death by nosebleed… unlikely.


  If the beast didn’t get bored it would pick them off. Tiep was in favor of sacrificing the goblin, then beating a fast retreat to Parnast, but he couldn’t make his opinion heard and, even if he’d been on the ground among them, he knew his adults well enough to know they wouldn’t listen. Already, Dru and Galimer had closed ranks with Rozt’a. She’d managed to pass them her fighting knives and they were ready to stand as one to their deaths. According to plan, when they closed ranks like that, Tiep was supposed to try to escape.


  Little as he liked the idea of dying, or watching them die, Tiep wouldn’t—couldn’t—run away. He had a knife, a little knife better suited to carving fruit than monsters, and the will to use it.


  After whispering another prayer to Tymora, Tiep dropped out of the tree. The first thing he noticed once he’d picked himself up was Sheemzher backing away from the fight. The damned dog-face could run away—no one expected honor from a goblin—but he wasn’t taking that spear with him.


  The goblin must have heard Tiep sneaking up on him and guessed why. He tossed the spear away and with his eyes still on the beast, fell to his knees. Tiep headed for the spear which had landed perilously close to one of the fires Dru’s spells had kindled in the leaves. As he retrieved it, Tiep heard the goblin whimpering—


  “Safe passage… Safe passage. Hear Sheemzher, good lady… great lady. Sheemzher on path! Help Sheemzher, help all, great lady, gracious lady.”


  Pathetic, Tiep thought. Detestable and Not worth killing raced through his mind also, then he felt a tingling at the base of his neck—Magic, immanent magic on a scale Tiep had never felt before, not even that ill-fated night in Scornubel when he’d tried to rob a disguised Zhentarim lord. He looked up and saw nothing but branches and clear, blue sky. He looked to his right, toward the beast and the battle, and watched in disbelief as Dru’s unbound hair fanned out from his scalp. Tiep’s hair began to rise a heartbeat later. For an instant the air smelled bitter, then everything became dreamlike.


  In Tiep’s dream there was dazzling light and noise so loud he heard it in his stomach rather than his ears. A great hand circled his waist, lifting him up and tossing him backward. The dream ended when his shoulders struck the ground. He lay still a moment, wondering if he were awake… or dead.


  “Tiep! Say something! Can you move at all?”


  Rozt’a. Tiep recognized his foster-mother kneeling beside him. She had a cut on her forehead and a big, black smear across her cheek, but her hands were strong as she helped him sit.


  “What hap—?”


  An important part of the answer was obvious before he finished asking the question. The beast was dead—burnt to a smoldering crisp in the middle of a charred circle some ten paces wide. Galimer and Dru were examining the corpse, gleaning it the way magicians did. All wizards were scavengers at heart. The more magical or unfamiliar an object, the more samples they collected. The dog-faced goblin didn’t approve. He tugged at their sleeves as they worked.


  Rozt’a interrupted Tiep’s curiosity with a hug. “You fell out of your tree, that’s what happened.”


  Tiep knew better. He remembered dropping out of the tree and going after the goblin’s spear, which was back in the goblin’s possession. He remembered, too, that he hadn’t collected the amber marker. If it was all right for wizards to indulge their curiosity, Tiep didn’t see why he shouldn’t put his knife to good use—


  His knife.


  It had been in his hand before he’d sailed backward; now it was missing. There was another in his boot cuff, but the missing blade had been Tiep’s favorite. Considering where the spear had wound up, he suspected the goblin and vowed a reckoning.


  With a shrug he freed himself from Rozt’a’s embrace. She looked uncomfortable with her arms wrapped around her own waist and Tiep felt a little guilty, though he’d never been one for hugs. When he’d been younger, he’d endured them but now that he was older and thinking about women himself, he loved his foster-mother best at arm’s length.


  “What else happened?” he asked, hoping to blunt the silence.


  “The Lady Wyndyfarh saved our hides. Druhallen calls it a ‘bolt from the blue’—a one-ended bolt of lightning. I call it a miracle. Can you stand? The goblin says we’ve got to move quickly. He says reavers are the hounds of Weathercote and we’ll have a pack on our trail until we reach his lady’s glade.”


  Tiep got to his feet. He was lightheaded, but the wooziness faded before he needed the arm Rozt’a offered. The idea that they owed their survival to a dog-faced goblin burnt his gut and the displeasure apparently showed on his face.


  “Sheemzher saved us,” Rozt’a chided him. “Maybe you couldn’t see, but the three of us weren’t getting the better of that reaver. When I put my sword into him, it was like slicing mud and about as effective. If Sheemzher hadn’t invoked Lady Wyndyfarh, it would have had us all, maybe you, too. At best you’d be alone. You owe him.”


  Tiep shook his head which was honest, but foolish. Suddenly he needed Rozt’a’s arm to stay upright.


  “Try,” Rozt’a advised. “I know your head hurts and you never wanted to come, but, please, try not to be so hateful—”


  “I came with you, didn’t I?” he grumbled. “I’m not turning around and going back alone, am I? I lost my knife when I fell out of the tree. I need to look for it before—”


  “I’ll help—”


  “I can find it myself.”


  Tiep didn’t dare look at Rozt’a before he stalked toward the leaves where he last remembered standing. The knife wasn’t there. Proof, as far as Tiep was concerned, that the goblin had lifted it. But Tiep wasn’t really looking for his knife. He wanted amber and he could dig that out with his boot knife. If anyone asked what he was doing—


  He looked over his shoulder. Galimer, Rozt’a, and Dru had their heads together, probably talking about him. They wouldn’t notice, but the damn goblin was trotting his way.


  “You want; Sheemzher has. Sheemzher give.”


  “I don’t want anything from you. Go away,” he shouted back.


  He did want his knife, but he wanted to pound it out of the goblin’s red-orange hide, not take it politely from his warty hands. In principle, Tiep didn’t care if Sheemzher watched him pop the amber marker loose from the tree. The word of a human was always worth more than that of a goblin. Everyone knew that goblins lied and goblins couldn’t be trusted, except this goblin had successfully invoked Lady Mantis.


  Manya said the white lady was one of the powers of Weathercote Wood. As Lady Mantis, she had the power to heal the sick, but mostly she dealt justice to villainous men and visited the dying to collect their final breath. That was how she’d gotten her name—a tall, thin, and pale woman leaning over a dying man with her arms bent in prayer and an inscrutable expression on her face.


  Tiep didn’t want to meet her.


  “Sheemzher call good lady. Sheemzher find knife after. Knife belong, yes?” The goblin held out a familiar knife. “Yours?” he added, the word was unusual for him and he pronounced it wrong.


  “Mine,” Tiep agreed sourly and took the knife without a hint of thanks. He made a point of wiping it before sliding it into its sheath. “Now, go away.”


  “Good lady not here. Good lady in glade. Go now. Go there,” Sheemzher persisted. “Beyond path here. Beyond good lady. Reaver not belong good lady. Reaver not obey good lady. Retribution. Trees not belong good lady. Trees belong path.”


  Was that an assurance that Lady Mantis wouldn’t mind if he helped himself to an amber keepsake? It wasn’t a question Tiep could ask, but one he had to answer for himself. He pulled himself up to the branch where he’d hidden and the marker that was in reach above it.


  There was a thumbnail-sized bug squatting on the amber. It didn’t fly off when he waved his arm over it and brandished nasty claws when he tried to flick it away with his fingernails, so he smashed it with the flat of his second-best knife and wiped the blade on his breeches before using it to free the marker.


  The goblin was grinning when Tiep’s feet hit the ground again.


  “Valuable, yes? Valuable outside?”


  “Yes, and mine. Just like the knife. Don’t go getting any dog-face stupid ideas.”


  “No stupid ideas,” the goblin agreed, still grinning like the fool he was.
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  Sheemzher assured them, again, as they left the killing ground, that they were merely an hour from his lady’s glade. He was lying, of course, but closer to the truth than he’d been. They hadn’t gone far before the forest thickened and cooled around them.


  Dru announced that they’d successfully passed through someone’s warding.


  “Good lady dwells here. Good lady Wyndyfarh. Sheemzher belong here,” the goblin replied proudly.


  Tiep had never encountered green in such variety and intensity. The trees were clothed in green, but so was the ground. Moss grew everywhere—even the rocks and tree bark were cloaked in living velvet. Though birds flew overhead, the moist, heavy air hushed their songs. Tiep felt obligated to speak softly when he asked the wizards, “Is everything here magical?”


  “Everything and nothing,” Galimer replied, also whispering.


  “What kind of answer is that?”


  “The truth,” Dru said, and ended the discussion.


  They climbed a moss-covered stairway carved into the side of a small, steep hill. Rozt’a was in the front, right behind the goblin. She gasped when she reached the top. Tiep understood why when he stood beside her. The hill was the outer boundary of a water garden that was like no part of Faerûn he’d imagined possible. The water in a pond at the base of the hill sparkled—truly sparkled—in the sunlight. The flowers glowed with subtle light and the countless butterflies were brighter than a queen’s jewelry. There was a waterfall on the opposite side of the pond and a small, round building beside it. Tiep judged the building a temple, because it had no walls, just white-stone columns and a blue-green metal dome, and it looked like the sort of place where a god might rest his feet.


  He’d barely begun to consider the implications of what he saw when a woman appeared in the temple—she must have emerged through the waterfall, though she wasn’t dripping. She was tall and thin. Her face was pale and her hip-length hair was cross-striped with white and dusty brown. Even at this distance, her fingers appeared unnaturally long and when she pressed her palms together in front of her, Tiep had no trouble recognizing the Lady Mantis whom Manya had described.


  “She’s deadly,” he heard himself whisper to Druhallen. “She could kill us as soon as look at us.”


  Dru nodded. “Deadly’s not dangerous, if you keep your wits about you and your hands at your side. Is that clearly understood?”


  Tiep grumbled that it was and with his thumbs hooked under his belt followed his elders and the dog-faced goblin toward the temple.


  6
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  Druhallen took his own advice as they descended into Lady Wyndyfarh’s grove. The rocks and water were natural enough, but everything else—the trees, the thick moss carpet, and especially the unseasonable array of flowers—bespoke a wizard with time and spells to spare. The air itself was magically charged, and Dru felt vitalized as he had not been since his visit to Candlekeep years ago. Now, as then, a wise inner voice warned him that casting spells in such a place would be the ultimate foolishness.


  Dru dearly wanted to cast an inquiry or two. He had a hunch that some of these plants had sprouted in other forests far removed from the Greypeak Mountains, far removed, perhaps, from Faerûn and Toril itself. He would have given much to know where Lady Wyndyfarh had been born. The cabinetmaker’s son was by nature a prudent man, a man who lived by his conscience and accepted the disappointments of wisdom. As Sheemzher led them around the waterfall-fed pool and across a flat-stone ford, he was content with what his eyes could see.


  When Lady Wyndyfarh had first emerged from her sanctuary and Dru had studied her appearance from the hilltop, he’d judged her an elf. As they came closer to the circular marble building where she waited for them, he had second thoughts. True, the lady was of elf height and slenderness, but elves were, overall, a lean, angular race who frequently seemed in need of a few hearty meals. Lady Wyndyfarh had a softer silhouette in the dappled light and her coloring, though very pale, was distinctly unelvish. In Dru’s experience, pale elves were moon elves with ash-blue, wintry complexions. Lady Wyndyfarh’s pallor had a warmer, faintly russet tone.


  The lady’s hair, which descended unbound below her hips, was dead straight and wispy in the gentle breeze. It perfectly matched her skin, except where it was striped in a crosswise pattern with darker russet shades. She wore an unadorned, high-necked gown with sleeves that flowed past her fingers. Dru was no expert where it came to cloth, but he’d overheard enough to guess that the fabric was the finest silk and masterfully dyed to blend with the lady’s face and hair. Then again, maybe Wyndyfarh’s gown hadn’t been woven or dyed at all. At a five-pace distance, Dru couldn’t say exactly where the gown stopped and the lady began.


  Whether by enchantment or nature, Lady Wyndyfarh was a beautiful woman without being either an attractive or approachable one. Her beauty was ageless, which was to say she was almost certainly older—considerably older—than she appeared and a woman of considerable power.


  Any man who practiced magic or traveled Faerûn’s far-flung roads three seasons out of every year heard stories about strange lands and the stranger races, but Druhallen had never expected to meet someone whose race he could not name. Lady Wyndyfarh reminded him of nothing so much as a goshawk or falcon, an impression fostered by her piercing black eyes. He’d swear there was no colored iris to separate the pupils from the narrow, white sclera. When her gaze landed on him, Dru knew what a rabbit saw when it beheld the hawk.


  He was still thinking about raptors when an insect about the size of a bumble-bee but glowing like a pigeon’s blood ruby alighted on Lady Wyndyfarh’s shoulder. It quickly disappeared within the curtain of her striped hair. A heartbeat later a heavy flying beetle rumbled past Dru’s ear. It, too, was jewel-colored—pale aquamarine, rather than ruby—and after settling on the lady’s opposite shoulder, it also vanished into her hair.


  Lady Wyndyfarh blinked and Druhallen dared a sideways glance. There were many insects buzzing about the grove. Not all of them were living gemstones, but many were. A pair of sapphire flies circled an arm’s length above Galimer’s head. While Dru watched, one flew toward the lady and the ruby bee rejoined a companion in Rozt’a’s hair. Rozt’a did not seem to notice the insects, a final confirmation—as if one had been needed—that the bugs were not entirely natural.


  A good many wizards and all half-elves could establish rapport with a familiar creature. Druhallen had tried it twice: once, before Ansoain entered his life, with the family cat and a second time—when he’d doubted the honesty of a merchant who’d hired them—with the man’s caged parrot. Neither experiment had proved satisfactory. The cat was easily distracted and the parrot thought only of itself. Dru would grant that Lady Wyndyfarh was a better wizard than he, but not that she could extract useful information from the pinprick mind of a bumblebee.


  That she seemed to be doing so deepened the glade’s mystery.


  When an aquamarine beetle swooped past Dru’s nose, he briefly contemplated capturing it—briefly, because it had no sooner disappeared behind his back when Sheemzher got between him and the lady. The goblin, who did not appear to have a pair of insect outriggers, dropped to his knees and raised clasped hands above his head. Lady Wyndyfarh, whose hair still concealed Galimer’s blue fly and who knew what else, wrapped her own elegantly pale hands over the goblin’s warty, red-orange ones. There was no mistaking, now, that the lady’s slender fingers were a knuckle too long or that her dark and sharply tapering nails had more in common with a hawk’s talons than his own broad fingernails.


  In a more ordinary place, Dru might have been able to sense magic’s flow from mistress to minion and back again. In the glade, with its abundance of magic beyond his comprehension, Druhallen knew only that there had been communication and that when she released the goblin’s hands Lady Wyndyfarh was once again staring directly at him.


  “This man,” Sheemzher asserted quickly, scrabbling backward and clasping Dru’s left wrist as he spoke, “this man good man, good sir man. This man not compelled. This man chose path. This man risk life, save life. Sheemzher reward this man. Sheemzher use coins. Good lady’s coins. Pretty coins. Old coins. This man keep old coins.”


  The goblin was breathless and sounded worried. Druhallen steeled himself for something unpleasant when the pale woman smiled.


  “So, you’ve heard of Netheril?” she asked in a voice that was both deep and lyric. “You know its history?”


  “A little,” Druhallen replied, as breathless as the goblin.


  The lady laughed and said, “A little is all anyone knows about Netheril.” Her eyes gave the lie to that assertion.


  Dru’s breath caught in his throat. He had always assumed—even the scryer at Candlekeep had assumed—that the ancient empire had been built and ruled by men, by human men and women. Little of Netheril’s culture had survived its collapse and even less in its original form. Imagining Netheril from what few fragments remained was akin to imagining a palace from the ashes after it had burnt. When he’d visited Candlekeep, the scholars had shown him one of their greatest treasures, a broken slab of plaster depicting the face of a dark-haired youth with tattooed cheeks and haunted eyes. A prince of Netheril, they said. Princess had seemed more likely to Druhallen’s eyes; but he’d taken the portrait’s humanity for granted.


  The fragment had not included the royal hands.


  Lady Wyndyfarh cleared her throat. Dru blushed with shame. Bad enough to get caught with his attention wandering, worse to wool-gather in front of a mind-reader.


  “You have left quite an impression in my young friend’s mind,” the lady said when their eyes met again. “He does not often think of kindness or honor when he thinks of your kind.”


  My kind? Dru thought despite an intention to keep his mind blank. Was that a confirmation of his ill-timed musings or a taunt? His confusion grew thicker with each passing moment. The lady’s speech was faintly, unplaceably accented, but well-constructed, unlike Sheemzher’s fractured speech that possessed neither accent nor grammar. Yet she had called the goblin her friend, rather than her servant or familiar; and, though Sheemzher was anxious, he was not afraid.


  With so many questions whirling through his mind, Dru lost track of more important things and was taken by surprise when Lady Wyndyfarh extended her right hand, palm down, as a noblewoman might, for a kneeling vassal to kiss. Dru was a freeborn man, obligated by contracts, not blood. He didn’t bow to anyone, not for politeness’ sake or his life. He hooked his callused thumb beneath the lady’s and repositioned her hand before clasping it firmly and pumping it once.


  Lady Wyndyfarh’s all-black eyes widened slightly, but she accepted Dru’s initiative. Her flesh was cool and dry. Her grasp was uncommonly strong. Druhallen was not tempted to use his ring to measure the strength of her magic. When the lady’s grip relaxed, Druhallen withdrew his hand quickly. Lady Wyndyfarh’s smile broadened. He glimpsed blunt teeth before she turned toward Rozt’a.


  “Florozt’a—I know you already.”


  Rozt’a had no qualms about bending her knee to this strange woman. Somehow that surprised Druhallen. He’d always thought they shared an artisan’s aversion to the privileges of nobility. Even more surprising was the worshipful look in his erstwhile lover’s eyes when she raised her head. The women gazed silently at each other, and in those moments Dru’s judgment hardened. He couldn’t believe that Rozt’a would surrender her independence so easily. Then again, Rozt’a did not seem to realize there were two fat and gorgeous bumblebees nestled in her wild hair.


  Galimer’s blue-fly guardians were buzzing above his head when his turn came to measure and be measured in return. Galimer might not be able to reliably conjure water in the rain, but he was ease and courtesy personified among strangers. His bow was a precise compromise between subservience and mutual respect, and the sweeping gesture with which he raised the lady’s hand was so smooth and quick that Rozt’a herself couldn’t have said whether her husband’s lips had actually touched another woman’s skin.


  Tiep was the last. He’d folded his arms tight over his chest and retreated as far as possible. Another step and he’d be in the pool. There were no gemstone guardians that Dru could see buzzing around the young man’s skull or camped out on his clothing. Belatedly, Dru recalled that Tiep and magic sometimes produced unpredictable results. He sidestepped and draped his arm around the youth’s shoulders.


  “There’s nothing to worry about,” he assured Tiep as the lady approached.


  Sheemzher also took the necessary strides to intercept his mistress.


  “This one not understand. This one sees, takes. This one not ask. This one thinks alone.”


  Lady Wyndyfarh paused. Her hands disappeared within the too-long sleeves of her gown. She brought her arms together in the posture of Lady Mantis. “What have you taken?”


  Druhallen’s ears were certain he’d heard the lady speak, though his eyes hadn’t seen her lips move. Beneath his arm, Tiep began to tremble.


  Mystra’s mercy, what have you done? The accusation raced through Druhallen’s mind and died unspoken: They’d know soon enough. In the meantime, Tiep’s nerves had failed and he needed help to stay upright.


  Sheemzher placed his hand over his heart. A hundred bits of amber hiding in the trees and moss came to life. Tiep trembled a moment, clinging tightly to himself, before his arms uncoiled. Looking down, Dru could see firelight shining within the young man’s shirt.


  “Oh, Tiep,” were the only words Druhallen could whisper.


  “He said no one cared because we weren’t anyplace that belonged to anyone, and that there’d be retribution for what had happened to us—I took retribution of my own, for all those trees that were spying on us—”


  Lady Wyndyfarh seemed not to hear him. “You killed,” she said in a soft and terrible voice. “You murdered. You defiled.” This time Druhallen was certain that her lips had not moved.


  Moved by instinct as old as fatherhood, Dru opened his mouth, “We were attacked—”


  He got no further in his explanation. The white-clad woman muted Druhallen with a glance that was charged with magic at cross-currents to any magic he had hitherto known. His eyes remained open and his mind was sensible, though time itself seemed to shatter. Lady Mantis extended a wickedly clawed finger toward Tiep’s throat. The young man’s knees buckled, and he went down like falling water. Rozt’a drew her sword partway but stepped backward, rather than forward. A sparkling black jewel appeared on the lady’s knife-sharp claw. It sprouted insect legs and scuttled up her arm. Dru saw it weave through the curtain of her hair and climb into her ear.


  At least, Dru thought that was what he’d seen and the order in which it had unfolded, though even as his lungs expelled an ordinary breath, he judged it odd that his mind was filled with crystalline images and no sense that he had blinked or turned his head to capture them.


  He could turn his head. The notion that Lady Mantis had paralyzed him when she stifled his words was mistaken. He could still speak, if he chose, or raise his arm in defense of the cowering lump of human terror at his feet. The woman’s finger still extended toward Tiep, its dark claw had begun to glow. Defense was needed.


  The tide turned in Druhallen’s lungs. Air, energy, and purpose flowed inward. He folded his arms and retrieved a cold ember from his sleeve. It would be his last fire spell until midnight, but there’d never been a better time to exhaust himself.


  Streams of latent flame rushed toward Druhallen. The fireball would be ready when his lungs were full and Lady Mantis would know she’d made an enemy—


  “You believe a goblin over a man?” Galimer’s outrage reached Druhallen’s ears as Galimer himself lunged for the woman’s throat.


  If he’d taken a moment for pragmatic thought, Dru would have known that his fireball stood little chance of breaching Lady Wyndyfarh’s protective spells, but Galimer’s desperate and purely physical attack had even less hope for success and it placed the gold-haired wizard in the path of Dru’s burgeoning spell.


  There was no dilemma, no need for a split-second decision. Dru would not harm Galimer. He opened his hand and the unkindled fire dissipated in the air. His body reeled from the shock. Swallowing a spell was more difficult than casting it. Color and contrast faded from his vision, but not enough to free him from the sight of sinuous magic leaping from that dark claw. A cross between spider silk and lightning, Wyndyfarh’s magic spun itself around Galimer, swiftly concealing him in a clouded whorl. Foolishly, Dru made a grab for his friend as Galimer’s light-shrouded body rose from the moss.


  The next thing Druhallen knew, he was on the other side of the pool and his spine ached. He was flat against a rock. Both Galimer and Lady Mantis vanished behind the waterfall. Sheemzher followed them, his arms waving frantically and his hat flying off his warty head. If he’d had the strength—or the spell—Dru would have fried the misbegotten creature as he ran. But Dru’s mind was empty of magic—completely empty—and the goblin also escaped behind the waterfall.


  With the skirmish over and lost, Druhallen checked himself for unsuspected injuries before standing. Upright, he had a full view of the glade, including Tiep, who hadn’t moved from the spot where he’d fallen but was clearly alive. The young man crouched on the moss with his head between his knees, his back to the bright-blue sky. Rozt’a stood beside her foster son. She’d sheathed her sword, but that seemed the limit of her sympathy.


  Dru left them alone. He approached the waterfall from his side of the pool. At first glance, there seemed to be a cave behind the cascade. Perhaps there was, the stone he found was black, glassy, and clearly unnatural. He pounded it with his fists and put his shoulder into an accommodating hollow.


  “Try magic,” Rozt’a suggested from the opposite side.


  Her voice was ominously flat. Dru looked to see if she was angry or in shock. He couldn’t tell; her face was hidden in shadow.


  “I’m done for the day,” he admitted and waited for her response, which came in a slow, ragged sigh.


  “What happened? One minute he was standing there, the next she’d snared him. I begged her to let him go, and she looked at me as if I were dirt.”


  Dru searched his memory for the sound of Rozt’a’s voice and found nothing. Perhaps she’d pled for her husband after he’d been hurled across the pool, though he didn’t think he’d lost consciousness in the air or after landing. Perhaps they’d seen and remembered different things. That implied some potent notions about Lady Wyndyfarh’s magical mastery. Dru gave up on the cave-that-wasn’t and joined Rozt’a on the temple side of the pool.


  “Gal challenged her,” he explained. “Something about taking the goblin’s word over Tiep’s—”


  “Damn! A setup!”


  She tried to force her way past him to the glassy stone. In a fight with weapons, Rozt’a had Dru beat cold, but he held his ground easily against her half-hearted shove.


  “We better talk to Tiep first, before either one of us goes leaping off a cliff. He had something that wasn’t his. When the dog-face made the stuff glow, there was something shining in his shirt. A piece of amber, I guess.”


  “Damn,” Rozt’a repeated herself, this time with a scowl in the youth’s direction.


  “There might be more. Have you noticed the bugs?”


  She gave a puzzled shake of her head and stiffened when Dru reached for her face.


  “Steady,” he advised and carefully—very carefully—mussed her hair.


  The ruby bees took flight reluctantly. They wouldn’t have flown where Rozt’a could see them if Dru hadn’t been insistent with his fanning.


  “We’ve each got a pair of guardians. Spies, I think, for our host. You’ve got the pretty ones. Tiep had jet-stone beetles. She said something about murder and defiling just before the fat hit the fire. I thought she meant Gal and I and gleaning the reaver—or maybe I thought I could distract her. The boy must have killed one of his bugs, and not by accident.”


  Rozt’a’s scowl deepened. “I didn’t hear her say anything like that.”


  “And I didn’t hear you pleading for Galimer. This isn’t an ordinary place, and Lady Mantis isn’t an ordinary wizard—”


  “You’re blaming me for this?” She turned that glower on Druhallen.


  He supposed there had been a nasty edge on his voice and that, in the unspoken regions of his heart, he did blame her. One thing did follow another and without Rozt’a’s dream—her change of heart—they’d never have followed the goblin out of Parnast. Still, Dru remembered life with five older brothers and knew that blame grew best in guilty soil.


  The bees returned to Rozt’a’s spiky blond hair. She didn’t seem to notice them.


  “What’s cut stays cut,” Dru said to himself and his onetime lover. “Blaming each other isn’t going to get Galimer back.”


  Rozt’a purged her hostility with a sigh that left her chin resting on her breastbone. “We’d better talk to Tiep… find out what he really did… what he thinks happened.”


  Dru nodded and followed Rozt’a.


  Tiep lay flat against the moss as they approached. He raised his head, revealing the face of remorse which was quite possibly sincere, albeit too late.


  “You had to steal some amber,” Dru said, a statement of fact, not a question. Tiep seemed to shrink, but that was wishful thinking of the purest, unmagical sort. “What else, Tiep? What else did you do? Think hard—did you step on a bug, a black beetle-y bug?”


  If he’d been trying to unnerve their foster-son, Dru couldn’t have chosen a better question. He’d seen corpses with better color than what remained in the boy’s cheeks.


  “Did you?” Rozt’a demanded. Her voice was cold enough to worry Druhallen.


  “He set me up. I told him I was going to take the amber out of the tree where I’d hidden during the reaver fight, and he said ‘go ahead’… sort of… the way he says things so you think you know what he means, but later, maybe, you don’t. Maybe you misunderstood.”


  Dru shook his head, a gesture wasted on Tiep, who was staring at the ground. “It’s not the amber, Tiep. She called you a murderer. We’ve got watchers… bugs. Yours are shiny black beetles. Do you remember seeing one? Stepping on it?”


  The youth’s mouth worked silently while he worked up the courage to say, “I smashed one. With my knife. It was sitting on the amber. It wouldn’t shoo away, so I smashed it.”


  Rozt’a moaned and turned away.


  “It was a bug!” Tiep protested. “An ugly, nasty bug and it wouldn’t fly away. All it had to do was fly away… or walk. I wanted the amber, that’s all. I wouldn’t’ve smashed her damn spy, if it had gotten out of the way. I swear—I wouldn’t have touched the amber, either, if the goblin hadn’t twisted his words around to trick me. They set a trap for me.”


  “And you walked straight into it.”


  Tiep accepted Druhallen’s conclusion; at least he said nothing to contradict it. There was silence among them until Rozt’a asked, “Why Galimer? Why did she take my husband instead of Tiep? He hasn’t stolen anything. He hasn’t smashed a bug. Their trap was for Tiep.”


  Tiep was weak. So was Galimer, in some ways. Dru raked his hair. Sometimes that helped to stir his thoughts. Not this time. “Lady Mantis is different, not human, not elf either.”


  “Not even close,” Tiep agreed. “Too shifty. Way too shifty. Blink and she’s a woman with arms and hair. Blink again and she’s a hawk the size of a woman with wings instead of hair and the gods know what for arms—except that they end with talons like enough to rip your heart out. I was thinking, maybe she’s a dragon or a god.”


  Dru considered the possibilities. Gods had walked Faerûn in recent years and wrought the havoc only their kind could inflict on mortal folk. A year ago, priests of every stripe emerged from their temples to assure those who’d survived that the gods had returned to their proper places and were forbidden to return. Gods in general weren’t known for their obedience, but a man had to believe something and Druhallen had believed that he’d get safely to his grave without meeting one on the road, or in the Weathercote glade.


  To the best of his knowledge, he’d never met a dragon, but Ansoain had drilled him and Galimer on their salient traits. He replied to Tiep with a shake of his head, “Her magic’s different. I can’t describe it easily and, Mystra knows, I’m no archmage, but my gut says this lady’s on another path altogether. She’s tampered with our memories—just reached out and rearranged what we remember. We don’t know what actually happened—”


  Dru reconsidered. Lady Wyndyfarh had left the impression of a hawk in his memory, but he hadn’t suspected actual shapeshifting. “Each of us is having a different experience of this place. We don’t know what Galimer experienced—I don’t know if what I remember him saying is what he truly said. He might not know or remember himself—”


  Dru paused uncomfortably. Rozt’a had fixed him in a bleak and withering stare.


  “He’s alive, Roz.”


  She radiated disbelief without so much as opening her mouth or raising an eyebrow.


  “We’ve spent too much time together—too much time making magic, or trying to. I’d feel the loss. There’s a distance, as if he’s on the other side of imagination, but he’s there. I’d know. I knew with Ansoain; we both did.”


  Rozt’a wanted to be relieved. She tried another sigh, but her breath caught in her throat and she hurried away coughing.


  “What’re we going to do?” Tiep asked when she was out of earshot.


  “We’re not doing anything. I’m waiting until the sun’s under my feet and I’ve got the wherewithal to study up some spells again; Rozt’a’s worried sick about Galimer, and you’re going to do what I say and stay out of trouble.”


  The boy shrank again. “It’s not right. None of this is right. It shouldn’t have happened.”


  “But it has and what’s cut, stays cut.”


  Tiep twisted the hem of his shirt around his fingers. It was a habit he’d had from the beginning at the Chauntean temple. This time the exercise loosened the stolen amber. The lump bounced to the ground between them and lay there like sin.


  “I’m sorry,” Tiep said with his arm reaching halfway to the amber. “I didn’t—”


  Dru cut him off. “Not another word beyond ‘sorry.’ It’s not enough—” The wizard shook his head, at a loss for words himself. “Anything more is too much.”


  He walked away. Tiep took a few strides after him but, wisely, realized that was a bad idea. Rozt’a had found herself a resting place with a view of the glassy stone behind the waterfall. Dru found a different one at the hilltop where they’d first seen the grove and its marble temple. Tiep took longest to find a spot to sit and wait, but when he did it was on the opposite side of the pool from Dru and on the border between the moss and the trees. Without benefit of conversation, they’d formed themselves into the largest triangle the nearly circular clearing could contain.


  Water was no problem—except that they had to drink from Lady Wyndyfarh’s pool. For food they had the supplies prudent hikers would carry into the forest: stale bread, smoked meat, slabs of wax-dipped cheese, and such fruits as the local orchards and vines provided in late summer. The quantities would keep their stomachs quiet for a day; not much longer. Druhallen had flint and steel in his folding box, not to mention the script for a spell that would coax flames from swamp wood. He had the makings of snares, as well, though nothing this side of death would induce him to set a trap in Weathercote Wood.


  Their waiting time was limited. It took all Dru’s strength not to begin the downward spiral of wondering what he’d do, how he’d feel, when it came to an end.


  Twice, as a long afternoon slumped toward twilight, the air quickened and Dru dared a hope that the next act of their isolated drama had begun. Twice the aura faded without any of the other actors appearing on the stage. The clear air cooled quickly once the sun had slipped behind the trees. They’d carried cloaks—extra cloth was as prudent as water, food, or steel. Dru wrapped his tight and hunkered down with his folding box opened on his knees.


  A wizard could study magic whenever he chose, but Mystra’s dictates for casting spells were rigid and inviolable. A wizard’s mind could accommodate only so much magic. The exact amount varied from one wizard to the next and, generally, grew larger with time and practice, but every wizard knew his or her limit intimately. Dru had cast himself to an exhaustion that wasn’t measured in his muscles and he had hours to wait before he could hope to replenish his mental trove of spells.


  For Dru and Galimer, the moments when they could open their spellbooks and make magic with the words they read there began precisely at midnight—the moment when tomorrow’s dawn was as distant in time as yesterday’s sunset. Druhallen knew other wizards who experienced Mystra’s dictates differently, but he and Galimer had had only one teacher in their formative years and they experienced the dictates exactly the way Ansoain had experienced them.


  Wizards were a superstitious, conservative lot; they clung to reliable routines and shunned change for its own sake. Dru envied wizards who could effectively rest and restore their spell-casting vigor at any time of the day or night, but he’d never been tempted to emulate their habits. Except at midnight, Dru read his spells with his intellect alone and hoped for subtle insights that would enhance his spell-casting acumen.


  In Wyndyfarh’s glade, even Dru’s intellect was weary. He couldn’t concentrate on the faintly luminous words carved into the wood of his combination spellbook and reagent box. Her magic hung on every leaf and flower, dusting it with pale green-light. Amber markers, like the one Tiep had stolen, circled the pool and highlighted the marble arches of her small sanctuary. All in all, Wyndyfarh’s glade was a beautiful place, but beauty was the last thing Druhallen wanted to contemplate.


  He closed his eyes and set himself adrift in his memories. Barring his childhood, Dru had very few memories that didn’t include his friend. He’d taken it for granted that they’d die or grow old together. It had never occurred to him that he might have to mourn for Ansoain’s son.


  Midnight was hours away when mist crept into the grove. It dampened Dru’s cloak, not his mind, and seemed a natural mist—as natural as anything in Weathercote Wood. Druhallen folded his box and went for a walk around the glade. Tiep was curled up in an untroubled sleep. Dru stood over him, torn between anger and envy. A part of him wanted to use the boy’s head as a battering ram on the glassy black stone, but that was a lesser part. The greater part offered absolution in pure self-interest; his heart couldn’t contemplate another loss.


  Rozt’a hadn’t moved from her post outside the sealed cave. Not surprisingly, the mist was thickest there. At arm’s length, Druhallen could scarcely see her face in the faint amber-and-green light. He didn’t need to. Her sunken silhouette told him everything he needed to know.


  “We’ll find a way,” he promised softly.


  She answered with silence, and Dru completed his circuit the same way. The midnight moment came without warning, as it always did. His mind was once again receptive to magical instruction. He unfolded his box. If true learning had been the order of the night, Druhallen would have been in a bad way, but for his tried-and-true spells—his gloomy pall and the various types of fire—habit sufficed. Intention alone was almost enough. Someday, some midnight, he’d manage to recall them without opening the box… but not this night. This night Druhallen left nothing to chance.


  Dru would swear his eyes never closed after that and that he passed the quiet deadwatch hours fighting both sides of a private war between mourning and not mourning. He failed, though, to notice the sun’s rise or the mist’s dissipation and his night-chilled limbs were aching stiff when he straightened them. Rozt’a and Tiep were already awake. They sat beside the waterfall, sharing breakfast and making no noise that reached Druhallen’s ears.


  Considering the mysteries they faced, Dru could be grateful for sleep he didn’t remember and dreams that had seemed like memories—until he saw a feather in the moss at his feet. It was a blue-green feather and it seemed safe to assume it had fallen from Sheemzher’s outlandish hat. He imagined himself dozing and the goblin standing near—as Dru had stood near Tiep.


  The image disturbed Druhallen not because he despised or feared goblins but because Sheemzher was so unlike the little halfwits he’d previously known. The world wasn’t ready for thoughtful goblins.


  Dru pulled the feather through a partially closed fist and past his magic-sensitive ring. It sparked no alarms against his flesh, but he hadn’t expected it to. The ring worked best on living creatures. He’d need a day alone and a mind filled with different spells than those he’d memorized at midnight to unravel any substantial enchantment, assuming that Wyndyfarh’s spells weren’t so far beyond his comprehension that he could not detect them.


  With that thought in mind, Dru’s conscience advised leaving the feather where it had fallen. They’d all had an object lesson in the risks associated with stealing from Lady Mantis. It was a rare wizard who outgrew the recklessness of his youth, and Druhallen tucked the feather gently into his pack and hoisted it across his shoulder.


  Rozt’a and Tiep noticed him when he was halfway down the hill. They both wore anxious, haunted expressions but seemed to have rebuilt their bridges. That impression was confirmed when Tiep, but not Rozt’a, clambered to his feet as he approached.


  Tiep looked Dru square in the eye and announced, “I’m sorry.”


  “You should be,” Dru agreed, taking his cues from Rozt’a who’d developed an unexpected interest in a cheese rind.


  “Look,” the youth continued, “I know it was my fault. Taking that amber wasn’t just wrong, it was stupid—the stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my whole life. I’d give anything to go back there and just walk away from that tree with nothing to show for it, but I can’t do that. I can’t do anything except say my prayers to Tymora—which I did all night. I didn’t sleep a wink. I know you can’t forgive me, not now or ever. I’m not asking that, but, please Dru, don’t throw me out. I can never make it up, but I’ll try. I swear to Tymora—may She hear my words and hold me to them—I’m a changed man. I’m never going to do something stupid again.”


  Druhallen considered a number of replies. The boy was lying. Dru had seen him fast asleep, but maybe—considering that he, himself, had missed the sunrise and the goblin—Tiep deserved the benefit of doubt on that score. More significantly, he seemed more chastened by the consequences of his theft than by the wrongness of it. And most significant of all, even if Tiep were completely sincere, he was making a promise he couldn’t keep. To be alive was to be stupid once in a while.


  Rozt’a had gnawed one last mouthful of cheese from the rind and was chewing it slowly. Her face was without expression, but she was watching him carefully. Realistically, her foster son’s fate and possibly her own future hung on Dru’s next words.


  He settled on, “We’ll see,” which sounded more evasive than he’d intended. “We have to get Galimer back before we start talking about the future.”


  Tiep had hoped for more and tried to swallow his disappointment. His silence would count in his favor when the time for reckoning did arrive. Rozt’a’s attention had changed focus when she heard Galimer’s name.


  “Do you have a plan now that you’ve read up on your magic again?” she demanded.


  Dru shrugged uncomfortably. “I’m ready to give it a try.”


  They followed him behind the waterfall where Dru took a stick of beeswax from his folding box and drew an eye-high, wrist-to-elbow diameter circle on the glassy stone. He uttered the Auld Thorassic word for “revelation.” The wax sizzled like fat in a pan and gave off the scents of clover and roses. It was quite impressive but not notably successful. Dru’s most reliable method for dispelling magic worked best on the spells he himself had cast or the non-specific enchantments that merchants—figuring any protection was better than none—bought by the scroll from wizard shops throughout Faerûn.


  The merchants were right about the value of protection, but Lady Mantis was no cost-cutting merchant. The glassy stone didn’t budge. For a moment, though, and to Dru’s eyes alone, it became darkly transparent. He glimpsed another rocky overhang, another waterfall, and a mossy greensward beyond it.


  His spell was already waning, taking the transparent moment with it, when Dru made out three figures near a mirror-image marble temple. Softly striped Wyndyfarh and Sheemzher in his brilliant blue and green were unmistakable. The third figure, a slender, gold-haired hair man, had to be Galimer, but it was a changed Galimer who sat on a bench, slightly apart from the other two, and resembled nothing so much as a living statue.


  The last of the wax evaporated with a pop! The vision ended and Dru stepped back from the stone.


  “What was that supposed to be?” Rozt’a demanded.


  “There’s another grove, on the other side. I saw it through the spell. She’s got Galimer there with her.”


  “And?”


  “She’s got him. They’re talking, her and the goblin, not Galimer. Galimer’s…” He sought words that wouldn’t push Rozt’a over the edge. “He’s sitting on a bench by himself, watching the waterfall.”


  “What are we waiting for? Blast this thing and we’ll grab him.” Rozt’a checked her weapons.


  If the best his efforts had accomplished was a few moments of shadowed vision, then there was no way Druhallen could blast his way into Wyndyfarh’s inner grove. He couldn’t tell Rozt’a that, not yet.


  “We’re waiting to see if she’ll come to us. A little restraint on our part—”


  Dru got no farther with his argument when a damp wind whirled suddenly around them. Instinctively, he blinked and when he looked at the glassy stone again, it was gone. There was no twin grove, only a pitch-black emptiness and the sounds of falling water and steel sliding over oiled leather as Rozt’a drew her sword.


  He closed his hand over her wrist. “Not yet.”


  She made a sound worthy of a lioness.


  “We’re on her ground, Roz. She can influence everything, even your dreams—or have you forgotten that? Let her come to us, or wonder why we haven’t rushed to her. Let her do a little guessing for a change.”


  Rozt’a frowned, with Druhallen still clinging to her wrist, she shoved her sword home in its scabbard. She gave him a look that said, What’s your hand still doing there?


  “Take a breath and hold it,” he advised and when she’d done so, he cast another spell he’d known for many years but rarely used. The Auld Thorassic word defied translation but it meant something akin to strength-of-mind. Rozt’a’s eyes widened as the magic flowed over her. “Just in case Lady Mantis tries to influence you again. To be honest, I don’t think it will prevent her from doing whatever she wants, but she won’t take you by surprise.”


  “Thanks, I guess,” she muttered, rubbing herself as though she been drenched in a cold, stinging liquid. Tiep, come over here. Dru’s conjured something up for us.”


  He hadn’t conjured anything. He’d learned the spell from a tome of basic abjuration rituals, and he’d prepared himself for only two recitations of it. Tiep’s natural resistance to magic was already stronger than anything he could put together from his folding box, but Dru didn’t want an argument with Rozt’a—or Tiep. He led the youth away from the waterfall, cast his second strength-of-mind spell and hoped he wouldn’t regret leaving himself unfortified against the bug lady’s meddling magic.


  They didn’t have long to wait. Tiep was still chafing his arms when Rozt’a let out a hiss and motioned for them to join her at the cave mouth. Dru rejected her invitation and pointed instead to the ground at his feet. Rozt’a had barely joined them when the tall, pale woman emerged from her cave leading Sheemzher who, in turn, guided Galimer by the sleeve. Dru tried to restrain Rozt’a, but when she saw her husband standing slack-jawed and blinking in the morning sunlight, she broke free. Neither Wyndyfarh nor Sheemzher made any effort to stop Galimer’s wife from embracing him.


  Galimer was steady on his feet. His balance accommodated Rozt’a’s vigorous greeting, but he never looked at her, never acknowledged her words or kisses. After a few moments of hugging a warm statue, Rozt’a released him. She turned on Wyndyfarh.


  “What’s the matter with him? What have you done to my husband? He doesn’t recognize me. He doesn’t know me or if he’s dead or still alive!” As always, her hands dropped to her sword. She showed five-fingers worth of steel.


  Lady Mantis was unimpressed. “Your husband contemplates the paths of his life. It is a long journey and he has barely begun.” Her voice was as musical and pleasant as it was imperious. “When you return, he will be ready and waiting for you.”


  Dru spoke up quickly, before Rozt’a said something they’d all regret. “We’re not going anywhere without Galimer.”


  “Damn straight we’re not,” Tiep affirmed from somewhere behind Dru’s right shoulder.


  “Your Galimer’s mind is on a journey it very much needs and his body is in no condition to follow you. I am giving you a chance to right the wrongs you’ve done me. You cannot bring my servant back to life, but you can avenge others against my enemies and return to me with proof that my will has been done.”


  Considering the lady’s magical prowess, that didn’t sound like an easy assignment, but if it were the only way to get Galimer back… Dru tested his resolve and found that he’d agree to almost anything if it would release Galimer from mindless torpor.


  Predictably, Tiep took a more pragmatic view: “If you can’t avenge your servants, how in blazes are we supposed to pull it off?”


  Lady Mantis studied Tiep with slow menace. “That is not my concern. If you wish to redeem your companion, your path leads beyond Weathercote Wood to the ruins called Dekanter. Sheemzher will guide you there.”


  When he heard the words “Dekanter” and “Sheemzher,” puzzle pieces fell into place in Druhallen’s mind. He was tempted to believe Tiep was right: They’d been set up. The goblin had laid his trap—Wyndyfarh’s trap—back in their Parnast rented room. The plot seemed perfect, except for one small detail: Tiep’s theft had been pure opportunism. There had to be something Dru was missing. In his mind’s eye, he recalled the map on Amarandaris’s wall and wished he’d made time for curiosity.


  While Rozt’a and Tiep sputtered their unwillingness to be guided by a goblin, Dru stood silent, shaking his head. He drew Lady Wyndyfarh’s attention.


  “Is Dekanter not where you wished to go? I promise you a chance to view the wonders of Netherese magecraft as no human has seen them in four thousand years.”


  Bitterness and anger got the better of discretion as Dru answered, “Yes, we wanted to go to Dekanter. It was never that much of a secret, but the whole world seems to know now. If you had a commission for us, you could have asked.” He nodded his head in oblivious Galimer’s direction. “Now it’s too late. You’ve sent our negotiator on a journey.”


  White lightning played across the lady’s eyes. “Don’t push me,” she warned, all soft and pleasant and oozing lethal power.


  Dru braced himself for a mental onslaught and wasn’t surprised when Wyndyfarh’s image went cloudy in his mind’s eye. He glimpsed someone who was more raptor than woman, with wings as well as arms and an obsidian beak.


  Wyndyfarh warned Dru, “I have set you a task that serves you as it redeems you. Accept it, if you wish to release your friend.”


  Seeing Wyndyfarh as she truly was—as, perhaps, Tiep had seen her from the start—Druhallen understood that everything else was shapeshifting or pure illusion. Her lips need never move to convey her points. Having seen her in her true form, Dru knew as well, that Lady Mantis wasn’t natural or native to Faerûn. He didn’t want to do her bidding but to save his friend—?


  “Please don’t argue with her,” Rozt’a pleaded. No telling what Wyndyfarh had put into her mind. “We’re talking about Galimer here. He’d go to the ends of the world for you, and you know it. If she wants us to avenge one man or one hundred, don’t bother her with questions. Just say yes.”


  Druhallen had just decided that Lady Wyndyfarh was mostly hawk in her natural form, but now the face she showed him wore such a satisfied expression that he’d swear she was part cat.


  “A wise woman speaks,” the lady purred, “but it is neither one man nor one hundred that you must avenge. Save for Sheemzher, my servants are all insects whose minds I have awakened with magic. Many of them fell victim to a great and ancient evil. You will bring me proof that it can no longer harm them.”


  Bugs! She was sending them off to collect butterflies! Perhaps it was just as well that Ansoain was dead and her son a prisoner. Dru would never live this one down otherwise. “We’ll bring them back in a gilt cage,” he muttered glumly.


  That brought another laugh from the otherworldly woman. “If any of them yet survive—and I doubt very much that any do—they will fly to me faster than you can walk. Bring me the golden scroll that defiled them. The Beast Lord who rules at Dekanter was beneath my notice before he found that Nether scroll. Now he has become a threat. I am not a god, Druhallen of Sunderath. You are wrong there, but I have sworn an oath to Faerûn’s goddesses of magic. I may not leave this glade. Bring me the golden scroll of Netheril and you will have done more good than you can measure and I will restore your weak friend to you.”


  Dru bristled. Never mind that he knew Galimer’s faults better than he knew his own and had on more than one occasion hung the same “weak” label on him, but he wouldn’t stand for anyone else belittling his friend.


  “Galimer Longfingers is worth more than ten of your Netherese scrolls. Just tell us what we need to know about it and well be gone—the sooner to be back.”


  “You know everything that’s essential,” Wyndyfarh replied with the indignation of a woman unaccustomed to criticism. “Sheemzher knows the Greypeaks and Dekanter. He’ll answer your questions.”


  Druhallen started to say something about not wanting to rely on a goblin, but that was the sort of remark that had gotten Galimer’s mind separated from his body. Likewise, Dru stifled the perfectly logical question: If Sheemzher had all the answers, why wasn’t he the instrument of Wyndyfarh’s vengeance? Rozt’a stepped into the awkward silence.


  “How long do we have? How much time before—?” Her head turned toward Galimer and left the question incomplete.


  “No harm will come to Galimer while he is with me.”


  Dru considered that good news, Rozt’a heard it otherwise and, taking a backward step so he could see both her and Wyndyfarh together, Dru understood. Rozt’a had never been a beauty and life on the road was taking a toll on her appearance, as it had on all of them. Her attractiveness—and Druhallen could personally attest that it was considerable—sprang from her competence and spirit. She was at her best in mercenary leathers, with a sword at her hip, and she would have looked ridiculous with long hair, or in a flowing white gown.


  But leave her husband in the company of the dangerously beautiful Lady Mantis, a woman of enchanting beauty and wizardly might? That prospect struck fear in Rozt’a’s bold heart.


  “C’mon,” Dru said, prying her attention away from Galimer with a touch. “If we head back to Parnast right now to get our gear and horses, we’ll be on our way this time tomorrow and back before the moon turns—”


  “Not to Parnast,” Lady Mantis interrupted. “The village is too dangerous for you right now. I have sent word. All that you need will be waiting for you outside the Wood. You’ll be within the mountains by sunset. Those who pursue you think only of roads, they will not look for you in the mountains between here and Dekanter.”


  Pursuers? From Parnast? Well, surely Amarandaris knew they’d slipped through the palisade without their promised second meeting. The Zhentarim lord could have translated their absence into a beeline journey to Dekanter. He’d be ahead of them, unless somehow he knew they’d gone into Weathercote Wood first. How or why might Amarandaris know that? What was the trade between the Zhentarim and Weathercote Wood? What was the alliance between Wyndyfarh and the village? Dru sighed; he might never know the answers to those questions.


  For now, all he needed to know was that the Network would be looking for him until they found him in Dekanter or elsewhere. The pool of acid in the pit of Dru’s stomach grew deeper than he’d believed possible, then he realized that Wyndyfarh had been staring at Tiep when she mentioned pursuit.


  It was enough to make a man wish he were on better terms with his gods.


  Dru felt a tug on his tunic. He looked down into the goblin’s smiling face.


  “Good sir not worry. Sheemzher take good care, good people. Sheemzher knows Greypeaks, Dekanter. Sheemzher born Dekanter. Sheemzher marry Ghistpok daughter.”


  7
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  If the Weathercote Wood had been an odd, unpleasant place for a city-bred man named Tiep, then the interior of the Greypeak mountains was ten times worse. Two days out from Lady Mantis’s grove, Tiep found himself wishing that the bug lady had cast her spells on him rather than Galimer. The life of a mindless statue couldn’t be worse than following a dog-faced goblin on the back route to Dekanter.


  At least the bug lady had kept her word about their gear. Their six horses, saddled and packed with their gear and a generous supply of food, had been waiting late yesterday when Sheemzher led them out of Weathercote—not at the little wooden bridge where they’d entered it, but at another spot, farther east of Parnast. A pair of ratty goblins had been waiting with the horses. Both had run off the moment they spotted company coming.


  Tiep suspected magic and he’d refused to climb into Hopper’s saddle until Dru and Rozt’a had each applied their specialist’s eye to horseflesh and gear. They assured him than nothing had been tampered with. If Tiep couldn’t trust his foster-parents, then there wasn’t anyone he could trust. He’d lived without trust when he was younger and had no nostalgia for old times. He’d considered splitting while he could still find his way back to the village last night, when Dru was studying his spells and everyone else was asleep.


  Manya’s kin would give him a roof and meals until he could put something else together. However, abandoning the quest to free Galimer from the bug lady was too craven for his gut to tolerate. For Galimer’s sake, Tiep swore an oath to Tymora. He’d follow the dog-faced goblin to Dekanter, even if it got him killed along the way.


  He half-expected death with every step Hopper took.


  There were two kinds of traveling in the Greypeaks: treacherous and weird. The rocky trails were the treacherous part. Little more than glorified ledges, the trails weren’t much wider than a horse’s rump. They left Tiep riding with one stirrup banging into the mountain and the other hanging out over a whole lot of nothing. Worse, the trails weren’t clear. Say what you would about the Zhentarim, if they claimed a trade route, they sent crews out to keep it clear of rock falls and water cracks. Here in the Greypeaks, when Hopper planted a hoof, there was no telling whether the ground would slip or stay firm beneath it. The horse was lathered from nerves, and so was Tiep.


  Still, he’d rather be up on the ledges than down in the valleys. The valleys were the weirdest part of their traveling. Tiep had never set foot in anything like the Greypeak valleys. Neither had Dru or Rozt’a, nor any of their horses. The goblin had a name for the place, in his own language, of course. The word sounded like a cat getting sick; a human tongue couldn’t hope to pronounce it. The best Druhallen, who knew the name of almost everything under the sun, could call it was bog and forest.


  Bog because, once they started seeing the valleys for what they really were, they could see that the Greypeaks were a huge bowl, ringed with mountains and part-way filled with water. The water had rotted some of the inner mountains, turning them into a mare’s nest of broken spires and spines. Where the water should have become a lake there appeared to be solid ground. Solid, that was, until Hopper set his hooves on it, then trees as tall as ten men standing together started quaking. The floating forest swayed like reeds in the wind when six horses moved through it.


  Tiep had thought nothing could be more sick-in-the-gut scary than the shifty ground—until the dog-faced goblin announced that there were giant leeches under the bog. The dragons that Sheemzher said dwelt in the unbroken clouds sounded better than giant leeches. He heaved a sigh of relief when the goblin led them onto the rocks again.


  They climbed in earnest after that, crossing the spine of a dead mountain in the middle of the bog. They’d cleared the crest and were on their way down to the bog again when Cardinal—the gelding Galimer usually rode—lost his footing. In less time than it took to scream, the chestnut had fallen into a dry ravine. Bones stuck out of his forelegs. With a safety rope tied between his waist and his horse, Druhallen scrambled down and put the animal out of its misery.


  “Helm’s mercy,” Rozt’a said, with one hand on the rope and the other on Dru’s horse. “Be grateful Cardinal carried our gear and not Galimer.”


  The fall hadn’t hurt the blankets and bean sacks they divvied up among the survivors, and Tiep didn’t object when Rozt’a decreed that they’d all walk, leading the horses, from there on. Two feet were steadier than four, even in the bog.


  Dru and Rozt’a each led two horses, Tiep led Hopper, and the goblin took the point alone. They were in the bog, not all that far from the ravine where they’d left Cardinal, when they heard the hooting and hollering of scavengers. Tiep told himself he wasn’t going to look back over his shoulder once they were back on stone and above the quaking tree-tops, but Dru called a halt and he succumbed.


  Big mistake. They had clear sight on the ravine and poor Cardinal. The scavengers were more than beasts, less than men. They’d butchered the horse on the spot and were eating him raw. Tiep wanted to say that the scavengers were Sheemzher’s kin but the truth was that though the size was about right, the scavengers were uglier than any goblin and odd. Most of them were gray, like the mountains, rather than red-orange like Sheemzher. Some of them had faces that thrust out like a bear or weasel’s. One had a long furry tail, another, a ratty one, and one had what looked to be an extra arm growing out of its left shoulder. That extra arm didn’t have the joints an arm should have, but whipped about like a serpent with a hand-shaped head.


  “What are they?” Rozt’a demanded before Tiep could loosen his tongue from the roof of his mouth. Her words dashed Tiep’s hope that his eyes were deceiving him.


  She’d directed her question at Druhallen, but the goblin intercepted it with, “Demons!”


  Sheemzher immediately pulled his hat low over his eyes, as if what he couldn’t see couldn’t see him either. He scampered ahead to the trail’s next bend where he tried to hide behind a rock that was too small by half. “Hurry! Hurry!” he pleaded.


  Rozt’a made her way to the black mare, Ebony, and the bow she kept lashed to the mare’s saddle. “I’m going to put a little fear into those beasts, whatever they are,” she muttered.


  “Let it rest,” Druhallen told her, kindly but firmly. “He’s meat now, nothing more, and you don’t have arrows to waste.”


  “They’re not natural creatures, Dru. They shouldn’t be tolerated.”


  Dru had removed the ring he used to ken strangers and held it up to his eye. He squinted through the opening. “Who’s to say what’s natural and what’s not?” he asked cryptically when he’d finished his examination and returned the ring to his finger.


  Tiep would have given much to ask Dru what he’d meant by that remark, but there were four horses between him and the wizard. They paid their final respects to Cardinal and headed toward Sheemzher.


  It was rock and bog, bog and rock after that. Somewhere above the thick, gray clouds, morning became afternoon. The air heated up, the light breeze died, and breathing got difficult, especially on the bogs. Then it started to rain: a fine, steady rain that threatened to last all day and most of the night, too. Sheemzher’s hat looked good enough to steal as Tiep’s soaked hair stuck to his face and streams of water ran beneath his clothes to his boots. In no time at all, he had blisters like mushrooms on his heels and toes.


  Tiep tried limping, but limping didn’t help when both feet screamed. Rozt’a noticed he was lagging and asked what was wrong.


  “We’ve got Galimer’s kit. When we stop for the night, I’ll mix up a batch of his second-skin lotion and you’ll be good as new by sunrise.”


  “I’m slowing us down. I’d keep up better if I were up on Hopper’s back,” Tiep replied, angling for a reprieve.


  Rozt’a held firm, “The going’s worse now that it’s wet. We’ll hold the pace down. Slow’s best in the rain, anyway.”


  Slow or fast didn’t make half the difference that up or down made, with downhill being a lot worse than up. Tiep was sure his toes bled with each downhill stride. He thanked Tymora when the rain stopped. Then the bugs came out and he knew Tymora had abandoned him to Her sister, Beshaba, Maid of Misfortune. The bugs were worse in the bogs. Man, woman, horse, and goblin, they were all surrounded by buzzing, stinging, biting clouds.


  They were in a bog when a dragon flew overhead. Tiep didn’t actually see the dragon, but he heard its bellow. There was no mistaking that sound. It awakened primal dread in a human heart and sheer terror in a horse. Bandy, the big mare that toted their heaviest gear, panicked at the sound. Her front end went up, carrying Dru with it, while her hind legs sank into the bog.


  Dru could have used some help getting himself and Bandy steadied, but Rozt’a had her hands full with two frightened horses while Tiep had put his extra arm to work grabbing Fowler’s lead when that gelding broke free from Dru and Bandy. Sheemzher was useless. The horses didn’t much like his smell at the best of times. All together they burned a year’s worth of luck before order was restored. Bandy was gray with sweat and Druhallen didn’t look much better, but they were both standing steady, both whole.


  “I’ve had enough for one day,” Dru said once he’d caught some breath.


  Tiep wasn’t going to argue, not the way his feet hurt. Sheemzher said they’d be safer on the rock than on a bog, and that wasn’t worth arguing with, either, though it meant staggering onward. The goblin eventually got them to a ledge—call it a very hard beach on the shore of a tree-covered lake—that he said was safe.


  “Sheemzher make safer,” he continued. “Sheemzher go now. Sheemzher back quick.”


  The goblin and his spear disappeared into the bog. Tiep wanted to follow, but his sore, bleeding feet were glued to the ledge. It was Tiep’s regular chore to set the nightly picket line for the horses and, mindful that some might blame him for their misery, he got to work looking for a good place to tie off the rope. Rozt’a took pity on him.


  “I’ll handle the horses. You find yourself a place to sit. And get those boots off before your feet fester.”


  Beshaba’s mercy—Tiep hadn’t considered that possibility.


  His feet weren’t as bad as he feared. He’d lost a slab of callus from his left heel, and the big toe on his right foot was bloody; nothing a slathering of second-skin lotion couldn’t handle. Rozt’a dragged their medicine chest over and mixed the lotion in a brass bowl. The most important ingredient went in last: a few drops of sickly green oil from a silver flask embellished with a rose-colored Lathandrite agate. Tiep counted five drops in all and flinched in advance, knowing how badly the potion-drenched cloths would sting when Rozt’a wrapped them around his feet.


  “You’ll survive,” Rozt’a assured him.


  Tiep didn’t trust himself to answer. He couldn’t nod without sending a stream of tears down his cheeks but he only yelped once, when Rozt’a squeezed his big toe, making sure that the lotion worked deep.


  Druhallen scrounged wood from the bog-forest—no great challenge there—and got a fire going, which for a competent wizard was no great challenge, either. The wet wood smoked vigorously and the smoke was foul, but it got rid of the bugs. They were glad to have it, at least until Sheemzher returned.


  “No flame! No flame!”


  The dog-face thrust his spear into the fire and battered it apart. Dru’s eyes narrowed and his fists clenched in a way that usually meant a fireball was due. Sheemzher saved himself with a single word and a gesture toward the clouds.


  “Dragons.”


  “What kind?” Dru asked, because it made a difference.


  “Big!” Sheemzher replied, which meant, probably, that the Greypeaks weren’t home to one of the more benign dragon species.


  The bugs came back—with a few thousand of their closest friends. It was a struggle to eat their cold supper without catching a few buzzing specks in each mouthful. Doubly difficult for Tiep because his feet hadn’t stopped throbbing and he couldn’t escape his bugs, even temporarily, by moving about on the ledge. He’d peeked beneath the cloths a few times: the second-skin oil was living up to its name. Tiep’s feet felt like they were on fire, but the swelling had already gone down and the raw skin on his left heel was toughening.


  Night came sooner than it would have out in the open as the clouds and mountains combined to stifle the sunset. Tiep braced himself for absolute darkness, then discovered that the bog made its own eerie light: lazy will-o’-the-wisps rose from the ground. They swirled higher and higher until they bumped into the clouds where they dissipated slowly.


  The result was enough light to see shadows and movement, enough light to watch Sheemzher open up his striped waistcoat—it looked bedraggled now, though the dyes were good and the colors hadn’t run together. He fished out something that hung from a cord and writhed. A rat, Tiep realized just before the goblin snapped its neck. He impaled the freshly-killed rodent on his spearhead then used the bloody weapon to draw a perimeter around their camp.


  “Do you think that will keep the dragons away?” Rozt’a asked.


  “Demons, not dragons. Sheemzher know. Sheemzher remember. Demons not cross blood.”


  Dru overheard and chortled, “That’s a new one!”


  Rozt’a silenced him with a well-aimed hiss, then added, “Do you want to draw straws for the first watch?”


  “No—I’m awake until midnight anyway. This place isn’t what I expected, so I need to make some changes in what I’m remembering. We need to be able to hide as well as fight. I’ll wake you when I’m done, and you can keep your eyes open until dawn.”


  Tiep wasn’t terribly surprised when neither one of them had given a thought to him. Galimer was Tiep’s advocate when it came to both chores and privileges. Without Galimer, he was a child again. Rozt’a didn’t want him to grow up, and Dru didn’t think he could. On the whole, Tiep found it easier to deal with Dru’s prejudices.


  Tiep bedded down an arm’s length from Rozt’a and dozed a little while Druhallen waited for the midnight moment when he’d do whatever it was that magicians did to prepare themselves for spellcasting. One of the first lessons Tiep had learned from his foster parents was: Never disturb a wizard, especially Druhallen, when he was cramming spells. It was hard to know when, exactly, midnight arrived but it was easy to spot when it had passed because Dru cleared his throat several times and folded his magic box with a series of satisfied snaps.


  Tiep pulled his damp boots over Rozt’a’s bandages and intercepted his foster-father before he awakened Rozt’a.


  “Let me watch the rest of the night.”


  Dru scowled and said nothing, not an omen of agreement.


  “My feet aren’t hurting so much now. I can walk around, if I need to. I’ve been taking a watch since I was ten years old.”


  There was no change in Druhallen’s expression.


  “I gave you my word, Dru. I know I was wrong. Aren’t you going to let me do anything to make it up? Can’t you trust me even a little?”


  “It’s not for me to say, Tiep. I’d have to talk to Rozt’a first. She and I agreed we’d handle the night-watch ourselves.”


  “She wouldn’t mind.”


  “She would. It was her idea; she insisted on it.”


  That was a blow to Tiep’s heart. He counted on Rozt’a’s unquestioning support. Dru and Galimer might fume, but Rozt’a called herself his mother and mothers didn’t turn their backs on their children. Even his own mother had died rather than abandon him; Tiep was sure of that, despite the rumors he’d heard in Berdusk streets.


  Tiep had a predictable reaction when his heart hurt: He got angry. He got nasty.


  “You’re both trusting a dog-face goblin to get you to Dekanter and back.”


  He knew he’d made a mistake before the words were cold on his tongue. Druhallen’s face became as hard as a plaster mask which reminded Tiep that Dru was one of those rare wizards who could brawl with the best—or worst—of any city’s scum. But Dru got his temper under control.


  “The bug lady didn’t leave us any choice. What is it between you and Sheemzher, Tiep? Did you two cross paths before he came to the room?”


  “No.”


  Tiep could have kicked himself right afterward—Dru had all but handed him a script for getting rid of Sheemzher and he’d wasted a perfect opportunity by blurting out the truth. Druhallen had that effect on folk whose heads didn’t come up to his shoulder. Tiep tried to repair the damage—


  “We’ve been tricked, Dru, conned, gulled, set up, whatever. Look at us, sleeping on stone mattresses, eaten alive, and wearing wet shoes. At the rate we’re going, we’ll be lucky if we get to Dekanter before the snow flies. If anyone was following us—Damn, if they left that first morning when we were in Weathercote and they stuck to the Dawn Pass Trail, they’re going to get there long before us on this lousy excuse for a shortcut. Doesn’t that bother you? Make you ask questions about our guide and his mistress? The way I figure it, the bug lady and the Black Network have marked us for sheep, Druhallen, and they’ve got us following a goblin goat straight to slaughter.”


  Dru stared into the darkness, rubbing his dark-stubbled chin. “It looks that way, doesn’t it, when you lay everything on the table.”


  If Galimer or Rozt’a had said those words, Tiep would have rejoiced, but Dru was different. When Dru conceded a point, it was time to watch your back.


  “Of course, when you put everything on the table, you’re taking coincidence and making it deliberate. For example, you’ve got to assume that Sheemzher not only knew I was going to take the back way after I left the charterhouse, but that he arranged for those brutes to beat that goblin child. Not to mention the timing—a few moments one way or the other and either the chicken coop would have been empty or I’d have found a corpse. Same thing in Weathercote Wood with the reaver and, more important, with you, Tiep. If Rozt’a hadn’t sent you scrambling up that tree, would you have stolen that amber… on your way into the forest?”


  According to Galimer, who probably knew what he was talking about, Druhallen couldn’t cast charm-type spells because he didn’t know any and, besides, Tiep was supposedly immune to lesser magics, especially charms and enchantments. So, there wasn’t anything sorcerous about Dru’s dark eyes when they nailed Tiep where he stood. His stare was just the smug look of a man who knew how his foster-son’s mind worked.


  Weakly, Tiep tried to get back to where he’d started. “I can take the watch. There’s no need to wake Rozt’a. If she gets mad, I’ll say it’s my fault.”


  Druhallen shook his head. “Lies are lies, Tiep, even the ones you tell to protect someone. If I let you take the watch, it’s my responsibility… and my fault, if you do something we all regret.”


  “I won’t,” Tiep insisted.


  “See to it,” Dru said as he stood up.


  Tiep waited until Druhallen was stretched out an arm’s length from Rozt’a’s blankets and breathing easily. He walked between them, wishing he had a lamp. Neither of them twitched out of turn and Tiep felt safe heading toward the horse lines and the place where Sheemzher slept beside his spear. Maybe the goblin had made plans with Amarandaris; there was only one way to find out for certain.


  Striking fast, Tiep grabbed the sleeping goblin from behind. He clapped one hand over Sheemzher’s mouth to keep him quiet and pressed his other forearm hard against the goblin’s windpipe. Sheemzher struggled—the dog-face had a certain wild-animal bravado—but settled down fast when Tiep squeezed hard and cut off his air.


  “I’ve got questions. You’re going to answer them yes or no. You say yes by nodding your head, no by shaking it sideways. Got it?”


  The goblin’s chin bobbed beneath Tiep’s. It was the correct response, but Tiep hadn’t expected Sheemzher to catch on so quickly and jerked the goblin from his blankets with more force than he needed. He didn’t let Sheemzher plant his feet firmly on the ground, but dragged him on his heels past the horse line. And past the blood line, too, which probably accounted for Sheemzher’s renewed struggles. Tiep applied a little more pressure on the goblin’s throat and calm was restored.


  “Who do you work for?”


  Sheemzher made unintelligible noises in his throat. Tiep felt foolish—his first serious question couldn’t be answered with a yes or no.


  “Do you work for the Zhentarim?”


  Because Tiep held the goblin from behind, he couldn’t see anything of Sheemzher’s face, but the goblin flinched when he said “Zhentarim.” The chin tap that followed the flinch wasn’t convincing. Tiep shoved Sheemzher against the rock behind the ledge and spun him around.


  “Liar!” Tiep hissed. He laid a short, vicious punch into Sheemzher’s mid-section then relaxed the pressure on the goblin’s throat. “What did they give you to betray us?”


  The little, close-set eyes widened and showed pale, faintly glowing rings around the pupils. “Bad men. All bad men. Sheemzher not work for bad men. Sheemzher not work for Zhentarim.” He turned the last word into an eerie song.


  Tiep unleashed another punch precisely where he’d landed the first, a painful persuasive technique he’d learned the hard way. Sheemzher’s gut had to be burning. The goblin’s knees buckled and he’d have gone down if Tiep hadn’t kept him pinned against the stone.


  “Who’s waiting for us at Dekanter?”


  “Ghistpok there? Beast Lord there?” Fear turned the goblin’s words into questions.


  Tiep raised his arm quickly, smacking the back of Sheemzher’s skull against the rock. “The Black Network! Is Amarandaris on the Dawn Pass Trail right now, planning to get there ahead of us?”


  Sheemzher stiffened. “Ask self, not Sheemzher. Sheemzher not talk black-lord Amarandaris.”


  “I’ve got no business with him. You stick to the truth and leave me out of this,” Tiep snapped and delivered his hardest punch yet.


  The goblin sagged. For a heartbeat Tiep thought he’d seriously damaged the dog-face. The stench was bad and sudden, like a man dying from the waist down. Tiep wrinkled his nose dramatically.


  “What’s the point of wearing clothes, Sheemzher, when all you can do is soil them?”


  “Not Sheemzher!” the goblin insisted, and emphasized his point by kicking Tiep’s kneecap. It was the first move he’d made in his own defense since Tiep had grabbed him. “Ask self!”


  In point of fact, the stench wasn’t radiating from the goblin. And it certainly wasn’t coming from Tiep. Gritting his teeth, Tiep took a deeper breath and determined that the odor rose in the darkness beyond the ledge, out in the bog forest. It was getting stronger, too. Tiep gagged and nearly lost his hold on Sheemzher.


  “What died?” he asked no one in particular.


  The goblin didn’t answer but the darkness did. Something soft and warm brushed against Tiep’s leg. An instant later he was in the air, held by the ankle and thrashed against the stone. He emptied his lungs in a scream then lost his voice when he had to fill them with the foulest air imaginable. It was the youth’s worst nightmare come to life, he was being held prisoner by a man-high mound of predatory manure.


  Manure with a grip of iron. Tiep lashed out with his free leg. He might as well have kicked a rock. The reek-heap that had captured him was all strength within its oozy, soft flesh. Its arms were jointless, like the third arm of that demon who’d helped butcher Cardinal, but with a serpent’s whiplash strength. Twice more the beast battered Tiep against the rock face behind the ledge. He managed to protect his head both times, but that wouldn’t last.


  Then the dung beast whirled him up high and, bad as it was, it got worse. At the top of one arc, Tiep caught a glimpse of three bulbous eyes growing near the tip of another serpentine arm.


  Hunger… hunger… hunger! Soft. Warm-soft. Hunger.


  Tiep’s mind filled with visions of gore, viscera, and fist-sized chunks of raw meat. He realized the manure wasn’t merely alive and moving and hungry, it was sentient—it had thoughts and it was projecting those thoughts into his head.


  Tiep crashed into a rock. The blow across the shoulders left him stunned and defenseless when the dung beast smashed him to the ground a moment later. He was going to die. The dung beast was going to pound him to a broken-bone pulp, then pull him apart and eat him piece by dripping piece. Tiep could see it all unfolding inside his own skull. He was whipping through the air, headed for another bashing against stone, when the world lit up.


  Druhallen! Druhallen had come to his rescue with magical fire.


  The dung beast bellowed in Tiep’s ears and inside his head, too. The twin sensations were agonizing, but it was the creature’s breath that snuffed out Tiep’s consciousness. He didn’t remember getting free, only that suddenly he was free—flat on his back, aching everywhere, nauseated, and gasping, but free.


  Dru had lobbed more fire while Tiep’s mind was dark. The second spell plastered the dung beast with flames. It made enough light that Tiep could see Rozt’a dance forward with her sword angled for an ax-cut. She struck quick at one of the serpentine arms and was out of harm’s way before it flopped to the stone. The beast shrieked, a sound that had physical force inside Tiep’s head. He writhed on the ground, sharing the dung beast’s agony until Dru hit it with more fire and it lost the ability to invade a man’s mind.


  Tiep pulled himself onto his knees and got a good look at Sheemzher using his spear to distract the beast while Rozt’a closed in for another sword cut. Tiep would have joined the fight, if he hadn’t lost his knives during the thrashing.


  Rozt’a got her second trophy—the eye-stalk—and after that it was only a matter of time before they drove it from the ledge to the bog. Dru hollered, “Clear!” and kindled one of his big fireballs. The beast became a bonfire in the bog, but it wasn’t close to dying when, suddenly, it was gone, dragged down by some other beast with absolutely no sense of taste or smell. They weren’t tempted to investigate. Tiep tested his ankle and found that, though sore, it worked just fine, thanks to the second-skin cloths still wrapped around his feet.


  “What in blazes was that?” Dru asked while they were all getting used to quiet again.


  “Demon,” said Sheemzher, predictably.


  “Not a chance,” Dru replied, stomping out last flaming bits of the beast and kicking them off the ledge. “Ansoain had a thing about demons and she made sure we knew what she knew. Demons smell, but they don’t smell like that. We all know what that smelled like… I never knew it could move.”


  Rozt’a spun on her heels awkwardly. She wouldn’t sheathe her sword until she’d cleaned it, and she wouldn’t clean it on her breeches the way she often did. “The pig wallows at home didn’t smell that bad—but they came close. I know you can raise the dead, Dru, but can you raise manure?”


  “You’re talking to the wrong magician,” he replied with a laugh. “I have trouble raising myself each morning.” He handed her a scrap of cloth. Magicians carried bits of everything with them. “But I recall Ansoain rattling on about a cave and catacomb dweller that collected dung and fed off it. She never said what it looked like. I imagined a rat of some sort and never thought about the smell. Who knows, maybe we just killed an otyugh. Can’t figure, though, what a critter like that would be doing out in the open.”


  “War,” Sheemzher said. “Dark war. Beast-Lord war… war under Dekanter.”


  “Under Dekanter,” Rozt’a muttered, adding a few choice oaths. “Right. Look at what the rain’s done to these mountains—there must be caves everywhere.” She finally sheathed her sword and turned to Tiep. “No offense, but you reek of that thing. Strip out of those clothes, wash yourself off, and stay downwind until you do!”


  Tiep pulled off his shirt but left his breeches alone. He started for the heap they’d made of their gear. Sheemzher, spear in hand, side-stepped to block his path. Tiep decided he could bear the smell a bit longer and was glad he’d stayed when Druhallen started thinking aloud.


  “Not caves. Not just caves, anyway. The Mines of Dekanter. Dwarves built ’em, the Netheril mages expanded them, and sure as water flows downhill, there’s drow living in them now. Ever see the drow, Sheemzher?”


  The goblin lowered his spear when Dru looked their way. Tiep could have made his escape, but he lingered.


  Sheemzher shook his head. “Demons. All demons. Sheemzher not know demons. People not go under Dekanter. People fight demons; fear demons.”


  “No demons, Sheemzher. We’ve got dragons overhead and the gods know what under our feet, but no demons.” Dru walked toward them. “Let me get back to the camp. Maybe I can still catch the tide with my spells.”


  Tiep realized they didn’t know he and Sheemzher had been outside the camp when the otiyo—or whatever Dru had called it—crawled out of the bog. There hadn’t been time for Sheemzher to make accusations… yet. Tiep gave the goblin a nasty look, but it was hard to intimidate someone, even a dog-faced goblin, when he had a spear and you stank like an open sewer in summer.


  Rozt’a tossed Dru’s rag into the bog. “You can’t be sure, Dru. Remember what Amarandaris said about problems he couldn’t fix or control in Dekanter. Demons would be a damn good reason to move the trail.”


  “He’d have told me if it was demons. Anything to get my sympathy.”


  Dru stepped aside to let Rozt’a go ahead of him. The goblin followed Rozt’a. That left Tiep alone with his foster father.


  “Thanks. Thanks for saving my life. I was a goner.”


  “Thank Sheemzher. I woke up when I heard you screaming, but Rozt’a and I, we’d have wasted precious time looking for you, if he hadn’t been right there pointing the way with his spear. What were you doing out here?”


  Sheemzher had gone ahead, but he hadn’t gone far. He could probably hear everything Dru had said. The beggar understood their language better than he spoke it.


  “Noises,” Sheemzher answered before Tiep could think of something appropriate and innocent. “Smell. Terrible smell. Wake Sheemzher—people noses keen, very keen.” He tapped the side of his. “Bad eyes; good noses. Sheemzher tell this one—look together, yes? Sheemzher think horses; find demon.”


  Tiep and the goblin looked knives at each other. Thank all the gods, Dru was looking the other way when he said:


  “Yeah, well—it worked out all right, but it could’ve gone the other way. Horses aren’t worth dying for. That’s why we line ’em up away from where we sleep. You remember that—both of you. That spear’s a good weapon, but it’s thrust only, and you, Tiep, you used up a lifetime’s worth of luck tonight.”


  Tiep didn’t need anyone to telling him about luck. Rozt’a was waiting with the medicine chest. She put another dose of second-skin on Tiep’s ankle—after he’d stripped, sluiced, and dressed in clothes that didn’t stink. She’d patched up the goblin, too, never guessing that Sheemzher hadn’t taken his damage from the beast.


  Debts were mounting. There’d have to be a reckoning soon.


  8
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  Druhallen felt human when he woke up, a sure sign that his companions had let him oversleep. The sky had brightened before he’d abandoned his attempts to re-memorize the spells he’d expended in the dung-beast battle. He had expected to be exhausted as well as empty-headed all this day. One out of two was better than nothing, but he’d rather have had the spells than the sleep. The way things had been going here in the Greypeaks, he felt certain he’d wish he had a full complement of fire in mind before midnight rolled around again.


  His body was rested, but Dru’s bones ached from sleeping on the stone ledge. Two blankets beneath him wasn’t enough any more. He needed a layer of loose dirt, sand, or moss and preferred a horsehair mattress; he was getting old. The thought of settling down in one place had become thinkable for Druhallen. He had enough on account with the Scornubel goldsmiths that he’d never have to return to Sunderath. He could buy himself a small shop in a well-run town and live out his days selling spells to merchants and lovers.


  It would be a predictable life. After the last few days, Druhallen had an new appreciation for predictable. Dull and boring wouldn’t be bad, either. Maybe he’d marry, have children of his own. The world was ripe with men who hadn’t thought about families until they’d plucked a gray hair or two from their beards.


  More than gold, Druhallen had the spells to make his daydreams come true. Ansoain’s library, carefully preserved and protected back in Scornubel, contained true copies of Luvander’s Prime Enchantments and Illusions of the Heart. He’d studied both volumes and there weren’t more than three spells between them that he couldn’t cast comfortably. Most of them were well within Galimer’s range, especially if they weren’t fielding surprises.


  They’d joked about it—two wizards in their dotage casting spells on candles and wine cups. That had been before Rozt’a, when neither of them knew the meaning of tired or aching.


  Or love.


  Or fidelity.


  Rozt’a had her back to Dru’s blankets. She was talking to Tiep who was looking at his feet instead of her face. The youth was probably in a mood, but Druhallen wouldn’t have wanted to be looking into Rozt’a’s eyes just then. He’d face ten dung beasts with no fire at all before he’d tell her that he’d caught himself thinking about settling down, marriage, and children.


  He wouldn’t let himself think about such notions again, at least not until they’d gotten back to Weathercote and pried Galimer from Lady Mantis.


  Dru grabbed his blankets with one hand and headed for the horse line, a path which, not coincidentally, took him close to Tiep and Rozt’a. They spotted him and fell silent.


  “Problems?” he asked, on the forceful side of polite.


  Neither answered. With his head still down, Tiep turned and walked away. He limped a bit, but he’d been in worse shape yesterday, before Rozt’a slathered his blistered feet. The one who looked like death in the morning was Sheemzher. One of the goblin’s red-orange cheeks was a dull, swollen brown and he held his spear close against his flank for balance. No way he’d be able to walk and maintain any sort of pace. They’d have to put him up on one of the horses—which wasn’t so bad, except Dru couldn’t remember the otyugh getting a blow in on the goblin.


  “There’s something strange going on between Tiep and Sheemzher,” he said to Rozt’a without looking at her.


  “Maybe.”


  “Is that what you and he were talking about just now?”


  “No.”


  “He seemed sulky—”


  Rozt’a grimaced and Dru decided not to ask her if she was feeling sulky also. The answer was obvious, and so was the explanation. After yesterday, Rozt’a had to be wondering if she’d ever see her husband again. Without a censoring thought, Dru wound his unencumbered arm over Rozt’a’s shoulders and pulled her gently against his chest.


  “We’re not dealt out of this game, not by a long shot.”


  Their eyes met and Rozt’a gave Dru a lethal stare before shrugging free of his one-armed embrace. He folded both arms beneath his blankets.


  “Let’s get moving,” he stammered.


  Rozt’a nodded and walked away without saying a word.


  That pretty much set the tone for another day of trekking up over stone and down through the quaking bogs. From his perch on Hopper’s back, Sheemzher urged them to pick up the pace. They panted and sweated but didn’t argue, especially when they were crossing rock.


  The sky was no bluer than it had been yesterday, but the thick clouds had lifted somewhat. They could see more of the dark gray mountains, and dragons. Druhallen had counted eight dragon sightings, two of them simultaneous, both full-grown and deep red. Even one red dragon was too many for a party of four.


  Around noon they arrived at a ledge that was black, rather than dark gray, and glassy, like the sealed entrance to Lady Wyndyfarh’s cave. This was no magic cave. A red dragon had fought here and blasted its prey with fire more intense than any Druhallen could summon. The dragon had been killing, not hunting. Whatever had drawn its wrath would have been reduced to powder and ash.


  Dru didn’t know if his companions read the same story from the scene. No one was talking and he didn’t volunteer the information. Ignorance was bliss, so long as one of them knew what they were facing. He had to wonder, though, what Rozt’a saw and kept to herself, or the goblin who swung his feet in the stirrups and was the first away from the ledge.


  “Hurry,” Sheemzher said, the first word anyone had spoken in hours. “Bad place. Evil place.”


  They hurried and made palpable progress toward the tallest mountains that formed their horizon—until the clouds fell again. Not much later, when they were striding carefully through one of the spongier bogs they’d encountered, the clouds opened up. Today’s raindrops were smaller than yesterday’s, cooler, too—bespeaking autumn rather than summer—and pushed sideways by gusty winds.


  Dru laced himself into his cloak and pulled the hood up. He could see the goblin’s back from the waist down and Hopper’s from the tail up—not a sight to inspire any man. Hard to believe that only a few days ago he and Galimer had been looking for someone who knew the way to Dekanter. Everything looked different—better—when you were pursuing your own dreams and not trying to appease some over-powered, bug-and-goblin befriending, magic-making woman who’d turned your best friend into a mindless pet.


  If there was a lesson to be learned from the last few days, it wasn’t about amber. Large chunks of his conversation with Amarandaris lay heavy in Dru’s mind. He’d wasted so much of his life learning things the Zhentarim already knew. When they got to Scornubel, Druhallen promised himself that he’d sell the glass disk and let the Zhentarim deal with the Red Wizards however they chose.


  The path curved upward, promising another exposed rock gully. Bugs didn’t fly in the rain, maybe dragons didn’t either. Dru could hope; a man should be careful with his hopes. It wasn’t dragon-fire that struck them from above, but fist- and skull-sized stones that fell with the rain. He pinched embers from his sleeve—Dru had a little fire left in his memory—but looking up he didn’t see anything that looked like a target.


  “Stay close!” Rozt’a shouted. She gave the orders when they were under attack. “Do something, Dru.”


  He guessed at the location of their attackers, cast fire in that direction, and for a few moments only cold, hard rain pelted their faces. Then rocks came down again.


  “A shield!” she shouted, herding them against the sheer stone at the back of the ledge. “And quick.”


  The horses shied and whinnied. They were bigger and taking the worst of an attack that smacked of opportunity, not skill.


  Druhallen knew a spell to thicken the air and slow an arrow by half, so a quick-thinking man could bat the shafts down with his forearm. If their attackers had been throwing the stones, the spell might have helped his family, but they were dropping them instead. A simple shielding spell—the best he could manage under the circumstance—wouldn’t stop the falling rain and do less against a falling rock.


  Unless—


  Weather made a difference with magic. Dru’s fireball spells burned hotter in the summer and longer when the air was dry. This rain wasn’t merely falling, it was driven sideways by the wind. If the wind was affecting the rain—throwing it—then his shielding spell might slow the rain and the ensorcelled rain might slow the stones. Moreover, he could cast the spell on a moving target—himself and his party. If it worked at all, it would travel with them, maybe as far as the next bog.


  And if the spell slowed either the stones or the rain, neither would it make their situation worse.


  At least it shouldn’t make their situation worse.


  Dru paused, reconsidering his conclusions.


  “Now, Dru!”


  He reached inside his cloak and clutched the folding box. The box could be opened in any of a dozen ways. Dru found the clasp that revealed the compartment where he kept sprigs of virgin goose-down. With a few of the tiny feathers pinched between his thumb and forefinger, he spoke the words that kindled the shielding spell. The feathers vanished and he drew his next breath in a far-less-gusty wind.


  “Let’s go!” he shouted to the others.


  Rozt’a took the lead, but the path was too treacherous for great haste and rocks continued to fall. One struck the black mare, Ebony. The mare lunged and broke away from Rozt’a distracted grasp. Another step and she’d have been over the edge and into the bog, no better than Cardinal. Tiep intervened; he caught Ebony’s rein and, shouting her name, put his full weight against her panic.


  Tiep got through to the horse and the attackers got through to him. A stone the size of a baby’s skull clipped the youth on the forehead. Blood gushed, as it always did with a head wound. Druhallen allowed himself to believe that the wound wasn’t serious, but the lad stood stock-still, making an attractive target of himself after the mare’s rein slipped from his hand.


  Their unseen overhead attackers responded with stones that were definitely thrown. The shielding spell interfered with their trajectories, but Tiep swayed and staggered whether or not the stones struck him. Druhallen dropped the reins he held and caught the youth’s sleeve.


  Two more stones struck home, one against Dru’s shoulder, the other against Tiep’s. Dru acknowledged the blow with a groan, but Tiep seemed not to notice. Dru pulled him close and got a glimpse of vacant eyes in the process.


  “Tiep’s dumbstruck!” Dru shouted. “He can’t walk.”


  The last was an exaggeration. Tiep kept his feet moving under him as Dru hauled him back to relative safety closer to the rock-face, but there was no sense in his movements. Dru slapped Tiep’s wet, bloody cheek and shouted in his ear, each to no avail. The youth blinked without comprehension.


  Rozt’a yelped. A stone had gotten her. The goblin had climbed down from Hopper’s back and was hidden among the restless horses.


  “We can’t stay here!” Rozt’a shouted. “Throw him over a saddle.”


  That was easier said than done, and no safer for Tiep were Dru to succeed at the task. “We’ve got to stand where we are.”


  “Impossible!” Rozt’a replied.


  Dru was already fumbling with his box. He thumbed a different catch and thrust a rain-dampened forefinger into a compartment filled with ordinary ash. Leaving Tiep to stand alone like a statue, Dru risked the drop-off edge. He thought he had a better idea now where the enemy hid itself, and with his eyes squint-focused on that spot, whispered the Auld Thorassic words for gloom and misery as he rubbed his fingers together.


  The stuff of magic flowed away from Dru, confounding time and space. He had a vision of scrawny, misshapen creatures, at least twenty of them, half with tossing stones and the other half shuttling ammunition. The vision faded as the spell completed itself. By design, it worked best on a conscious mind and a mind of conscience. Humans were a good target; elves and dwarves were better. But the mind of a beast, especially a misshapen beast, might not be susceptible at all.


  Rozt’a shouted his name and not, by her tone, for the first time. “Are you mad?”


  The rock fall slowed, then stopped. Keening moans and wails poured down the mountainside instead.


  “I don’t know how long that will hold them. Let’s move quick.”


  “What about Tiep? The goblin?”


  Between the rain and the horses, it was easy to lose track of a head or two. Sheemzher shouted that he was ready for anything. Tiep hadn’t snapped out of his vacant-eyed trance. Dru slapped and shook him again. This time the youth whimpered when he blinked and raised a hand to his cheek.


  “Walk, lad!” Dru challenged. He gave Tiep a half turn before shoving him forward. “Walk for your life.”


  He kept one hand knotted in Tiep’s shirt, steering and prodding the youth toward such safety as the next bit of trail offered. Around his other hand Dru wound the reins and ropes for three horses, none of which were eager to walk forward. With his arms stretched out and his sleeves hanging like wet sails before the wind, Dru made an easy target, but his spell held and none of the enemy accepted the invitation.


  Dru congratulated himself for a job well done; he praised himself too soon. The same scrawny enemy ambushed them in the next bog. Against all expectation, they made Sheemzher their primary target, pulling the bedraggled goblin from Hopper’s back. Sheemzher had his decorated spear and put it to good use against the more primitive sticks the enemy wielded, but he was badly outnumbered. Rozt’a and her sword would eventually even the odds, but not—to Druhallen’s eye—in time to save the goblin.


  Weighing his options quickly, Dru gave Tiep a shove toward the underbrush.


  “Lay low!” he commanded.


  The boy had been coming around as they walked. He hadn’t said anything yet, but managed to nod his head before secreting himself in a patch of waist-high ferns. Dru judged that Tiep would continue to survive and went for the length of fire-hardened wood jutting out from Bandy’s saddle.


  Other mages might carry staves, Druhallen of Sunderath preferred an ax-shaft. His father—gods keep him safe in Sunderath—had taught him how to grip and swing the wood. He didn’t bother with the axe head; it was too heavy, too much trouble to sharpen, and unnecessary for a man his size. Against their undergrown enemy, the shaft was lethal and faster than a sword. Dru swung into the gut of the nearest misshapen creature. The force of his blow lifted the critter—Dru couldn’t guess its sex or species—off its feet and flung it some ten feet across the bog. It wouldn’t be getting up soon, maybe never, if the thing that got the dung-beast was looking for a snack. Dru backhanded his next target. The misshapen enemy collapsed face-down in the old leaves and twigs.


  It was butchery, not battle, and they didn’t stop until every last one of the misshapen lay motionless on the ground.


  “When we’ve finished at Dekanter, we leave by another route,” Rozt’a said grimly. “I’d sooner face the Network on the road than this again.” She wiped her blade on a corpse’s thigh, but decided that wasn’t good enough and cleaned it again with leaves before sheathing it.


  Between the dung beast and this lot, Sheemzher’s spear had taken a beating. Most of its dangling ornaments were gone, but the flaked stone head was still firmly attached to the shaft. The goblin’s hat was gone. Rozt’a retrieved it from the bog. Its crown was crushed, the brim, torn. It would never hide his wispy hair again. Sheemzher took it from her gently, his lips a-tremble as though he’d lost his dearest friend. Dru didn’t know if goblins could cry, but the rain left credible tracks down the red-orange cheeks.


  The Lady Wyndyfarh might have done her servant a favor when she taught him manners and dressed him up in the manner of men, but if Dru were a competent judge of emotion, she hadn’t added any happiness to his life.


  Tiep emerged from the ferns. His hands were clapped against his temples and his eyes had the look of cheap wine, but that was considerable improvement.


  “Remember how you got here?” Dru asked.


  “No.” He noticed the array of corpses and took a backward stride that nearly unbalanced him. “What—? What’s happened? Where are we? I remember it starting to rain, then nothing until I was on my knees over there.”


  Rozt’a slipped her hand under his elbow and guided him toward the horses. There’d been no time to tie them properly, of course, but none of the five liked the bogs and they’d stayed close together.


  “We got ambushed,” she explained as they walked. “You took a stone on the head. You’re bleeding. That’s not rainwater coming down the side of your face.”


  “What about you?” Dru asked Sheemzher when the other two were past.


  “Demons no harm Sheemzher.” The goblin fumbled with his hat. He tried, and failed, to put it on.


  “There’ll be other—”


  Sheemzher cut Dru off with a stream of words that had to be curses in his own language, then he threw his hat onto the ground and stomped it mercilessly. “Demons!” he shouted and stomped the nearest corpse instead. When abusing the corpse with his boots couldn’t quell his need for revenge, Sheemzher attacked it with his spear. He stabbed it between the ribs and in the abdomen and took aim at its skull.


  Dru had seen enough blood for one day and, grasping the upward end of the spear, put a swift stop to the goblin’s mutilating rage.


  “Demons!” the goblin turned the word into a song.


  “Not demons,” Druhallen insisted. “Cousins, maybe. Your cousins. And they took exception to you Sheemzher, in a big way.”


  Sheemzher struggled to free his spear from Druhallen’s grasp. When that came to naught, he nudged the corpse with his foot. Its lifeless hand flopped to the ground. “Count fingers, good sir!” The goblin waved his open hand in front of Dru’s face. “Five fingers. People have five fingers. Sheemzher have five fingers. Sheemzher’s mother, sisters, brothers all have five fingers. Five. Five. Five!”


  The misshapen corpse’s exposed hand had seven fingers, all of them cruelly twisted. It couldn’t have made a fist or scratched its head without pain. Its other hand had five functional fingers and was, to Druhallen’s eyes, identical with Sheemzher’s. Dru mentioned this and other similarities, but the goblin remained adamant: demons and goblins had nothing in common but hatred.


  Well, they weren’t the only blind race under the sun. Dwarves insisted they weren’t related to the duergar and more than a few elves disowned the drow. Dwarves and elves, of course, were justly proud of their heritage. It boggled Dru’s mind to think that goblins held themselves superior to anyone else that walked on two legs. He recognized a lost cause, though, and left Sheemzher alone with his delusions.


  “Something’s meddling with the local goblins,” he said to Rozt’a when she was repacking the medicine chest.


  “That would take some pretty potent sorcery, wouldn’t it?”


  He shrugged. “Probably, and a twisted mind. You hear about it every so often, someone’s trying to make a stronger this, a more docile that. The Thayans do it, mostly with the dead, but they’ve conjured up some fairly reliable orc changes, a lot of unreliable ones, too. An orc’s bigger, harder to control than a goblin, but they’re as close as dogs and wolves. A mage who could change one, could change the other.”


  “So the Red Wizards are back to meddling with Netherese magic?” She concluded her remark with a sigh and shut the chest with more force than was necessary.


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “You were thinking it.”


  Dru hadn’t been, but only because it hadn’t occurred to him. Now that it had, his mind was alive with connections and possibilities.


  “Well, add this to your thoughts. Tiep needs rest. He’s blaming himself for what’s happened—not that he shouldn’t be, but he throws off healing at the best of times and guilt is making everything worse. He’s walking and talking, but he’s punch-drunk from that rock and feverish from last night’s filth. He should bounce back quick enough, but we’ll up the odds if we settle in now for the night.”


  “Up the odds of what? Another attack? We’ve just piled up enough fresh meat to attract a dragon, not to mention another pack of these misshapen goblins and whatever lives under the bog. If Tiep’s patched up, then I say we get moving.”


  Rozt’a got to her feet and hefted the heavy chest to her shoulder. “Let’s not push it, that’s all. If we see a good campsite, let’s use it. I’ve done all I can. If he goes into a brain fever, we’re going to be stranded for a lot longer than one night—unless you’ve got some other idea?”


  He swallowed hard, not liking her implications. They were going to get out of this with both Galimer and Tiep intact. What they did this winter in Scornubel—whether or not they told Tiep to go his own way—was winter’s problem, not today’s.


  “We’ll keep an eye on him—put him astride if he gets wobbly. And keep our eyes open for a campsite, preferably one with a roof.”


  The rain had let up and the wind had died back, but the stone-gray clouds weren’t breaking up. Dru expected bad weather to return and wasn’t disappointed. He tried to convince himself the wet wind was a good thing. Dragons weren’t apt to fly through it and a pack of misshapen goblins might not notice a smartly dressed goblin trespassing through their territory.


  Dru recalled his conversation with Amarandaris. Ghistpok’s goblins had been making enemies of themselves with the other Greypeak goblins. They’d been stealing males and driving the females to exile around Parnast. Sheemzher claimed ties to Ghistpok. If goblins—including misshapen goblins—had some means of identifying their heritage, as moon or gold elves did, then the attack on Sheemzher was understandable, even if not deserved. On the other hand, although Amarandaris had warned Dru that goblins saw demons everywhere, he’d said nothing about misshapen goblins. If Ghistpok’s tribe had driven their cousins into exile, then a few odd-armed goblins ought to have shown up in Parnast.


  They won’t touch a demon, not even to bury it. It’s a cult thing, something to do with transformation and deformity. It might be interesting to know why the Greypeaks were home to two goblin races; and what had transformed one but not the other while turning them into blind enemies. Still, both races were goblin-kin and Druhallen had greater worries when thoughts of Amarandaris crossed his mind. A wizard on horseback, riding the Dawn Pass Trail around the Greypeak Mountains, could get to Dekanter faster than they were getting through the bogs and mountains. Dru would sooner face the Beast Lord and a dozen demons before he faced Amarandaris in the shadows of Dekanter.


  Early in the afternoon, while they were crossing a bog, Rozt’a spotted what appeared to be a cave in a distant rock formation. She wanted to check it out. Dru said, no, they weren’t splitting up and they weren’t going off the trail.


  “If there’s one cave, there’s bound to be another, closer to hand.”


  It was the wrong thing to say. Rozt’a didn’t take well to being overruled and daylight was fading before they sighted another.


  This time she didn’t offer Dru a choice. “I’m going in,” she announced, the first words she’d spoken since he’d rejected her suggestion.


  They were all rain-chafed by then, weary, and ready to call it a night. Tiep had been astride Ebony since mid-afternoon. He’d slumped over one hip, like a crimped sack of grain. His eyes were closed, his color was lousy, and every so often he’d let out a shiver or a moan. There were herbal powders in the medicine chest that could snuff out a death’s-door fever in a single night, but only if they were steeped first and their recipient could rest after taking them.


  “I’m coming with you,” Dru said, looking about for a place to tie the horses he led.


  Rozt’a handed him the reins she’d held instead and stalked into the cave alone. Short of breaking into a wizard’s private sanctum, few things were as dangerous as entering an unexplored cave. She needed backup; she needed light—and she’d have Dru’s head if he suggested either. Tiep was too far gone to notice, but Sheemzher did. The goblin gripped his spear so tightly its remaining decorations rattled against the shaft.


  After the longest quarter hour of his life, Rozt’a returned.


  “It’ll do. There’s a hearth already dug and dry wood stacked high.”


  “You’re sure it’s safe?” Druhallen regretted his words immediately, but they were out and there was no unsaying them.


  “I know my job, Dru.”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “Its got a hearth, not a dragon’s lair, for gods’ sakes. A cold hearth where a momma mouse or rat has raised a couple of families. I’d rather defend one point of entry than a thousand—What about you?”


  “If you’re satisfied, I’m satisfied,” Dru snarled back. At that moment, he didn’t care if the damned cave were a dragon’s lair.


  Sheemzher clambered down from Hopper’s back. The cave met the goblin’s criteria for a place where flames could burn and he had a fire going in the hearth before they had Tiep moved inside. There was a drafty shadow at the rear of the cave. It was big enough for a wolf—or a determined goblin—but not a dragon or a man. After they’d unharnessed the horses and stowed their gear for the night, Dru used the jangling bridles to improvise a non-magical warding across the shadow. When he stepped back to contemplate his cleverness, he realized Rozt’a had watched his every move.


  She hadn’t noticed the second entry. Or she had, but thought he wouldn’t. Dru couldn’t guess which. He couldn’t guess what she was thinking at all before she turned her back on him.


  They had food for themselves, fuel for the fire, full water-skins, and enough grain to give the horses a single measure. Lady Wyndyfarh had provisioned them for a ten-day journey. Cardinal was gone; that gave them an extra day or so, but they couldn’t afford extravagance. There was enough light left to return to the bog forest and gather up green forage for the animals.


  Dru grabbed a pair of loose-knotted nets from the heap of gear and headed out of the cave. He hadn’t taken twenty strides down the trail when he heard footsteps behind him. It was Rozt’a with the other nets thrown over her shoulder. They didn’t exchange a single word; they didn’t need to. The road might change, but not the work. They each knew what needed to be done and did it without getting in the other’s way.


  Sheemzher had slung a pot over the fire and boiled up some water. He presented them with steaming mugs when they returned. Clover tea, by the smell, and no guessing where he’d gotten it. Maybe it had been in the gear from the start. Maybe, Dru thought, he should exercise his suspicion and pour it out on the ground. Maybe he’d had enough of suspicion for one day.


  “Thank you,” he said and seared his tongue thoroughly on the first sip.


  He’d swear he caught Rozt’a smirking at him, but by the time his eyes stopped watering, she was as sullen as before and busy with Tiep. The youth needed more than clover tea. Rozt’a fussed over him until Dru and Sheemzher, working awkwardly together, had crafted a barley-stew in the pot. She left the youth wrapped in blankets to join them.


  “He’s not making sense when he talks.”


  “So, let him sleep it off,” Dru advised.


  Rozt’a gave him yet another dark look. “There’s nothing to sleep off. He’s not drunk, he’s been hit on the head. We’ve got to rouse him every little while, else he’ll slip away. Promise me you’ll waken him during your watch.”


  “You have my word.”


  That was all Rozt’a wanted from him. She ate her supper, shook sense into Tiep, then settled in her own blankets, her back toward the fire and, especially, Druhallen. Even Sheemzher noticed.


  “Good woman angry with good sir.” A statement, not a question.


  Dru grunted. He didn’t want to talk to a goblin but, the way his luck had been going, conversation was inevitable. The dog-face creature wouldn’t hear silence. He asked questions about the Heartland cities, about magic, about love. In desperation, Druhallen took control with questions of his own.


  “If you were one of Ghistpok’s goblins at Dekanter, how did you wind up with Lady Wyndyfarh in Weathercote Wood?”


  “Long story, good sir.”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” Dru gestured at the cave entrance where rain and runoff created a waterfall.


  He began: “Sheemzher brave. Sheemzher bold. Sheemzher warrior! Sheemzher make proud mothers, sisters, brothers. Sheemzher make all blood, all people proud.”


  Dru suppressed a sigh. The goblin’s way of speaking would make the tale longer than necessary, but a tale did slowly emerge.


  Sheemzher had been born to privilege, such as it was, among Dekanter’s goblins. Ghistpok hadn’t claimed him as a son, but another elder had. As a child, he’d eaten regularly and learned how to fight. As best as Druhallen could discern, eating and fighting were a male goblin’s third and fourth favorite activities. The top two pastimes were acquiring females and children. Sheemzher had done well there, too.


  For services rendered, Ghistpok had given Sheemzher a daughter and Sheemzher had begotten himself six youngsters in four years.


  “Elva good woman,” the goblin said of his wife. “Twins twice. Very good woman. Not clever—” he clenched his hands into a single fist, a meaningful gesture, apparently, among goblins, but lost on Druhallen—“Elva very good woman. Sheemzher important man when Ghistpok die, Sheemzher elder. Sheemzher help choose Ghistpok. With good woman Elva, Sheemzher someday maybe Ghistpok. Maybe. Sheemzher hope then, not now.” He lowered his head, the very image of sadness.


  Druhallen asked, “What happened to your wife?”


  Sheemzher spat out a word then translated it: “Takers. Take people. Take Elva. Never more seen.”


  “Your wife was caught by slavers and taken away from Dekanter?” Amarandaris had insisted that Ghistpok sold his own children, though, in Elva’s case, the Ghistpok who sold her probably wasn’t the one who fathered her.


  Sheemzher shook his head vigorously. “Takers… demons… from below. Never see, only take. Long ago Ghistpok say: ‘Beast Lord protect all people from Takers.’ Beast Lord say, ‘Each and all people make worship.’ Ghistpok promise, ‘People make worship.’ People worship Beast Lord then, now. Beast Lord protect people. Sometime Beast Lord sleep, not protect people. Takers come. Take people. Take Elva.”


  Druhallen steepled his hands and stared into the fire. Amarandaris had said, Things started changing about seven years ago. How old was Sheemzher? Goblins weren’t long-lived, thirty or forty years, at the most. Had Sheemzher been at Dekanter when the changes came? Had he lost his wife to them?


  “Have you ever seen the Beast Lord, Sheemzher?” he asked.


  The goblin shook his head. “Ghistpok see Beast Lord. Ghistpok only. People worship Beast Lord. People drink wine, much wine. People not see anything. People happy.” Sheemzher’s expression contradicted his words. “Sheemzher happy. Sheemzher drink much, much wine. Too much wine. Sheemzher head big.” He pressed his palms against his temples. “Bigger inside. Sheemzher think, Sheemzher never more drink wine. Sheemzher dance, yes. Sheemzher sing, yes. Sheemzher keep promise. Sheemzher never more drink wine. Sheemzher pretending drink wine.”


  Dru clapped the goblin on the shoulder. “Sheemzher is clever. I know too many men who can’t keep that promise.”


  The goblin shook his head sadly. “Sheemzher not clever. Come one time, next time, Sheemzher pretending. All people fall down. Sheemzher pretending fall down. Elva fall down beside Sheemzher; Elva not pretending. Elva stand up. Elva walk away. Sheemzher stand up. Sheemzher follow.” He looked up into Druhallen’s eyes. “Bad, good sir. Bad. Bad. Bad. Sheemzher remember. Sheemzher not want remember.”


  With Druhallen’s gentle prodding, the goblin described how he followed his wife and several other goblins underground. His wife and the others never recovered their wits. Mindless, they joined a colony of equally unresponsive goblins who served the Takers. Brave and bold warrior that he was, Sheemzher planned to rescue his wife, but before he came up with a plan it was too late. The Takers took Elva again, this time to an underground chamber with an egg in it.


  “Egg big—” Sheemzher shaped the largest oval his arms could manage in the air between himself and Druhallen. “Elva here.” He indicated the bottom portion of the oval. “Mantis here.” He indicated the top. “Doors close… bang… bang… bang! Sheemzher hide. Sheemzher scared. Come lightning under Dekanter. Sheemzher think Sheemzher never more scared then doors open… bang… bang… bang! Elva gone. Mantis gone. Demon come… Taker.”


  “Then I was right—someone—the Beast Lord—is transforming the Dekanter goblins, changing them into the creatures you’ve been calling demons. When did this happen, Sheemzher? When did—?”


  The goblin couldn’t contain himself. “No,” he insisted. “No. Never. Taker. Taker demon, not Beast Lord. Beast Lord not demon. Takers take Elva. Elva inside egg. Elva gone. Demon come—not Elva. Not. Not. Not! Elva gone. Elva not demon. Beast Lord not Taker.”


  The truth, which Druhallen could see so clearly, wasn’t worth the argument. “How does Lady Wyndyfarh fit in?” he asked, though he was pretty sure he knew.


  “Sheemzher find more mantis in box. Many mantis. One mantis say: Take me to Lady Wyndyfarh. Take me to Weathercote Wood. Sheemzher take. Good lady listen Sheemzher. Good lady listen mantis. Good lady say: Stay with me Sheemzher and I will give you vengeance. It is too late to save Elva, but together we will save your children from the Takers.”


  “And us? My friends and I?”


  “Good lady not leave forest very far. Greater lady not allow. Good lady obey greater lady, yes. Dekanter far, too far. Good lady not go Dekanter. Good lady say, good men will come in due time, Sheemzher. You must wait for them in the village and after they come, lead them to me. Sheemzher say, how know good men? Good lady say, you’ll know him by what he does. Sheemzher wait six years. Six years too long. Sheemzher children grown. Six years make Sheemzher very much wiser. Sheemzher learn read. Sheemzher learn write. Sheemzher learn listen. Parnast little—all talk, Sheemzher listen. Zhentarim know good sir come. Zhentarim know why. Sheemzher listen. Sheemzher alone. Sheemzher not sure. Good sir save child; Sheemzher sure. Sheemzher very much sure, yes?”


  “It couldn’t have been planned,” Dru muttered, thinking of the chicken coop. “All this because of an accident—the right place at the right time, or the wrong place and the wrong time.”


  Sheemzher shook his head solemnly. “Not accident. Good lady say, good men will come. Good lady never wrong.”


  “Then your lady shouldn’t have mind-locked Galimer!” Druhallen said abruptly.


  “Sheemzher sorry. Sheemzher very much sorry. Gold-hair man good man. Sheemzher wish gold-hair man here.”


  “But not Tiep, right? He sees through magic; he saw through you and your lady. What went on between you two in Weathercote after we killed the reaver? I’ve heard his side. He thinks you’ve arranged everything. Exactly how much did you set up?” Calling Sheemzher clever was neither a lie nor an exaggeration. Beneath the garbled language was a mind as devious as any man’s.


  The goblin made his double-fist gesture again. “Dekanter no place for that one. Dekanter bad place for that one. Sheemzher think, that one not come Dekanter. That one stay Weathercote. Good lady help that one, teach that one. Sheemzher make mistake. Gold-haired man come between that one, good lady. Sheemzher very sorry. Sheemzher sorry for gold-hair man. Sheemzher sorry for good sir, good woman. Sheemzher sorry for Sheemzher.”


  “If you’d been honest—” Dru stopped himself. Cut was cut and they were days beyond useful hindsight. “This scroll we’re supposed to bring back to Wyndyfarh, where does it fit in?”


  “Egg top, good sir.”


  “What?”


  “Egg top, good sir.” Sheemzher patted his scalp. “Gold scroll fit egg top. Gold scroll eat Elva, children. Demons come… Takers.”


  Dru covered his eyes and swore. He couldn’t imagine what part of a wound sheet of Netherese gold might have played in the transformation of Sheemzher’s family, but he could imagine the egg. Alchemists used such devices to transmute elements and called the devices athanors. The few Druhallen had seen were small, no bigger than a skull, and required the might of more fire spells than he could cast in a week before they’d kindle. A mage would need to harness the sun or the sea tide to power an athanor large enough to transmute a goblin. The sun, the sea tide, or the forbidden magic of Netheril.


  And he, Druhallen of Sunderath, had to pit himself successfully against such a mage if Galimer were going to walk out of Weathercote Wood.


  He swore again.


  Child-sized fingers touched his. “Sheemzher help. Sheemzher wait six years. Sheemzher plan. Sheemzher ready.”


  Druhallen successfully resisted the impulse to smash helpful Sheemzher against the cave walls. “Leave me alone now,” he said stiffly. “I haven’t had six years.”


  “Sheemzher understand.” The goblin made his double-fist gesture as he backed away. “Good sir make plan. Sheemzher keep watch, yes?”


  Not a chance. “I’m keeping the watch, Sheemzher. You curl up and get some sleep.”


  The goblin did as told, at least as far as huddling up under a blanket and staying put. Dru opened his folding box. He ran his fingers over the inscribed partitions. So much depended on choosing the right spells to study each night and he hadn’t been doing a particularly good job of balancing offense, defense, and maintenance these last few days. Should he assume the worst and commit his mind to fire?


  His thoughts wandered away from an answer to Galimer and a huge white egg with a gold scroll rising from it. The rain eased, stopped. Looking through the cave’s entrance, Dru thought he saw a star.


  Did that make fire more attractive or less?


  Dru sat with his box open when Rozt’a cast her blankets aside. She awakened Tiep—with all his worrying about tomorrow’s magic, Dru had forgotten to wake the youth—and stared hard at the goblin, whose snoring rhythm held steady under observation, before joining Druhallen near the cave’s entrance.


  “I heard you talking to Sheemzher,” she began without the edge and irritation that had marked her earlier conversation. “If this golden scroll is truly surrounded by demons, we’re doomed.”


  “Wyndyfarh wants the golden scroll, not a demon’s heart. And she thinks we’ve got a good chance to grab it.”


  Rozt’a sat cross-legged on the stone. “Whatever makes you think that?”


  “You trusted her. Twice.”


  “Gods protect us!” Rozt’a snorted. They both looked toward their sleeping companions, lest the impolite sound had awakened them. “I’ve been wrong many times, and this might really be one of them.”


  “You’re right about people—”


  “That woman’s not people. I don’t know what she is, but she’s not human.”


  “She kept Galimer.”


  Rozt’a retorted, “That’s a token in favor of humanity and trustworthiness?”


  “In a way. I don’t think Wyndyfarh ever intended to keep Tiep. She’d proved he was a thief. She’d looked in our minds, knew how we’d feel about that. She couldn’t be sure we’d come back for him after we had the scroll. Think of it—beyond the value of the gold, which is surely great—there’s the value of what’s written on the gold. There’s a legend—I’ve heard twenty versions if I’ve heard one—that says the Netheril Empire was born when someone known as the Finder found the twice-fifty scrolls of magic—all the magic that ever was or will be.”


  “Don’t tell me—the Takers took the scrolls from the Finder who found them.”


  Druhallen sighed. Rozt’a would never be either a wizard or a poet.


  “I don’t think there’s a connection. The scrolls disappeared long before the Empire fell. What did she say—The Beast Lord was a nuisance until he found the scroll?” Dru closed his eyes, but concentration couldn’t resurrect Wyndyfarh’s exact words. “It’s something to think about. She had to give her thieves the strongest possible incentive to bring her the scroll rather than keep it for themselves. Though I’m sure she mentioned the Beast Lord and didn’t mention Takers or demons—Not that it matters who’s got the scroll, who we steal it from or how, so long as we bring it to her in Weathercote Wood.”


  “The price of a man’s life measured in gold and magic,” Rozt’a mused, staring past Dru at the dying fire. “He’d have to be a special man.”


  “He is,” Dru insisted quickly. Rozt’a said nothing for several moments, leaving Dru to wonder if he’d misread her completely. “You wouldn’t—You don’t—You two, you’re still—?”


  She took a while to draw a breath and sigh before saying, “We’re none of us easy-keepers, Dru. He’s Galimer Longfingers and nothing’s turned out the way he hoped it would, but, yes, I love him—if that’s the question you’re asking. I want him back; I want him back from her. There’s not enough gold or magic in the world to make me change my mind about that.”


  “You’re twice the woman Wyndyfarh is, Roz.”


  It seemed, at last, that he’d said the right thing. Rozt’a leaned back against the cave wall and relaxed. Moments passed. Dru should have gone to his blankets, but he stayed put, savoring peace and quiet with an old friend. His mind was drifting when Rozt’a asked a question.


  “Sheemzher said he left Dekanter six years ago. Do you think he’s got the count right?”


  Druhallen blinked foolishly, his thoughts had wandered a long way from goblins. “Yes,” he answered slowly, then repeated himself as his opinions crystallized. “Yes, six years sounds about right. Amarandaris said things began changing in Dekanter about seven years ago.”


  “When the Beast Lord stopped being a nuisance and became a problem?”


  Sometimes one casual statement brought everything else into line, like stranded pearls. “Exactly!” Dru nodded. “The scroll? Did the Beast Lord always have the scroll or did he find it seven years ago? Tymora’s tears! How long has the Beast Lord been Ghistpok’s god? How long has he been filling these mountains with misshapen goblins? So many questions and no one to ask!”


  “Except Sheemzher.”


  “Except Sheemzher,” Dru agreed. “Tiep had a point—the way Sheemzher talks, you think you understand what he’s said because you think he’s simple.”


  “You’ve noticed how he repeats things exactly as he hears them? Lady Wyndyfarh told him that together they’d save his children. She didn’t say anything about that to us. When you said you’d bring her minions back in a gilded cage, she told you not to bother. She never said a word about goblins.”


  “And Sheemzher himself said it was too late to save his children.” Dru took a deep breath and shook his head. “Goblins live fast, Rozt’a. Most of them are probably dead by the time they’re twenty-five. Six years is a long time at that rate.”


  “That’s an excuse? Goblins don’t live very long, so just let whoever’s running that egg he described hatch out misshapen goblins to his heart’s content?”


  Rozt’a took Dru by surprise with her vehemence. He thought carefully before answering her—


  “Galimer comes first. We get the scroll, we get Galimer. Nothing else matters. There’s too much going on in Dekanter that we can’t begin to understand and shouldn’t poke our noses in. I’ve forgotten about the Red Wizards, Rozt’a; you don’t want to start thinking about the goblins. Let Amarandaris, the Red Wizards, and the Beast Lord worry about the goblins.”


  “I’m not worried about goblins.” The tension was back as Rozt’a got to her feet. “I’m worried what our guide’s going to do when he realizes that his ‘good lady’ isn’t worried about them, either.”


  9
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  Blue skies greeted the quartet and their horses when they left the cave the next morning. Tiep complained of a headache and tired easily, but was otherwise on the mend. They put him up on Hopper and covered more ground in the morning alone than they’d covered since they’d crossed the Dawn Pass Trail.


  In the afternoon, a trio of red dragons flew freely overhead—a mother and her young, by the look of them. The first time they spiraled between the peaks, Sheemzher had led a pell-mell charge from the stone ledges to the bogs where they’d cowered, dreading an attack that didn’t come. The second time the dragons swooped, they held their ground and watched an aerial dance of fire and grace. By the third and fourth times, they had better things to think about and just kept walking.


  The ground was rising. There was more stone, less boggy forest. Sheemzher said they could push on with torches and reach Dekanter after dark, or camp above the last bog and arrive mid-morning at their destination. Dru thought of who and what they might find among Ghistpok goblins and decided he rather wait until daylight.


  No one spoke out against Dru’s caution.


  The night was quiet with the clouds rolling back after midnight. There was no dawn, just a gradual brightening of the gray sky. Rozt’a said she’d seen something that might have been one of the misshapen goblins shortly before she’d awakened Dru.


  “Makes sense,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “They’re goblins, after all. They don’t like the sun. Yesterday would have been misery for them. They’d have spent the day hiding from the light.”


  Rozt’a nodded, “Then today they’re hungry and hunting. Let’s get out of here fast.”


  They did, but not before filling all their skins with water, all the horse nets with grass and shoots, and gathering fresh rushes and green wood poles for making torches. Dru could cast a durable light spell. It would last the better part of a day or night and he could control its brightness with a thought, but only complete fools would venture underground without torches and the natural means to light them.


  After they’d gathered all their gear, Sheemzher proposed that they march straight into Ghistpok’s colony.


  “People good. Ghistpok good! Remember Sheemzher. Welcome Sheemzher. Welcome all.”


  Dru and Rozt’a harmonized on the word “No!” and the goblin assured them that they could get into the mines without introducing themselves to Ghistpok. There were ancient air shafts opening onto something he called the High Trail. All was going according to plan along the High Trail until they stumbled against a rockslide at an inconvenient narrows. There wasn’t space to turn the horses around. The animals had to be coaxed backward to a wide spot. The goblin apologized continuously for his mistake.


  Six years was a long time. Even ordinary mountains changed in that time, and Druhallen remembered what Amarandaris had told him about the futility of maps in Dekanter. Druhallen supposed the goblin had made an innocent error, but the rockslide had reignited Tiep’s suspicion of all things goblin.


  At least the youth was behaving like his usual self again.


  Sheemzher found another path. The humans judged it prudent to send him and Rozt’a ahead to check for rock slides. They were back sooner than Druhallen expected.


  Rozt’a was nearly breathless. “You’re not going to believe this, Dru,” she said.


  “Another rockslide?”


  “No—the mines, the ruins—I was expecting a hole in the ground, but nothing like this. There’s a hollow mountain up here. You could fit Scornubel inside the ruins and have room left for a village or two.”


  But the path she and Sheemzher had followed was too steep and rocky for the horses. Tiep said he’d stay behind.


  “Who’s interested in a hole where goblins live?”


  Druhallen didn’t try to explain. He scrambled ahead of Rozt’a and was breathing hard when he emerged from another rockslide ridge. The ruined mines took his breath away. All the conflict, loss, hardship, and deception that had brought him to this moment faded to insignificance—though he wished Galimer were beside him to share the sight.


  Like Rozt’a, he’d expected ruins—true ruins: heaps of rubble left by miners and magicians alike, and dark doorways to the underground standing empty like so many blind eyes. Nothing could have been further from the truth. He’d forgotten that the dwarves had quarried stone from Dekanter as well as metal ore. In rough shape, Dekanter was an amphitheater; in size, the theater had been built for giants. Five receding tiers—each at least twenty feet high and twenty feet wide—rose from an irregular plain Dru judged to be a half-mile wide and slightly longer. Zig-zag patterns etched the tiers. Dru looked closer and realized they were ordinary stairways.


  On the opposite side of Dekanter—across the narrows to the eastern side of the quarry—a gorge had been cut through all five layers of dark gray granite. The gorge curved and disappeared. Dru guessed it led to the Dawn Pass Trail, though in days past, surely it had been the western end of a road that wound into Netheril’s heart.


  Dekanter’s great tiers weren’t perfect. Here and there the rain, frost and snows of countless winters had shattered the quarry’s deliberate structure. Streams of paler rock spread onto the lower levels. The untouched debris looked as if it could have fallen yesterday. With a shake of his head Druhallen dismissed his eyes’ conclusion. Dekanter was ancient; even the scars of its abandonment were ancient.


  Yet Dekanter wasn’t abandoned. Ghistpok’s goblins—Sheemzher’s relatives—dwelt on the rubble-strewn plain at the bottom of the quarry. Their colony was a black-and-green smear across a small portion of the granite plain. Gardens, Dru thought—marveling for a moment that goblins would have the sense or skill to grow vegetables. Then common sense reclaimed his mind. The green patches weren’t gardens—at least not deliberately planted crops. Ghistpok’s goblins weren’t farmers, they were merely living atop their garbage. What he’d taken for gardens were weeds erupting from the trash.


  Dru rough-counted forty huts on the midden and one larger, stone-built structure. From their vantage, in the crease between the rectangular tiers and naturally irregular stone of the untouched mountains, the goblins were little more than dots between the huts. The stone building was as crude and ugly as any of the huts, but had the squat solidity of Zhentarim construction. He’d bet it was where the Network’s minions lived while the slave trade flourished; and he almost pitied them for the stench and filth they’d surely endured.


  There were more dots around the stone building than anywhere else. If power and status had run true to form, the goblin chief, Ghistpok, had moved in once the Zhentarim left. Sheemzher might blame Takers for goblin slavery, but there’d never been a slave-trade that didn’t rely on the cooperation of some element within the enslaved population.


  There were two other landmarks on the plain. One, slightly north of the goblin colony, was a water pool so perfectly circular that it couldn’t have been natural—and couldn’t have been carved out of the stone by the goblins either. The second area lay some distance south of the colony. At first glance, it resembled a wizard’s conjure circle painted white on the stone, but conjury required a measure of intelligence Dru would not grant any goblin, even Sheemzher standing silently at his side.


  A black spire-stone jutted out of the white circle. The Greypeaks were, as their name implied, a study in shades of gray, without a trace of pure black or white. Both the stone and its circle were out of place, ominously out of place.


  “What is that?” Dru asked the goblin.


  Sheemzher had been staring at his own feet and raised his head slowly. His eyes were red and watering. He didn’t like sunlight, even on an overcast day, and had suffered since losing his hat, which left Dru wondering about how many goblins the nearly shadeless colony contained. Surely more than he could see among the huts.


  Cupping his hands around his eyes, Sheemzher peered out across the plain.


  “Beast Lord, good sir.”


  Just when he thought he was getting a measure of goblin intelligence, Sheemzher would utter something unbelievable. “The Beast Lord is a black stone?”


  “Sheemzher never see Beast Lord, good sir. Ghistpok say drink wine. Ghistpok say dance. Ghistpok say sing. Ghistpok say Beast Lord come. Ghistpok say not-look, never-look. Sheemzher look once. Elva go away. Sheemzher not-see Beast Lord. Sheemzher see black stone. Sheemzher see Takers.”


  Was the stone a teleportation focus? Dru asked himself and asked Sheemzher, “Did the Takers come out of the stone? Did your wife vanish in a flash of bright light?”


  “No,” Sheemzher answered, a touch of exasperation in his voice. He calmed himself. “No, good sir. Takers under Dekanter. Takers walk. Elva walk into darkness, walk into mountain.” The goblin tapped his foot on the stone. “Sheemzher tell already. Good sir forget, no? Sheemzher follow Elva. Here. Below. Into mountain. Sheemzher follow. Sheemzher find egg. Sheemzher tell already, good sir.”


  “You’ve been told,” Rozt’a chided. “Pay attention to what he tells you from now on.”


  Dru didn’t know if she was joking. “Do I understand that there’s an entrance to the old mines at the bottom of the quarry? Do we have to climb down these tiers to reach it? Do we have to meet Ghistpok? You said that wouldn’t be necessary.”


  He’d been paying attention when Sheemzher assured them they didn’t have to meet Ghistpok in order to steal the scroll.


  “Many ways in, good sir. One way all rocks, no good. One way below, yes. Other ways. Many other ways. Sheemzher find. Not worry, good sir.”


  A strange sound filled the quarry. It started soft, grew louder, and as hard as Druhallen listened, he couldn’t decide if it came from an animal or some kind of horn, and, if an animal, whether from a single beast or many. He was thinking magic when Rozt’a slapped his arm and pointed to the southern tiers. About twenty goblins were marching down the zigzag stairways. His imagination rebelled. Goblins couldn’t make such a noise and twenty of them couldn’t fill the quarry with echoing sound.


  Then Sheemzher added his note to the chorus. The goblin’s eyes were shut and his head was thrown back. His lips shaped the sound which he made in the depths of his throat.


  “Sheemzher! Stop! Quiet!”


  Sheemzher didn’t obey. He didn’t appear to have heard Druhallen’s words. He opened his mouth wider; the sound deepened in pitch. Dru felt it beneath his ribs more than he heard it in his ears.


  “Enough!” he shouted and seized the goblin’s shoulders. “When I say to stop something, you stop! Understood?”


  The goblin quaked and nodded his head vigorously. “Sheemzher understand. Sheemzher forget. Hunters return. Pots full.” He pointed at the goblins on the zigzag stairs. “Welcome hunters. Sheemzher forget.”


  A trickle of goblins left the midden, racing southward.


  Druhallen pulled off his ring and squinted through it. The descending goblins had spears very similar to the one Sheemzher carried slung between their shoulders and animal carcasses slung from the spears, none was larger than a swamp rat. He realized that goblins weren’t herders or farmers. Maybe it had been different when the Zhentarim ran their slave market in the quarry. Maybe they’d seduced the goblins with food, but since Amarandaris abandoned the market, the bog forests were the goblins’ sole source of food. No wonder Amarandaris believed Ghistpok’s goblins were starving.


  And, no wonder that the sight of hunters returning with meat had roused an instinctive welcome from their own goblin.


  “You’re not one of Ghistpok’s goblins any more,” Druhallen reminded Sheemzher. “Your loyalty lies with us—with your good lady.”


  “Sheemzher not forget, good sir. Sheemzher remember. Sheemzher find way now, good sir?”


  “Soon.”


  “Soon?” Rozt’a sputtered. “How long are you planning to stay here? I’m for getting this damned scroll today, if we can, and getting our tail feathers out of these mountains before they’re plucked.”


  The goblin nodded. “Sheemzher say yes! People eat now. People happy. Nobody look. Nobody see. Nobody know.”


  Druhallen thought of the spells he’d memorized last night. They weren’t the ones he’d planned to use when he tried to crack the Beast Lord’s egg. “We don’t want to rush ahead blindly. We want to be prepared.”


  “You want to wait until after midnight.” Rozt’a saw through Druhallen’s caution. “You want to change your mind.”


  “I’d feel safer with different spells. You’d be safer.”


  Dru withered a little in their disappointment and when Rozt’a suggested that she could follow the goblin as he searched for a way into the mines that didn’t expose them to scrutiny, he agreed even though a part of him felt that they shouldn’t be splitting up.


  There were more mysteries in Dekanter than a man could count, starting with ancient Netheril and working forward in time to the Beast Lord and the real reason Amarandaris and the Black Network had pulled their slave market out of this place. If he’d had the time, the magic, and the muscle, Dru would have liked to unravel a few of those mysteries. Lacking all those things, he easily stifled his curiosity and hoped only to escape with the golden scroll.


  He returned to the horses and Tiep, scouting campsites along the way.


  “You and I make the night’s camp,” he told the youth when they were together. “Rozt’a’s gone off with the goblin to find tomorrow’s way in. I spotted a blind gully with runoff pool. If we can get the horses in, they’ll have plenty of water and won’t go wandering. We’ll take them in one at a time. You grab Hopper—” He took Star’s rein. If they could get him and Hopper up the path, the others would follow peacefully.


  Tiep proved a non-cooperative partner. “You let Rozt’a go off alone with Sheemzher?” He’d folded his arms across his chest.


  “Do you think Rozt’a can’t handle a goblin, Tiep? Should I mention that to her when she gets back?”


  “Tymora protect me! Don’t do that!” Tiep snatched Hopper’s rein and fell in behind Druhallen.


  “What then? I thought you and the goblin had made peace.”


  “We did,” Tiep replied with a notable lack of enthusiasm. “As much peace as an honest man can make with a liar.”


  “Right,” Dru agreed with a sigh.


  Star sulked and balked, but he was thirsty and the smell of running water got him down the last slope.


  “You’re sure we’re going to be able to get them out of here?” Tiep asked when he and Hopper were beside the water.


  The slope had been steeper than Dru imagined. They’d all had a few sliding, frightening moments. Dru had wrenched his shoulder keeping Star upright and Hopper was favoring the hoof he’d cracked before they got to Parnast.


  “Well push ’em out one at a time, if we have to. It was here or leave them on the bogs. If the goblins catch sight of them, they’ll eat them all.” After emptying one of the forage-filled nets, Dru handed the green wood poles to Tiep. “Strip them down while I heat the pitch and dip the rushes.”


  They had three torches finished when Rozt’a and Sheemzher returned.


  “He found it,” Rozt’a announced. Dru watched Tiep roll his eyes skyward. “We went down as far as we could—as far as I could without light. Why Ao made their eyes better than ours is something I’ll never understand.”


  Dru wound another length of pitch-dripping greenery around the working end of a torch. Rozt’a wouldn’t have given up sunlight or far-sight for all the moonlight in the world, but that didn’t keep her from complaining. He understood the frustration—and a few of the races did have undisputedly better vision than humans did—but not the goblins. One had only to look at Sheemzher’s watery eyes to know that.


  Rozt’a hefted one of the finished torches. She tested the pitch to see if it would light. “We could take these and check it out, Dru—go down and really see what we’re up against before you’re up against midnight decisions.”


  Druhallen advocated caution. In truth, he was anxious… afraid. Rozt’a, Sheemzher, even Tiep were cut from different cloth than he. They were fighters, hunters, or gamblers and would rather be in the middle of a situation than mapping it from the outside. Dru had probably done more damage to life and limb than the three of them combined, but always in reaction. He didn’t start fights, didn’t deliberately expose himself to danger—


  “We won’t steal the godsforsaken thing,” Rozt’a chided. “We’re just going to try to get a look at it so we can decide how we’ll steal it tomorrow… is that better?”


  She tossed her torch Dru’s way. He caught it without hesitation.


  Tiep grabbed the other two. “Who says we won’t steal it?” he asked as he scrambled up the rocks.


  Dru made them wait until he’d checked his folding box and pulled soft rope from their gear. He wouldn’t deny the wisdom in Rozt’a’s words—or in Tiep’s for that matter. If they could snatch the scroll, then, by gods, they would, but he wasn’t plunging underground without embers enough to kindle his fire spells five times over and all the rope he could comfortably carry.


  Sheemzher’s way into Dekanter was a gap in the gray rocks that was generously wide for him, tight for Rozt’a and Tiep, and downright painful for a man with Druhallen’s shoulders. He went in feet first. When he got stuck, Rozt’a wrapped her arms around his dangling legs and pulled with all her strength. Druhallen entered the ancient mines of Dekanter with a groan.


  Moments later, after he’d kindled a light spell, Dru had forgotten his discomfort. A pair of gilded symbols had been carved into the squared-off ceiling. He didn’t read dwarven script, but he knew their Dethek runes by sight.


  “We’ve come to the right place.”


  The goblin set a steady pace. There wasn’t time to explore, even when their path took Dru past side chambers where the Netherese wizards had perfected—or not perfected—their art. The chambers had been looted—Dru could see that much from the corridor—but debris remained. The walls of several were covered with the Empire’s ancient script.


  Dru’s head said, keep walking. His heart said, take a moment, read the walls—what harm can a moment bring? The light spell followed him into a square room.


  Woe betide the… He racked his memory for a translation. Woe betide the moon-eyed thief…


  Rozt’a broke Dru’s concentration. “We’re in the dark up here. Get a move on. You’re the one with the light.”


  Dru hurried, caught up. He deliberately hadn’t memorized the Candlekeep scrying spell. He couldn’t succumb to the temptation to cast it; that didn’t stop the aching. “You don’t understand—” he muttered and quickly swallowed the rest of his private disappointment.


  “I don’t,” Rozt’a agreed. “Galimer would. He’d be wide-eyed beside you, if he wasn’t stuck in Weathercote Wood.”


  Druhallen nodded. Remembering where Galimer was effectively dashed his curiosity. “Lead on,” he said to the goblin.


  Sheemzher led them along sloping corridors. They were moving away from the quarry, at least Dru thought they were. Over the years, his sense of direction had proven reliable above ground, but this was his first experience with caverns and mines. He was calm until their corridor ended at a cross passage. Dru matched the Dethek runes above them with the ones he’d seen at their entrance. He deduced that the four on the cross-passage ceiling were directional guides—useless directional guides for a man who could read a Netherese wizard’s curse but not a dwarf’s clear-cut runes.


  Left or right? He asked himself and was suddenly in the grip of primal terror: They had torches, but no water, no food. If they made a wrong turn or failed to retrace their steps accurately, the light spell would eventually fizzle, likewise the torches, and they’d be trapped in the dark. Dru felt the mountain around him. His heart raced, his lungs labored—The damned goblin wasn’t even looking up at the Dethek runes for guidance!


  The light spell revealed Sheemzher standing on his toes in the intersection. He turned slowly to the right, then to the left. His eyes were shut, his nose was pointed up, his nostrils were wide, and he sniffed the still air like a dog.


  After a few moments of this behavior, he chose the right-side path. “Come,” he said. “Come. Sheemzher remember. This way.”


  Dru had beaten back his fear—or he thought he had. His feet weren’t moving. “You remember what?” Dru asked, sounding like Tiep. “This can’t be the path you followed six years ago, not if you followed Elva and the Takers underground from that black stone.”


  “Sheemzher remember smell, good sir. Sheemzher never forget egg-smell. Smell stronger this way. This way, right way, good sir. Come.”


  “Bad eyes, good ears,” Rozt’a muttered, repeating the common wisdom. “Good nose, too… I guess… hope.” The light spell made all of them look pale, but Rozt’a’s face had no color at all.


  They hadn’t gone far when they came to an intersection that offered three choices and more Dethek runes. Sheemzher took the middle path. Dru committed the runes to memory. Wizards trained their memories the way warriors sharpened their swords and merchants counted their coins. They didn’t make mistakes—Druhallen of Sunderath didn’t make mistakes when he memorized.


  Make a mistake with a fireball and he’d be dead instantly. Make a mistake inside Dekanter and there’d be time enough for despair.


  The mountain was all around Druhallen, pressing inward, interfering with his memory and, maybe, his judgment. They kept going forward because that was easier than making a decision to turn back.


  The squared-off, rune-marked corridors gave way to rougher, unmarked passages. Newer passages, Dru thought, and wondered why.


  “Not far,” Sheemzher announced when they came to another intersection.


  They heard that before in Weathercote. This was their eighth crossing, the third with no runes, the third where they’d followed the straight-ahead path. Dru looked for something… anything… physical to commit to his memory.


  He heard something instead, down the left-hand path—garbled sounds that might have been voices. Sheemzher tugged Dru’s sleeve. The goblin’s ears were as good as a man’s.


  “Quick! Quick, good sir!”


  “What are they?”


  “Demons, good sir,” the goblin predictably answered. “Quick!”


  Dru called the light close and dimmed it to a firefly spark. They linked hands and trusted Sheemzher to lead them through the darkness. No one spoke, but they weren’t silent. Their boots clattered on the stone. Rozt’a’s sword clattered against her hip. Tiep yelped and Dru had never heard anything half so loud as the hammering of his heart… until he heard the sound of pursuit.


  Daring a backward glance Dru saw light and shadows behind them. Whatever the demons were, they didn’t have a goblin’s dark vision advantage over humankind. Dru planted his feet and the quartet came to a stop. He fingered his folding box and found a sliver of quartz near the hinge.


  “Roz—What do you think? Stand or run?”


  She swore once and whispered her decision: “Stand. Everybody, flat against the wall and hope they’ve got to get close before they can start fighting. What about you, Dru? Can you fire them from here?”


  He rubbed the quartz between his fingertips, warming it. “I’d sooner give you an advantage. By the time I have something to aim fire at, there won’t be enough time for me to blur you.”


  The blurring spell would make Rozt’a shifty and elusive in the eyes of anyone trying to attack her. It was like armor, without the weight or encumbrance and usually she welcomed it.


  “I’ll take my chances.”


  That wasn’t the answer he’d hoped to hear. “There’s risk to fire—they might not be against us until we use it and we could find ourselves with nothing to breathe afterward.”


  “We’re here to steal a golden scroll. Burn them.” Rozt’a surged forward to take the point position in the tunnel.


  Druhallen shifted the crystal to his offhand and retrieved a cold ember instead. They waited in the dark until he saw something he considered more silhouette than shadow.


  There—he thought, aiming the spell as an archer would aim an arrow. He felt a prick of icy cold as it leapt off his fingertips. A magician could track his own spells; a good magician could track the spells of others. For several heartbeats, the question in Dru’s mind was: do they have a good magician with them?


  The answer, when it came, was a resounding No! Blinding light and screams filled the tunnel. Dru’s fireball eliminated an unknown number of their pursuers, but not all of them. His aim had been slightly off, or his timing—whichever, the magical fire had erupted behind the front ranks of pursuit. If they hadn’t had enemies before, Dru and his companions had them now. The silhouettes that raced toward them had thrown down their own torches and were lop-sided with drawn swords.


  There was no advantage left in the darkness. Druhallen let his light expand and rise to the ceiling, then weighed his next move, defense or offense? Blur Rozt’a or throw more fire? He knew what Rozt’a would say. She’d rather have him take down one of the long-armed swordswingers coming toward them. Dru could cast a fiery streak with the ember bits that remained on his fingers after the fireball, and he did, as soon as the kindling power had flowed back to him.


  He aimed for the base of the forefront swordswinger’s neck and his head disappeared in a sphere of flame. The three behind the first never hesitated; that was ominous. They leapt over their fallen comrade and two of them attacked Rozt’a together.


  Dru recovered quickly from the fire spell. He had two more memorized. The angles were bad now that Rozt’a was fighting. The odds of hitting her were almost as high as hitting one of her opponents. Dru took aim at their third pursuer, the one hanging back. He’d lost the advantage of surprise. The fellow dodged and, despite the close range, wound up singed, not burned.


  Rozt’a backpedaled and, for an instant, Druhallen was closer to the attackers’ swords than she was. Using the torch as if it had been the ax shaft he’d left behind, Dru beat steel with green wood. It was a close call—a chunk of wood went spinning in the air—but Dru survived and retreated.


  He dropped the bit of quartz. There wasn’t anything he could do for Rozt’a except prepare his second and last fireball, in case they attracted more attention. There was something Sheemzher could do, and he did it well. The goblin scurried forward, low to the floor, and jabbed his spear at Rozt’a’s opponents whenever they tried to get beneath her guard.


  Sheemzher didn’t draw blood, but he kept the swordswingers off-balance until Rozt’a did. With a shout and a swallow-tail slash, she disarmed her right-side attacker and made sure he’d never swing a sword again. The goblin got past Druhallen and finished the wounded attacker with a thrust and a twist. In that moment, Rozt’a got the upper hand on the other swordswinger. She put him down with a two-handed cut across the mid-section.


  The third attacker—the attacker that Druhallen had singed—beat a retreat. Dru’s last fireball burnt itself out without stopping him.


  “I’m whole,” Rozt’a declared before anyone asked.


  “And I,” Dru added. “Sheemzher? Tiep?”


  Tiep answered that he was fine. Sheemzher’s attention was on the corpses. Druhallen called the goblin off before he butchered them; then he willed his light magic to its greatest radiance.


  “Demons!”


  The goblin was wrong, but the bodies belonged to creatures unlike any Druhallen had seen before. They had the torsos of men, the limbs of elves, the faces of goblins, and the jewel-red eyes of Wyndyfarh’s mantis servants. The corpses were bald and instead of either pointed or rounded ears, their skulls bore what appeared to be parchment drumheads behind their temples. Their skin was a shade lighter than Sheemzher’s, but scaled in places, especially around their hands. They had four fingers, two of which were jointed; the other two were rigid and opposed like an insect’s claws. The pair wore scabbard belts for their weapons but nothing else in the way of clothing. Short of cutting them open, Dru couldn’t tell if they were male or female.


  Dru pried the sword from one death-frozen hand. The hilt had been adapted for their odd combination of pincers and fingers, but the balance was tolerable, the steel better. He handed the weapon to Tiep who hesitated and wouldn’t take it.


  “Not me.”


  “Take it,” Dru insisted. “You could get lucky with it; you won’t without it. Get the belt and scabbard, too. You don’t want to gash yourself while we’re walking.” He loosened the second corpse’s belt.


  Rozt’a gave one of her disdainful snorts. “Walking! We’ll be moving a damn sight faster than that! You were right. There, I admit it. We’re not ready for this. We’ve got planning to do.”


  “Too late for that, Roz.” He freed the belt and exchanged it with the one that supported his folding box. “One got away. He’s going to tell somebody what he survived. By sundown, whatever else lives in these mines is going to be laying for us. We’ve got one chance, right now, to find Sheemzher’s egg, snatch the scroll, and beat a once-and-forever retreat.”


  “You can’t be serious—” Rozt’a began.


  The goblin cut her off. “Sheemzher find egg. Not far. Sheemzher find sky new way, yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “Have you got anything useful left?” Rozt’a asked.


  “Enough light to see us until tomorrow’s dawn. A fireball. A pall of gloom. Warding, if we found an empty room and needed to hide, and let me blur you next time; no arguments.” Her chin dipped. “Tiep, get that belt.” The boy didn’t move. “You’ve seen worse. You didn’t think this would be a walk in the park, did you?”


  “I hoped,” Tiep admitted, but he got the belt and fastened it around his waist.


  When they got back to the sky—as Sheemzher put it—Druhallen expected his nerves would quake for a month; in the meantime, he nudged Tiep in the goblin’s direction. Sheemzher’s sense of time and direction were better underground than they’d been in the Weathercote Wood. They truly hadn’t gone much farther when light glowed ahead of them.


  They approached with caution: ten steps, then wait and listen. The tunnel widened but remained a rough-cut passage to a chamber that was filled with a faint, but steady, pale green light. Dru dampened his own light spell and strained his senses searching for another wizard’s magic. He found it, too: powerful, but alien. A glance through his ring revealed nothing they couldn’t see with their eyes alone. It should have been reassuring; it wasn’t.


  Dru successfully stifled a twinge of guilt when Sheemzher waved his hands in silhouette to indicate that he’d be the first to enter the chamber.


  Go ahead, he mouthed, moving his lips but making no sound.


  Tiep scowled and drew his sword. The sound was louder than thunder in a summer’s night, but didn’t precipitate disaster. Sheemzher walked ten paces, twenty paces into the light. He turned and beckoned them closer.


  “Empty. All empty.”


  Rozt’a led Druhallen and Tiep into a large, but not huge, chamber. The light, which seemed to rise from the chiseled floor on the far side of the chamber’s center, revealed an irregular dome that formed both walls and ceiling, but the light wasn’t nearly bright enough to banish shadows. Dru thought they were alone, though he couldn’t prove it. The center of the chamber was clear, but the sides were cluttered with boulders and piles of smaller rocks. Anything man-sized or smaller could be hiding there.


  The chamber was damp, even misty. There was water here, and there had been for a very long time. Dripping icicles of stone hung from the ceiling; glistening spires grew beneath them. When Dru touched them with his ring he felt only the faintest magic and manipulation.


  The same could not be said for a series of pools had been dug out of the floor. Their shapes were regular, their lips precisely square, and the largest of them was the source of the light that filled the chamber. Rozt’a knelt to examine it and without warning dipped her hand beneath the surface. She’d raised her hand to her lips before Dru found his voice. She was already spitting when he told her not to swallow.


  “Brine!” she sputtered between spits. “Brine from the worst pickles ever made!”


  Tiep chuckled, Druhallen resisted.


  “How do you get brine in the middle of a mountain?” she demanded.


  “Rock salt,” Dru suggested seriously enough, though Tiep took it for a joke.


  The rock all around them was the same gray granite they’d been hiking through for days. Good for making buildings, but useless for pickles. Dru took Rozt’a’s place beside the pool. He looked down into the light, saw the underwater passages connecting the light-filled pool to the smaller, dimmer pools on either side.


  “What good is brine?” Tiep asked. “You can’t drink it.”


  “The oceans and seas are filled with creatures that don’t drink brine,” Dru replied and collected a few drops of the suspect liquid on his fingertip. He’d seen an ocean just once, after his visit to Candlekeep. It had little in common with the brightly lit Dekanter pool, including the taste. The brine on Dru’s finger was far saltier than Candlekeep’s ocean and slick, reminding him of blood.


  Rozt’a observed, “I don’t see anything swimming in there.”


  “Be grateful,” Dru replied in a tone meant to discourage further questions.


  Thanks—as usual—to Ansoain’s relentless collection of useless facts and her determination to share those facts with her son and apprentice, Dru had begun to put the puzzle pieces together. The central piece was a bit of information Amarandaris had given him about the second garrison slaughter. The Zhentarim and Red Wizards had torn each other apart. Those were the honored divide-and-conquer tactics of those who’d mastered the discipline of usurping another sentient mind. Dru could name a handful of living wizards and a score of races or monsters who were known to usurp sentient minds, but only one such race made use of brine-filled pools.


  If Druhallen was remembering Ansoain’s lessons correctly then the Beast Lord wasn’t a god but a colony of mind flayers and they were in a world of hurt.


  “You know something, Druhallen. Tell me what you know,” Rozt’a demanded.


  “I don’t know anything.” And Dru didn’t, not yet. The picture wasn’t nearly complete and much of it remained contradictory. The commanding presence of a mind flayer colony—something called its Elder Brain—was supposed to reside in a brine-filled pool. Without an Elder Brain, there was no colony—according to Ansoain, who might have been wrong. She’d never encountered a mind flayer, merely learned about them as she learned about everything else.


  “Is this what you’re calling ‘the egg’?” Dru asked Sheemzher.


  Sheemzher shook his head. “Egg not here, good sir. Egg there.” The goblin pointed to a tunnel in the shadows that Dru hadn’t noticed before.


  “Let’s go then.”


  The tunnel was short and led to a room square enough to have been hollowed out by dwarves but cluttered with rock debris and chunks of twisted metal, some of them larger than a full-grown man. Sheemzher’s egg stood in the center of the room. It was no more an egg than the creatures they’d been killing for the last few days were demons, but it was an athanor of dangerous proportions. Dru judged the oval engine was twice as high as he was tall and perhaps a third as wide as it was high. It was made from hammered and riveted plates of bronze, or possibly brass. Double-doors, hinged at the athanor’s widest point, had been left open and revealed a two-chamber interior. The bottom chamber was large enough to accommodate a goblin or three. The upper chamber, though much smaller, could have held a good-sized snake or a hundred of Lady Wyndyfarh’s mantises.


  Metal pipes and parchment hoses connected the two interior chambers and other parts of the athanor, too. The widest pipe of all disappeared into one of the walls above an incised rectangle that might have been the start of another rock-cut passage. Two more pipes were bolted to the floor. Dru figured he knew what the athanor did and was asking himself how it worked and what it had to do with a Nether scroll when he looked up and found the answers to both questions in the same place.


  A golden cylinder as long as his forearm stuck out of the top of the athanor and up into at least a score of wires dangling from the ceiling. Some of the wires were shorter than the others. All of them were soot stained. He didn’t know what leapt between the wires and the scroll—maybe fire, maybe lightning, maybe something he’d never studied—but he understood the principle of using explosive spells to power engines both arcane and ordinary.


  The metal litter on the floor—the smaller sections of pipe and larger sheets of brass—could have formed the shells of earlier eggs. The Beast Lord—the mind flayers—hadn’t perfected the transmutation process. Suddenly, the misshapen goblins connected to the growing pattern. They were the egg’s failures and the swordswingers were its triumphs.


  Sheemzher grabbed his sleeve in a panic. “Not egg. Not egg! Smell right, but not egg! Too big. Very much too big.”


  That, too, fit into the pattern. “Six years, Sheemzher. Remember that it’s been six years since you were here. They’ve rebuilt your egg.” Dru pointed out the piles of blasted metal. “Step back and look up. It’s your egg with the golden scroll sticking out the top.”


  Sheemzher retreated, squinted, and began jumping for joy. “Sheemzher see! Sheemzher see! Get it now, good sir? Sheemzher climb. Sheemzher climb good.”


  It couldn’t be this easy, Druhallen thought as he lifted the goblin. It couldn’t be—


  And it wasn’t.


  Sheemzher had one foot on the hinge of the open door and the other still resting on Druhallen’s shoulder when they heard the sound of a heavy latch being thrown.
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  Tiep liked having a sword in his hand. He didn’t mind that the hilt was the wrong shape for his human hand or the weapon was point heavy once he’d found a comfortable way to hold it. In fact, he rather liked the weighty sensation. Knives were nice, but if he couldn’t reel off fireballs the way Druhallen did, Tiep wanted a sword riding below his hip.


  He’d won a sword off a Scornubel swell last winter and worn it with a swagger until it had become embarrassingly apparent that Rozt’a wouldn’t teach him how to use it. Worse, she’d whispered in the ear of the city’s armsmasters and none of them would take him on as a student. Bitterly disappointed, he’d sold the sword back to the swell come spring and hit the road with his familiar knives.


  In his wildest dreams, Tiep had never imagined Druhallen telling him to pick up a sword, and to tell the truth, he’d been none-too-eager to unfasten the scabbard from around the hips of something that clearly wasn’t civilized. If the weapon had been enchanted, he’d have gotten the worst of it; he usually did. Fortunately there wasn’t any magic to the sword or its scabbard and Dru’s words were still swirling in his ears—


  You could get lucky—


  The phrase formed a satisfying counterpoint to one of Rozt’a’s favorite sayings: I worry more about incompetence than skill.


  With visions of bravery, Tiep cut the air in the egg chamber with a flourish. He knew he was incompetent, but he’d always been lucky. At least, he’d always thought he was, but if he’d been truly lucky, he’d have been paying attention before Rozt’a slapped her hand between his shoulders and shoved him toward the doorway.


  It was disrespectful, that’s what it was. Hadn’t one of the first things Galimer ever said to him been, Don’t sneak up on Rozt’a when she’s drawn steel? Granted, Tiep’s first thoughts as he staggered toward the doorway hadn’t been a deadly counterattack. He’d been so surprised he’d let the tip clunk and scrape across the stone. Still there was principle to defend—


  Tiep caught his balance and spun around. “Rozt’a—”


  Something was wrong and the wrongness was unfolding so fast Tiep couldn’t get his thoughts around it. Rozt’a’s sword was out, her fist was cocked, and she wore her wolf-face. She didn’t talk, she hissed.


  “No noise… no noise,” and “We’re getting out of here.”


  Tiep had to backpedal for all he was worth to avoid her charge. But why? There was Druhallen beside the metal egg. Dru’s arms were raised; he was poised to catch Sheemzher who’d scrambled up the egg like a lizard and was hauling on the golden scroll with all his puny strength.


  Had the damned dog-faced goblin pulled when he should have pushed and started something he couldn’t stop? That would figure.


  Rozt’a changed direction between strides and, discounting the fact that her beloved foster-son was showing naked steel, reached across her body to grab him at the opposite shoulder and spin him around before giving him another, mightier, shove toward the door. On his way around, Tiep snagged a glimpse of what might be the cause of the chaos. The wall to the left of the metallic egg that had been solid stone when they entered the egg chamber had become a shimmering mirage—like the road ahead on a too-hot summer day—with a dead-black slit in the middle of it.


  Tiep needed another look to be sure of what he’d seen. When he tried to get it, Rozt’a’s fist landed in the middle of his back and he was crossing the threshold into the tunnel between the pool chamber and the egg chamber before he caught his balance again. It was pitch dark in the tunnel. Druhallen had their light and Druhallen wasn’t with them.


  Rozt’a must have guessed that Dru’s name was primed on the back of his tongue, because when she hit Tiep again, it was with her open hand. She seized his shirt and didn’t let go.


  “Not a sound!”


  There was a dogleg in the tunnel. It hadn’t been a problem when they’d had Druhallen’s spell illuminating their path, but they missed it going out. Tiep, who was shoved in front of Rozt’a, slammed into the stone chin and nose first. He smelled his own blood and his thoughts were echo and pain when they got to the pool chamber.


  “Hide!” Rozt’a hissed and pulled, rather than shoved, him along the chamber’s right-side wall.


  Tiep spun out of her grasp. “Where’s Dru?” He danced sideways. There was no light moving in the tunnel. “Where’s Druhallen? We can’t leave Druhallen.”


  His voice had risen; he expected a smack on the jaw, but Rozt’a’s hands were shaking too much for her to deliver a punch, deserved or not.


  “Hide! We’ve got to hide.”


  She was terrified. Tiep’s foster-mother who’d laid open more men than Tiep could count was terrified. For the first time, the possibility that they were in serious trouble—doom-and-death trouble—entered Tiep’s mind. Short of diving into the briny pools Tiep didn’t see any hiding places, and he’d have to know exactly what they were running from before he jumped into one of those.


  “Where? There’s no place to hide.”


  Rozt’a’s eyes, fortunately, were sharper and so were her wits. She’d spotted an empty shadow in the chamber’s walls. It was more a fold in the rock than a cave and it was a dead-end passage—a very dead end if anyone came along with a lamp or light spell. But it was the best they were likely to find.


  “Keep your head down—your face’ll glow like the moon down here,” Rozt’a whispered, sounding more like herself, more in control and command. A moment later she added, “We’re kneeling in rock dust… we’re kneeling in dust! Rub some on your face and into your hair.”


  Tiep was used to listening to Rozt’a in emergencies. He didn’t know why he was smearing himself with dirt, but he rubbed vigorously and was attacking his ears when the rock began to rumble and vibrate. Tiep thought he was already as frightened as a man could get but, as rock icicles crashed to the cavern floor, he discovered untapped reserves of dread. The pale light in the central pool grew so bright Tiep could feel it as he crouched beside Rozt’a with his eyes closed and his dirty face pressed against his knees.


  While the light brightened, the vibrations intensified until they were throbs that loosened rock. Tiep and Rozt’a bounced against each other as if they’d been huddled in the back of some scrap-collector’s cart. He thought he might have screamed; he was sure that Rozt’a had. Then a rumbling pulse more powerfully than the rest combined lifted them off the stone and held them suspended.


  Like a fool, Tiep opened his eyes. The light was so hot and bright that he couldn’t see anything except his bones. Tiep closed his eyes—he thought he’d closed his eyes—but the bone vision lingered. He thought he’d died, thought that he’d gone beyond death, beyond his body, and hoped it would be over soon.


  It was. The throbbing ebbed rapidly, along with the light and the heat—which had surely been imaginary because when feeling returned, Tiep found himself entirely unhurt, except for bruised knees and a ringing in his ears. Their luck had held.


  “We’re alive!” he whispered to Rozt’a.


  They didn’t have to rub themselves with dust now. The smell of granite was inside Tiep’s nostrils and plastered his throat. It threatened to become cement when he first tried to swallow. Desperate for air, Tiep hacked and spat without regard for who—or what—might overhear.


  Rozt’a stood beside him. She hadn’t said a word, hadn’t swallowed, hadn’t fought with the gray gunk she’d breathed into her throat. They both flinched at the sound of tumbling rock. The light rising from the central pool was once again pale. It scarcely penetrated the dusty air. Any sound could mean they weren’t alone, that their enemies stalked them or that Dru was nearby.


  Tiep considered calling his foster-father. If Rozt’a had shouted Druhallen’s name, Tiep would have joined her. Rozt’a remained silent, and Tiep did, too. At that moment, Tiep cared little for survival. If enemies moved in the chamber, he’d fight hard and eagerly to his own death.


  Nothing emerged from the dust. There were other crunches which Tiep’s ears slowly understood as the settling of rocks loosened by the magical eruption. The air seemed clearer after every rock rolled to its final resting spot. It was probably illusion or hope, but it could have been true.


  Tiep was glad to be alive. Humans—living things in general—clung to life. It was only natural for humans—one street-raised human in particular—to worry just a bit about the future before he started celebrating the present. Some of that shaken and fallen rock could be blocking the tunnel to the surface.


  Or the one that led back to the egg chamber.


  Rozt’a must have had the same thought—at least she started walking toward the egg-chamber passage before Tiep did. There was debris, but not enough to make the tunnel impassible. The dust made it darker, of course, but they were feeling their way slowly, not running. With the dogleg turn uneventfully behind them, they were no more than forty paces from the egg-chamber threshold.


  It was very quiet—no moans, no footsteps. Tiep told himself that silence meant nothing either good or bad, but he wasn’t really surprised when they came up against a smooth granite wall where the doorway had stood a few moments earlier. Rozt’a beat her fists against the stone, and Tiep did the same. The granite didn’t budge, wasn’t hollow. Tiep gave up before he hurt himself then put his arms gently around his foster-mother and forced her to retreat from the treasonous wall.


  “There’s another way in. I saw it just before you shoved me out. We’ll find it.”


  “Too late,” Rozt’a replied, her first words, and they left her gagging the way Tiep first words had left him.


  He released her and she hurled herself against the rock. Rozt’a could scarcely breathe, but that didn’t stop her from putting her fists into the granite and calling Dru’s name.


  “There’s another way,” Tiep repeated.


  His foster-mother didn’t seem to hear him. Tiep found her fists by touch and sound and tried a second time to gently pull her away from the wall. Rozt’a wouldn’t yield to gentleness. She shook him off and when Tiep touched her again, she lashed out wildly, blindly with a backhand punch that set Tiep back on his heels.


  Black panic nibbled into Tiep’s thoughts—there was another way, but they’d have to look for it together. His mind couldn’t contain the thought of splitting up without feeding panic. “Rozt’a?” he whispered, barely in control himself. He heard her crash into the wall again. “Tymora, help us? Help me? Rozt’a, please? Mother—?”


  In the beginning Rozt’a had wanted Tiep to call her Mother. He’d tried a few times, but he’d been on his own too long. The instinct had died—until the goddess of luck reawakened it. With that single word, Rozt’a stopped her frantic hammering. They found each other and, arm in arm, walked toward the pool chamber.


  “How should we start looking?” Tiep asked.


  Rozt’a didn’t answer. She was beside Tiep, holding him tightly, but that was only her body. Her mind was somewhere else—with Druhallen, inside the egg chamber, or with Galimer, in Weathercote Wood. In the dogleg part of the tunnel, where light was a promise but they couldn’t yet see each other, Tiep hugged his foster-mother—his true mother—as he never had and received nothing in reply.


  Panic said, You’re in charge. You. You. You! and for a heartbeat panic was triumphant, then the scrappy stubbornness that had kept Tiep alive in situations every bit as bad as this—he’d picked Sememmon’s pockets and survived, hadn’t he?—took command.


  “C’mon, Rozt’a. We’ve got to find that other way.”


  They walked slowly, quietly toward the light—and it was a good thing that they were both slow and quiet. Tiep heard sounds that said they weren’t alone any more and they weren’t about to be reunited with Druhallen, either. He nudged Rozt’a sideways. Some part of his foster-mother was still functioning—without hesitation she made herself small in the seam between the wall and the floor. She checked her weapons, then began creeping toward the light.


  Tiep patted his hip before he crouched. His sword was in its scabbard. He didn’t remember putting it there. Tymora had heard his prayers before he’d uttered them. As long as the luck goddess was watching out for them, they had a chance…


  A long-limbed silhouette marched in front of the tunnel threshold, sword at its side. It could have been the twin of the creature who’d carried the sword Tiep wore. Other silhouettes followed it. The followers walked on two legs but wouldn’t have been as tall as the sword-carrying creatures, even if they’d stood fully upright, which they didn’t. Their shoulders and backs were rounded and their heads hung so low on their necks that they were looking down, not forward. One was limping badly, two others leaned on each other for support. Tiep couldn’t guess whether they’d been injured in the shake-up or long before. He was still trying to answer that question when he realized the crippled silhouettes were goblins.


  Two more of the long-limbed swordswingers followed the goblins. Slaves, he realized. Slavers and slaves. Slavers, slaves, and unnatural creatures hatched out of a metal egg. The pattern wasn’t enough to reconcile Tiep with his goblin nemesis, and if Druhallen was dead because he’d stayed behind with Sheemzher, then no goblin was safe from Tiep’s revenge—but he’d kill them cleanly, not like this.


  With the egg chamber closed off behind them, Tiep saw two choices: stay where they were, hiding in the shadows, or get closer to the light and a better understanding of what they were up against. Tiep put his hand on Rozt’a’s shoulder and together they crept forward. If only all his choices were that simple.


  Most of the dust had settled, which meant that it was still pretty bad but Tiep could see all the way across the chamber. The tunnel where they’d first entered the chamber was open. If they could get to it—no, make that when they were ready, they could get out. Tiep didn’t let himself think that he and Rozt’a might have to leave without Druhallen, but he did regret not paying closer attention when Sheemzher picked their path through the intersections.


  Tiep had other things to worry about before then. By rough count, about ten swordswingers had herded about forty goblin slaves to the center of the chamber, facing the large, glowing pool. Nothing was said—at least nothing that Tiep heard, but after a few moments four of the healthier goblins went to work shoving fallen rocks to the sides of the chamber.


  The goblins knew what they were doing. They’d done it before—the chamber was ringed with heaps of fallen rock. Tiep recalled the twisted metal debris in the egg chamber. This all had happened before. The big open egg with the golden scroll on top wasn’t the first transformation egg. There’d been others; they’d exploded. The goblin slaves had cleaned up here in the pool chamber and in the egg chamber, too. All Tiep had to do was wait and the slaves would show him a way to the egg chamber.


  Of course, forty slaves and ten swordswingers meant a lot of bodies between them and Druhallen, but Tiep was a born optimist. He’d offer freedom to the slaves—never mind that he didn’t speak a word of their language. They’d get the message the instant he took a swing at one of the swordswingers. He and Rozt’a would have forty allies. By Tymora! They’d have guides, too, back to the surface! They’d be heroes.


  And he’d be the biggest hero of all—


  A high-pitched whistle disrupted Tiep’s glorious daydream. The goblins who’d been shoving rocks abandoned their work. They rejoined the other slaves and they all bowed themselves low on the stone. Even the sword-swingers bowed low.


  The pool got brighter. Tiep expected that whatever was going to happen would happen there. He wasn’t looking at the chamber walls and couldn’t see the walls to his immediate right and left. The tall man in a full-length dark cloak was several strides into the chamber before Tiep noticed him. He’d gone another stride before Tiep realized the tall man wasn’t alone: one of the long-limbed swordswingers walked naked beside him.


  The naked swordswinger didn’t have a sword or the sense great Ao had given ants. It stumbled at every step and would have fallen if the tall man hadn’t held it firmly by the upper arm. The pair approached the bright pool. The whistling got louder. Strange patterns flickered across the man’s cloak. Writing, Tiep thought, spells.


  The man had to be a wizard. Druhallen dressed like a shopkeeper, but Galimer would have worn a flashy cloak like that. Sememmon had been dressed like a merchant, too, that night when Tiep had tried to cut his purse strings. Dru and Sememmon were better at magic than Galimer was—especially Sememmon. Maybe the man in the flashy cloak wasn’t as good as he thought he was. Maybe that was why his egg exploded and his monster had the blind staggers.


  It would have fallen into the pool if the tall man hadn’t reached left to grab—


  Tymora have mercy!


  Tiep’s thoughts shattered. Man? Man? Had he thought the cloaked magician was a man? Tymora protect him, that thing was no man.


  Tiep didn’t know what race the cloaked figure had been born to, and didn’t want to know. He called it a nightmare and begged his goddess to wake him up, but he wasn’t asleep. Even after it had captured its stumbling slave and no longer faced the tunnel where he and Rozt’a were hiding, Tiep couldn’t banish the horrific image from his mind’s eye.


  The nightmare magician’s skin was a mottled purple in the pool’s pale green light and stretched dried-corpse tight over its bones. Its head was too large and bulged behind, as if its brain had burst the back of its skull and then kept growing. Its eyes were a dull white with neither pupils nor irises. But it wasn’t a nightmare because of its skin or its eyes or because its brain hung out of its head. The magician was a nightmare because it had four ropy tentacles hanging off its face.


  The tentacles writhed and twitched. They caressed the bald head of the clumsy swordswinger. The other swordswingers pounded their chests while the crouching slaves rocked from side to side and the whistling grew so loud it was physically painful.


  Tiep clapped his hands over his ears, which helped a little, and watched with open-jawed astonishment as the clumsy swordswinger folded its arms to its chest. It wove its mismatched fingers together, which might have been a of response to the tentacles caressing its head, but reminded Tiep of nothing so much as an insect about to feed—


  The mantises!


  The bug lady’s messengers!


  The metallic egg and Sheemzher’s tale of the Beast Lord sacrificing his wife and a mantis and getting a demon in return.


  Sheemzher’s wife hadn’t been exchanged for a demon, she’d been merged with a bug and transformed into one of the long-limbed swordswingers. The nightmare with worms on his face was the Beast Lord. Tiep imagined the look on Druhallen’s face when he—the street rat with worse-than-no magic talent—told him how he’d figured out what was going on underneath Dekanter.


  Then, like a cold breeze on a hot day, Tiep recalled that his foster father was trapped in the egg chamber. The breeze became a blizzard. If Tiep was right about the egg chamber and the egg, then that naked, just-hatched creature standing in front of the nightmare could be all that was left of Druhallen.


  Come closer. Come closer. Share. Feed. Open your mind—


  A thought that was not his own rode the whistling sound into Tiep’s mind. The Beast Lord’s tentacles lost none of their horrific qualities but, suddenly, Tiep wanted to be near them, to feel them against his skin, to offer up his paltry thoughts and emotions to a superior mind for its amusement, its pleasure.


  Tiep was not alone in striding forward. All of the slaves did, and the swordswingers… and Rozt’a. He wasn’t alone until he fought the compulsion and threw it out of his mind. The whistling went away, too, and Tiep swore to himself that he’d never again complain about the way magic didn’t work around him. Then he reached out to stop Rozt’a from taking another step toward the nightmare.


  Rozt’a fought him more vigorously than she’d fought him at the egg-chamber wall, and for no good reason. Desperate to avoid attention, Tiep punched her on the chin. Striking his foster mother was one of the harder things Tiep had done, good cause or bad, but it broke the Beast Lord’s hold over her. Rozt’a was herself again—the remote, passive self she’d been since they’d found a solid granite wall between them and the egg.


  Unless the Beast Lord had walked through stone, Tiep was sure the other egg-chamber tunnel was somewhere—not far—to his right. More than anything in the world, he wanted to find that tunnel and get back to the egg chamber. He was gathering his courage for a walk along the pool chamber wall when Rozt’a succumbed to the Beast Lord’s compulsion for a second time. This time a hug, rather than a punch, was sufficient to keep her beside him in the dead-end tunnel, but the moment Tiep released her, she surged again.


  Body contact with a body unaffected by the compulsion was apparently sufficient to keep Rozt’a free from the Beast Lord’s compulsion but holding hands wasn’t enough contact. Tiep draped his arm around her shoulder and kept it there as he weighed the risks of leaving the dead-end tunnel.


  On the up side—the Beast Lord had his worshipers’ complete attention, which meant no one was paying any attention to the chamber walls. Rocks had toppled since the whistling began and not drawn a sideways glance from the Beast Lord or his swaying congregation. On the down side—if Rozt’a slipped back into the Beast Lord’s power or his own immunity weakened…


  The down side won.


  Tiep stayed put and watched the newly hatched swordswinger enter the green-glowing pool. The enslaved goblins joined hands in a circle around the pool. They blocked Tiep’s view; he took that as a sign that Tymora hadn’t abandoned him. His confidence rebounded—he and Rozt’a could wait. The pool chamber had been empty when they first arrived; it would become empty again.


  He hoped.


  Rozt’a leaned against him. She shuddered every few minutes. At first, Tiep thought that was the Beast Lord trying to get into her mind, then he noticed that his shirt was damp and he realized that she was sobbing. He’d be sobbing, too, if he let himself think about what had happened or what likely lay ahead, so he remembered the good times.


  There had been good times in Tiep’s life, but not many that didn’t involve Galimer, Druhallen, or Rozt’a. He felt tears brewing and tried to think of nothing at all.


  Time passed—more than a few minutes, less than an hour. The pool-side ritual showed no sign of ending: The goblins were still in a ring, and all the swordswingers were in the water. The Beast Lord was going from goblin to goblin, massaging their scalps with his tentacles. Tiep could watch now, he was beyond nausea.


  A rock shifted to the right of their tunnel. Tiep thought nothing of it; other rocks had shifted. It would be a while before the chamber completely recovered from the shaking it had received when the egg hatched out a swordswinger.


  Another rock moved and Tiep heard a sound that could have been a boot crunching over gravel. All the sounds had come from the right side. He tightened his hold on Rozt’a. He saw a shadow, then a silhouette.


  It was tall enough, but the shape was wrong—headless and hunch-backed. It stopped in front of the tunnel… turned. It was lop-sided now, and maybe it did have a head… maybe it was carrying something over its shoulder.


  “Dru?” Tiep called in a voice not loud enough to reach his fingertips. “Dru?” he called, a bit louder.


  “Tiep? Is that you, Tiep?”


  Dru came down the tunnel. Tiep got Rozt’a on her feet and they met him halfway. The lump on Dru’s shoulder was the goblin, who wasn’t moving and might have been dead for all Tiep knew or cared.


  There was safety in his foster father’s embrace, and not merely because they’d found each other. Druhallen hadn’t merely thrown off the Beast Lord’s compulsion the way Tiep had. Being a wizard, Druhallen kept the Beast Lord at an arm’s length—at two arms’ lengths. As soon as they’d entered Dru’s shadow, Tiep felt the pressure ease in his mind. By the time they were touching each other, Rozt’a stood tall without any help from him, though maybe magic had nothing to do with that.


  “What happened?” Tiep whispered. “Did you get the scroll?”


  “Later. We’ve got to get out of here while the Beast Lord’s distracted.”


  So much for impressing Druhallen with his cleverness.


  Dru wasn’t worried about being seen or heard as they escaped from the pool chamber. Speed was more important, and keeping a hold of Rozt’a.


  “You can take care of yourself, can’t you?” Dru asked.


  Tiep straightened proudly. “Sure I can.”


  “Good. Stay close and be ready to grab Rozt’a if she breaks away. She’s got no defense except what you or I can share with her. I’ll whisk up some light as soon as we’re out of range.”


  Out of range was farther into the escape tunnel than any of them would have liked. Rock fall cluttered the path. They couldn’t move fast, or quiet, and there were no guarantees that the Beast Lord had called all his swordswingers to the pool chamber. Dru was in command of their path and pace. He said he remembered the way, but there was a danger they’d miss an intersection in the dark. Tiep was relieved when Dru finally cast his light spell. Not only did that mean that they were beyond the Beast Lord’s compulsion, but they could see fallen rocks and the intersections, too.


  They got more good news when they returned to the spot where they’d battled and blasted the Beast Lord’s swordswingers. The corpses were untouched.


  “No one’s come back for their dead,” Rozt’a said. Her voice was shaky, but her mind was working again. “That means the ones that ran off haven’t reported yet and there’ve been no other patrols.”


  A fighter’s morale, she said, depended in part on his confidence that he’d be given an appropriate funeral before his death was avenged. She seemed to think the Beast Lord cared about morale; she didn’t remember anything that had happened after they’d found the granite wall. Tiep whispered and told her what she’d missed without going too deeply into the details.


  “It’s all a blank,” she shrugged. “I remember hitting that rock until I saw stars, then nothing but a slice of empty in my memory. Damn strangest thing that’s ever happened to me.”


  Privately, Tiep thought it was lucky more than strange, but neither he nor Dru said anything. And the goblin was still unconscious over Dru’s shoulders.


  “The little fellow knew what was happening, I think,” Dru explained in a soft voice as they walked away from the swordswinger corpses. “I told him to jump, that we’d come back for it, but he knew a goblin was going to die, one way or another. He wasn’t coming down without the scroll. He had both hands on it and was pulling for all he was worth when it came alive like a bolt of lightning and threw him against the wall. He started to come around once, when the Beast Lord was loading the athanor. I had to hit him pretty hard to keep him quiet.”


  Tiep was unimpressed. “You should’ve left him behind and come with us.”


  Dru replied with a sigh, nothing more.


  “At least you got the scroll,” Rozt’a added.


  “No. We hid while the Beast Lord was loading up the athanor. I was pretty sure it couldn’t see us as long as we did nothing to attract its attention. Things got pretty wild after it left and the transmutation was underway. I saw some things I’ll never be able to explain and I think I lost a few slices of time myself—I never saw the scroll vanish, but when everything was done and over, there wasn’t anything that I could see sticking out the top of that athanor.


  “Something went wrong—you probably figured that much yourselves. The Beast Lord was a long time coming back into the chamber; I was starting to think maybe I was trapped in there. Mystra’s mercy—I was starting to think that if I did get one of those doors open I’d find myself in the Outer Planes! It was just luck that I hadn’t tried picking the locks on the athanor when the upper door finally cranked open. The Beast Lord had a hard time getting its newest swordswinger up and moving.”


  They’d come up to another intersection, which Dru had to study before leading them straight ahead. He forgot that he’d left his story unfinished.


  Tiep wanted to hear the rest. “So the goblin made the scroll disappear. Then what happened?” He got another sigh for an answer. “What now? What did I say this time? He loosened it, didn’t he? And that wrecked the magic, right? And now it’s gone. Bully for Sheemzher—he didn’t save a goblin or one of the damned bugs, and if it’s really gone, how’re we going to get Galimer back?”


  Dru walked a little faster.


  “Druhallen!” Rozt’a called sharply. “He’s made a good point—what are we going to do?”


  “Yeah, that’s all I want to know. I don’t care about the goblin.”


  “We’ll go back. It’s there. The scroll’s still there. I can sense it—see its shadow when I look for magic. It’s been displaced in time.”


  Feeling bold after Rozt’a’s support, Tiep asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You’ve heard the expression: He got kicked into the middle of the next tenday? Well, that’s where the scroll is. Not as far as the middle of next tenday, though, maybe midnight, or dawn. It’s already drifting backward. The Beast Lord wasn’t surprised that it was missing. Maybe the scroll gets displaced every time it uses the athanor.”


  “You keep saying ‘it,’ Dru,” Rozt’a said as soon as he’d finished talking. “Isn’t the Beast Lord a he? Wyndyfarh said ‘he.’ ”


  “The Beast Lord’s some sort of mind flayer, Rozt’a.”


  Tiep had heard of mind flayers before, but not from any of his foster parents. His mates in the Berdusk alleys used to whisper about mind flayers every time someone disappeared. As if it took big scary monsters to make a kid vanish from the streets.


  “What sort of mind flayer?” Rozt’a asked in a serious voice.


  “I wish I knew. The pieces don’t fit together—it’s alone, renegade, and using magic. The one thing I’m sure I do know about mind flayers is they don’t touch magic. I’d almost pay good money to see Amarandaris’s face when he realizes he’s not dealing with a minor beholder.”


  “Is that what the Zhentarim think they’ve been trading with?” Rozt’a shuddered. “I’d rather take my chances with a beholder. What about Lady Wyndyfarh. She said the Beast Lord was a nuisance. What do you suppose she thought he—it—is?”


  “That’s just the question I want to ask Sheemzher here when we bring him around.”


  Tiep was satisfied. The dog-face didn’t have a prayer if he’d crossed Dru. There were some nasty spells written inside Dru’s wooden box, spells he never memorized unless he had to. Galimer once said that Dru could make the dead sit up and answer questions. He could unravel a goblin’s secrets without half trying.


  Of course, Sheemzher was sitting on a few secrets Tiep didn’t particularly want Dru or Rozt’a to hear, which meant Tiep was in favor of necromancy. According to common wisdom—the only sort of wisdom Tiep laid claim to—dead folk answered only the questions they were asked. If the goblin were dead and Dru didn’t get around to asking, specifically, What do you know about Tiep and Zhentarim? then Tiep’s secrets were safe.


  Not that Tiep, himself, didn’t want to know how the goblin knew the Network had its hooks in his hide.


  Damn Sememmon, anyway. Why couldn’t the Dark Lord just have killed him when he’d made his one, admittedly huge, mistake on the streets of Scornubel three winters ago? But no-o-o-o, Sememmon had led Tiep back to a warm, comfortable room and offered him dark red wine—which Tiep prudently hadn’t touched.


  You’ve got a talent, boy, that deep, silky voice had purred. It would be a shame to waste such a talent. I could use that talent; and then I might forget how I discovered it.


  Tiep had cut his teeth in the streets. He’d had no illusions about Sememmon’s offer but he’d kept his pride and his honor. He’d told the Dark Lord that if the Zhentarim wanted him to betray his foster parents—if they wanted to use him to put pressure on his foster parents, then Lord Sememmon should kill him where he stood, because he’d never do it.


  Sememmon had listened, smiled, and said: I don’t want you to betray your foster parents, Tiep—and I warn you, the day you betray them will be your last. From time to time, the Zhentarim have need of men and women whose hearts are good and who do not know our faces. Druhallen of Sunderath, Galimer Longfingers, and the woman who calls herself Florozt’a are such folk, but you’re not like them, are you, Tiep?


  Tiep wasn’t. He’d never been, never would be, and he did “favors” for Sememmon. Not many. Not often. And never anything that he wouldn’t have done on his own. He’d never drawn blood, directly or indirectly—at least as far as he knew. He’d been offered rewards for his services—which he hadn’t taken. Sememmon’s memory of a midnight indiscretion on the Scornubel streets remained as sharp as ever.


  The Dark Lord would never forget that night. Tiep had understood that much after he’d completed his first “favor” a week after that first meeting. He’d been too ashamed to tell Dru, Galimer, or Rozt’a what had happened. The shame had only grown as the months passed and he’d continued to do Darkhold’s bidding—the last time in Parnast. He hadn’t stolen the myrrh; he’d won that exactly the way he’d claimed. He hadn’t stolen anything in Parnast.


  The second night of the dust storm, when he’d been heading home from Manya’s, Zhentarim henchmen had accosted Tiep and marched him upstairs above the charterhouse. Amarandaris gave him a sealed blue bottle—the kind ladies used for their perfumes—and instructions to put it in a certain saddle bag at a certain time. Tiep hadn’t asked questions and he hadn’t gone back for his reward, either. He’d been careful—doubly, triply careful the way he’d learned to be when he was doing Zhentarim “favors.”


  Tiep wasn’t worried about getting caught by any town or guild’s law. He worried about his foster parents finding out that he’d fallen deeper than they imagined possible.


  Gods! In Weathercote, when Dru and Rozt’a had blamed him for Galimer’s imprisonment and he’d thought they were going to turn their backs on him right there, it had almost been a relief. Tiep wasn’t ashamed of stealing the lady’s amber in Weathercote, or even of smashing her bug. Sheemzher had set them all up and tricked him specifically. The goblin could die right now and Tiep would dance a jig on his grave.


  But somehow Sheemzher had known about him and the Black Network.


  “I don’t know, Dru,” he said, trying desperately to sound like Galimer. “Sheemzher’s spent a lot of time with that bug lady. She’s probably tangled up his mind. It’s not his fault; he’s just a goblin, but you can’t trust anything that he says. I don’t think it would be worth asking him. His answers would only make you mad and crazy.”
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  “You’re probably right,” Druhallen agreed before shifting Sheemzher’s unconscious weight to his left shoulder. “But I plan to ask him all the same.”


  It was ungentlemanly—unfatherly—but Dru suspected he might see something other than compassion in the young man’s eyes and until he shifted shoulders, Sheemzher’s head blocked the view. It wasn’t like the youth to smooth the goblin’s road, though he and Rozt’a had been urging Tiep to do just that since they’d left Weathercote Wood. Lately Tiep was like a weathervane in a thunderstorm: pointing first this way, then that, and very likely to burst into flames at any moment.


  “I doubt that Lady Wyndyfarh has been any more honest with her goblin than she has with us,” Dru continued. “But it will be interesting to learn what she has told him about herself. Sheemzher’s got a good memory—have you noticed that when he tells you what someone else has said, he gets it exact, right down to the accent?”


  “I knew a rag-picker whose parrot squawked in couplets. Didn’t make the bird a poet.”


  Dru heard resentment and saw fear in Tiep’s eyes. “It told you something about the man who taught the parrot, didn’t it?” he asked gently.


  “The rag-picker didn’t teach the bird anything. Some woman taught it; it squawked with a woman’s voice.”


  “I’d say you’ve won my point for me,” Dru said softly through a not-completely repressed grin of triumph.


  Tiep grumbled something Dru chose not to hear and fell back to walk beside Rozt’a where he complained loudly about sarcastic wizards who’d forgotten what it was like to be a young man. Rozt’a shushed him with a hiss and they walked on in grim silence.


  Dru shifted the goblin again at the next intersection and gave him a thump on the back for good measure. They’d returned to the dwarven tunnels. The overhead carvings were familiar and Dru was confident that the next intersection would be the last one before they hauled themselves out of the mountain. He’d be relieved to see the sky again but wasn’t looking forward to squeezing himself through that tiny hole in the ceiling.


  Sheemzher had promised to lead them out by another route—


  “C’mon, little fellow, wake yourself up!” He thumped the goblin’s back again. “Tell me if this other passage leads to the surface.”


  Not a squeak or twitch.


  “Do you want to try another way?” Rozt’a asked with cold enthusiasm.


  “No—but you’re going to have your hands full getting me out of here.”


  She did and so did Tiep who pushed from below. The passage wasn’t as bad as Dru had anticipated, perhaps because a steady rain had made the granite around the hole slick.


  They’d been underground long enough for the sun to set. Dru’s light spell functioned in the rain, but not well. He kept it throttled so it wouldn’t draw attention from Ghistpok’s goblins in the quarry, but that meant more shadows than light reaching the ground as they picked their miserable way back to the horses. Rozt’a fell and Dru came down one rock face on his rump with the goblin upside down in his lap. A more traditional wizard would have lost more than his dignity, but Dru favored leather breeches. His dignity and more remained intact.


  Who’d ever have thought that a mountain range could be as wet as a seacoast marsh or the fabled jungles of Chult?


  The horses welcomed them and welcomed the grass nets more. Tiep volunteered to fix their supper, reminding Dru that adolescence was temporary and the youth was their best cook. Rozt’a volunteered to help him, which was an extraordinary event and not a good omen for digestion. She’d been subdued since emerging from the Beast Lord’s compulsion; losing a slice of memory must have cut deep. Tiep could reassure her about what she’d missed and if words weren’t sufficient, Dru could unfold his box down to its bottom and study the spells written in the compartments that held sprigs of rue, hemlock, and lashes from a blind man’s eye.


  He was going to have to dig down that deep anyway, if Sheemzher didn’t bestir himself.


  They’d laid the goblin out on the only dry patch of stone in the hollow and examined him as thoroughly as he and Rozt’a knew how. He had a lump on his head and burns on his palms, which they’d slathered with second skin, but no other visible injuries. Rozt’a had uncorked a bottle of aromatic spirits. Though the restorative was potent enough to get a reaction from the horses standing ten paces away, it had no effect on the goblin.


  Druhallen knew a spell that would create forced rapport. Ansoain had said it would bridge between a wizard and any sentient mind. He and Galimer had cast it successfully on each other, but rapport with your best friend could hardly be called forced and some authorities questioned goblin sentience It was a complicated spell, too, and would cost him a fair amount of firepower if he committed it to memory after midnight.


  He knew another spell that would turn a pair of Rozt’a’s leather gloves into gauntlets sturdy enough to hold a piece of the sun if it happened to be stuck in the top of a huge brass egg. Tiep’s ill-gotten myrrh from Parnast made that one possible, but it, too, would leave a big footprint in his mind and a hole after he cast it. He’d rather enchant the gloves than force a rapport with their goblin.


  Everything would be easier if Sheemzher would just wake up, but prudence dictated that Dru make himself familiar with the rapport spell’s logic and ritual before he convinced Rozt’a to give him a pair of her sword-handling gloves. He was lost in contemplation, when he heard Rozt’a calling his name.


  “We’ve been talking,” she said and indicated Tiep who stood beside her in the rain and faded light spell; Sheemzher was still unconscious. “We’ve put together some conclusions about what’s going on—Tiep has, actually. He’s thought things through. I think you should listen to him.”


  Dru realized he was hungry enough to eat two suppers and that Rozt’a’s hands were empty, as were Tiep’s. Whatever the two of them had been up to, it hadn’t involved the preparation of food. Disappointment stung and soured. “When don’t I listen to you, Tiep?”


  The youth’s lips rolled and tightened. “It’s about the Beast Lord and how he’s really a mind flayer—”


  —“ ‘It,’ Tiep. Mind flayers are hermaphrodites.”


  “Herm-what?”


  “They’re all built the same. Maybe they mate, maybe they don’t, but they’re all the same: no males, no females. Can’t tell ’em apart.”


  Dru winced when Tiep blushed. Some men sounded like their fathers; he sounded like Ansoain. Rozt’a touched Tiep’s arm, but only made the blush worse.


  “Right—” Tiep’s voice chose that moment to crack. He cleared his throat several times while both Dru and Rozt’a tried not to look at him, then he tried again. “Well, I watched what went on at that pool with the light in it and I think I’ve got it figured out. Those ugly critters that butchered Cardinal and tried to butcher us a couple nights ago, they’re not demons, they’re goblins who’ve been put through the Beast Lord’s egg. Those swordswingers, they started off as goblins, too, but the Beast Lord mixed them up with the bug lady’s bugs, so they’re cleverer than goblins.”


  It wasn’t the way Dru saw events unfolding, but Tiep’s view had merit. “Could be that way,” he admitted. “My problem is that there’s never just one mind flayer. They’re supposed to be like ants or bees. They live in colonies and take orders from something called an Elder Brain. Just like the queen bee in a hive, once the Elder Brain establishes a colony, it never leaves. It can’t. Its whole body has been transformed into a huge brain that floats in brine instead of blood—”


  “The pool!” Rozt’a declared. “The pool was empty. What did you say after you came back from seeing Amarandaris—the Network pulled out because there’d been war under Dekanter? I’d say the Beast Lord’s lost its Elder Brain and now its losing the whole war.”


  Dru shook his head. “Sheemzher’s never said Beast Lords, not once. It’s always Beast Lord, by itself. Even Amarandaris talks about trading with a single beholder.”


  “But if they all look alike—?” Tiep made a nauseated face. “Who’d want to look close enough to see if today’s mind flayer is the same one you saw last year?”


  “Good sir, Beast Lord not mind flayer.”


  Rozt’a, Tiep, and Druhallen all focused their attention on Sheemzher who’d propped himself up on one elbow.


  “What is it, then?” Dru asked, expecting a familiar answer.


  The goblin howled, “Alho-o-o-o-on!”


  Dru rubbed his forehead wearily. Sheemzher wasn’t stupid, no more than a young child was stupid when it thought that size—bigness—determined the value of a coin. But, like a young child, Sheemzher saw the world on his own terms. “That may be the word that goblins use,” he explained, “but men say ‘mind flayers’.”


  “Goblins say nothing, good sir. Good lady say: alho-o-o-o-on!”


  Sheemzher howled again and Dru had great difficulty imagining that the keening sound had originated in Wyndyfarh’s slender, elegant throat. He’d never heard of an alho-o-o-o-on, either, and it was simply inconceivable that Ansoain would have failed to acquaint him and Galimer with such an unusually named beast.


  When the goblin finished his howl, he added, “Mind flayers alive living things. Alho-o-o-o-n dead living thing.”


  Dru, who’d been leaning against the rock, trying to stay as much out of the rain as possible, literally leapt forward and to his feet. “Undead? The Beast Lord is an undead mind flayer? Mystra’s mercy—that explains the rest.” His initial burst of excitement and satisfaction faded fast. “You knew,” he said. Disbelief kept Dru’s anger in check. “You knew what was down there. You knew, and you led us down there without a word of warning…”


  “Good sir not ask Sheemzher. Sheemzher not clever men. Sheemzher not know what clever men know. Sheemzher quiet. Men never listen not-clever goblins, good sir; Sheemzher keep quiet. Not ask, not answer.”


  “Sweet Tymora! I’m going to—”


  Tiep lunged at the goblin, but Tymora gave her blessing to Druhallen, who caught him before any harm was done. “You’re not going to do anything.”


  “You heard him! He led us down there to die. Him and his damn lady. We were headed for that damn egg, that athan-thing you keep talking about.”


  “Athanor. Alchemists use them to transmute base elements. It’s our fault—my fault: I didn’t ask the right questions.”


  Tiep swore with creative passion, which Dru took as a sign that the goblin was no longer in serious danger. He glanced at Rozt’a, who’d shut her eyes and stood still like stone, blaming herself, as he did.


  Dru spoke for himself and her: “What’s cut stays cut,” he told Sheemzher, who’d pulled the blanket over his head. “I’m asking now. When Lady Wyndyfarh told you that the Beast Lord was an—” Imitating the goblin’s howl was more than Druhallen could ask of himself. “Sheemzher, do you remember what you said and what your lady said when she told you what the Beast Lord was?”


  The goblin stayed beneath the blanket. “Good lady says, Is its flesh slick and shiny or dry? Sheemzher says: Not shiny. Not get close. Not know slick, not know dry. Good lady says: The Beast Lord of Dekanter is an undead illithid magician, a lithilil—an illithil—ilthili—” Sheemzher abandoned memory. The blanket fell away from his face as he threw back his head and howled: “Alho-o-o-oon… alho-o-o-o-on.”


  Rozt’a walked away. They were all soaked to the skin, but she’d started shivering. They could hear her teeth.


  “Now look what you’ve done!” Tiep snarled and made another lunge for Sheemzher’s neck.


  The goblin scrambled while Dru wrestled with Tiep. He got the youth pinned upright against wet rock. “What’s wrong with you?” he demanded, his mouth a finger’s breadth from Tiep’s nose. “Haven’t we got enough trouble without you going off like a rabid dog every other moment?”


  Tiep opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it and kept quiet. Dru released him and retreated, staring at his own hands and wondering how they’d gotten to a point where Tiep was assaulting a much-smaller goblin and he was doing the same to Tiep.


  “We all need to back away from each other for a while,” he muttered, though what they really needed was Galimer. Galimer did more than negotiate their business, he kept the peace. When this was over, Dru swore silently that he’d find the words to thank his friend. Right now, a wall of frustration separated his shame from an apology.


  Tiep straightened himself up. The youth didn’t appear any worse for the encounter, for which Dru was grateful.


  “You forgot to ask Sheemzher about the bug lady.”


  Dru’s nerves were so raw he couldn’t tell if the boy meant to be troublesome or was actually trying to be helpful. “Not now.”


  “Good lady very good, very kind. Good lady crush Beast Lord like this—” Sheemzher ground his right fist into his left palm. “—If good lady come here. Good lady not come here. Good lady cannot leave forest.”


  Though he hadn’t wanted the conversation, Dru couldn’t let it end without answers. “You’ve said that before. Why can’t Lady Wyndyfarh leave Weathercote Wood?”


  Sheemzher looked behind both shoulders and up at the dark, leaking clouds before whispering: “Good lady not belong; good lady watcher only. Very great magic lady get very great angry if good lady leave forest. Very great magic lady send all Weathercote ladies, all Weathercote lords away.” The goblin leaned forward. “Good lady say, No sense giving Mystra a reason to make a mistake. Not now when she’s adjusting to new eyes.”


  They’d all heard tales of the recently ended Time of Troubles in which gods died and—in some versions of the tales—mortals had replaced them. The deaths of Bane and Myrkul were all but confirmed. Their priests were impotent and their temples abandoned, but a new Mystra, a fallible, born-mortal Mystra? No. It was inconceivable; Dru had refused, until now, to conceive of it.


  “Mystra doesn’t make mistakes where magic’s concerned,” Dru said firmly. “You can tell your lady that, or I will. If the Beast Lord’s a threat to the Weave—”


  He paused and considered what he was saying. Could the Beast Lord actually be a threat to the Weave? Mind flayers weren’t exactly common—for which he and countless others were grateful—but there were enough that Dru strongly suspected the Beast Lord wasn’t the first of its race to walk the dark path to lichdom. Though a lich of any kind was more than he cared to confront alone, he could name a score of notable wizards, priests, and paladins who could crush the Beast Lord, fist against palm, without upsetting Mystra.


  If an undead mind flayer wasn’t the threat, then what about the athanor it had constructed? The egg was the largest alchemic device Dru had ever seen or heard of, but mad wizards had been cobbling creatures together for millennia—since Netheril itself. What made this athanor different, this undead mind flayer a danger to the Weave?


  Things started changing about seven years ago—


  What started the changes?


  Six years ago, the Beast Lord’s athanor had been smaller. It had transmuted Sheemzher’s wife into a Taker but the misshapen goblins of the bogs were demons to Sheemzher’s eyes. The swordswingers they’d fought underground were demons too, but the creatures who’d led Sheemzher’s wife to the small egg were Takers. The misshapen fought with sharpened sticks. The swordswingers with swords. Sheemzher hadn’t said if the Takers carried weapons. It was tempting to think that the Takers would have carried spears and then construct a progression of “improved” demons emerging from the Beast Lord’s athanor.


  The big change—the big “improvement” had come between the misshapen and the Takers. Sheemzher’s wife had been transmuted in an egg which she shared with one of Wyndyfarh’s mantis minions. Was that the change—take one goblin and add a jewel-eyed insect already touched by potent magic? Or was the change the power that merged the two together? Power that came from a Netherese scroll?


  Sheemzher had as much as said Lady Wyndyfarh was an exotic from another plane… a watcher. What was she watching? Illithids. Mind flayers that lived in colonies and were guided by an Elder Brain. By itself and without an Elder Brain, the undead Beast Lord was a nuisance… until it acquired one of Netheril’s golden scrolls of magic.


  Dru cleared his throat and started again. “Sheemzher, what else do you know about the golden scroll we’re supposed to bring back to Weathercote Wood? What has Wyndyfarh told you about it?”


  Sheemzher began, “Good lady say—” and got no farther. He gasped once and began to choke. Choking became trembling and he collapsed on the rock, hitting his head hard. The convulsion deepened. Foam and spittle appeared on the goblin’s lips.


  “Damn her!” Dru shouted and tried to protect Sheemzher’s head as his body thrashed on the wet stone.


  “What’s going on over there?” Rozt’a shouted.


  “Dru asked Sheemzher about the Netherese scroll and now he’s having a fit.”


  Rozt’a raised her voice in ironic prayer: “All hail the gods, what’s next?”


  “Don’t tempt them,” Dru advised.


  The tremors were subsiding. Sheemzher’s back relaxed, his arms and legs went limp a few heartbeats later.


  Tiep asked, “Is he—?”


  “No, he’ll come around in a moment or two.”


  “That was a lot of geas to put on a little body.” Rozt’a observed. “Somebody doesn’t want him talking about that Nether scroll in a big way.”


  “Not somebody—Wyndyfarh.”


  “Can you get around it?”


  “In a month, in Scornubel with all Ansoain’s books open in front of me, if I got lucky, stayed lucky, and didn’t kill him by mistake.”


  Sheemzher coughed out phlegm and bile. He tried to sit but couldn’t lift his shoulders. “Sheemzher hurt. Sheemzher not remember.”


  “Your good lady doesn’t want you answering certain questions of mine.”


  The goblin tried again to sit. He still couldn’t manage it on his own. Rozt’a offered her hand. Sheemzher ignored it, groping at his sides instead. “Spear? Where Sheemzher spear? Sheemzher not Sheemzher without spear.”


  Panic gave the goblin a drunk’s strength and coordination. He struck both Dru and Rozt’a in his efforts to find the missing spear. The blows were hard, but not hard enough to prevent Dru from spreading his hand across Sheemzher’s chest and forcing the goblin to lie back on the stone.


  “It was you or the spear,” Dru explained, which wasn’t the complete truth. He could have carried both and he had looked for the spear, but he hadn’t wasted much time in the search.


  Sheemzher hung his head and hugged himself. He’d lost his spear and his hat—possessions which he’d clearly prized—his bright-colored garments were dirty and sodden, and his good lady had tagged him with a geas that had fallen just short of killing him. A man in his place might be feeling pretty well abandoned by now. And a goblin? Dru laid a hand on Sheemzher’s shoulder.


  “We’ll look for it when we go back underground.”


  “We’re going back down?” Tiep asked, a mix of relief and surprise in the question.


  Dru nodded, but not before Rozt’a answered, “Of course we are. I don’t care what Lady Wyndyfarh is or what she’s done—we’re getting that scroll. We’re getting Galimer out of Weathercote Wood. One alhoon isn’t enough to stop us.”


  She named the Beast Lord’s breed without howling. The word was almost familiar.


  Rozt’a caught him staring. “Just because I didn’t ride with Ansoain doesn’t mean I grew up in a garden, Druhallen,” she told him indignantly. “There were others before you, and not all of them were bastards like the one in Triel. When I was just starting out, I hired on with a Cormyr lord who wanted to reopen the family gold mine, which meant cleaning out a couple centuries’ worth of squatters, the worst of which was an alhoon. There were about forty of us—a sentience shield, the lord called it. He armed us with green wood sticks and bundles of straw, no steel allowed, for our own safety, he said. We marched ahead of two priests and a wizard, all laying low, pretending to be common.


  “A few of the veterans had shivs in the their sleeves; one wrapped his long sword in straw. When the alhoon started grabbing minds, setting us against each other, blood flowed bad, but the wizard popped up quick and pasted it good. Like as not, we’d have all walked out of there if we’d stuck with the sticks and straw. Easiest five lions I ever earned.”


  Tiep took advantage of a pause to ask, “Why didn’t you say something, then, when I told you what the Beast Lord looked like? Those things hanging off his face. It’s not like anything else anywhere ever looked like that!”


  Rozt’a shrugged. “Forty brawlers in a mine tunnel—I was way toward the back and never saw what we were supposed to be distracting. By the time our priests and wizard were done, the alhoon was soot. The undead, they go fast in a holy fire. After Sheemzher howled, I started thinking about what I felt that day and what happened a little while ago. I call it a close enough fit. An alhoon isn’t invincible, Dru.”


  He had difficulty meeting her eyes. “If you’ve got forty hired brawlers, two priests, a wizard, and a Cormyr lord.” She started to scowl. “Don’t get me wrong, Rozt’a: I like the idea. A sentience shield. You couldn’t do it with a mind flayer colony; they could suck up as much sentience as you could throw at them. But alhoons are apparently solitaires. The Beast Lord would become a juggler with too many balls in the air and have nothing left for defense when magic started to fly.”


  “I’ve watched you throw fire around. You’re better than the wizard we had with us.” Rozt’a flung flattery with a shovel. “You wouldn’t need two priests.”


  “Or the Cormyr lord,” he agreed. “It’s the shield, Rozt’a. Bodies. We’d’ve done better to join in with Amarandaris. He’d loan us forty men… if we let him have the scroll afterward.”


  Rozt’a narrowed her eyes and flashed her predatory grin, which made Dru far more nervous than her scripted flattery ever would. “We’ve got forty men, Dru, maybe more. At least a hundred, if the women come too.”


  “No.” He’d figured out where Rozt’a’s logic was going and didn’t want to follow. “No, not Ghistpok’s goblins, for pity’s sake. They think their Beast Lord’s a god.”


  Tiep offered his opinion, “Then they should line up with bells on for the chance to meet him.”


  “If they don’t eat us first.”


  “People not eat people, good sir.”


  In the heat of absurdity, Dru had forgotten they had a goblin listening to their discussion.


  “People not eat good sir, not eat good woman,” Sheemzher continued. He wrinkled his nose at Tiep. “People not eat that one; people get sick.”


  Dru clenched his teeth, biting off the words he would have spat out. What was the point of chiding Tiep for his prejudice against Sheemzher when it was so obviously reciprocated? The pair deserved each other. They all deserved one another, and Dekanter, too.


  Wind came down the mountain, gathering up buckets of rain to hurl in their faces. Possibilities—likelihoods—occurred to Dru as he swallowed cold water. They weren’t going to steal the Nether scroll, they weren’t going to get back to Weathercote Wood, and most of all, they weren’t going to redeem Galimer from Wyndyfarh’s glade. The way the rain was starting to flood around their feet, they were simply going to drown.


  Something snapped inside Dru at that moment. He felt it go like a flawed pot left too long in the fire.


  “It’s not going to succeed,” he said. His voice was calm; the rest of him was shaking. “Whatever we try, it’s not going to succeed.” He pawed beneath his sopping shirt, found his folding box and tried to open it with hands that trembled from exposure and anger. “Whether it’s a sentience shield or an alliance with Ghistpok, it’s not going to succeed. Since we got to Parnast, it’s been one unpleasant surprise after another. All of them pointed here, to Dekanter, and all of them added another burden to our shoulders.”


  Dru’s thumb flicked a hook-shaped clasp and broke it, then he cracked one of the spell-etched wooden panels. How many years had he had the box without so much as scratching it? Ten, at least, maybe a few more. His mind was so churned he wasn’t sure how old he was or how many years had passed since Ansoain had died.


  The compartment he’d been groping for finally opened. A disk of glass colder than the rain slipped into his hands.


  “We didn’t come here to clean out the mines or destroy an alhoon or free slaves or solve any of the problems plaguing this damned place. We’re not even here to steal a golden scroll. We’re here because I’m a fool. I needed something to hang my life around. I couldn’t live from one day to the next, so I lived for this.” Dru brandished the disk above his head. “I’ve killed him!” he shouted, seeing Galimer and nothing more in his mind’s eye. “Me and my pride. Me and my determination that there had to be something larger, something powerful and mysterious behind Ansoain’s death. If it was big enough and powerful enough, then there’d be some point to it. We wouldn’t all live and die for no reason at all. The gods laugh at us… at me. They’re laughing right now! Listen to them!”


  Of course, there wasn’t any laughter, only wind and rain on the mountain side. Dru knew that. He hadn’t lost his grip on truth and reality, but things were getting slippery. Dru wasn’t the sort of man who lost control very often, and he was inexperienced at regaining it afterward.


  On the verge of tears he’d never shed, Druhallen shouted. “You were right, Galimer! You were right! There was never any meaning to it! We were bought and sold, just like the bride!”


  Tiep, Rozt’a, and Sheemzher were staring at him with their mouths open. The goblin and Tiep were speechless, but Rozt’a had been merely waiting for him to breathe.


  “Quit hoarding the guilt, Dru. You didn’t get us here all by your lonesome.”


  The fight went out of Dru’s heart, the air went out of his lungs, and in his mind’s eye he saw a desperate, foolish man standing in the rain, waving a lump of ancient glass over his head.


  “It’s finished. No more vengeance. No more meaning,” he said wearily.


  Dru hurled the glass disk at the ground with force enough to smash it to splinters, but it might have been a feather for the way it fluttered and drifted—a magical feather that shone brighter than his light spell.


  Rozt’a spoke first: “Dru—? What’s happening, Dru?”


  “In fifteen years, I swear it’s never done anything like that. They put it to the test at Candlekeep and swore there was more magic in flour, yeast, and water.”


  The disk completed its descent, losing its glow when it settled on the wet stone.


  “I can’t see it anymore. It disappeared!” Tiep exclaimed.


  The remark puzzled Dru, who could see the disk as clearly as he could see anything else through the rain and his light spell’s illumination. He picked it up—the glass was icy, but that was no change from the first time—and displayed on his open palm.


  Tiep touched it lightly with an extended finger. “Weird…”


  Dru made a fist around the glass, absorbing the cold and irony—he’d finally mustered the will to get rid of the disk and in that very instant, it displayed properties that justified returning it to its compartment in the folding box. He’d barely gotten it tucked away when another cold, wet, wind-gust slapped them hard. Lightning lit the mountains with flickering silver light. They waited for the thunder, which was a long time coming, but loud and long when it arrived.


  “Everything tied up tight?” Dru asked his human companions, a reminder more than a question. He had a different question for the goblin. “How bad can the storms get around here?”


  “Very bad, good sir.”


  “What do you do to keep yourself safe?”


  “People hide, good sir. People pray.”


  “Wonderful.”


  Tiep and Rozt’a packed their gear while he moved the horses to the highest part of the gully. The animals were balky and Hopper was lame on his cracked hoof. By lightning-light, Dru examined the damage. Barring a miracle, they were going to lose another horse—another loyal friend—but that was a problem for after the storm.


  He’d guessed it would be bad—everything else had been—but all Dru’s years on Faerûn’s roads didn’t prepare him for the fury of a mountain storm. The wind came from every direction, including straight down, and pushing walls of rain with it. Thunder became a continuous full-body assault and the lightning strikes came so fast and bright that Dru’s eyes adjusted to their brilliance. He saw his companions as statues that moved with jerky motions. Conversation was, of course, impossible, and thought itself was difficult as the weather waged war over their heads.


  They had one bit of luck—their gully drained well enough. Water came off the rocks in torrential streams. It rose to their ankles, but no higher. It was high enough to sweep Sheemzher away from Dru’s side. Between one lightning flash and the next, the goblin latched onto Tiep and Tiep latched onto Hopper’s tail.


  Dru’s relief was short-lived as a rock the size of his skull glanced off his shoulder. It would have crushed Sheemzher if the flood water hadn’t moved him first, and they’d all have been flattened if it had been the herald of a larger rock fall such as they’d seen from the High Trail above the goblin camp.


  As they lived it, the storm seemed to last forever. When it had ended, reason said no more than an hour had passed. The danger would linger until the mountains above them shed their water, which might be hours or days—Dru didn’t know mountain weather well enough to choose. He was checking Hopper’s hoof again and bracing himself to give Rozt’a and Tiep the bad news when Rozt’a squatted down beside him.


  “We’re going to have to put the old man down before we leave,” she whispered, telling him before he’d found the words to tell her.


  “Does Tiep know?”


  “He thinks it’s not as bad as it looks.” She sighed. “It’ll break his heart.”


  Dru’s mind was empty; then he found the words, “I’m ready for that scroll-shop in Scornubel with a hearth behind and a bedchamber above.”


  Rozt’a leaned against him. “Whatever you say, as long as it gets us out of here.”


  Druhallen patted Hopper’s leg then stood up, giving Rozt’a a hand as he did. “We’ll try the sentience shield,” he said, making the decision on the spot. “Give him grain—all the grain he wants.” He scratched Hopper’s long, damp forehead. “They’re always hungry; that’s what Amarandaris said. We’ll be welcome if we come leading enough food to feed every mouth in sight. Don’t panic when you come up one pair short when you’re counting gloves. I’m borrowing them.”


  “What for?”


  “Magic. An enchantment to protect the hands of whoever goes after that golden scroll next.”


  “Then you’re not borrowing them, are you?”


  “No, but I need them.”


  “Make sure your magic works; that’s all I ask.”
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  Druhallen awoke with water dripping onto his face. The gods knew how long the drops had been striking his forehead. He couldn’t guess; puddles were everywhere, and his clothes were as soaked as they’d been when he’d surrendered the watch to Rozt’a.


  Rose-gold clouds floated in the east, but the sun hadn’t risen and the camp was quiet. Rozt’a, on watch, acknowledged Dru with a nod, nothing more, when he sat up. The goblin was still asleep with his arms flung over his eyes, and Tiep was with the horses. There was no eye contact between them the first time Dru walked by, but when he returned Druhallen was ready for the sure-to-be-difficult conversation.


  Tiep raised his head. He saw Druhallen coming and chose to look at his feet.


  “She told me,” the youth mumbled.


  Dru hitched up his soggy pants and squatted beside Hopper’s hindquarters. The hoof crack had widened overnight. The gelding stood with the affected leg bent and his weight on his other three hooves. He twitched and whickered plaintively when Druhallen ran a hand down the bent leg.


  Dru was no ranger or druid. He couldn’t heal a horse any more than he could heal himself, but a man who’d lived nine months out of twelve on the road for twenty-odd years learned a few things about horses and their feet, will he or nil he.


  He said, “The old man’s hurting.”


  Tiep wrapped his arms around Hopper’s neck and supported the horse’s head on his shoulder. “It’ll get better when it dries. I’ll take care of him. Hopper trusts me to take care of him.”


  “You’ve earned that trust, and you still have to take care of him. You know what that means. Hopper’s about your age. That’s young for a man, but old for a horse. Something like this was bound to happen.”


  “I thought we’d give him to a farmer with a fallow field—”


  “And you wouldn’t have to be there when the time came to put him down.”


  Dru stood and met Tiep’s hurt-angry stare. He held it until the young man looked away again.


  “Isn’t there anything you can do? A binding spell to pull the edges together. An enchantment—”


  “No.”


  “What good are you? What good is magic at all?”


  Tiep was an expert when it came to returning pain.


  Dru swallowed hard and said, “No good at all this morning.” He put an arm around Tiep’s shoulder and let the youth shrug free. “Did Rozt’a tell you the plan?”


  “Bastards,” Tiep spat. “Cruel, heartless bastards—both of you.”


  “That’s neither true nor fair. You know Hopper’s not walking out of these mountains. You know it, you just don’t want to admit it. We could let him go the way Cardinal went or we can endow a feast down in the quarry and maybe—just maybe—that gets us on the goblins’ good side long enough to get that scroll on its way to Weathercote. Suppose you ask Hopper which way he’d like to go?”


  Tiep shook his head but said nothing.


  “You don’t have to go into the quarry with us, Tiep. You can stay up here with the gear and the rest of the animals. Gods know we should set a watch—”


  “Isn’t that the same as giving him to a farmer?” Tiep’s eyes were bright, and his voice was thick.


  Dru nodded. “Except the farmer’s not as unpredictable as those goblins are apt to be.”


  A weak smile lifted Tiep’s lips. “If we’re going to sacrifice Hopper to get out of this stink-hole, then I’m going to be there when it happens. The last thing he sees will be me.”


  “No promises, Tiep. Anything can happen down there. Kicking over a hornet’s nest would be less exciting than leading a ton of meat into Ghistpok’s camp.”


  Druhallen draped an arm around Tiep again. This time the youth didn’t shrug him off.


  “But you—?” Tiep lifted his chin. “You’ll do it, won’t you, Dru? You left a place for mercy in your memory last night, didn’t you?”


  He nodded. What Tiep and the others called his “mercy” spell was the simple flame spell he studied most nights. The difference was in the delivery. No one asked him how it felt to cast fire into an animal’s skull. They didn’t want to know. “The old man won’t suffer,” Dru said softly; he’d see to that. “Go tell Rozt’a that you’re coming down to the quarry with us. See if there’s anything she wants you to do.”


  Tiep gave him a penetrating, slit-eyed stare. “Yeah. Sure. I get it.”


  Perhaps, he did. Tiep disentangled himself from Dru’s arm without another word, leaving Dru alone with the old horse. This wouldn’t be the first time, of course—there’d been Cardinal just a few days ago and more than he could readily count in the years previous—but “mercy” was never easy. He leaned into a horse-scented mane and revisited the past until he felt a tug on his sleeve.


  “Good woman sad. That one sad. Good sir sad. Sheemzher ask, why sad. Sheemzher show way. Way good. People good. Why all sad?”


  Dru looked down and tried not to resent the interruption. “Hopper’s cracked a hoof. It started on the way into Parnast. We should have had him shod as soon as we got there, but never got to it. Rock like this is rough on their hooves at the best of times and Hopper’s an old man among horses. All the rain we’ve had, especially last night. Standing in all that water the way he was, it got worse in a hurry.”


  The goblin clutched his hands behind his back and crouched to examine Hopper’s injury. “So little?”


  “That’s all it takes for a horse. You could hop, or use a crutch, but Hopper needs all four legs, all the time. If we were somewhere else, maybe we could nurse him along, but he’d stay lame, and we’re here, not somewhere else.”


  “Sacrifice, good sir? That one says, we’re going to sacrifice Hopper to get out of this stink-hole. Sheemzher understand stink-hole. What be sacrifice, good sir?”


  Druhallen pushed damp hair back from his forehead. He studied the risen sun and the crystal flecks in the nearest gray boulder. “Sacrifice is doing what hurts in the hope that everything will turn out right in the end.”


  “Hurt good sir or hurt Hopper?”


  “If the good sir doesn’t hurt, Sheemzher, then it’s not much of a sacrifice.”


  Sheemzher reached up to scratch his head. They both noticed he was carrying a somewhat soggy chunk of bread.


  “For you, good sir. Good woman says, That damn sack leaked again and we lost two loaves. Eat it quick or it’ll go to waste.”


  Dru took his breakfast. The first bite tasted about as good as it looked. “Tell her, Thanks. Now. Tell her now.”


  The goblin gave him the same look Tiep had given him and went off to brighten Rozt’a’s morning. Dru ate the bread—no telling when he’d eat again, except it wouldn’t be down in the quarry.


  They were ready by the time the sun was an hour above the eastern mountain crest. Druhallen thought they’d have trouble getting Hopper out of the gully, but they took it slow and Hopper placed each hoof, even the cracked one, with exquisite care. He wasn’t the brightest horse ever foaled, nor the strongest, nor most handsome, but he was steady, reliable, and above all else, he trusted them completely.


  Hopper balked at the top of the spiraling quarry steps. Dru had worried about them, too, but the steps had been carved ages ago by dwarves, not goblins. Considerably wider than they were high, the Dekanter steps were proportioned so that legs and feet of many sizes—dwarves, goblins, men and even horses—could find a comfortable stride.


  Midway down the first stairway they were noticed by the goblin camp. The same high-pitched keening that had heralded the hunters’ return yesterday echoed off the granite. A column of perhaps twenty goblins snaked out of the camp. They met the column at the bottom of the third-tier steps.


  Their escort was made up entirely of male goblins, all toting spears and all lean to the point of emaciation. Amarandaris hadn’t been exaggerating about the food situation at Dekanter. The Parnast refugees had more flesh on their bones than Ghistpok’s elite. The refugees were better dressed, too—which said something about Parnast charity but wasn’t truly surprising. Goblins weren’t craftsmen. They might weave a reed basket or two, but not cloth. Goblin society, such as it was, depended on trade, raid, and outright theft. When Amarandaris backed away from Dekanter, he’d destroyed its prosperity and condemned it to dwindling rags.


  Dru had calculated pure, physical hunger into his strategy, but he’d underestimated the effect that leather boots and whole cloth could have on desperate minds. Grimy hands tugged his sleeves. One bold fool reached for his belt. He swatted the pest away and told them all firmly to keep their distance.


  “Lead us to Ghistpok. We’ve come to talk to Ghistpok.”


  The goblins squabbled among themselves, and one whose rags were a bit more extensive, if in no better overall condition, barked goblin language at Sheemzher.


  “That one,” Sheemzher said, pointing at Druhallen. “Speak that one.”


  The escort leader brandished his spear a handspan in front of Sheemzher’s nose and shouted more goblin-speak. Dru couldn’t understand a word, but he got the meaning easily enough. Ghistpok’s goblins didn’t speak the Heartlands’ dialect, or, more likely, they wouldn’t speak it.


  Peculiarities aside, Sheemzher spoke the Heartlands’ dialect well enough and without Wyndyfarh’s faintly foreign inflection, which implied that he’d learned humankind’s common language here, in Dekanter. As Sheemzher should have learned it in Dekanter. A race could scarcely be called sentient if it didn’t teach its children a useful dialect of humankind’s trade language. Humankind shared Toril with many sentient races but outnumbered all of them together. There were sentients who didn’t speak the trade-tongue, but Druhallen was quite confident that Amarandaris hadn’t stooped to yips and snarls when he told Ghistpok to stop the warfare and raiding.


  Of course, Ghistpok hadn’t stooped either.


  Before he started lording himself over Ghistpok’s goblins, Dru wisely remembered that these scrawny ragpickers had survived the loss of at least three Zhentarim groups. Amarandaris had shut down Dekanter’s slave market and relocated the Dawn Pass Trail rather than lose more men… or take the sort of revenge for which the Zhentarim were justly infamous.


  Dru caught himself staring at the goblin who shouted at Sheemzher and asking himself if the ragged stranger’s eyes were a little too large and red, his fingers a little too long? And could those marks on his face be scales, not scars?


  “Sheemzher, your relatives don’t seem to want to speak to us. Have we got a problem?” he asked when the tirade showed no signs of ending. “Should we take our gifts and leave in a hurry?”


  He watched the Dekanter goblins, looking for signs that they understood what he’d said. The signs were there: hands moving along a spear’s shaft, quick glances exchanged between goblins, and longer glances at Hopper’s flanks. They understood what he’d said, and they’d stopped speaking to men. Were they angry that the Zhentarim had disbanded the slave market, thereby depriving them of whatever goblins called luxuries?


  Were they angry enough to kill? Amarandaris hadn’t implicated Ghistpok’s goblins in the massacres, but was believing Amarandaris any wiser than believing goblins?


  Probably not.


  The strongest wind blowing through Dekanter was confusion—the breakdown of goblin life as it had been lived for generations. Sheemzher confirmed Dru’s perspective when he said. “Many changes here, good sir. New people. New ways. Sheemzher listen, learn. No problems, good sir. No hurry. Sheemzher follow Outhzin. Good sir, all follow Sheemzher. Ghistpok soon.”


  The goblin with the biggest rag collection was Outhzin and Outhzin led them across the quarry bottom. Dru had the sense that Outhzin thought he was in command. Outhzin could perhaps count twenty spears against three swords and was entitled to his opinion. Dru thought otherwise, but wasn’t about to prove it; though he had fire, blur, and his pall of gloom literally on his fingertips.


  The procession was quiet as long as they were on the steps, but once they reached the quarry bottom Ghistpok’s goblins formed a circle around them and with words and obscene gestures made clear their fascination with Rozt’a. The harassment came to a head when one of them—the same goblin who’d reached for Dru’s folding box—darted into the circle and grabbed at Rozt’a’s thigh. She backhanded her attacker, lifting him off his feet. By the time he stopped moving, he was on his rump and nearly six feet from where he’d started.


  The procession stopped as half the goblins laughed and the rest leveled their spears. Rozt’a drew her sword.


  “Druhallen—?” she called, making sure he was ready to back her up.


  “I’m ready,” he replied and brushed his right hand along his left sleeve, plucking a cold ember from the cloth before he drew his sword partway from its scabbard.


  The fallen goblin bounded to his feet. He snarled something at his companions that quieted them, then he pointed his spear at Rozt’a’s gut.


  “Tell him, if he takes one step toward me, I’ll kill him. Tell him he needn’t worry what happens next, because he’ll be dead.”


  Sheemzher dutifully translated and added, “That one young, good woman. That one claim good woman. Good woman belong that one. Mistake, yes?”


  “Belong to him!” Rozt’a sputtered. “Is he out of his mind?”


  “Sheemzher not know, good woman.”


  “Well, you tell him—you tell all of them that I’ve got a good husband and a bad temper.”


  Some of the goblins chuckled before Sheemzher translated a word, confirming Dru’s suspicion that they understood the language they wouldn’t speak. The instigator goblin wasn’t laughing, or lowering his spear.


  “When you’re done with that, Sheemzher,” Dru said loudly, “tell everyone that I’m her husband and that my temper is worse.”


  He drew the sword and held it the way he’d have held one of his axe shafts. The stance must have been convincing. The instigator stood down, and they were moving again.


  More goblins came out of the camp to meet them, mostly children, all of them boys. The goblin women stayed behind knee-high walls on the midden mound. A wearier collection of mothers and daughters Druhallen had never seen. Rozt’a fell back to walk beside him.


  “This place turns my blood cold,” she whispered. “The slave market hasn’t closed. They’ve only stopped selling their women to the Zhentarim.”


  “They never sold their women to the Zhentarim,” Dru whispered back. “Count them. There are more males than females, but a lot more boys than girls.”


  She did the arithmetic. “There must be another camp.”


  “I doubt it.”


  “What—?”


  “Shsssh. Later.”


  Dru suspected that if they knew where to dig, they’d find too many tiny burials—or maybe the goblins didn’t bury the daughters they chose not to raise. His own five brothers notwithstanding, sentient populations tended naturally to balance themselves between males and females. It took considerable intervention to create the disparity here in Ghistpok’s camp. The brutal and ultimately self-defeating irony was that the same goblins who’d go to any length to enlarge their harems would reject their daughters. Women tended to be scarce when women were despised, and a race or tribe where men outnumbered women never camped far from brink of extinction.


  The Dekanter goblins dwelt near that edge. They were still abandoning their daughters—witness the preponderance of boys running loose—but they were missing many of their adult males. The survivors—the goblins pointing their spears at the tallest woman they’d possibly ever seen—might think they were better off than their fathers, but Dru had studied trade and history; he knew better. Ghistpok’s gender-skewed tribe was the strongest evidence he’d see to support Amarandaris’s notion that there was a war going on in the Greypeak Mountains. Quite possibly a war of annihilation rather than one of conquest.


  Suppose the Beast Lord was fighting a war, not with the Zhentarim nor with the goblins nor with anything above ground. Suppose it worked its athanor every day, hatching out swordswingers to protect its slaves and empty pools. Suppose it, too, needed something like a sentience shield to keep its enemies away. If it were fighting a war under Dekanter, the Beast Lord needed bodies—and what better way to get them than from its worshipers?


  Dru’s concentration lagged as he considered the questions he’d posed to himself. Outhzin had led them into the camp. They were walking across the midden mounds, following a rutted track that wound around the low walls and up to the abandoned Zhentarim headquarters. The stench was astonishing; it overwhelmed concentration and compassion. Animals didn’t live so poorly. Squalor on this scale required sentience.


  With every step and breath, Druhallen resented the idea that the meat off Hopper’s bones would wind up in these stomachs. Tiep was right, honest Hopper deserved something better, but their course was set now.


  Outhzin signaled a stop within the headquarters’ morning shadow. Female goblins watched them from broken, gaping windows. Their faces were a little fuller, if not cleaner than those they saw behind the low walls. There was some benefit, then, to being part of Ghistpok’s harem.


  It certainly wasn’t Ghistpok. Only one word could describe the Dekanter chief when he appeared in the doorless doorway: grotesque. He wore nothing, but could hardly be called naked. In a colony where everyone else was starving, Ghistpok was huge, though even he was not the man he’d been. Empty folds of flesh hung from his bulging belly, his upper arms and legs—wherever he had once stored his fat. His face resembled a melting ball of wax. When he raised his arms, flesh fell back from his hands like too-long sleeves.


  Tiep and Rozt’a both turned away. Druhallen held his ground but he had to look elsewhere when Ghistpok lifted a flap of dirty orange flesh to scratch a maggot-ridden armpit.


  By chance, Dru found himself gazing at Sheemzher. The goblin who’d first appeared in their Parnast room dressed like a town dandy was pale and trembling. His disappointment and contempt were palpable: This was not the Ghistpok he’d expected to find.


  But this was the Ghistpok with whom they had to negotiate—with whom Sheemzher had to negotiate, because the Dekanter chief would not speak to a human nor admit that he understood their language. After an exchange that wasn’t cordial, Sheemzher followed Ghistpok into the abandoned headquarters. Outhzin and three other warriors joined them.


  Druhallen and his companions were left standing outside the stone headquarters, surrounded by goblins who were as hostile as they were curious. The overbold goblin who’d assaulted Rozt’a paced a circle around them, snarling and shaking his spear at any other male who got too close. His spear did nothing to deter another drizzly rain shower or the huge mosquitoes.


  “You’ve got to burn this place,” Tiep snarled as he slapped and flailed. “The whole world needs you to—”


  “Quiet!” Dru had retreated into himself and reacted slowly to the sound of Tiep’s voice. “They understand. They might not know you’re just making noise.”


  “But you can—”


  “I said, ‘Quiet!’ ”


  Rozt’a grabbed the youth and whispered in his ear. Tiep made a one-step retreat, astonishment written large across his face. With luck, the goblins hadn’t figured out they were entertaining a wizard.


  Inside the Zhentarim headquarters, the goblins exchanged heated words. Druhallen couldn’t be sure if Sheemzher had made allies, but he and Ghistpok weren’t the only ones raising their voices. Outhzin and his three peers appeared in the doorway to glower and glare. Each time Dru got a sense of what slaves might have felt when Dekanter’s market flourished. He’d have led Rozt’a and Tiep away, if there’d been anywhere else to go.


  At last, Sheemzher emerged, looking grim and without his shirt which had become a turban atop Ghistpok’s head. Druhallen expected bad news, but the goblin insisted—


  “Sheemzher settle good. All done. Ghistpok not all believe, believe enough—Ghistpok curious. Sheemzher, good sir lead people. Show people slaves, egg. Beast Lord make demons! Yes? People see; people believe. People return, Ghistpok believe. Sheemzher settle good. Make sacrifice, yes? Big feast after sacrifice. Big feast after Ghistpok believe. All people get scroll after big feast. Good sir say, sentience shield. Sheemzher settle good, yes?”


  If Druhallen were writing the script, he’d have the Nether scroll and be on his way to Weathercote Wood before Ghistpok’s goblins plunged into their feast, but he wasn’t writing the script. Dru told the goblin, “Sheemzher settle good, yes,” and cringed when he realized he was repeating the goblin’s words.


  While Ghistpok’s elite gathered their spears, Druhallen led Hopper to the charred pit where the goblins prepared their food. No need to ask what they used for fuel, and it wasn’t wood. He’d hoped for privacy but had an audience. In a moment or two, the goblins would know what he was.


  Dru began by scratching the tip of Hopper’s nose. He working his fingers up the side of the gelding’s head to his ears. Hopper sighed and rested his chin on Dru’s shoulder. Trust never wavered from his brown eyes. One instant there was life, the next—when Dru crushed the kindling ember against bone—life was gone. Hopper’s legs buckled; he went down with a dead-weight thud.


  Tiep had stationed himself where Druhallen couldn’t help but see him once Hopper was on the ground. The youth’s expression was confused and unreadable—identical, perhaps, to his own. A month ago, Dru had believed he was a man beyond change; for good or ill, he was the man he’d always be. A week on the Dawn Pass Trail had proved him wrong.


  If—When Druhallen left Dekanter, he’d be a different person, and so, too, would Rozt’a and Tiep. He could see the changes already on their faces.


  A cold wind blew through Druhallen’s thoughts; it whispered Galimer’s name. Since Sunderath, Dru had shared everything that mattered with Galimer, even a woman’s love, but they wouldn’t share Dekanter… or the glade in Weathercote Wood.


  If Weathercote changed Galimer as the Greypeaks were changing him—?


  Dru realized he could give Wyndyfarh the damned scroll and receive a stranger in return.


  The risk had to be taken.


  “Let’s go,” he said, walking away from Hopper’s carcass.


  He strode toward the main entrance to the Dekanter mines. Tiep caught up first.


  “You did what you had to do,” the youth said in hushed, thick tones.


  Dru said nothing.


  “I’m not angry with you anymore.”


  Dru shook his head. “You’ve grown up.”


  “Yeah. I guess.”


  Rozt’a joined them, Sheemzher, too. The goblin had acquired another spear which he held off-side in his left hand. With his right, he grasped Dru’s hand as a child might. Dru endured the sympathy without comment.


  The mine entrance was as old as the quarry. It was almost directly below the rim where they’d first looked down on the goblin colony, which was why they hadn’t seen it from the High Trail. Like the steps, the entrance had been carved by dwarves and they’d outdone themselves with inscriptions and low-relief portraits. The inscriptions were mostly Dethek runes, but the portraits were humans, each surrounded by Netherese letters.


  Dru sounded out the words—Raliteff, Noanar, Valdick, Efteran, and others—all names he’d learned at Candlekeep, all Netherese wizards. For decades he’d dreamt of standing before the Dekanter mines, on the threshold of forgotten history and magic. A thousand times or more he’d imagined how the moment would feel; none was remotely accurate.


  Seven goblins, including Sheemzher and Outhzin, accompanied Dru into the entry chamber.


  Rozt’a hadn’t been listening when Sheemzher came out of the headquarters, or she’d misunderstood what he’d said. “Where is everyone?” she asked. “We need the whole tribe, the women and children, too, if we’re going to distract the alhoon with a sentience shield,” she explained.


  “Later. People here convince Ghistpok. Ghistpok convince all people. Get scroll after feast.”


  “Wonderful,” Rozt’a replied. “You agreed to this, Dru?”


  “It’s the best Sheemzher could do.”


  “Wonderful,” she repeated and fingered her sword.


  They left sunlight behind. With their keen noses and heat-sensitive eyes, the goblins didn’t need light to find their way through the mines, but they didn’t object to Dru’s light spell when he let the freshly cast spell drift above them.


  Light revealed aspects of Dekanter that scent and heat could never detect. The dwarves hadn’t stopped their carving at the entry portals. The walls and high ceilings of several chambers of the mines were covered with inscriptions, portraits, and scenes from forgotten epics, many of them painted. One goblin, on seeing a remarkable likeness of a red dragon that incorporated the natural contours of the rock beneath its paint, dropped his spear and raced back to the light.


  “Wait until they see the Beast Lord,” Rozt’a mused bitterly.


  For the moment, the Beast Lord was the least of their problems. Last night’s torrential rains had penetrated the mines. Sheemzher complained that the smells were different—fainter—than they had been, but more worrisome were the puddles and the water seeping through the walls. Dru knelt and examined a damp line a handspan above the floor.


  “This tunnel flooded last night,” he decided.


  “We had more water pooled around our feet in the rocks,” Tiep joked.


  “And that water’s still flowing through this mountain,” Dru countered, then added, “We’re out of our minds. Only fools would walk into a mountain after a rain.”


  Rozt’a was unimpressed. “Then we’re fools. The Beast Lord lives in this mountain and so do its slaves. If they can survive, so can we.”


  The passages were unfamiliar at first, but soon enough Druhallen recognized intersections by their Dethek runes. He began to relax about water and worry, instead, that they might encounter a beefed-up swordswinger patrol. Dru listened for voices, boots, and the clank of metal; what he heard was different.


  “There’s water ahead, Sheemzher,” he told the goblin. “A lot of water.”


  “Much water, good sir,” Sheemzher agreed. “No danger. Egg smell strong.”


  Perhaps it was. Dru had stood in front of the athanor without noticing any scent emanating from it, but before they’d gone a hundred feet into the next tunnel even a human nose was aware of a damp, stony tang in the air and the breeze that carried it toward them. They followed the wind to the next intersection.


  Sheemzher forged straight ahead. “This way before, good sir,” he said when Dru hesitated. “This way now, yes?”


  The goblin was retracing their steps, but he was also leading them toward water. Against his better judgment, Dru let himself be led down a corridor past the point where damp became wet. Yesterday, he’d nearly succumbed to panic when he’d felt the mountain bearing down on him. Today, knowing there was a storm’s worth of water working its way through the tangled passages, the pressure was worse. Druhallen knew there was danger and knew no way to avoid it, except by leaving the mines.


  “We’ve got to turn around,” he announced. “There’s no telling where the water’s been or where it’s going. This tunnel could flood in an instant.”


  They argued with him, Rozt’a and Tiep included, until water seeped through the seams of their boots and covered their toes. Backtracking to the previous intersection, Sheemzher declared that he’d made a mistake—


  “Egg smell strongest this way!” He pointed down the right-side path, a down-sloping path where the stone was dry and the air was still. “Come. Come, good sir,” Sheemzher tugged on Druhallen’s sleeve. “Be brave, good sir. Trust Sheemzher. Sheemzher follow nose now, not memory.”


  Dru backed away and found himself face-to-face with Rozt’a.


  “What have we got to lose?” she challenged. “Maybe the water’s already drowned the alhoon.”


  He returned the challenge. “Can you drown the undead?”


  He followed her down a corridor that ended over a seemingly dry hole in the floor. The hole was about as wide as Dru’s arm was long. A free-spinning stone ring had been carved out of the granite beside it.


  “Down now, good sir. Egg smell very strong, good sir.”


  Dru insisted they drop something down the shaft. Pointing at the ring, Tiep suggested tying off one end of the rope they carried. When completely uncoiled, the thirty-foot rope struck neither water nor bottom. Druhallen produced a handful of agate pebbles from his folding box and dropped them down the shaft. He’d counted to three before the pebbles clattered against stone.


  “Egg smell very strong, good sir,” Sheemzher repeated himself.


  “Look at the ring, Dru.” Again Rozt’a supported the goblin. “It’s obviously meant to anchor a rope.”


  Two of Ghistpok’s goblin’s were already shinnying down the rope.


  “Get proof, good sir. Get scroll. Get friend.”


  Dwarves had hollowed the shaft out of the granite mountain. They could have easily clambered through it, with or without a rope. If anything, the chimney shaft was easier for goblins and not terribly difficult for a wiry youth or a slender woman. Druhallen conceded it was wider than the hole where they’d begun yesterday’s exploration, but not by much. He prayed, as he’d seldom prayed before, that he didn’t have climb up in a hurry.


  The light spell revealed that they’d come to the oldest part of Dekanter—the twisting tunnels dwarf miners had made as they chipped out veins of metal and gems. The tunnel beneath the shaft stretched in two directions. Sheemzher sniffed the still air and swore the egg smell was stronger in one direction. He led the way.


  Goblins could stand tall in a dwarf-cut tunnel, but humans had to scrunch their necks and shoulders if they wished to see where they were going. They hadn’t gone far before Dru’s muscles were aching. He was thinking about pain and futility and not paying particularly close attention to anything when his eyes caught a flicker of reddish light in the passage ahead of Sheemzher. He seized the goblin’s neck and inhaled his light spell.


  “See anything?” he asked.


  “See dark, good sir. See stone.” Sheemzher replied anxiously.


  “Anything else?”


  “Only stone, all same stone. See anything, good sir?”


  By feel and memory, Dru pinched a bit of enchanted beeswax from a candle-stub in his folding box. He exhaled a spell across the wax then flicked forward. Around him, humans and goblins uttered their favorite oaths as a spider-web ward popped into view a mere ten feet ahead.


  “Boundary wards,” Dru concluded after a moment’s study.


  The Beast Lord’s enemies weren’t in the quarry, they were deep in the mountain. The first explanation they’d heard in Parnast was that the Dawn Pass Trail had moved because the Beast Lord was at war with the Underdark, that shadowy realm beneath Faerûn’s surface. The Underdark was real, of course, but many of the catastrophes rumored to have their roots there had much simpler explanations—Zhentarim, Red Wizards, earthquakes, or plagues. Druhallen had dismissed the Parnast rumors when he first heard them and had discounted them ever since, especially when Amarandaris’s conversation had focused on the Red Wizards, not the drow.


  Even when he’d laid eyes on the Beast Lord and learned what it was, he’d resisted the rumors. Mind flayers were part of the Underdark world, but alhoons were exiles from mind flayer communities. What better place for an alhoon to establish itself than in an old mine that was underground but not Underdark? Finding wards here, far below the quarry, supported the idea that the Beast Lord, at least, believed it was not completely isolated from its former haunts.


  “Can we get through it?” Tiep asked.


  Druhallen replied, “Not without breaking it. If the Beast Lord’s paying attention, it’ll know something’s loose down here.” He turned to Sheemzher. “You’ve done your best, but this isn’t going to work. We’ve got to turn back and wait until that passage we used yesterday is dry.”


  “No proof, Ghistpok not believe. Ghistpok not believe, no tomorrow. Go forward, good sir. Go forward, find proof—”


  “No tomorrow?” Tiep broke in. “What’s this ‘no tomorrow’ nonsense? Did you forget to tell us something, dog-face?”


  Sheemzher hung his head. “Egg smell strong, good sir. Very strong.”


  Rozt’a added her thought, “Are you sure you can’t take it down quietly? If we can get Ghistpok’s goblins to the egg chamber, Sheemzher says we’ll have our proof. Once we’ve got that, we can wait until that other passage is dry.”


  “Ask him what he means by ‘no tomorrow,’ ” Tiep pressed. “And make some more light so we can see his lying face when he answers.”


  Druhallen said nothing to Sheemzher, but he did cast another light spell and held it at a single candle’s brightness. He drew the sword he’d taken from yesterday’s swordswingers and approached the shimmering ward.


  Rozt’a reminded him, “A goblin spear is longer.”


  “But this is the Beast Lord’s sword. There’s a chance it won’t bring the Beast Lord down around our heads.”


  And, anyway, Dru didn’t plan to be holding onto the sword when it pierced the ward. He envisioned hurling it like a javelin, but such heroic moves demanded years of practice. The sword tumbled after Druhallen threw it. Ghistpok’s goblins chuckled at his awkward effort; he should have asked Sheemzher’s help, at the very least. The sword struck the warding lengthwise and the resulting flare blinded them all.


  “You meant to do that?” Tiep asked when they’d once again adjusted to the dim light of Dru’s spell.


  “I meant to clear it.”


  Dru’s voice was shaking and so was his hand as he picked up the sword. The hilt was charred, the steel blade was pitted. The warding had been more potent than he’d imagined.


  “Why here?” Rozt’a asked. “Why here in a spidery tunnel when there was nothing around the egg or the empty pools?”


  “Yesterday we were above the Beast Lord. It doesn’t worry about attacks from above. Ghistpok’s goblins worship it and act as wards—a sentience shield. The enemies it fears—the ones it wards against—come from below.”


  “What would that ward have done if you hadn’t broken it?”


  “Killed the first man foolish enough to touch it.” He fished out a larger bit of beeswax and shaped it around the sword’s tip. A basic spell for the detection of magic was enchanted into the wax, not Dru’s memory. The spell needed only the warmth of his breath to kindle. “Come on, Sheemzher. Let’s keep moving. We’ve tripped the Beast Lord’s wards. If it’s paying any sort of attention, it should send someone to investigate—or come itself.”


  With Sheemzher at his side and the wax-tipped sword thrust before them, Dru led the way. The warding got thicker quickly—every ten steps they stopped and Sheemzher threw rocks discarded by long-dead dwarves into the webbing.


  “He’s hung enough stuff to stop an army.”


  Tiep made the comment, but the truth, which Druhallen kept to himself, was that any army—any serious, sentient enemy with a halfwit’s understanding of defensive strategy—would be doing exactly what he and his companions were doing: moving slow, tripping the wards before they did any damage, and giving the Beast Lord ample time to track them down. He was almost relieved when the tunnel ahead of them lit up with a burst-ward flare.


  “Company’s coming,” Rozt’a said. “Get ready for swordswingers.” She drew her own weapon and tested the range of movement she’d have between the tunnel’s walls.


  Dru plucked an ember from his sleeve. “Don’t make assumptions—it could be anything, even the Beast Lord itself.”


  Rozt’a reminded her partner of an obvious constraint: “Not unless it chooses to fight from its knees. It was at least a foot taller than me.”


  Rozt’a proved prophetic. They faced eight swordswingers, guided by a light spell and armed with a bit of fire magic. The best defense against the swarm of fiery streaks headed their way was a ball of flame Druhallen used to clear the tunnel. It consumed their arrows but was largely spent by the time it reached the swordswingers. There were a few screams, not as many as he’d hoped. The survivors charged, howling as they approached.


  Druhallen expected Ghistpok’s goblins to turn tail and run. He’d forgotten the antipathy between Sheemzher and Outhzin, and Amarandaris’s assertion that the goblins would fight to the death under the right conditions. The insults Sheemzher hurled at Outhzin created those conditions. Ghistpok’s goblins howled and surged in front of the humans, meeting the swordswinger charge with their spears.


  “Not much of a sentient shield,” Rozt’a shouted from her unaccustomed place in the rear.


  “Not much sentience,” Dru shouted back.


  He was being unfair. The goblins were as clever as they needed to be, and their thick-shafted thrusting spears were better suited to close-quarter fighting than swords. Rozt’a never raised her blade. He and Tiep never unsheathed theirs.


  Ghistpok’s goblins were scavenging the swordswinger corpses as Dru, Rozt’a, and Tiep moved unnoticed through them toward Sheemzher, who stood alone and aloof where the swordswinger charge had begun.


  “Did you get hurt?” Rozt’a asked.


  “Sheemzher not hurt, good woman,” he replied, which seemed true enough where blood was concerned, but the goblin was clearly troubled by something.


  “What’s wrong?” Dru demanded.


  Sheemzher sighed and turned away without answering—a degree of defiance he hadn’t displayed before and one that raised alarms in Druhallen’s mind. But before he could probe for answers, Ghistpok’s goblins erupted with distinctly fearful shouts.


  The five were gathered around a single corpse. One of the scavengers clutched his hand to his breast as if it had been burnt. The others were pointing at the corpse which, to Dru’s eyes, looked no different than any of the other athanor-hatched swordswingers.


  He repeated his unanswered question “What’s wrong?”


  “Grouze!” Outhzin answered. “Grouze!” He thrust his spear at the corpse but was careful not touch it. “This demon, once Grouze.”


  “He recognizes the corpse? Is that what he’s saying?” Dru asked Sheemzher and Sheemzher nodded.


  Rozt’a indulged her curiosity. She leaned over the corpse-in-question and got four spears shaken in her face for her boldness. Still, she retreated with satisfaction.


  “Scars. Old scars along the ribs. He must have had them when he went into the egg and had ’em still when he came out. If they’re looking for proof, I think they’ve found all the proof they need.”


  “Is this sufficient, Sheemzher? Will this convince Ghistpok that the Beast Lord’s not the god for him?”


  Sheemzher hadn’t stopped nodding since Druhallen’s last question.


  “You knew what the Beast Lord was doing, Sheemzher. You knew it yesterday.” Dru raised his voice, hoping to snap the goblin out of his trance. “You saw it yesterday—a goblin and a mantis go into the athanor, and a swordswinger comes out. There are no demons, Sheemzher, the Beast Lord transmutes living things to make these creatures and the misshapen creatures of the bogs. That’s what we’ve come down here to prove to Ghistpok. I didn’t think we still had to prove it to you!”


  He chose his words for a wider audience—Ghistpok’s goblins, who’d demonstrated that they did, indeed, understand the Heartlands trade dialect. And it was a good thing that he did, because Dru’s speech had no effect on Sheemzher. The goblin was locked inside his thoughts until Rozt’a sheathed her sword and knelt before him. “Elva—That was her name? You’re thinking about Elva?”


  The rhythm of Sheemzher’s nodding changed. Rozt’a had correctly guessed the goblin’s fears. He took a tentative step toward another corpse and seemed almost grateful when Rozt’a held him back.


  “Don’t look,” she advised. “Tell yourself she died years ago and don’t look down now.”


  “She probably did die years ago anyway, Sheemz,” Tiep said in a tone that was almost sympathetic.


  None of the goblins would touch the swordswinger corpse that had once been Grouze. Druhallen had to hoist the body onto his shoulders and climb the rope last because none of the goblins, including Sheemzher, would touch anything the corpse had touched, including the rope and the walls of the chimney shaft.


  “I could remind them that the swordswingers patrol these corridors,” Tiep said nastily when the humans were able to stand up straight again. “Everywhere they step a demon’s stepped there before. That would be fun to watch—”


  “You open your mouth,” Dru warned, “and I’ll tie your tongue to your belt. The Beast Lord’s done something Ghistpok can’t forgive. The whole colony will be up in arms. We get our sentience shield, we get the golden scroll, and we get out of Dekanter no worse off than we are right now. Understand?”


  Tiep nodded.
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  Tiep remembered a riot in Berdusk. He didn’t remember it coherently—he couldn’t have been more than six at the time—but what he did remember was vivid. First, everyone had raced toward the market with sticks and rocks and torches. Then he recalled people screaming, horses crashing through the crowd, and flashing steel as everyone tried to get away from the market. He’d seen his first corpse that day: a woman who’d fallen and been trampled during the retreat.


  When he thought about it now, Tiep supposed the riot had been about the cost of food and the fear of starvation. His grown self understood that riots had underlying causes; usually the cost of one thing or the fear of something else. And riots had flash points, they didn’t just happen—though that was the way he remembered the Berdusk riot. One moment, he must have been doing something he couldn’t remember, and the next he’d been running with his mates, a cobblestone in each hand and a howl in his heart.


  He remembered that the riot had been exhilarating, until he saw the corpse.


  She’d been the baker’s daughter and Tiep had never known her name, but she’d given out bread crusts from the back door of her father’s shop and sometimes let him and his mates warm themselves by the oven in winter. The baker had shut his shop after the riot. He hadn’t really had much choice in the matter. The mob had burnt it clear down. Tiep remembered going cold and hungry more often after that—hardly a surprise to his grown self, but at six, he hadn’t made the connection between the High Sun riot and winter’s discomfort.


  He’d been a child then, and children didn’t string events together. He’d run to the market. He’d run away from it. The baker’s daughter gave him food. The baker’s daughter was a corpse. The baker’s shop was gone. He’d gone hungry and cold. There were no connections, no causes, no reason not to riot with the mob.


  The goblins were like the child he’d been—maybe that was why he despised them so. They ran toward Dru when they saw him carrying a dead “demon” on his shoulders. They ran away when they found out that the “demon” was someone they’d known as “Grouze.” They pushed and shoved and hurt one another—mostly the real goblin children—when they ran.


  Ghistpok, the fat, old goblin they called their chief, couldn’t control them. His house withstood the mob because the Zhentarim had built it, and say what you would about the Zhentarim, they knew how to build a stone wall. A handful of the flimsy goblin hovels got trampled.


  When the goblins who’d been tending the hearth and stew pot caught sight of the mob headed their way, they threw up their hands and ran. Bad enough that Tiep and his friends had to sacrifice Hopper to get on Ghistpok’s good side, but watching the rampaging goblins overturn the pot in their hysteria was more than Tiep could bear to watch. He wanted badly to unsheathe his sword and kill a few, in the old gelding’s name.


  Ghistpok’s tribe didn’t deserve to live; they didn’t have enough sense. The hearth fire would have spread through the camp if it hadn’t been raining again. The swordswingers the Beast Lord put together underground were smarter than all of Ghistpok’s goblins put together. Which said a lot about the bugs Lady Mantis cooked up back in Weathercote.


  Then Druhallen did something with his voice and made himself sound like a thousand men all shouting from the top of the quarry.


  “Stop your running. Stop your screaming. Come back to the old headquarters.”


  The goblins stopped. Every one of them understood plain language; they’d just been pretending that they didn’t. They hung their ugly orange and red heads and looked ashamed as they filed back to the clearing in front of the stone house. Ghistpok climbed up to what remained of the Zhentarim roof; that was a sight from below that Tiep hoped never to see again.


  “Listen to me.” Dru’s voice boomed through the quarry. “We went into Dekanter to find the truth about the demons, and we did find it. We’ve brought it where you can see it and judge for yourselves.”


  Tiep was impressed. He’d hadn’t guessed that Druhallen could charm so many minds. Galimer had assured him Dru didn’t cast any sort of charm spell; charms and enchantments were Galimer’s specialty—because so few of them were cast on the fly.


  That was Dru, letting everyone think there was something he couldn’t do so Galimer could seem to be the expert. Wizards were sneaky folk, and Druhallen was one of the sneakiest because he seemed so straightforward.


  Last night, after the storm died and Dru huddled up with his magic box, he hadn’t said anything about being prepared to charm the goblins, but he was. Had he memorized the spell last night because he’d guessed that the goblins would be unruly? Had Dru been carrying the reagents around all summer, the way he’d been carrying around the reagents for his Candlekeep scrying spell?


  And they complained about Tiep keeping secrets!


  The charm began to wear off. Ghistpok was among the first to recover. The goblin chief wasn’t pleased to see his tribe listening to Druhallen. He waved his arms and hopped from one foot to the other while shouting goblin words. Tiep held his breath and prayed that Tymora or some other god would give the fat goblin a little shove toward embarrassment if not oblivion, but the gods had done enough for one day. Ghistpok commanded his tribe’s attention, finished his tirade, and clambered uneventfully down from the roof.


  Dru picked up the swordswinger’s corpse—which Tiep hadn’t noticed on the ground while Ghistpok was ranting—and carried it into the stone house. Ghistpok and five or six male goblins followed Dru. That left maybe forty or fifty goblins, including children, standing around in the rain. It took a while, but eventually a few of the females went off to reconstruct the soaked, scattered hearth.


  He watched the females wrestle the huge stew pot onto an iron tripod and empty smaller pots of rainwater into it. Then, while one of them struggled to coax fire out of the sopping embers, the rest gathered the meat that had spilled out when the stew pot overturned. Without hesitation, they tossed the chunks back into the pot.


  Tiep was suddenly cold. His knees trembled and the ground wobbled beneath his feet. He would have fallen, but the thought of landing in the mud was so horrifying that it kept his legs moving until he was off the mounds and standing on the quarry stone. Gasping and sobbing, he doubled over, clutching his gut. It had been hours since Tiep had eaten. There was nothing left in his stomach and that only made the retching worse.


  His throat was raw before Tiep had regained control over his body and thoughts. The stairway to the High Trail beckoned through the late afternoon shadows, but so did the eastward gorge leading out of the Dekanter quarry. For the first time Tiep noticed a pair of Zhentarim-built houses just inside the gorge. Their roofs were gone, and soot stained the gaping holes that had been their windows and doorways. As shelters, neither would be better than standing out in the open, but once Tiep noticed them and the charred remnants of a wooden gate between them he forgot about the rain.


  Druhallen will not listen to reason, Amarandaris had told him the night before they left Parnast. I’ve told him not to leave Parnast, but if he does—if he slips away and you go with him, then you will be my eyes in Dekanter. Watch him. Watch everything he does; remember everything he says, especially when he casts that spell he got from Candlekeep. But more than that, keep your eyes open for an iron box as long as your arm and half as high. Men died protecting that box. Look for it beneath the walls of the gatehouse. Leave it where you see it, if you see it, but when you get to Yarthrain, pay a visit to a man called Horace, the cooper behind the Black Buck Inn. Tell him everything—give it to him in writing, if you can. A reward will be waiting for you when you get to Scornubel.


  The best part of everything Amarandaris had said was that the odds were against the Zhentarim showing up here in Dekanter. The bad part was that Tiep couldn’t tell Druhallen not to worry. The worst part, until now, was that he hadn’t seen anything that might have been a gatehouse.


  With renewed strength and purpose, Tiep strode to the gorge and across the threshold of the northern gatehouse. The interior had been burnt and looted months ago. Charred wood was rotting fast. In the dim light Tiep couldn’t easily tell the difference between roof-beams and furniture. There was nothing that looked like an iron box, but plenty of rubbish lay heaped up against the walls. He kicked the nearest pile.


  “No talk. Go away.”


  Tiep leapt straight up when he heard words coming from the rubbish behind him. His heart had stopped and restarted at violent speed before a shred of intelligence let him know he’d heard that voice before.


  “Sheemzher?”


  “Go away.”


  One trash heap was more blue and green than sooty black.


  “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be back with your brothers and sisters, getting ready for the big feast and celebration?”


  “Sheemzher not eat. Sheemzher not celebrate. Not talk. Go away.”


  “Sorry, Sheemz, I’ve got work to do. You’re not sitting on a iron box, are you?” Tiep knew better than to provoke the goblin when they were hung on tenterhooks waiting to get back to the egg chamber, but when he was fighting guilt and anxiety, Tiep couldn’t resist the temptation to pick on an easy target. “Did you see Ghistpok up on the wall? Didn’t you marry his daughter? Did she look like him?”


  The goblin said something guttural in his own language.


  “You want to repeat that in a language that sentient races can understand?”


  “Sheemzher say, better sacrifice that one, not Hopper. Not miss that one.”


  The goblin’s voice was forlorn, yet defiant, as though he knew he couldn’t win but wouldn’t back down from a fight, either. It was a trait Tiep knew well and one that blunted some of his own anger.


  “Hopper had cracked a hoof. It was just a question of where and when Dru would use his mercy spell.”


  “Not mercy, sacrifice. Sacrifice. Good sir say sacrifice. Good sir not ask Hopper.”


  Tiep kicked another rubbish heap. He’d have hurt himself if the iron box had been within it, but the heap collapsed without incident.


  “Dru’s in charge. He makes the decisions because he’s the one who does the lion’s share of the work when we’re on the road. He’s right, too, most of the time. We’ve got to have Ghistpok’s cooperation. If—If—Look, it wasn’t as if Dru said, Let’s slaughter Hopper. We left Cardinal behind, and you remember what happened to him. That was pointless. This is—this is better. We’re getting closer to that scroll your bug lady wants, and closer to getting Galimer back. That’s what sacrifice is all about.”


  Sheemzher made the sound of a bladder bursting then said. “Not eat. Not celebrate. Ghistpok—” He made the bladder-bursting sound again. “Good sir not ask Hopper, not ask Sheemzher. Sheemzher say no sacrifice. Not right. Ghistpok not right. All not right. Good sir say, sacrifice hurt. How? Hopper not sacrifice good sir.”


  “Animals don’t sacrifice people, Sheemzher. People make sacrifices because people—” Tiep had to think for a moment—“because people are cleverer than animals. People see consequences and complications. They’re sneaky. They make a sacrifice here, so something they want will happen over there.”


  Tiep waved his arm at the empty door way as a way of indicating that it was a long reach between Hopper’s death and getting Galimer out of Weathercote. Sheemzher didn’t get the point, though. The goblin just stared out the door, looking for something that wasn’t there.


  “People,” Sheemzher said softly, reminding Tiep that the word meant one thing to him and another to the goblins. “Some people clever. Some people not clever. Some people gods. Gods sacrifice people, yes?”


  Tiep went back to kicking rubbish. “You’re talking to the wrong person, Sheemz. I don’t have anything to do with gods—except Tymora, of course. Lady Luck.” An ironic thought crossed his mind. “Everybody makes sacrifices to Lady Luck, but gods do what they want. Rozt’a says the last thing she ever wants is the love of a god; it’s sure to turn out bad for her, however it turns out for the god. She’s probably right. A good friend is worth more than any god. Look what Druhallen’s putting himself through for Galimer.”


  “Good sir eat, yes? Good sir celebrate, yes? Good sir forget Hopper, yes?”


  “Yes, no—how in blazes should I know what Dru remembers or forgets? And people—humans—sometimes we do what we have to do and spend the rest of our lives regretting it.” The way he regretted everything he’d done for the Zhentarim since that fateful night in Scornubel. “I don’t know what Druhallen would do if he had to chose between saving Rozt’a or Galimer. I don’t know what I’d do.”


  Tiep looked up. The goblin stared at him with unnerving intensity.


  “It’s just talk, Sheemzher. We didn’t really sacrifice Hopper. We’re not gods or priests. Just forget the word ever came up.”


  The goblin didn’t listen. “Good sir save Tiep?” he asked, the first time he’d recognized Tiep by name. “Or, good sir sacrifice Tiep?”


  The questions cut close to the bone. Tiep spun around in a ready rage. “Be quiet! Be quiet and stay quiet! Leave me alone!”


  Tiep stormed out of the northern gatehouse and into the southern one. He kicked rubbish until the sting of Sheemzher’s questions had dulled to a familiar, guilty ache. The iron box remained hidden, if it still existed, but he found a sword buried in the ash. Burnt, rotting leather notwithstanding, the hilt of the sword Tiep found in the gatehouse mud fit his hand better than the hilt of the sword he’d taken off the swordswinger.


  He’d keep the swordswinger’s weapon; the buried blade was rusted beyond redemption. The blades were similar, though—very similar. He carried them both to the open doorway where the light was best and compared the forge marks hammered into the steel. The marks were clear and identical. Tiep had learned the marks of Darkhold’s forge and armory before he’d learned to read, and he’d learned to read before Galimer sat down to teach him his letters. It wasn’t an iron box, but he could tell Horace, Amarandaris, and Sememmon himself—if the Dark Lord were interested—that the Beast Lord was arming his bug-brained goblins with Zhentarim swords.


  The discovery might not get him his promised reward, which he wouldn’t accept under any circumstance, but it might back the Network off for a little while.


  Tiep left the sword and the southern gatehouse behind. Sheemzher waited for him in the gorge.


  “People begin feast. People begin celebration.”


  Tiep shook his head vigorously. After Rozt’a and Galimer had adopted him, he’d become fascinated by food, studying it as only a boy who’d often gone hungry could. He knew how to make stew. “They can’t be. Meat doesn’t cook that fast. It’s half-cooked, worse than raw. You’ve made another mistake, Sheemz. Your eyes aren’t good enough.”


  “People begin feast. Sheemzher not need eyes. Sheemzher use nose.”


  There was no arguing with Sheemzher’s nose. Halfway across the quarry floor, Tiep could both see and smell the truth. Druhallen and Rozt’a were easy to pick out among the goblins. They had bowls in their hands. Through light rain, Tiep couldn’t tell if they were eating. He wasn’t getting closer for a better look.


  Sheemzher was where Tiep had left him between the two gatehouses. Their eyes locked, and Tiep tried, with neither magic nor prayer at his disposal, to will the goblin into one of the buildings so he could hole up in the other. The exercise failed and Sheemzher followed him into the southern house. The remains of a wall hearth provided an almost dry, almost comfortable place to sit and wait. Of course, Sheemzher had to share it with him, but so long as the goblin kept his mouth shut Tiep didn’t mind the company.


  As the afternoon wound down and the feasting became some of the worst drone-singing Tiep had ever heard, he introduced Sheemzher to dice. The goblin took to gambling like a duck to water but was convinced that a double-six was easier to roll than any lower combination. If they’d been playing for gold, or even copper, Tiep could have transferred all the goblin’s wealth to his purse, but they were playing for bits of an endless supply of soggy charcoal. He was sorry he’d gotten his dice out long before darkness put a halt to their playing.


  A breeze blew the last of the rain down the gorge. The clouds broke up overhead and the stars of late summer became visible overhead. The temperature began to drop. It was only the first eve of The Fading, but the temperature dropped like stone once the sky was clear. Tiep stamped around the gatehouse, trying to keep warm in clothes that wouldn’t dry, while Sheemzher stayed on the hearth, completely unperturbed.


  When the chill reached Tiep’s bones, the pull of Ghistpok’s bonfire became too strong to resist. He returned to the mounds with Sheemzher at his side. The goblins, except for Ghistpok and maybe a few other males, were packed around a hissing fire in the clearing in front of the old Zhentarim headquarters. Their monotonous singing was accompanied and guided by four drummers, all female, all pounding furiously. Tiep had to breathe deep to keep his heart from racing to their rhythm. That meant filling his lungs with the bonfire’s pungent smoke.


  Tiep warmed himself until he couldn’t stand the smells and sounds any longer, then went looking for Druhallen and Rozt’a. They were behind the headquarters. Rozt’a was curled up in an old wool blanket. Tiep didn’t ask where she’d found it, but it wasn’t one of theirs. He wasn’t surprised that she could sleep through the din of goblin music. Rozt’a claimed that anyone who said he wasn’t tired was a liar, and anyone who couldn’t sleep when he was tired was a fool.


  Dru had his box out, waiting for midnight. He held the dark glass disk—the mystery that had dragged them here in the first place and which remained unsolved—in both hands and studied it with a frown and furrowed brow. Tiep approached him slowly; bad things could happen when wizards were interrupted. Dru’s concentration was not as complete as it looked. He heard them when they were still several paces away and quickly slipped the disk back into its compartment within the box. Dru didn’t ask Tiep where he’d been or what he’d been doing, and Tiep didn’t ask Dru what he’d been thinking about while he held the disk or whether he’d enjoyed the feast.


  Tiep did ask, “Any idea what happens next?”


  Dru shot an inquiring glance at Sheemzher before answering. “They’re not talking much and I’m no better at understanding goblin than I was this morning, but Ghistpok’s inside working himself up for some sort of trance-ordeal. When he’s ready, I think we all follow him down to the chalk circle.”


  “People dance, good sir,” Sheemzher explained. “Ghistpok talk Beast Lord. Beast Lord talk Ghistpok.”


  “They dance, they drink, too, don’t they?” Dru scowled. “A bunch took off into the mines a while ago.”


  “Wine there, yes. Sheemzher think people not drink much wine anymore, good sir. Zhentarim gone long time. Wine gone, maybe.”


  “Or maybe we follow a tribe of drunken goblins to the egg chamber. Outhzin’s been chipping away at his spear all evening. I guess that’s a good sign.”


  “Good sign, yes. Grouze brother Outhzin. Very angry. Same Sheemzher when Sheemzher lose Elva. All good now. All good for good sir, yes?”


  “So long as nothing happens before midnight. I need time to study. I’ve been light all day. I don’t want to go below this empty. While you’re both here, though, let me show you how these work—”


  Druhallen pulled a pair of Rozt’a’s heavy leather gloves off his belt. Tiep knew they’d been enchanted as soon as he saw them and clutched his hands behind his back.


  “I can’t wear them,” he said quickly. “My jinx is tingling.”


  “That’s good to know, but I was counting on Sheemzher to climb back up atop the egg—if you’re up to it?”


  “Sheemzher climb, good sir. Gloves or not gloves, Sheemzher climb.”


  “When you’re up there, clap your hands twice before you grasp the scroll. I’ve put an unbinding into the leather, it should help pull the scroll free and keep the flareback from burning your hands. You understand?”


  The goblin nodded.


  “And you, Tiep: two claps, then pull.”


  “They’re not going to do me any good.”


  “I’m asking you to remember how to kindle the enchantment, in case someone forgets.” Dru’s glance darted to Sheemzher and back again.


  Tiep’s heart skipped a beat, and not because the goblin might forget his instructions. “Dru? What do you mean, Dru? You’re sounding like you’re not going to be in the egg chamber…” His voice trailed off. “What’s going on, Dru?”


  His foster father shrugged. “I don’t see myself there, so I’m being careful.”


  “What do you mean you don’t ‘see’ yourself. You haven’t—you know—had a vision or something?”


  “No visions, Tiep.” Dru tried to laugh; the attempt wasn’t entirely successful. “Not even close to a vision. When I cast an enchantment that’s tied to a future act, sometimes I get a flash of that act. Most of the time I don’t; most of the time, I’m not there when the spell kindles, so why should I get a flash? This time I’d expected to be there when this unbinding kindles. In case I’m not—two claps, then pull. All right?”


  “Yeah,” Tiep muttered. “You’re sure everything’s going to be all right?”


  “No one’s ever sure, Tiep. That’s why I’m being careful. I’ve told you and Sheemzher. I told Rozt’a before she went down for a nap. I could wish I had more time, more gloves, but wishes don’t count. You sticking close until we head below with Ghistpok?”


  “You’re sure we’re going in with him?”


  “That’s the plan right now. I told you; no one’s ever sure. Settle in. Grab a nap, like Rozt’a’s doing. I need to rest my mind.”


  Tiep went through the motions of settling in amid the trash piled up behind the old Zhentarim headquarters. He closed his eyes. Usually he had no trouble falling asleep—the exhausted innocence of youth, Galimer called it. Sleep wasn’t waiting for him in Dekanter. Maybe he was growing up.


  He thought of Manya and Pulsey, the girl he’d met in Llorkh, and Basienne, who was prettier than both Manya and Pulsey together and might be waiting for him in Scornubel, if he was lucky enough to get back to Scornubel. He thought of Galimer, too, and how close they’d be to Parnast and Manya when they got to Weathercote. Then he thought of Amarandaris and how cold the air in Dekanter had gotten.


  The goblins were still singing and drumming, though not as loudly or rapidly as before. It was good to know there were limits. The camp was quiet enough that Tiep could hear Dru whispering nearby. He cracked an eyelid—in case his foster parents were having an actual conversation—but it was just Dru preparing himself for the Underdark with his fists clenched and his eyes squeezed shut. When push came to shove, spellcraft demanded a lot from the wizards who practiced it. Tiep was long past the days when he mourned the vocation he couldn’t have.


  Druhallen had worked up a sweat by the time he’d finished preparing his spells. His hands shook just a little when he folded his box. Tiep wondered what he’d studied, but wasn’t bold enough to ask. It was like asking someone if they wore undergarments to bed. When Dru glanced his way, Tiep closed his eyes again and feigned dreams.


  He didn’t have to pretend for long. The drummers and singers kicked up a sudden racket. Dru gave both him and Rozt’a a gentle shake to awaken them.


  “Ghistpok’s come outside. They’re all headed down to the chalk circle. We’re under way.”


  For a man who hadn’t slept, Tiep was both stiff and groggy. He yawned mightily but couldn’t get enough air into his lungs to shake off the lethargy.


  “You can stay behind,” Rozt’a suggested when she saw him struggling.


  They were always suggesting that, as if he were still a child and not up adult responsibilities. “I’m coming. I’m ready.”


  “Then keep moving. Sheemzher, what are they singing about now?”


  The goblin song had changed. It had words, now, though it was still mostly drone and entirely sour.


  “People calling Beast Lord, good sir. People say, Beast Lord wise, Beast Lord good, Beast Lord come—” Sheemzher lapsed into a bit of goblin so-called melody.


  “That’s enough,” Dru chided.


  Starlight revealed an easy path from the Zhentarim headquarters to the chalk circle. Dru didn’t have to waste a light spell, if he had one to spare. The goblins had arranged themselves on the chalk: males surrounded by children, then females. Those males with the largest family rings clumped closest to the black standing stone. Those with fewer, sat farther away.


  If Sheemzher had had only Elva and six children, then Sheemzher had sat on the circle’s very edge.


  While Ghistpok anointed the stone with various oils, wineskins the size and shape of rats were passed from one harem to the next. Everybody took a sip, even the children. The males took several, but nobody got as much as a goblet’s worth. Within minutes, they were on their feet swaying and droning again.


  “Doesn’t take much to get a goblin drunk,” he commented.


  “They’re smaller,” Rozt’a chided.


  Dru had a different perspective, “They could be adding something to their wine. Mushrooms. I imagine they get quite a crop of mushrooms. There are mushrooms that will have you looking at the sky and seeing green.”


  When all the goblins had had their wine and mushrooms, and all of them were swaying together, the drumming started again. If there was a rhythm to their pounding, Tiep couldn’t detect it, though something kept the goblins moving together rather than crashing into one another as their dance grew steadily wilder. The trick Tiep had used earlier—deep breathing to thwart the drumbeat rhythm—failed against this new assault. His heart pounded, and he found himself gasping for air.


  Sheemzher was completely gone, hopping about and waving his arms like the rest of the goblins. If the goblin was only pretending to be drunk, he was doing it very well. Slowly it occurred to Tiep that the goblins weren’t particularly inebriated or performing a traditional dance, they were entranced and imitating perfectly the moves and gesture their chief, Ghistpok, made as he circled the glistening black stone.


  He shared his insight with Druhallen, to whom it came as no surprise. Maybe it was the noise and the heart-stopping irregularity of the drumbeats, but Dru seemed a bit entranced himself. When Ghistpok stiffened and started screaming in goblin, Dru didn’t seem to care. Rozt’a was the one who shook some sense back into Sheemzher.


  “What’s he saying?” she demanded of the glaze-eyed goblin.


  “All well now. All mistake. Grouze mistake,” Sheemzher crooned. “People wrong, all wrong. Beast Lord say, come, come now, see the truth. No egg. No bugs. No slaves. Come see. Ghistpok come. People come. All come to Beast Lord. All worship. All learn.”


  Tiep saw what was happening. “The wine and the drumming gets them all thinking the same, and then the Beast Lord gets all thinking the way he wants them to. This isn’t going to work!” He was shouting at Rozt’a who was still shaking Sheemzher.


  “It’s still our best chance,” Dru countered. He seemed to be himself again, though his face had the look of someone with a serious headache. Maybe he was doing something magical, because Sheemzher stopped babbling the instant Dru touched him. “Blind obedience is as good as a sentience shield for our purposes,” Dru explained. “We stay with them until it gets them into the pool chamber, then we slip back to the athanor while it’s planting lies inside their minds.”


  “ ‘Slip back to the athanor’!” Rozt’a sputtered. “Dru, you’re mad! This isn’t what we planned.”


  “We were counting on Ghistpok to stand up to the Beast Lord. He can’t do it. He’s not strong enough or clever enough. None of them are. And they wouldn’t, even if they could. That was our mistake—These goblins worship the Beast Lord. They’re not like us, picking and choosing through a pantheon. They’d sooner die than admit the Beast Lord’s deceived and betrayed them.”


  “But—?”


  Dru silenced Rozt’a with an upraised hand. “When you were part of the sentience shield in Cormyr, the alhoon knew you were hostile, knew you were coming. It attacked you. Ghistpok’s goblins aren’t hostile; the Beast Lord won’t attack them. We can fight our way out, if it comes to that.”


  Tiep studied Dru’s face while he and Rozt’a argued. He saw something there he’d never seen before. He didn’t know what it was, but he’d wager it had something to do with the enchantment spell Dru had cast on the leather gloves and the flash of the future his foster-father hadn’t had.


  Ghistpok’s goblins were surging toward the mine entrance, all of them and all moving the same way, left foot, right foot, arms swinging and voices chanting.


  “If we’re going with them, we better start moving,” Rozt’a said grimly.


  “I’m going to strengthen your minds first. Make you resistant to the Beast Lord’s suggestions.” He touched Rozt’a and the goblin. “Even you, Tiep. Get the scroll to Weathercote. Get Galimer out of there. I’m depending on you.”


  Tiep had waited years to hear Druhallen say those words and mean them. They were cold comfort at the bottom of the Dekanter quarry. The spell felt like an egg cracked open on Tiep’s scalp and the egg-gut swiftly coating his skin. He shuddered once, then was calmer than he’d been since that morning—scarcely a week ago—in the bug lady’s glade when Druhallen hit him with the same spell.


  Even the thought that Dru was worried sick about something no longer distressed him.


  “You added something,” Tiep accused his foster father.


  “No,” he replied, but wizards lied all the time.


  Tiep couldn’t tell if Dru had strengthened his own mind or if all the restored calm and renewed sense of purpose came from the magic flowing through his thoughts alone. It didn’t matter much. They were as ready as they’d ever be and on their way to steal an ancient scroll from an undead mind flayer.


  What could be easier?


  Ghistpok led them down almost familiar corridors. Druhallen cast a light spell and no one seemed to care, or notice that there were three humans and one traitor-goblin marching some twenty paces behind them. They came to the place where Tiep was sure they’d turned back yesterday when Sheemzher was leading them and the water got too high. The tunnel was merely wet now. Dru muttered that it had been drained within the last few moments and that they’d been damn lucky to survive their first two visits because the Beast Lord had control over the storm water sloshing through the mines and used water in its defenses.


  What did it matter if they’d been lucky before, as long as there was no danger now and they were marching in the right direction?


  They were. Tiep recognized the place where they’d met the swordswingers for the first time. The bodies were gone, but the walls had been scorched by Dru’s fire. He could feel the Beast Lord now, like a weight or shadow across his thoughts. Between his own immunity and Dru’s spell, the alhoon was a presence he could easily ignore.


  The pool chamber’s glow had become visible ahead of the fast-moving goblins. There was a chance that the Beast Lord would be waiting for them, but not even the thought of those dead-white eyes and writhing tentacles could disrupt Tiep’s confidence. He stuck close behind Dru and Rozt’a who were slowing down, putting more distance between themselves and the precisely marching goblins.


  Swordswingers appeared in the corridor and drew no reaction from Outhzin and the other elder goblins who’d been beneath Dekanter yesterday as they marched at the front of the herd with Ghistpok.


  “That’s bad,” he whispered to Dru and Rozt’a. “They don’t remember why they’ve come down here.”


  Rozt’a nodded. “They’ve got no thoughts of their own left.”


  But they did. The goblins stopped. Their leaders—Tiep couldn’t make out individuals—spoke to the swordswingers. A few of them led a few of the swordswingers through the quietly standing goblins toward the humans.


  “Take this,” Dru said as he turned and thrust something icy and hard into Tiep’s hands. He handed the enchanted gloves to Sheemzher. “The three of you, step back now and stay close together until the way is clear. Then get to the athanor, get the scroll and get out! Don’t worry about me.”


  “You saw something,” Tiep protested. “You lied! You saw something!”


  Druhallen wasn’t answering questions. He’d wrapped his arms around them all, him, Rozt’a, and the goblin, and shoved them backward. He stood alone when the goblins and swordswingers arrived. They swarmed around him, taking his sword but not his folding box.


  Dru had become their prisoner, and a single word echoed through Tiep’s mind: sacrifice. The little part of him that wasn’t touched by the mind-strengthening spell wanted to scream and attack, but the larger part, where magic had him seeing everything with cold, self-serving logic, made him grab Sheemzher and take another backward step. Rozt’a remained an arm’s length away.


  Tiep hissed to get her attention. “Back up. Stay close.”


  Maybe she didn’t hear him. Maybe she chose to stride toward Druhallen instead. The rude, aggressive dog-face who’d grabbed Rozt’a yesterday, and whom she’d sent flying, pointed his spear at her. In a heartbeat she had her sword drawn and so did all the swordswingers. Nobody moved.


  “Dru? Dru, are you ready?”


  The look on Dru’s face was more frightening than all the swords. Something had gone terribly wrong but, not knowing the vision that had guided Druhallen, Tiep couldn’t guess where or how his plan had failed.


  “Can you kill them all?” Dru asked.


  “I can try.”


  “That’s not enough.”


  “Be damned, Druhallen—it’s enough for me!”


  She raised her sword and froze, like a living statue. The swordswingers disarmed her without a twitch.


  “What—?”


  Sheemzher started to ask a question. Tiep hit him hard with the hand that clutched the freezing disk. He hit him a second hit when the goblin opened his mouth again.


  Quiet! he mouthed.


  The swordswingers and goblins had come within a foot of him and Sheemzher and not noticed them. It was the old glass disk. Somehow it had to be the disk that hid them. And it was Tiep’s fault that both Druhallen and Rozt’a were being herded toward the pool chamber with him and Sheemzher left behind. Sheemzher snuggled in behind him, peeking out around Tiep’s arm. They stayed like that until they were the only ones left in the corridor.


  “Are you going to be strong?” Tiep asked his clinging companion. He felt a nod against his ribs. “You still have the gloves Druhallen gave you?” Another nod.


  The pool chamber was very quiet. The light flickered, though, and Tiep knew the chamber was occupied. When they were a few strides from the threshold, he told Sheemzher to stay put and crept up to survey the situation alone. It was as bad as he’d feared, with the ugly, fearsome alhoon standing behind the big, circular pool and Tiep’s foster parents flanking him. Dru and Rozt’a were both standing still, but straining against invisible restraints.


  The calm resolve that Dru’s spell had planted in Tiep’s mind faltered. For a moment, maybe longer, he couldn’t think or move himself. When something touched his hand he nearly leapt out of his skin.


  “Shhh-sh,” the goblin advised. “Go now? Tiep, Sheemzher go now? Get scroll, yes?”


  Sheemzher was on the short side, even for a goblin, and he had lousy goblin eyes. He couldn’t see what Tiep saw and, for once, Tiep wasn’t going to upset the dog face with a load of bad news.


  “Yeah, we go now.” He put a hand on Sheemzher’s shoulder, steering him across the threshold and along the pool-chamber wall. “Keep your head down and your eyes in straight in front of you—”


  “Sheemzher head down, Sheemzher see feet!”


  Exasperated with himself more than the goblin, Tiep gave Sheemzher a shove in the proper direction. “Just don’t look out toward the pools. Can you smell the egg? Can you find the open way into the egg chamber?”


  The goblin rose on his toes and sniffed several times, then whispered. “Sheemzher smell egg. Egg smell strong. Sheemzher find egg, yes.”


  They sneaked along the outer wall. Tiep was the one who had trouble following orders. Every few steps he had to look to his left, toward the pools where the Beast Lord stood. Those writhing tentacles were the only movement Tiep could see, unless he counted Dru and Rozt’a’s futile efforts to free themselves. He tried not to notice their struggles, but they were the reason he had to look.


  Sheemzher took Tiep’s hand again when they came to the passage they had used the first time. Tiep hesitated, more because he’d lose sight of Dru and Rozt’a than because he didn’t trust the goblin’s nose. Sheemzher tugged and Tiep followed. The granite wall was gone. Tiep knew they’d entered the larger chamber by the way sound changed—without Dru’s light spell he couldn’t see his hand in front of his face.


  “Is it there?” he asked anxiously. “Is the scroll there?” and, belatedly, “Are we alone in here?”


  “All alone,” Sheemzher assured him. “Scroll there. Tiep lift Sheemzher, yes?”


  Tiep let the goblin lead him to chamber’s center. He knew the egg was there when he bumped his shoulder against its open door. Sheemzher didn’t truly need any help climbing to the egg’s top, but Tiep was glad to tie the icy disk into his shirt hem and hoist the goblin to his shoulders.


  “Don’t forget to put on the gloves,” he said when the weight was gone. “And clap twice before you pull on the scroll.”


  Sheemzher clapped three times, which was a harmless error. The chamber lit up as if a score of lightning bolts had struck the egg. Tiep was blinded by light, not darkness. Blobs of lurid color floated within his eyes. He held up his arms, hoping Sheemzher would find them.


  “Here.”


  Sheemzher had been thrown across the chamber again—Tiep had heard what happened after he and Rozt’a left the first time. Tiep forced himself to ask, “Are you hurt?” when all he really cared about was the scroll. He thought he might just shrivel up and die if the goblin hadn’t freed the scroll.


  “Scroll here, too. Sheemzher have scroll. Sheemzher hurt some here, there.”


  With neither light nor goblin eyes to guide him, Tiep couldn’t take two steps without tripping over some piece of twisted metal. It was the sound that worried him, though sound was the least of his problems. Be they goblins, swordswingers, or the Beast Lord himself, everyone beneath Dekanter could see in the dark except for him, Rozt’a, and Druhallen. Fear of noise dropped Tiep to his hands and knees. He crawled to the goblin and could make no assessment of his injuries.


  “Can you move? Walk?”


  “Maybe. Get spear. Spear there.”


  Sheemzher pointed toward something Tiep couldn’t hope to see. “Forget your spear. Can you walk out of here.”


  “Spear! Sheemzher need spear. Get spear, Sheemzher walk.”


  “Give me the scroll first.”


  It was smaller than Tiep expected, barely longer than his forearm. He was numb to the elbow the instant he touched it. No telling what that meant. Tiep stripped off his shirt instead and quickly smoothed it across the stone floor. He unrolled the golden scroll and laid it flat on his shirt—the cloth was a bit longer than the scroll. He put the glass disk in the middle of the scroll. After tucking the hem over one bar and its finials, Tiep let the scroll layer itself within his shirt as it recoiled. It wasn’t as tightly rolled as before, but the bulge wasn’t as large as he’d feared it might be. He could hold the cloth-wrapped scroll without the numbness growing worse and after a moment’s indecision, tucked the entire bundle against the small of his back.


  “So, where’s your damn spear?”


  They could hear noise out in the pool chamber by the time Tiep got his hands on Sheemzher’s left-behind spear. The sounds were the same high-pitched keening sounds Ghistpok’s goblins had made when they’d led Hopper down the quarry steps yesterday morning, and quite different from their trance singing earlier.


  He helped Sheemzher to his feet. The goblin was wobbly, especially on his right side. Tiep heard himself say—


  “Are you sure you can walk? I could carry you if you’re not sure.”


  “Sheemzher walk. Sheemzher strong.”


  “Stay close then. Dru meant for us to stay close together. I don’t want you getting left behind.”


  “Not lose Sheemzher.”


  Sheemzher led the way through the darkness. The goblin’s eyes were fine, but he moved slowly and Tiep could hear him breathing hard. Sheemzher’s injuries faded from Tiep’s concern when they cleared the egg-chamber dogleg and could see into the pool chamber.


  All the goblins, the naked slaves they’d seen before and Ghistpok’s ragged tribe from the smallest child to fat Ghistpok himself, were prostrate on the stone, with their faces hidden and their arms extended in front of them, toward the Beast Lord. They were so motionless that Tiep would have thought them dead, but for the keening that echoed around him. The swordswingers—about forty of them altogether—were also motionless, though they were standing with their swords drawn, their attention focused on the Beast Lord who stood with his back to the egg chamber. Rozt’a stood to the Beast Lord’s right; she been stripped of her clothes which lay in pieces around her.


  Dru was nowhere to be seen.


  Tiep was enraged, but beneath the spell in his mind, Tiep was as frightened as he’d ever been in his life. If the magic broke, terror would overcome anger and he’d be unable to move, except to soil himself and collapse on the stone. The spell would break. None of Dru’s spells lasted forever and there was a bad chance that none of them would last longer than him. They should get moving toward the surface, toward Weathercote and Galimer. They shouldn’t waste another moment.


  A man groaned. It was a small sound, almost lost in the goblin keening, but Tiep heard it as clearly as he heard his own heart’s beating and knew without doubt or hesitation that it had come from Druhallen’s throat.


  “Where is he?”


  “Good sir kneel. Good sir before Beast Lord. Alho-o-o-oon!” The goblin’s wail blended into the keening. “Alho-o-o-o-on eat mind. Good lady not care. Good lady not care goblins, not care good sir. Good lady care only scroll. Sacrifice!”


  Sheemzher hoisted up his spear and took a tottering step forward. Tiep lunged and grabbed him before the goblin took another. He could see Dru now, on his knees before the Beast Lord, those ghastly tentacles sliding around his face like snakes.


  Mind flayers. Mind flayers didn’t eat minds, they ate brains. He could hear the Beast Lord, beyond Druhallen’s spell and his own immunity—it was like the otio-whatever, the dung beast that had grabbed him a few nights back with its hunger, hunger, hunger radiating into his mind, but the Beast Lord was vastly more powerful and vastly more hungry. The Beast Lord wanted Dru’s life—his loves and fears, his knowledge and hopes. The Beast Lord would share those delicacies with his minions as he consumed them.


  The last thing Dru had told Tiep was “Don’t worry about me,” but Tiep couldn’t do it. There was a clear path out of the pool chamber. Tiep reached behind his back.


  “You take this back to Weathercote… to your good lady.” Tiep couldn’t keep the bitter sarcasm from his voice as he offered the shirt-wrapped bundle to Sheemzher.


  The goblin folded his arms and shook his head. “Not leave. Sheemzher not leave. Galimer not friend. Good lady not friend. Good sir friend. Sheemzher not leave. Sheemzher kill god. Sacrifice. Tiep leave, yes? Tiep have other life, yes? No sacrifice.”


  “No, damn you—No!”


  Druhallen’s spell was cracking from inside. Tiep drew his sword; Sheemzher pressed his spear’s tip against Tiep’s bare chest.


  “Wait. Alho-o-o-o-on strong mind. Alho-o-o-o-on blind just once. Touch mind once—” Sheemzher stuck his finger in one nostril, a disgusting gesture at an inappropriate time. “Alho-o-o-o-on blind. Wait. Wait, yes? Sheemzher give sign.”


  The flint pressure on Tiep’s chest increased. Sheemzher—the runty, warty, dog-faced goblin—would kill him on the spot if he gave the wrong answer.


  “I’ll wait,” Tiep said, and added, “You planned this. You and your damned bug lady.”


  “No good lady. Good lady not care.” The goblin withdrew his spear, and Tiep breathed easier. “Sheemzher make plan; Sheemzher do plan. No other people care. Ghistpok not care. Maybe too late. Sheemzher care. Sheemzher plan. Sheemzher kill god. Sacrifice.”


  It was Tiep’s turn to threaten his companion. “Not Dru. Not on your worthless life.”


  He was bigger than Sheemzher, considerably longer in the leg, and the goblin was injured. Tiep was going to reach the Beast Lord first and slam his sword into the middle of the Beast Lord’s rib cage—assuming an alhoon had ribs and kept its vital organs within them; and also assuming that it could be killed with an ordinary Zhentilar’s sword.


  Tiep charged across the pool chamber, but stopped a few feet short of plunging his sword through the Beast Lord’s fancy cloak. For one thing, the alhoon’s presence grew stronger the closer Tiep got. For another, he could see better and understood what Sheemzher had been trying to tell him when the goblin stuck his finger in his nostril. Only three of the Beast Lord’s four tentacles were writhing over Druhallen’s head; the fourth was pressed rigid against his cheek. Its tip disappeared into Dru’s nose and there was blood streaming over his mouth and chin.


  Damn Sheemzher who couldn’t string a proper sentence together! How was he supposed to know the right moment to attack? The Beast Lord hadn’t noticed that there was an armed human standing an arm’s length from his back. He wouldn’t notice two feet of steel protruding from his chest, either, until it was too late.


  Sheemzher arrived at Tiep’s side. He held up one hand, palm-out, a sign all the races knew meant stop! The goblin’s injuries were apparent in the brighter light around the pool. The right side of his face was bloodied—Tiep couldn’t see Sheemzher’s right eye for the blood and didn’t know if it was even still there. Sheemzher had a wound on his right side too. It wasn’t bleeding badly. All the damage must have been inside because the goblin was paralyzed from the wound down on that side of his body.


  They were a sorry lot: a naked woman, a wizard with his brain about to be devoured, a wounded goblin, and a bumbling thief with a sword he didn’t know how to use. It was a miracle they’d gotten this far, a fool’s miracle.


  Then the keening stopped, and all of the Beast Lord’s tentacles went rigid against Dru’s face. Tiep didn’t need a signal from Sheemzher. He let out a yell and pointed the sword at the spot where a man’s heart would be vulnerable, if an alhoon were a man.


  The sword began to vibrate inches away from the cloak. Tiep hung onto the hilt with both hands, willing the tip forward, but it was no use. Plain steel couldn’t penetrate the Beast Lord’s defenses. It did get his attention.


  The Beast Lord turned to face Tiep, unwrapping its tentacles from Druhallen’s head as it moved. Dru collapsed on the stone. He might have been alive; he might have been dead. Tiep couldn’t tell by looking at him. A heartbeat later, he couldn’t tell anything at all. His world was white eyes with neither pupils nor irises and four blind serpents reaching for him. Dru’s spell couldn’t protect him from the Beast Lord’s direct attention. Tiep felt his life’s memories flowing away from him and a hideous cruelty that put Sememmon to shame.


  The first tentacle touched Tiep’s face. He screamed, and his tormentor consumed his fear. The second tentacle traced an arc over his eyes, across his cheek, and thrust violently into his nose. Tiep couldn’t breathe. He gulped air through his mouth, fighting for life when his last wish was to die quick. The Beast Lord was laughing inside his skull.


  There was darkness.


  And there was light again.


  Tiep was still alive, still standing in the Beast Lord’s pool chamber. The sword had fallen from his hand and his body quaked with the aftershocks of sheer terror, but aside from the blood streaming from his ravaged nostril, he was unharmed.


  The Beast Lord, who still stood so close that Tiep could see the tiniest wrinkles in its tentacles and the shiny membrane covering its eyes, had lost interest in feasting on his fears. Tiep couldn’t move, except to breathe and breathing took all his concentration whether he tried breathing through his mouth or, by mistake, through his nose. Between labored breaths, Tiep looked for his foster parents and found them. Dru hadn’t risen from the stone, but he was breathing. The Beast Lord blocked Tiep’s view of Rozt’a, but he could see the top of her head beyond a cloaked shoulder and hoped that meant she was still alive.


  Tiep couldn’t see Sheemzher; the angle was wrong. He couldn’t hear the goblin, either. They hadn’t succeeded in killing a god. They hadn’t even come close, but Tiep forgave the goblin because Sheemzher had tried.


  The goblin keening hadn’t resumed. The pool chamber was dead quiet, except for a few humans trying to breathe. It didn’t take long for Tiep to wonder what had caused their reprieve and how long it would last. If he couldn’t find the strength and skill to get his feet moving, whatever distracted the Beast Lord’s attention had simply postponed the inevitable.


  After an eternity of silence and breathing, Tiep heard a swordswinger howl, and then he heard that howl cut short. He strained his eyes, searching the portion of the chamber he could see. There were shadows beyond the pools, moving shadows, but he couldn’t see what made them. Something was out there, though, stalking the swordswingers. Another one howled and died immediately after, and from the same place in the darkness, there was a loud, faintly liquid sound, like a fish or frog being smashed against a wall.


  Tiep squinted, desperate to see what was happening. His neck moved! Not enough to improve his vision, but he’d moved! He could breathe without concentrating on every breath and he’d moved! Tymora—to whom he’d forgotten to pray—hadn’t forgotten her prodigal.


  There was hope!


  Tiep was concentrating on flexing his toes when he saw the cause of his hope: another mind flayer… two of them… no, three… four. He counted six, but there were surely more gliding around the pool chamber. He couldn’t turn his head, couldn’t see what might be sneaking up behind him.


  The invaders were different from the Beast Lord. Tiep remembered Sheemzher relaying the question the bug lady had asked him: Is its flesh slick and shiny or dry? The Beast Lord was definitely dry. The invaders were definitely slick and shiny. Between the Beast Lord and the invaders was a choice of nightmares with no chance to wake up.


  Tiep’s fingers moved. He made a fist with his left hand.


  Something whizzed past his right ear. He never saw what it was, but the Beast Lord flinched. Then it moved. Like a burrowing snake, it moved out of Tiep’s sight. Maybe he’d seen creatures move faster, but he’d expected that the alhoon would move slowly and wasn’t prepared for its speed, or for the speed of the invaders when they dodged streaking fire that looked and smelled for all the world like the spells that Druhallen cast.


  Tiep couldn’t be sure how successful the Beast Lord was against its attackers, but hit or miss, fire was falling on the prostrate goblins. He saw it fall on fat Ghistpok. The goblin couldn’t move to swat the flames that swiftly lit him up like a candle. It was horrible death to watch, and Tiep felt no pity at all.


  He’d made and opened a right-hand fist. He could yawn and wriggle his toes.


  The invading mind flayers fought with invisible spells unlike any that Druhallen cast. One of them struck the Beast Lord. Tiep could see only the effect. For a moment the Beast Lord was hidden in an inky black cloud and the air through the pool chamber crackled like pine boughs in a hot fire. Then the cloud was gone and one of the invaders became a living torch.


  Tiep bent his right knee and straightened it again before he lost his balance. If he lived another minute, he’d be running for shelter. Better than that—far better than that—Druhallen had pulled himself into a crouch and was getting his legs under him. Rozt’a hadn’t moved yet, but she would, once Dru got to her.


  He did, but not before fire came dangerously close to all three of them and one of the invading flayers ran between Druhallen and Rozt’a on its way to attacking the Beast Lord with its longer tentacles. When the flurry ended, one of the invader’s tentacles flopped and flapped on the stone, the Beast Lord was oozing from a mangled shoulder, and Druhallen had his arms around Rozt’a.


  She was still groggy when Dru got to Tiep. They were all too exhausted for joy or relief or anything more than Dru’s hoarse, raspy question:


  “Got it?”


  To which Tiep replied with a nod. Through it all he’d been aware of the shirt-wrapped bundle against his back.


  Druhallen pushed them all toward the wall and safety. Tiep pushed back.


  “Sheemzher.”


  They looked, even Rozt’a, and saw the goblin in a heap some ten feet away, his spear at his side. Dru pushed again. Tiep shoved free. Sheemzher had been hurt before and wasn’t moving at all, but they weren’t leaving him or his damn spear behind. He hoisted the goblin onto his shoulder and used the spear for balance.


  Dru offered to carry Sheemzher when they were all together again. Tiep just shook his head and Dru guided them all toward the wall. Druhallen’s expression was more unreadable than usual on account of his bloody face; Tiep supposed he looked the same. He couldn’t look at Rozt’a, not without her clothes.


  The Beast Lord took out another of the living mind flayers, but there were still several left, weaving through the chamber, lobbing their invisible magic and cutting down any swordswinger alert enough to attack them. They’d never know if this was a battle in the war the Beast Lord was fighting with its Underdark neighbors, but if it was, then it was likely to be an important battle—the last battle if the Beast Lord lost.


  Tiep could pass that along to Horace when they got to Yarthrain.


  An explosion shook the pool chamber just before they reached the tunnel that lead to safety. The irresistible pull of curiosity stopped them all and turned them around. The Beast Lord was gone—vanished, maybe dead—and the living mind flayers turned their white-eyed attention to the three of them. For a moment, Tiep was back in the grip of the Beast Lord’s tentacles with cold, alien thoughts nibbling at his memories. He learned a word, cephalophagy: the consumption of a living brain, thought by thought, emotion by emotion. The word would always be with him, on the edge of nightmare.


  Then he was free. They were all free. Another mind flayer had fallen. The Beast Lord was gone from the chamber, but not from the battle. The living mind flayers had their choice to make and they made it, turning their backs on the humans.


  “Let’s get going,” Dru said. “Whoever wins this duel is going to be hungry when it’s over.”
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  One foot in front of the other…


  Druhallen of Sunderath told himself that as he pushed his companions through the empty tunnels of Dekanter. They had the scroll, they had one another—even their goblin whose heartbeat was weak but steady whenever he checked it.


  As for the other goblins, Ghistpok’s goblins—Ghistpok was dead, seared in his own fat, and his starving tribe was doomed. Its doom, though, had been sealed long before this chilly night, long before the obese Ghistpok took command. Perhaps the tribe had been doomed from the moment the alhoon claimed the mines for its own. Certainly they’d been doomed once it found a golden scroll from Netheril.


  The eastern Greypeaks were brightening when the survivors stumbled through the great dwarf-carved gate. Sunrise and dimmed stars had never looked so beautiful. The driving need to be gone from this place relaxed for a moment. Dru raised his eyes, as if heavenly light could heal his face or his memories of this night.


  Only time and distance, mostly distance, could dull the remembered agony, the sense of violation and helpless rage he’d felt when the Beast Lord had overwhelmed his spirit. This night, Druhallen of Sunderath had experienced cruelty, hunger, and degradation on a scale he’d not imagined possible; he was not grateful for the lesson, which was worse in reflection than it had been in reality. Were it not for Rozt’a, Tiep, and the goblin he carried on his back, Dru would not have returned to the light.


  “The horses, Dru,” Rozt’a whispered. “Get the horses.”


  She’d reclaimed her sword belt on the way out. Shortly after that, she’d rediscovered her voice. Dru didn’t know what she had endured in the last hour and would never ask. She was shivering now, from cold and memory. He would have held her close, if his arms hadn’t been locked behind his back supporting the goblin.


  Tiep walked a bit apart from them and added distance as the sky grew brighter than the light spell—a feeble effort, ruddy with desperation—that had guided them away from the pool chamber. Dru owed his life to Tiep. If the youth hadn’t risked everything in his brave, senseless attempt to slay the Beast Lord, Dru would be a fading part of the alhoon’s memory. Tiep’s reward had been the Beast Lord’s embrace.


  Druhallen didn’t know what to say to his bloodied foster-son; he didn’t know what to say to himself.


  They reached the carved steps to the High Trail, which, like many stairways, were higher and steeper going up than coming down. Dru’s legs were jellied halfway through the third tier. He called a halt when they reached the top.


  Dekanter’s clouds were reassembling in the north and west. There’d be rain in the quarry by mid-morning, but for now it was sun-streaked and quiet. Nothing moved on the mounds or showed its face at the gaping mine entrance. He didn’t particularly want to see the remnants of Ghistpok’s tribe and suffered a visceral fear when he imagined the Beast Lord or its living kin, but the silence spoke of tragedy, at least for the goblins who were guilty of no crime other than being born in Dekanter.


  Their horses were restless with hunger. Tiep went to work spreading the last of the grass they’d brought up from the bogs while Rozt’a ransacked her gear for clothing and Dru settled Sheemzher on the rock. The goblin’s left eye fluttered open.


  “Sky,” he murmured.


  “We made it out of there,” Dru assured him. “All of us.”


  “People, too?”


  Dru dodged the question. “Save your strength, little fellow. We’ll take care of you.”


  Sheemzher closed his eye and appeared to sleep. Rozt’a came over. She’d dressed herself in layers of everything. Her movements were calm and confident as she washed the goblin’s wounds with water from the run-off.


  “He’s lost the eye,” she said, bandaging it. “And a lot of blood. A hole like that—” She indicated the thrust wound in Sheemzher’s right flank. “—Is beyond my skill.”


  “Wyndyfarh will heal him.”


  It was the least Lady Mantis could do.


  The very least she would do after they delivered the golden scroll and reclaimed Galimer Longfingers from her behind-the-waterfall glade.


  “How will we get there? Which way should we go? Back through the rocks and bogs? Or the other way?”


  The other way was back to the High Trail, down the steps, and across the quarry to the eastward gorge. Did they want to take their chances with the Zhentarim on the Dawn Pass Trail? Or with the gods-knew-what on the bogs?


  “We’ll go faster astride on the trail.”


  Rozt’a looked east. “If we get that far.”


  There were new words for fear written on her face. Druhallen imagined similar words were written on his own beneath the blood and swelling.


  “We’ll get through while the sun’s shining. They’re creatures of the Underdark. They won’t come into the light.”


  Clouds were thickening in the north and west.


  “We’d best hurry,” Rozt’a concluded.


  “I’ll get the gear loaded while you patch him up as best you can.”


  “What about you?”


  He wasn’t ready to think about his own wounds. “Later. Talk to Tiep. Help him if you can. He’s young enough to care what the ladies think about his nose. Me? As long as my mother can recognize me when I’m hung—”


  “Druhallen, it’s been twenty-five years since you’ve seen your mother. She wouldn’t know you if she fell over your corpse!”


  Rozt’a sounded like her old self when she mocked him. He tried to return the favor with a laugh, but turned away, wincing as the effort opened the lacerations.


  Sheemzher was unconscious and rust-colored when Rozt’a finished binding his wounds. The horses were saddled and packed, but there’d be no riding until they got down the quarry steps. They rigged a blanket-sling over Dru’s shoulder to leave his arms free for leading a horse while he carried the goblin.


  The quarry remained deserted with a wall of clouds a few shades lighter than the mountains themselves squeezing down. Rain fell before they reached the bottom, a hard rain with heavy wind behind it and lightning, too. They mounted and headed east, glancing north and west over their shoulders until they were out of the quarry. By mid-afternoon they’d ridden from rain into warm sunshine.


  It was like waking up from a nightmare.


  Sunset found them on the abandoned portion of the Dawn Pass Trail. Sheemzher had stirred twice during the day. They’d given him water both times and told one another that he was holding his own against his injuries, which was a lie. Tiep’s ravaged face was swollen and purple. He’d shut both eyes and ridden blind. Dru was tempted to do the same before Rozt’a called a halt.


  “We’ve gone far enough,” she said.


  Druhallen’s lips were too big and sore to argue. He handed Sheemzher down—let him drop into Rozt’a’s arms, if the truth were told—and flopped out of the saddle like a top-heavy sack of grain. A season’s worth of grass grew trail-side. Dru hobbled the horses in it and made rough sheaves to form a pallet for Sheemzher before hauling their empty waterskins to a brook on the low-ground side of the trail.


  Glancing west, Dru saw clouds towering over the Greypeaks. It was raining in Dekanter as it did almost every day, but their campsite was dry and the brook was seasonably low. He had to climb down the bank and rearrange some rocks before he could fill the skins. The first skin was bloated, tied, and sitting atop the bank and he was working on the second when Rozt’a shrieked.


  Drawing on a reserve of strength he hadn’t suspected, Dru leapt the bank and raced across the trail, looking for trouble as he ran. The trail was clear of monsters and Zhentarim, but Tiep was in the midst of a seizure. The youth was sprawled on the ground, his heels pounding the ground and his arms flailing through the air. Druhallen dropped to his knees to help Rozt’a restrain him and took a fist on the nose. The pain was exquisite and for several moments he could do nothing at all. When his muscles unlocked, Tiep was lying quiet.


  “Are you all right?” Rozt’a asked.


  He didn’t bother answering as blood leaked from his nose and tears burned his cheek.


  Rozt’a brushed her hands vigorously as she stood. “That’s it. I’m steeping Wyndor’s herbs for both of you.”


  Dru winced. Wyndor’s herbs were a last resort, a very bitter last resort that tortured a man as they healed him. “If you do that, we’ll be stuck here until tomorrow night plus the day after if we wait for the sun to ride.”


  “If I don’t, you might be dead,” Rozt’a countered as she flipped open their medicine chest, “or too sick to drink it.”


  That was another problem with Wyndor’s—if the patient were too far gone, the herbs would kill before they healed.


  “We’ve got to keep moving, Roz. As little as I wanted to bump into Amarandaris before, I want to see him even less now when we’re traveling with that golden scroll. It’s a miracle he hasn’t caught up with us before this. We used up our miracles last night.”


  “That’s why I’m steeping the Wyndor’s. Don’t argue with me, Druhallen. You’re in no condition to win. Did you leave the skins by the stream?”


  He stood up. She was right about his condition but he hadn’t reached the point where he couldn’t haul two waterskins back to their camp.


  Tiep, whose eyes had opened during his exchange with Rozt’a, wobbled up and followed him.


  “You don’t have to worry about Amarandaris,” the youth said from the top of the stream bank.


  Dru braced the skin in the cool water and, while the water flowed into it, bathed his throbbing face. “You know something about him that I don’t?”


  The youth didn’t answer right away. Dru worried he might be having another fit, but what he saw when he looked up was worse: guilt, deep and old.


  “He pretty much told me I was on my own. He figured you’d find a way out of Parnast before he was ready to leave. Told me what to look out for, with you and the goblins and all, and told me to leave a written message in Yarthrain. He wouldn’t have given me the name of someone in Yarthrain if he thought he’d catch up with you—us—before we got there.”


  Druhallen let the waterskin slip through his ankles. “You think that, do you?”


  Tiep nodded.


  “How long you been working for them?”


  “Two, maybe three, years.”


  Anger quickened Dru’s pulse; his lacerated face burned. “Come on, Tiep. I’m not a fool. What is it? Two years or three?”


  “I tried to tell you! I’ve tried every time they ask me a favor. I knew how you’d react so I didn’t dare—until now. It’s safe to camp a day or two. Safer than on the main trail. No one’s coming here.”


  “Amarandaris isn’t—if I believe you. That doesn’t say no one’s coming.”


  The youth bolted for the camp. Dru let him go. He tied off the waterskin and hoisted one to his left shoulder, opposite the pain, the other under his right arm. Rozt’a had a fire going and was waiting with a pot for the water to steep Wyndor’s herbs. He had half a mind to tell her to prepare half the amount she’d measured out, but that would mean that he’d be telling her what Tiep had been up to, and he wasn’t feeling that generous.


  “You tell her what you’ve told me,” he whispered to Tiep as he walked past the sullen, shaking youth, “and be quick about it, or you’ll wish you’d never been born.”


  “I’ve wished that for years.”


  He didn’t say anything while Rozt’a steeped the bitter herbs or when she handed them each a steaming mug. Tiep emptied the mug in three gulps; Dru had never seen anyone gulp Wyndor’s. The stuff was as potent as any brew this side of magic. His was cool by the time he finished it, and by then the herbs were starting to take effect. He said he’d take the first watch—he thought he could fight the seediness until midnight, hoped he could memorize a spell or two before the shakes and nausea overwhelmed him.


  Rozt’a put her hand on his shoulder and guided him to his knees. “Sleep it off. You can stay up all night tomorrow.”


  Dru’s thoughts were an unholy amalgam of Amarandaris, Tiep, and the Beast Lord as he slipped into delirium. He lived the rest of the night and all of the next day in a twilight of dreams and memories. In his few moments of lucidity he craved water, which Rozt’a gave him, and raved about the pain from a spike driven upward through his skull.


  He was clear-minded, though empty-minded, when he sat up at sunset. The taste of death and rot thickened his tongue. He’d hawked and spat before he’d considered the wisdom of the act. Pain set him on his back again, but it was nothing like the pain before Wyndor’s. He touched his face and the crusted cuts around his nose. The herbs had done their work—his body had done a week’s worth of healing in a day. He had the appetite to prove it.


  Rozt’a’s cook pot called him as flowers called bees. She ladled something pale and lumpy into a bowl. He was ready for more before he asked what he was eating.


  “Frog soup.”


  Dru looked at the lump in his spoon and swallowed it down without hesitation. He’d collected his thoughts by the time he’d sated his hunger. The edge was off his memories of Dekanter, as well, but not his last conversation with Tiep. He asked about Sheemzher first, because he’d spotted the goblin lying under a tent rigged from their blankets.


  “Same as before. I’d’ve given him Wyndor’s, if I didn’t think it would kill him. The wound hasn’t festered; that’s a good sign. They’re tougher than us, I guess, when it comes to disease.”


  “They’d have to be,” Dru replied, and asked the harder question, “What about Tiep? Is he awake? Talking?”


  Rozt’a shook her head. “I gave him a smaller dose—what I’d give myself. He should have come through before you. It’s as if he’s fighting something. Reliving it. I’ve lost track of the number of times he’s called your name.”


  “No sign of trouble, though? No visitors?”


  She stirred the soup for her answer and dribbled a cascade of meat back into the pot.


  “Get some sleep,” Dru suggested. “You’re tired. I’ll take the watches tonight.”


  “I dozed. I’ll be fine—read your scroll, if you can, Druhallen. I know better than to come between a magician and his magic. This way you won’t have to divide your attention.”


  He mumbled his thanks and retrieved the cloth-wrapped bundle from his gear. Midnight had passed hours ago. Dru could glance at the words of his light spell, cast it a moment later, and know he’d get another chance when midnight returned. He was impressed by the precautions Tiep had taken to protect the scroll with his shirt—


  The better to impress Amarandaris and the unknown Zhentarim contact in Yarthrain?


  Druhallen sighed. Though his anger was real and justified, he knew Tiep’s slide into the Network fell short of conscious betrayal. Somewhere in one of the cities they visited or in Scornubel—which was more likely—the youth’s luck had run out. He’d crossed a line that couldn’t be crossed. Since the beginning in Berdusk, he, Rozt’a, and Galimer told their youngster to come to them when he got in trouble and tell them about his mistakes before they became flash point crises.


  It was a rare boy who took that advice to heart. Dru thought of himself. He’d never willingly admitted an error to his father—why volunteer for a thrashing? And after he’d left Sunderath, when his situation with Ansoain hadn’t been so very different from Tiep’s, he’d have died before risking the future with an untimely confession to his foster parent. Of course, he’d also bent over backward to stay out of trouble.


  He was a carpenter’s son. Both his grandfathers had been carpenters, too. He was an odd seed in Sunderath, but he knew his roots. The gods knew what Tiep had for ancestors, and they weren’t telling.


  With a sigh, Druhallen unrolled the layers of shirt and scroll. The first, most obvious, thing he noticed was that scroll wasn’t parchment backed with gold-leaf, as he’d expected, but gold throughout and polished to a sheen that sparkled in his light spell and hurt his eyes. He noticed the script next. Dense columns of Netherese script that floated on the gold. Dru could read the letters, but not casually, not without concentration, and there was no guarantee he’d make sense of the words. His dark glass disk slipped out next, warmer than it had ever been before.


  Odd that it was the object which had brought him to this forsaken corner of Faerûn only to become uninteresting once he’d arrived. Dru was almost certain now that the disk had nothing to do with Thayan circle-magic but, instead, had something to do with hiding objects—people—in plain sight. He guessed now that the Red Wizards had held onto it tightly until they were ready to begin their ambush, then they’d thrown it down. Why they hadn’t retrieved it was, and might remain, a mystery, but a minor one compared with the meaning behind the words in front of him.


  He picked the disk out of the grass and returned it to its silken sack and snug compartment within the folding box. There might be a use for it, yet. Amarandaris had told him to name his price. If the offer held, he could think of something the Zhentarim could return to him.


  When the box was folded shut, Dru once again looked at the scroll. Twilight was passing quickly on this crisp, cloudless night and he’d had to dim his light spell. Dru wasn’t sure he could trust his eyes, but yes—by means and magic he could not explain, the floating words on the scroll had become rusty marks across the back of Tiep’s homespun linen shirt.


  Too bad the boy didn’t dress in silk as Galimer did. A more finely woven fabric would have recorded the ancient words more clearly, but they could still be read, albeit as reversed mirror-writing. Arc—Arcan—Arcanium—? The shirt’s script was imprecise. Far easier to look at the floating script. The gold made its own light. Druhallen squelched his spell entirely and found the Netherese letters instantly clearer. Arcanum Fundare Tiersus: Of fundamental or basic magic or mystery, the third lesson or chapter.


  Druhallen translated the first line of the first column: Things are not as they seem. Seeming is illusion. Illusion is change. Things change.


  He was disappointed: the wisdom of millennia reduced to a schoolboy’s truism. Then it came to him that all magic was illusion and, more than that, a reagent was the illusion of magic: a thing that was not what it seemed to be. A spell was the destruction of illusion. A spell was the ultimate revelation of truth.


  A spell was naked truth!


  Dru sat up straight, stunned by the insight sweeping through his mind, changing the way he thought about magic. The sky was black, the stars were brilliant jewels; midnight had come and gone since he’d translated the first line. There were a thousand lines or more floating on the gold. He did the math then started on the second line. The words were there, but the magic—the truth within illusion—was not.


  Some things did not change. Reading the Nether scroll was like studying spells. He could read or study at any time, but true learning happened only once each day. Disappointment singed Dru’s spirit. In a few days time he would—he definitely would—trade the scroll for Galimer. Before then, he’d read another line, perhaps two more, not more than four. A far cry from a thousand.


  Dru picked up the shirt and held it close. Things are not as they seem… The words, not the magic. Would the magic be there tomorrow? He folded Tiep’s shirt carefully, separately from the scroll which rolled up tighter than his little finger. Then, because for a wizard thwarted curiosity hurt worse than any wound, Dru opened his folding box to the compartment where he kept powdered sulfur.


  Light was a fast kindling spell that consumed its red or yellow reagent when he committed it to memory. Usually he balanced a bit of powder on a fingernail that had been black since he left Sunderath. Tonight he left the powder in the compartment and, rather than read the writ from the wooden panel, Dru closed his eyes and remembered it while holding a harmonic thought—the reagent is the illusion, the truth is light.


  The power was in his mind. After decades of practice, Druhallen knew when he’d learned a spell after midnight. He remembered his simplest flame spell which had always required an ember before it would kindle. Like pure light, flames appeared in Dru’s mind. It felt different, as if the ember were there also. He had to know…


  A flaming streak shot from Druhallen’s hand. It brought Rozt’a at a run.


  Dru was exhilarated. He’d cast a spell by will alone, without literal study, reagents, or a kindling gesture. Reading—learning—a single line from the Nether scroll had ushered him across the threshold that separated good wizards from great ones.


  Rozt’a was in a panic, fearing that the mind flayers, dead and alive, had returned to finish their feast. She had harsh words for a wizard who’d terrified her out of curiosity. Dru endured the tongue lashing, which did not dent his enthusiasm.


  “One look at the Nether scroll and I’ve learned what a spell is. I’ve been collecting spells as if every one were different. That’s illusion; Rozt’a, spells are all the same. They’re all a path through illusion to truth. One look, and I’ve seen the fundamental truth of magic.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “All spells are the same? That’s the fundamental truth of magic?”


  “You’d have to see it from your mind. And if you could read the Netherese script, you would. This scroll—” He held it up “—could turn even you into a wizard.”


  The prospect did not delight her. She snatched the scroll from his hand. “One look you say, and you’re casting spells from your mind. If you’re not stark, raving mad then forget your glass disk. This is the thing that could unhinge Faerûn. You say there are a hundred of them?” Rozt’a swore by Helm and Ilmater, her god of last resort.


  She had a point. “Even though there were only fifty, legend says Netheril was founded on two identical sets of golden scrolls. Both were lost before the Empire fell.”


  “And good riddance. Magic shouldn’t be easy.”


  Another point. Dru purged his wild enthusiasm with a sigh. “We’re exchanging it for Galimer.”


  “Solving our problem and giving the world a bigger one.”


  “I doubt it. I don’t think there’s anything in that scroll that the bug lady doesn’t already know.”


  Rozt’a glowered at the scroll before handing it back. “I’m glad for you, Druhallen, if you’ve seen the truth of magic, and I pray to all the gods that you’re right, because we are exchanging it for Galimer.”


  “No question,” Dru agreed. His excitement rekindled the instant his fingers touched the warm, shining gold. He was a boy again, freshly apprenticed to Ansoain and she couldn’t teach him fast enough. “Sit with me a moment. I want to try something.”


  “Druhallen…” her voice was ominous, distrusting.


  “I’m not going to open the scroll. I’m not going to touch it. Here, you can hold it.”


  She took it reluctantly. “Druhallen, what’s going on in your mind?”


  “I came—We came all this way to cast a single spell, and I didn’t cast it. I never found the time, never found the place, and when it came time to leave, it never even crossed my mind. I still have all the reagents—the dragon’s blood, the mummy’s bone, the perfect pearl. They’re going to waste—”


  Rozt’a opened her mouth, then shut it.


  “Rozt’a, I want to cast the Candlekeep spell on the scroll. I’m going to cast it, but it’s the kind of spell that’s safer with an anchor, someone to keep an eye on things and stop the magic if it goes awry.”


  “How will I do that?”


  “Just take the scroll away. You’ll be holding it. It won’t be difficult.”


  She was skeptical, but eventually agreed. Dru committed the spell to memory, then made the preparations.


  “You’re sure I can just walk away?”


  “It’s a passive spell, Rozt’a. Nothing happens here.”


  Dru sat outside the circle with a clear view of the scroll and spoke the words that Candlekeep’s blind scryer had taught him, meaningless words that belonged to no language he could name. Nothing happened at first, and he suspected the ultimate irony: After all this, he’d gotten some minor aspect wrong and the spell would not kindle. Then Druhallen’s thoughts let go of time.


  Slowly at first, but soon with dizzying speed, Dru’s awareness moved against time’s flow to the beginning—the very beginning—of light, heat, and majesty. The time stream caught him and carried him on a lightning bolt through the scroll’s history. Druhallen had visions of huge sparks and larger explosions, none of which had meaning to him, except that the scroll was old. Its history was older than humanity, older than Faerûn and when the lightning bolt carried him through those moments, it was moving too fast for him to collect any impressions of Netheril, Dekanter, or his own past. It was traveling too fast to stop and carried him into the future, where no mortal mind should travel but where the scroll had place and presence.


  He’d perceived a return to pure light, pure heat, and majesty when it ended and he was sitting in the grass beside an abandoned trail, staring at an empty circle in the dirt.


  “You were getting weird,” Rozt’a said from behind his back. “Your eyes were starting to glow. I figured it was time to stop. Are you yourself?”


  Dru turned around. “Of course I—”


  Rozt’a had her sword drawn, ready to lop off his head. “You’re absolutely sure?”


  “It was a scrying spell, Roz. Like reading a book or looking at a picture—except I couldn’t understand the words and the pictures didn’t make much sense either.”


  She lowered the sword and laughed at him.
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  Each of the next two sunrises Druhallen unrolled the Nether scroll and read another line. His second and third readings were not as insightful as the first had been, but they expanded his horizons and gave him peace—the only peace he got those days. Tiep had awakened shortly after Dru had cast his Candlekeep spell. The youth had sucked in his gut and told Rozt’a the truth before breakfast.


  She’d swallowed her rage—a terrible thing to watch—and shut him out of her life. Rozt’a didn’t rant or vent her frustrations on helpless trees and bushes, she simply treated Tiep as if he weren’t there. If he spoke, she didn’t hear. If he got in front of her, she turned the other way. Dru had tried talking to her.


  We said we’d always understand, that we’d always be there to help him. He didn’t believe us. He was right.


  Damn straight he was right. He’s gone over, Dru. First Weathercote, now this. Or have I got it backward? First the Zhentarim, then Weathercote. He’s out of my life.


  Not until the four of us are together. We can’t decide without Galimer.


  Tiep or me, Druhallen. If he goes into Weathercote Wood, I don’t.


  Dru had tried to reason with her; at least he’d thought he was using reason. The Nether scroll hadn’t given him any new insights into women, especially Rozt’a. When he’d refused to judge Tiep immediately and send him on his way to Yarthrain at the junction of the old and new branches of the Dawn Pass Trail, she’d turned her back on them both. Add one delirious goblin and he had all the reagents necessary to conjure disaster, which was exactly what he foresaw once the green trees of Weathercote Wood lined their horizon.


  Rozt’a was adamant, Tiep was forlorn, and Sheemzher was useless as their guide through the treacherous forest. Dru solved one problem when he removed the amber pendant from the goblin’s neck. The red jewel sparkled when he warmed it between his palms.


  “We’re here,” he whispered. “Sheemzher’s hurt. If you want him and your scroll, you’re going to have to show us the way.”


  The amber went cold but, in the distance, red light winked in the trees.


  “We’re on our way,” he said, kneeing Fowler off the trail and hoping Rozt’a and Tiep would follow quietly.


  Dru had no luck in getting his companions behind him and bad luck when Fowler balked before they’d gone a hundred yards. With the fevered, twitching goblin still draped over his shoulders, Druhallen dismounted and walked back to Rozt’a.


  “Get down,” he told her. “We have to talk.”


  Rozt’a dismounted cavalry-style, swinging her leg over Ebony’s neck and sliding to the ground without ever breaking Dru’s stare. She began the discussion with, “I don’t trust him.”


  “All the more reason, then, to keep him with us… until we can talk it through and put it behind us.”


  “There’s nothing to talk about. He’s gone over.”


  “Tiep’s no more Zhentarim than you or I—but he will be, if we don’t pull him out of this now.”


  Rozt’a gave Dru a mighty scowl. “Is this more of your ‘truth through illusion’ nonsense? Helm’s eyes, Dru—you were the one who started worrying three winters ago, right when Tiep made his little mistake. You were right; I was blind. Cut is cut, right? I want him gone from my life… now… before Galimer comes back.”


  “Because Galimer will agree with me? You’re angry with yourself because you didn’t see that he was in trouble. That’s the reason you want him gone.”


  If Rozt’a had had her sword drawn then, Dru would have been skewered on the spot, but he knew a little about timing even if he didn’t know why it worked.


  After a painful silence Rozt’a said, “He’s doing personal favors for Darkhold. The Dark Lord owns his soul.”


  Dru shook his head. “No more than he owned Ansoain.” He hoped that was a true statement.


  Rozt’a blinked and swore and listened to Dru describe the piece of parchment he’d seen in Amarandaris’s quarters. “You might have told us.”


  “I didn’t want to upset Galimer. Tiep didn’t want to upset us. We’re all human.”


  “It’s different. Very different, and Tiep’s in too deep. There’s no pulling him out.”


  “There might be. The Network—Sememmon in particular—is toying with Tiep. They don’t want or need him, it’s the thrill—the possibility—of corruption that keeps their interest. I think I can offer them a better thrill.”


  “Dru…”


  “I have an idea. It might work. I’ll talk it over with you, and him, and Galimer after we’re done with Weathercote Wood. Can you wait that long? We can still get out of this better than we were when we came in. It’s that, or we leave Tiep here with the horses, and I don’t like that for more reasons than I can count.”


  He didn’t like leaving the horses behind, period, but there was no riding or leading them closer to the Wood. Men owed something better to the beasts that served them than a grassy trail-side in the middle of nowhere, even if the animals seemed perfectly content. Setting the horses free had one unanticipated benefit. Without Tiep’s shoulders, they’d have had to leave even more of their gear behind. Rozt’a made swift, practical peace with the idea of walking behind him to Wyndyfarh’s glade.


  Wyndyfarh’s amber lights shone clearly throughout the afternoon. Rozt’a kept watch for big trouble in the form of reavers and anything else the Wood might throw their way. Dru watched for the smaller problems. He saw them—pairs of bright colored insects—in every tree, but they kept their distance. At sunset, Dru kindled his light spell and they pressed on until a snare-string crescent moon hung above the trees. The distance between the amber markers shortened until the path was a continuous line of red and the ground beneath their feet was a carpet of silver-glowing moss.


  They came to the bottom of a familiar hill.


  “Do you want to do the talking, or shall I?” Dru asked, fully aware that Rozt’a usually declined a leader’s role if it was offered.


  “You do it,” she conceded quickly. “This is magic. Just get Galimer, fair and square.”


  Tiep didn’t offer a comment. He’d said very little since confessing his secrets to Rozt’a and nothing at all since they’d entered the forest. He kept his hands folded in front of him and followed Dru’s footsteps as precisely as the differences in their stride allowed.


  Dru wasn’t surprised to see a tall, white-clad woman waiting for them beside the small marble temple. He was disappointed that Galimer wasn’t standing beside her. He was in no mood for court-talk or pleasantries when he led his companions across the stream. And neither was Lady Wyndyfarh.


  “You said you had the scroll. Where?”


  “Where’s my friend? Where’s Galimer?”


  “On the other side. Follow me.”


  Dru planted his feet. “I don’t know where the other side is, but I know it’s not here, not Weathercote, not Faerûn.” He took a breath and shouted, “Galimer! Gal, do you hear me?” then he turned back to Wyndyfarh. “If he can’t walk out here or if he’s not the man he was, then we’re leaving… with the scroll.”


  They nailed each other, eye to eye, he and Wyndyfarh, and Druhallen held his own better than he would have a week ago.


  “You’ve read the scroll?” Wyndyfarh surmised.


  Druhallen nodded, though it wasn’t the Nether scroll that gave him the strength to withstand Wyndyfarh’s scorn. That came from Dekanter. Wyndyfarh was arrogant but she wasn’t evil. He’d seen evil… inside his own mind. He didn’t trust her, though. He’d trust Amarandaris or Sememmon himself before he’d truly trust the hawk-eyed Lady Mantis.


  “That is not wise,” she said, all silk and warning.


  “Not wise is not getting my friend out here to join us. Every breath and heartbeat that he’s not standing here where we can see him is the height of foolishness.”


  Wyndyfarh’s appearance turned hawkish and, behind Druhallen, Tiep sucked an involuntary breath. Dru wondered what Rozt’a was seeing and chided himself for forgetting to strengthen their minds before they entered the glade. When silence became tension he thought he’d pushed too far, then Galimer walked out from behind the waterfall. He had a haunted, wary aura about him that lessened, but did not disappear entirely after an embrace from his wife.


  “Dru… Tiep… You’re here. You’re all here,” he said when he and Rozt’a had returned to conversation distance. “I didn’t dare hope. The lady told me what you were after and who had it… I didn’t dare hope.”


  Druhallen let those words seep through his consciousness. He had believed Wyndyfarh knew what she was sending them into. He’d also believed that she expected them to get the scroll and had held Galimer, rather than Tiep, hostage because she believed they’d be more inclined to retrieve him. He’d been correct in general, wrong in specifics. Wyndyfarh knew, all right, but hadn’t had much faith in their chances against the Beast Lord. He could understand her callousness toward strangers but was unexpectedly outraged that she’d sent Sheemzher on a doomed-fool’s errand.


  Dru shrugged out of the sling he’d worn since Dekanter and gathered Sheemzher in both arms. The goblin stirred, as he was wont to do when his position shifted. He mumbled in the goblin language and tugged at the bandage Rozt’a had fashioned over his ruined eye.


  “We are all here,” Dru said, emphasizing the all and watching for Wyndyfarh’s reaction. She had a hawk’s hard, fixed eyes, but the softer parts of her face seemed to register some surprise, some empathy. “Sheemzher was hurt getting the scroll. Then the Beast Lord damn near finished him. We’ve kept him alive, but our medicines haven’t been able to heal him.”


  Wyndyfarh wove her black, talon-like fingernails above the goblin. “He wanted so much to be the hero for his people. He wanted to change them. I told him his people were goblins, and they would not listen. He was a goblin and would not listen, so I encouraged his dreams. It was the best way.”


  She took Sheemzher from Dru’s arms. There was nothing weak or fragile about the slender Lady Mantis. Sheemzher did not weigh much, especially after several days of delirium and fever, but Wyndyfarh held him with no more effort than she might have given a bouquet.


  “ ‘Encouraged his dreams’,” Druhallen mocked Wyndyfarh’s cold tone. “Maybe it was the best way for you, but it wasn’t for him. What if we’d failed?”


  “But you didn’t, did you?” Supporting Sheemzher easily with one arm, Wyndyfarh extended her other arm. “You have the Nether scroll?”


  Dru had lost his sword below Dekanter, but he’d kept the scabbard and used it to carry the scroll. He shook it into Wyndyfarh’s hand. She closed her many-jointed fingers around it and it vanished.


  “What have you done with it now?” Dru asked before he could stop himself.


  “Put it in a safer place,” she snapped; then that faintly softer look returned to her face. “I believe I will plant it in a tree, right here in my glade. Mystra approves of trees and the Nether scrolls, and keeping them in safe places. If she disagrees, I will find another place… or she will. I am oath-bound to her—does that reassure you, Druhallen of Sunderath?”


  It should, and perhaps it did. Mystra wouldn’t let the scroll fall into evil hands—into any hands—and that was good for Faerûn. It was stubborn pride that kept him from admitting anything aloud.


  “Are we done here? Can we leave now? With Galimer?”


  “By all means. Or stay. You have questions; I see them in your eyes. Dine with me and I will answer them… some of them.”


  Dru shook his head. “We left our horses outside the forest. We can get back to them by dawn, if we hurry.”


  “Your horses are safe and you are tired. Eat. Rest. Ask your questions. There’ll be no other opportunity. Once you leave, you will not return to Weathercote Wood.”


  He hadn’t intended to come back, but the sound of prophecy sent a chill down Dru’s back. Before he recovered, Rozt’a broke her self-imposed silence.


  “I want answers, Dru. I want to know more about the mind flayers. And will you make Sheemzher whole again?”


  She was talking to Wyndyfarh and Wyndyfarh answered her directly.


  “It isn’t Sheemzher’s body that needs to be made whole. You have begun that well enough. All his body needs is time. He saw his people for what they were. That broke his heart.”


  “Will you heal his heart, then?” Rozt’a demanded.


  Wyndyfarh shrugged. “I will speed his body’s healing. His heart is his. Perhaps he will return to Dekanter, a glorious hero searching for his followers.”


  “There’s nothing left at Dekanter,” Dru announced. “Ghistpok led the tribe into the Beast Lord’s lair and lost it there.”


  “Goblins will return to Dekanter.” Wyndyfarh laughed privately. “It and the Greypeaks are well suited to their needs, their way of life. The Beast Lord will call them. It will begin again… without the scroll.”


  Druhallen shrugged and laughed. He knew something Lady Mantis didn’t. “If the Beast Lord’s still there. It was hard-pressed when we left. Of the living mind flayers I counted, four were dead, but there were more still hunting it.”


  Some part of what he’d said seized Wyndyfarh’s attention. “I will prepare a table for you and places where you may rest. You will tell me about these living mind flayers.” With the scroll and Sheemzher in her arms, she started for the waterfall.


  Rozt’a moved to follow her, but Dru stayed where he was and worried that Lady Mantis was up to her old tricks of saying different things to different people. He’d been paying careful attention and hadn’t caught her speaking directly into his mind, but that only meant he hadn’t caught her, not that she hadn’t done it.


  “It’s all right, Dru,” Galimer tried to reassure him. “She’s hard through and through, but fair, not evil. You heard her—she’s oath-bound to Mystra. Keeping watch on Toril’s mind flayers is her whole life. If there’s a chance they’ve replaced the Beast Lord in Dekanter, she’ll want to know everything you and Rozt’a and Tiep can tell her.”


  Keeping watch on Toril’s mind flayers? That was as good as an admission that Wyndyfarh had come from somewhere else, and not the far side of an ocean. Curiosity, the wizard’s curse, took command of Druhallen’s interest. He picked up the sling in which he’d carried Sheemzher—it was too good a blanket to waste—and followed Galimer and Rozt’a toward the waterfall. Tiep hung back to walk beside him.


  “Did you see her? Did you see her change?” the youth asked excitedly. “She’s not human, not even close. You can’t be serious about following her, Dru.”


  “She’s oath-bound to Mystra; she has to keep her word to another wizard. You can stay here, if you want, but she’s right about one thing: I’ve got questions.”


  Dru broke into a run and caught up with Galimer before his gold-haired friend walked beneath the waterfall. They shared a back-pounding embrace—and Druhallen took his friend’s measure with his ring. Galimer felt the discharge and gave him a sour look.


  “I haven’t been through what you’ve been through, but it hasn’t been exactly pleasant and I haven’t changed. That’s more than I can say about you.”


  Dru folded his arms. “If we hadn’t made it back, what do you want to bet you’d have become her new Sheemzher, looking for good people to lead to Dekanter?”


  “She’ll keep her word, Dru,” Galimer replied, which wasn’t an answer. Then he sighed and returned Dru’s embrace. “Gods—it’s good to see you. You, Rozt’a, Tiep—?” He stopped and reached back for his foster son.


  Left with a choice between staying alone on one side of the waterfall or being with the people he knew best on the other, Tiep chose to follow Dru and Galimer through the water. A simple supper was waiting for them. The food looked natural and smelled delicious after three days of frog soup and other delicacies. Druhallen needed a moment of watching Galimer and Rozt’a eat before he overcame his reservations about eating Lady Mantis’s food. Tiep needed a moment more.


  The lady herself did immediately join them but carried Sheemzher to a white marble building similar to the one in her Weathercote glade, but larger and divided into chambers. Galimer whispered that he’d dwelt in a different chamber than the one Wyndyfarh chose for Sheemzher. She remained out of sight for several moments then sat at the head of her table as if her plain wooden chair were a gilded throne. Wyndyfarh didn’t eat the food she served, but did keep her word about answering questions.


  She began with the questions Druhallen asked regarding Beast Lord’s fascination with the Dekanter goblins.


  “To an illithid—a mind flayer here in Faerûn—anything that is sentient but is not illithid is thrall: a slave to be kept for work, breeding, amusement, and, of course, consumption. There is, however, an ideal thrall, a sentient race some call the gith. Gith were specifically bred to serve their masters. When the gith revolted successfully, the illithid race entered a decline from which they have never recovered and from which they will never recover, partly because they have forgotten what they were and partly because there are those, including the children of the gith, who will never forget.”


  “Are you a child of the gith?” Dru asked when she paused.


  He thought it a serious question. Wyndyfarh found it droll. She laughed to herself before replying, “Imagine a taller, cleverer goblin and you might imagine the gith. No living mind flayer of Faerûn has seen one—”


  Rozt’a interrupted with, “The Beast Lord is an alhoon.”


  Wyndyfarh indulged another private laugh. “Be assured, it has never seen a gith. It is guided only by memories stolen from the elder brain of the colony where it was spawned, wherever that was. That memory became an obsession that led it into a study of material magic, which is anathema among illithids. They have their own disciplines of will and thought which they refuse to call magic. An illithid practicing material magic is driven out of its colony and invariably pursues the spells that will transform it into a lich, an alhoon.”


  “Invariably?” Dru rejected invariably; invariably there were exceptions.


  “Illithids do not believe in death,” Wyndyfarh said with a stiff smile. “The only conceivable fate for an illithid is Commencement—becoming a part of its colony’s elder brain. An exiled illithid invariably seeks to avoid death. They are a rational race, according to their understanding. I have no interest in illithid obsessions, but the Dekanter alhoon most likely believed that if it could recreate the gith, its elder brain would forgive it and it would receive Commencement. For a hundred years it had pursued its obsession, seeming to nurture the goblin tribes and littering the Greypeaks with the deformed, crippled fruits of its labors in the abandoned mines. Then it found a Nether scroll. Duke Windheir cannot guess how it could learn anything from a Nether scroll, but it did, and you have seen the results. My servants were lost, defiled. I claimed vengeance and was denied. I sent no more servants to Dekanter. My eyes were blind until Sheemzher came, and Sheemzher brought me you.”


  “And vengeance could be served, if it was not done in your name?” Tiep had found his voice and his courage.


  Lady Mantis wore her most predatory expression when she saw who had spoken, but she answered the youth’s question. “In a word, yes.”


  She continued to study Tiep as though he might make a tasty meal. Druhallen sought to redirect her attention.


  “And so long as Duke Windheir never found out?” He didn’t know of a Duke Windheir and would have been surprised if any Faerûn mortal did.


  Wyndyfarh confirmed Dru’s suspicion with an icy glance and Galimer issued a statement, not a question, to break the tension—


  “You were lucky there were mind flayers from Llacerelly hunting the Beast Lord while you were trying to steal the Nether scroll.”


  Dru had never heard of Llacerelly either and foresaw lengthy conversations with his best friend once they were free of Weathercote and Lady Wyndyfarh.


  Wyndyfarh used Galimer’s remark as the threshold for her own questions most of which they couldn’t answer. None of them had noticed the patterns on the mind flayers’ robes or whether any of them had six tentacles rather than four. Tiep remembered that one of the mind flayers had longer tentacles than the others, but he hadn’t noticed if they were tipped with claws of horn or steel. They did agree the Beast Lord was fighting for its undead life.


  “Sheemzher’s egg—the athanor which defiled my servants—was it intact when you left the mines?”


  Tiep was defensive, “How would I know? Sheemz and me got the scroll. No one said ‘break the egg.’ ”


  Wyndyfarh brought her hands together in the familiar mantis gesture. “I will send servants again,” she resolved, ignoring her guests. “They will tell me who and what survives at Dekanter.”


  “Begging your pardon,” Dru interrupted, “but as best I could determine, the Beast Lord had gone beyond studying the scroll, it had stuck it atop its athanor and was using it as a conduit for its transformation spells. If the Beast Lord survived and can find another kindling source—lightning comes to mind—it won’t miss the scroll. It was melding goblins and mantises that looked a lot like your servants into gith the day we arrived in Dekanter.”


  Black nails clicked rhythmically as Wyndyfarh wove her fingers together. “I chose only females to be my servants,” she muttered. “The males are unsuited. The alhoon could not establish a mantis colony with just one sex.”


  “That’s all they need for themselves. Maybe the Beast Lord learned that from the scroll, too.”


  The black nails clicked louder, faster. “One more question. Then I must retire.”


  “Ask it, we can only say ‘no,’ ” Druhallen said, thinking that she schemed to send them back to Dekanter.


  “You may ask one more question. You have one. You want to know about a glass disk you’ve carried around for all these years.”


  Dru looked across the table at Galimer who squirmed and studied his empty plate. What was cut, stayed cut. He unfolded his wooden box and slapped the disk on the table. “Does this look familiar?”


  Wyndyfarh picked it up. She balanced it edge-wise on a fingertip and spun it. “Netherese,” she said after a moment and returned it to the table. “I’ve never seen one. I was not here when the Empire ruled. It is a simple enchantment… simple for Netheril at its height. Carry it openly and you will not be noticed by those who do not expect to see you. Carry it in a box, as you have done all these years, and it does nothing. It keys to living touch. You must have slain the wizard who carried it before you, else you could not have seen it to find it.”


  “The scryers at Candlekeep saw none of that,” Dru said, looking at the disk, not Wyndyfarh, and feeling oddly free of both disappointment and expectation.


  “They have not read the Nether scrolls, have they?”


  Suddenly, Dru had a thousand questions. He shook his head and willed them away. “No,” he admitted.


  “Take it,” Wyndyfarh advised. “I have no need for such toys. I do not leave Weathercote. I do not make ambushes. And now, if you will excuse me, I have work to do—”


  Work, but not an ambush, Dru thought with heavy irony.


  “—There are rooms where you may rest.”


  Wyndyfarh gestured toward the larger marble building. Dru had looked up and seen the moon—it was the wrong phase, the wrong size, the wrong color.


  “I’ll sleep outside, where I recognize the sky,” he announced and headed for the waterfall. Weathercote Wood was strange enough for him.


  Dru expected to be alone, but Tiep followed him; Galimer and Rozt’a followed Tiep.


  “I hadn’t noticed the moon,” Galimer admitted as he and his wife looked around for a soft spot among the rocks and mosses.


  The familiar sky was already bright in the east. Dru told himself to stay awake while his friends slept but it had been a long day and Sheemzher had been a heavy enough burden. He was getting too old to go without sleep. He closed his eyes before the sun rose and opened them again when it was nearly overhead.


  Sheemzher sat at his feet. The goblin was healthy again and decked out in new blue-and-green clothes—his lady’s favorite colors. He had a new hat with a broader brim than before. Its shadow almost hid the red-orange patch he wore over his right eye.


  “Good sir awake?”


  “No,” Dru grumbled and stretched himself to a seated position.


  “Good sir go home now?”


  “Soon.” He looked around at his sleeping companions.


  “Good sir take Sheemzher?”


  Dru wasn’t surprised. “It’s not my decision and, Sheemzher—the places we go, a goblin won’t always be welcomed as a man.”


  “Sheemzher know. Sheemzher understand. Sheemzher good ears, good nose. Sheemzher quiet, no trouble. Sheemzher find trouble, Sheemzher tell good sir, yes?”


  “You can travel with us to the next town—Parnast, I suppose.” He sighed. “Whichever way we go, we need to stock up first. We’ll talk, but don’t get your hopes up.”


  “No hopes. Sheemzher leave hopes behind. Behind Dekanter. Behind good lady. Sheemzher alone now, good sir. All alone. Choose friends, yes?”


  Rozt’a and Galimer were moving now, roused by the sound of conversation. Rozt’a was pleased to see Sheemzher up and about, but she was less enthusiastic when she learned the goblin would be traveling with them.


  “To the next town… to Parnast. We need supplies. I can talk to Amarandaris, if he’s still there.”


  “Amarandaris?” Galimer asked a wealth of questions with a single word. Rozt’a hadn’t told them what Tiep had been up to. She opened her mouth to begin an explanation.


  Dru held up his hand. “Later.” Tiep was stirring. “I don’t want him to know yet.”


  “Know what?” Galimer insisted. “What’s going on?”


  It would be awhile before they were a team again.


  Wyndyfarh stayed behind her waterfall. Sheemzher was, again, her emissary—his last duty for her, he insisted. They had safe passage and gold, a handsome purse of it, to compensate their losses.


  “Get horse. New horse. Name Hopper, yes?”


  Tiep behaved himself on the way out of the Wood. Perhaps the youth had been cured of his bad habits.


  Their horses were waiting for them at twilight—saddled, bridled and tied to a line. Eleven Zhentarim thugs waited with them, armed to the teeth with swords, knives, and bows. A twelfth Zhentarim wore the robes of a Banite priest.


  “You’re expected for a late supper,” the priest said with the friendliness of a man who knows his generosity won’t be refused.
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  “You expect me to believe that’s the full length and breadth of your story?” Amarandaris asked after a sip of wine.


  Druhallen was alone with the Zhentarim in his quarters above the Parnast charterhouse. They’d dined on two roast chickens that had gone cold before Dru arrived. Amarandaris had carved his clean to the bone while Dru’s was largely intact. He’d done most of the talking, staying ahead of Amarandaris’s questions for the most part.


  Until now.


  “I expect you to accept that the rest is of no use to the Zhentarim.”


  “Everything is useful to us, Druhallen. Our trade is information. Too bad you didn’t find a way to keep the Nether scroll. A thing like that would float straight to the top. To have held it in my hands and glanced at the first few sentences as you did…”


  Amarandaris’s voice faded. Dru had no doubt that the man’s yearning was sincere, and futile. Men like him and Amarandaris couldn’t hold onto artifacts like the Nether scroll. He took a deep breath and baited the trap he hoped would free his foster son.


  “What would you say to a copy of the Nether scroll, Arcanus Fundare Tiersus?”


  The Zhentarim chuckled. “If they could have been copied, they’d never have been lost in the first place and Netheril would rule the world still today.”


  Dru reached inside his shirt—a clean shirt—Amarandaris had waited for him to sluice the journey from his hide and change his clothes. The hour was, again, long past midnight. Dru dropped a wad of linen cloth on the table between himself and the Zhentarim.


  Amarandaris held it up to the lamp and examined it from behind. His eyes widened—he could read the script on the three-fingers, lengthwise strip that Dru had cut from the middle of Tiep’s shirt while he was alone in the charterhouse’s bathing room. The copy was true and complete, but merely interesting. The magic was in the Nether scroll itself.


  “I could have you killed.”


  “And lose the rest?” Dru scowled. He’d hoped they could avoid petty threats. “Don’t take me for a fool. The box will burn and the linen within it. This is trade, not robbery.”


  The Zhentarim leaned back in his chair. “Name your price. I’m sure something can be arranged, if not here, then in Scornubel. My lord often visits Scornubel.”


  “I know,” Dru said quietly.


  Amarandaris sat forward. “Name it. What do you want, Dru?”


  “A life. A life free from the Zhentarim. Call it a fresh start, a rebirth.”


  The Zhentarim hid his face behind steepled hands. By his manner, he’d made it clear he knew exactly what they were negotiating.


  “That’s nothing I can arrange here, but at Darkhold—? I’m sure I could get my lord’s private ear. There is no guarantee, of course. The young man will be free to make the same mistake he made before.”


  “No guarantees,” Dru agreed. “I’m not asking for a miracle, only a clean slate. The rest is up to him.”


  “I don’t suppose you’d give me the rest of the cloth now?”


  “You have a band, that ought to be enough, if you’re any good at trade.”


  “I’m good enough,” Amarandaris returned Dru’s smile. “You should get those cuts on your nose looked at; they’re going to scar. We’ve got a Banite priest—you met him earlier? He’s good with battle wounds.”


  “Lots of practice, I expect. No, thank you, I want a life, nothing more, nothing less.”


  Another smile as Amarandaris stood up. “Consider it done. The Zhentarim will forget that we’ve ever known the boy, except as we’ve always known him—the youngest son of Bitter Ansoain.” He held out his hand to seal the trade.


  Dru hesitated then clasped the Zhentarim’s hand. They exchanged the hollow good-wishes of men who do not expect to meet again. The sun was poking above the horizon as Dru walked down the stairs alone.


  Another night without sleep.


  He thought about Amarandaris’s words before they had shaken hands. Her youngest son?
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