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Welcome to Faerûn, a land of magic and intrigue, brutal violence and divine compassion, where gods have ascended and died, and mighty heroes have risen to fight terrifying monsters. Here, millennia of warfare and conquest have shaped dozens of unique cultures, raised and leveled shining kingdoms and tyrannical empires alike, and left long forgotten, horror-infested ruins in their wake.

A LAND OF MAGIC

 

When the goddess of magic was murdered, a magical plague of blue fire—the Spellplague—swept across the face of Faerûn, killing some, mutilating many, and imbuing a rare few with amazing supernatural abilities. The Spellplague forever changed the nature of magic itself, and seeded the land with hidden wonders and bloodcurdling monstrosities.

A LAND OF DARKNESS

 

The threats Faerûn faces are legion. Armies of undead mass in Thay under the brilliant but mad lich king Szass Tam. Treacherous dark elves plot in the Underdark in the service of their cruel and fickle goddess, Lolth. The Abolethic Sovereignty, a terrifying hive of inhuman slave masters, floats above the Sea of Fallen Stars, spreading chaos and destruction. And the Empire of Netheril, armed with magic of unimaginable power, prowls Faerûn in flying fortresses, sowing discord to their own incalculable ends.

A LAND OF HEROES

 

But Faerûn is not without hope. Heroes have emerged to fight the growing tide of darkness. Battle-scarred rangers bring their notched blades to bear against marauding hordes of orcs. Lowly street rats match wits with demons for the fate of cities. Inscrutable tiefling warlocks unite with fierce elf warriors to rain fire and steel upon monstrous enemies. And valiant servants of merciful gods forever struggle against the darkness.
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17 KYTHORN, THE YEAR OF DEEP WATER DRIFTING (1480 DR)
 

MERCIFULLY, THE SUN SANK BEYOND THE DISTANT HORIZON, letting cool night reclaim the Sword Coast.

For Duran Ironhand, who had pulled the short stick and been stuck with this fool’s errand into Luskan, it was a relief after hours of steaming heat.

Twilight brought its own dangers, however, particularly in Luskan. Monsters, Duran preferred: a monster was honest in its vile aims—predictable. Most of the perils lurking in the shadows wore the faces of men and carried jagged steel. Duran kept one hand on his coin purse and the other on the war pick at his hip.

Still, Luskan did boast fine sunsets. The stinking smoke had tainted the air, and when the sun god Amaunator sank into sleep, the clouds blazed with vibrant light. Duran couldn’t really say how it all worked—the blue-haired lady had tried to explain it, but to no avail. The wizard tagging along with Clan Ironhand had a kind way about her, but her words often made his head hurt.

His partner Roluf rubbed his hands together out of nervousness. “Hope they hurry up. I need a piss.”

The two dwarves stood outside a tavern down by the docks at the appointed meeting place. Their contact was a big man in a gang called the Dead Rats. The dodgy tluiners were known on the streets of Luskan for being untouchable, unless one fancied a quick and bloody death in the shadows. No one could say for certain if they were fully men or partially beasts.

Luskan hadn’t always been so wretched. As little as twenty years ago, when Duran had first visited the city, it could still be called a civilized place. Shops opened at dawn, folk walked openly in the streets, and taverns served ale late into the night. Now, however, the gangs—each of them led by one of the so-called High Captains—had abandoned any semblance of order or governance. More shops closed every day, and people hid behind locked doors. Taverns still remained open but, like as not, a man who drank too much would be stabbed walking out of one.

Three men came out of the shadows. Duran fumbled for his war pick, but Roluf caught his hand. “Jumpy, eh?” he said. “That’s our man.”

Their contact was a hulking creature, heavyset in a city whose food reserves rarely allowed such luxury. Must be a ferocious fighter to feed himself so well, Duran thought. Despite his build, he had beady, glittering eyes and a narrow face. The Dead Rats had a look, after all.

“You got what we need?” Roluf asked.

The bulky Rat drew his lips back from yellow teeth. “You got the blades, I got the gold.”

Roluf nodded to Duran and the dwarf grimaced. He didn’t like it, but dealing with the Dead Rats of Luskan created important coin flow for the clan. He opened his pack for inspection. Dwarven blades gleamed inside it—four long daggers hammered from Sundabar steel.

It wasn’t really fine dwarven steel from Mithral Hall, but at least the Ironhands did not cut their product with inferior metals. Times were tough in the Year of Deep Water Drifting, and many smiths in a similar position used adulterated iron from one of the human lands of the north—or worse, the orc kingdom of Many-Arrows. The Ironhands had some pride, even if they had become glorified arms dealers.

The blades sparked approval in the eyes of their contact, who wouldn’t know good steel from orc shit anyway. The gold the Rats carried—four trade bars, one for each dagger—was certainly good. A ridiculous sum in fact, but as Lord Naros had argued, what use had the Luskar for gold? They needed tools that shed blood, and that Clan Ironhand could provide.

The deal was made with hands shaken and goods exchanged.

“Now then,” Roluf said. “I’m for a piss—less you want to come with?”

Instead of snickering, the Dead Rat nodded soberly and touched his laces. “Sign of trust,” said the man. “Men who share blood, women, and a wall be the best of friends.”

“Hrmf—well then.” Roluf glanced at Duran and nodded. “Just don’t watch.”

The two men went back around the corner in the alley behind the tavern, leaving Duran with the two smaller Dead Rats. “Hail,” the dwarf said.

The men’s eyes flicked and their noses twitched.

“Right then.” Duran leaned on the grimy wall of the tavern and lit his pipe. He looked west into the darkening sky and tried to ignore the chirping of the twilight insects and the rustling trash all around them.
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The streets come alive when darkness falls.
Death stirs as knives flash and blood flows.
The night is our time.
Five jabber in the alley.
We watch.
One of them rises to leave the others—he has drunk too much of the sweet liquid that fills their cups.
A second one joins the first, leaving only three behind.
We creep forward.
We hunger.
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“Agh!” Roluf shouted.

Duran realized his focus had wandered, and he snapped back to the world. Dozing in Luskan was a bad idea. “What’s wrong?” he called, his hand on his war pick.

“Sommat stlarning bit me!” Roluf called from the alley.

Hands went to blades in anticipation, but to no end. A furry beast came rushing from the shadowy alley, squeaking as it ran from Roluf.

The two gang members grinned, sharing some jest at his expense.

“Godsdamned rat,” Duran said. Godsdamned Luskan, too—the sooner Clan Ironhand left the city a hundred leagues in the dust, the better. “Hey, Roluf! You done?”

He heard a wet smacking sound and a moan. “Feh,” Roluf said.

“Moradin’s beard,” Duran said. “What’d you drink?”

The dwarf edged closer to the alley. The Dead Rats, who could already see from where they stood, gaped.

“The Fury,” one murmured.

The other turned so white he glowed in the moonlight.

Then they abandoned the dwarven steel and fled.

“Hrasting Luskan,” Duran said, turning into the alley. “Hey, Roluf—”

What he saw stopped the dwarf in his tracks.

His companion sat over a hunk of quivering flesh that must once have been the Dead Rat contact. One of the proffered gold bars was in his hands, and he was bringing it up and down, up and down, against a skull that had long since caved in. Blood sprayed with each strike as the Dead Rat corpse shook.

“What—what happened?” Duran said. “What did he—?”

Roluf raised his spattered face and Duran saw that his eyes burned bright red. There was rage there, and madness—and hunger.

“Feh,” Roluf murmured as he began to approach. “Feh … meh …”

“Hey,” Duran said. “Stay—stay back—”

“Feh!” Roluf hefted the gold brick high over his head and lunged forward.

Duran cried out in terror.
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17 KYTHORN (NIGHT)
 

HER EYES SHOT OPEN AND SHE CAUGHT HER BREATH, STIFLING a scream in the wake of a half-remembered nightmare.

She lay still in her awkward sleeping position, as though paralyzed on the rough ground. She concentrated on keeping the fragments of the dream alive in her mind.

Most folk tried desperately to forget their nightmares. Unlike them, Myrin Darkdance tried very hard to remember.

A cave. She had been in an empty place of humid darkness that set every pore in her skin to weeping. Creatures stalked the blackness—creatures that surrounded her and reached for her with gnarled talons. There were words that she’d understood but couldn’t remember. And through it all, an awful, beating heart that was not her own …

Her mental effort came to little in the end. The dream faded, and with it, any hope of more answers that night. She reassured herself that the dream may have been just a dream, rather than a true memory. Myrin had no way of knowing—she had awakened a year ago in Waterdeep with only a vague idea of her name. Being an amnesiac could be frustrating.

“Mother Mystra.” The wizard sat up and brushed an errant lock of blue hair out of her eyes and rubbed her head. “That’s the last time I drink myself to sleep with dwarves.”

Myrin was no longer tired, but it was still the middle of the night and her head hurt from the ale. The drink had been very good, and it made the dour dwarves a bit more amusing—both points in its favor. She was in the camp of the Ironhands—a clan of dwarves caravanning from Silverymoon to Waterdeep and eventually on to Westgate. They’d been kind enough to take her along and the least she could do was imbibe what they offered.

Slight mistake.

Not wanting to rise and make her head ache more, Myrin lay back on her bedroll and watched the dwarves by the fire. A musical clan, the deep timbre of their voices carried through the camp every night. They ate to refrains of historical epics like “The Red Knight’s Charge” and “Jain and Elloe.” They drank to the rowdy “Pwent and the Ragers.”

Tonight, the bard Boren—whom the other dwarves inevitably called “Boring,” even though he was anything but—wiled away the dark hours softly singing “Ghost and the Maiden.” It had sounded better when she’d heard it in Silverymoon, but the dwarves’ version lost none of the glory and passion of the tale. The tragic ghostwalker, caught in a web of violence forged of his own thirst for vengeance; the beautiful Nightingale, who fought so hard to save him from himself. Every time Myrin heard it, she prayed that the story would somehow end in joy, and every time it trailed off with the task complete but the lovers forever separated.

The ballad was usually Myrin’s favorite, and it rarely failed to instill in her a deep sadness mixed with hope. Perhaps—just perhaps—all would be well despite the inevitable sorrow.

Tonight, however, it only increased her headache. She didn’t want to hear about love, no matter how passionate or tragic. The Nightingale in the story was a fool to invest so much in a man whose quest was more important to him than she was. Myrin had met a man like that and he’d made the same choice.

Kalen Dren.

Memories of him never did her any favors. A year ago, she’d wanted to fall into his arms and abandon thought and responsibility. Ultimately, she’d realized he didn’t love her. She’d watched him kill a man in the street even as she begged him to come away with her. Just like the hero of the story, he hadn’t chosen her. He’d chosen his quest instead. Even a year later, she still felt rejected, after she’d thrown herself at him like a ninny. Now, she made every effort to forget him, with some success. Mostly, she only had to deal with the occasional dream or two. (Which were, unfortunately, very good dreams.)

Today she walked her own path. She didn’t need him anymore. She had found more memories, including her name—or at least part of it: Darkdance.

She had learned the name in Silverymoon—in an absorbed memory.

She wasn’t sure what had driven her to the city—a feeling, perhaps, that had come over her a year ago when she had gone to the spring masquerade at the temple dressed as Lady Alustriel, one of the legendary Seven Sisters and once ruler of Silverymoon. Myrin still kept the shimmering red dress she had worn, folded carefully in the pack beside her bedroll. She felt a little tingle of recognition every time she touched it. She usually put little stock in feelings, but she understood the power of intuition. And so she’d made her way there, hoping to find someone who recognized her and could tell her something—anything—about her past.

Alas, she’d found no one in Silverymoon who found even her name familiar. Her gold-brown skin and startling blue eyes were distinctive enough, even without the shock of azure blue hair. She checked the enrollment at the Lady’s College of Magic and had even gone to the libraries, all with no luck.

She had despaired of finding even a hint as to her lost identity until, after a tenday, she got stuck watching a parade for the Lord Methrammar. The elderly lord was shaking hands with folk on the street. A chance touch, and she was abruptly somewhere else—someone else.

This had happened before—a year ago, when she had touched a treacherous woman called Fayne. She’d seen a memory of herself through Fayne’s eyes, the way she must have appeared: powerful and frightening, blazing with magic.

It passed the same with Methrammar. She became him for all of three heartbeats, and saw another night, a fantastic one filled with magic and beauty. And then she found herself sitting dazed in the street, unable to think of anything else.

Myrin decided to examine that memory again. She adjusted into a more comfortable posture and focused on the memory. She spoke syllables of power—a simple cantrip she’d learned over the last year—and an image made of fire swirled before her. It boasted flames of various colors: silver and gold, red, and blue. She closed her eyes and remembered, all the while blindly tracing the memory into the fire with her fingertips.
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The night expanded around them, sparkling with a sea of stars. Below, Silverymoon gleamed, alight with songs and dancing. Spell-wrought images of dragons and firebirds cavorted in the skies, spiraling and twisting in glory and terror.

The two of them stood alone at the peak of a bridge of moonlight that arched high over the river. He turned to her, a woman as radiant as the city, burning with life and power, her gown floating like gossamer. A shadowy door—a hole her magic had torn in the fabric of reality—crackled behind her, waiting. Gods, she was so beautiful.

“My lovely Lady Darkdance,” he said. “I wish thee a fine naming day, indeed.”

She looked up to him and smiled mysteriously, her eyes sparkling in the starlight. Her vivid blue lips parted …
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The scene faded. She had absorbed no more than a brief flash of all the memory Methrammar had of her. She doubted his fixation with her lips had been entirely proper, but she focused on the image anyway, weaving magic with her free hand as though drawing. Her ale headache increased, but she ignored the pain.

She opened her eyes and saw the image reflected in her conjured flames. This Myrin looked so different—her blue hair glossy, her skin smooth as river-polished stone, her painted lips gleaming like sapphires. Her eyes, though, were the same iridescent blue, radiant in the moonlight. She touched her actual face, feeling her travel-roughened cheeks and her brow caked with dust.

“My lovely Lady Darkdance,” she murmured.

So she had a last name—and a naming day, apparently, though she could not tell which day. Nor did she know how old she had been when Methrammar saw her, or even if the memory was accurate. How long ago had that been?

A scream came out of the night, chasing off her thoughts.

By the fire, Boren the bard and another dwarf leaped to their feet, weapons raised. Boren fell in an instant, blood spurting from his shoulder into the midnight air.

“Attack!” bellowed a deep voice. “To arms!”

Myrin struggled to rise, but the memory and magic had drained her. “Oof,” she said. Her head ached something fierce.

A wizened dwarf kneeled at her side—Elder Naros Ironhand. “Are you well, lady?”

Her head pulsing in pain, Myrin barely understood what was going on. She remembered Naros, the ancient clan leader of the Ironhands, who’d taken her on board his caravan after he’d recognized the name “Darkdance.” He claimed to have met a half-elf by that name out of Westgate long ago—could he be her relative?

At the moment, however, his murky recollections of her potential ancestor mattered less to her than the warhammer in his hand.

“I can fight, I—Ah!” Abruptly, the ache in Myrin’s head grew into blinding agony and she fell to one knee, grasping her forehead. The world blinked in and out of awareness as a patch of hungry nothing drilled into her mind.

Myrin shook the pain away and looked toward the fire, forty feet away. Dwarves were surging up from their bedrolls and cloaks, steel reflecting the dancing flames. They formed a rough circle, casting about for a foe. Within, the crumpled Boren lay moaning.

Myrin started forward, only to have Naros grasp her by the arm. “Stay behind me, girl.” He had drawn forth his holy symbol of Moradin the All-Father.

“I recognize and appreciate your generous offer of protection,” Myrin said, “but Boren’s hurt. I have to help.”

Hardly knowing what she was doing, Myrin drew her wand and traced a circle in the air, leaving a shadowy trail of magic. As she watched, the trail expanded into a door perfectly sized for her—like the door she’d seen in Methrammar’s memory.

“Gods above and below,” Naros said. “Wait—”

Myrin slipped from his grasp, tumbled through darkness—

—and stepped out into the firelight next to the injured bard. Sharp pain bloomed on her chest, running across her skin like a live ember. A line of runes streamed down her chest under her tunic, and a new tattoo appeared right over her heart: a door of shadow. A remembered spell.

Dizziness gripped her for a moment—the aftereffects of the teleportation and the sudden recall of the magic—but Boren’s welling blood gave her focus. A deep gash ran between the dwarf’s shoulder and neck. With a flick of her fingers and a spark of will, Myrin formed a hand of magical force and pressed it onto the wound.

“All will be well,” she said in Boren’s ear. “Have no fear. All—”

“No fear.” A voice behind Myrin set her skin acrawl. She turned around.

There, in the firelight, stood a dark figure. Myrin realized why she had not seen it at first: the creature’s charcoal black skin seemed as dark as the night. Smoke rose from its head rather than hair and the flickering fire glinted off lines of deeper black energy that traced along its skin to a pair of infinitely deep eyes. In those eyes … was nothing, as though the world ceased to exist.

“You,” the creature said in a distinctly feminine voice. It—she—raised one finger to point at Myrin. Darkness flared around her hand. “You are the one.”

Myrin stiffened. Not another hunter—not now! Ever since she could remember, someone had been hunting for her. Worse, that meant this attack on Clan Ironhand was all her fault.

The dark woman rose, setting her cloak rustling in the smoky wind. Beneath the folds of the garment, the woman bore a long-handled axe. The black blade was pitted and jagged, pure murder in the crude form of a weapon.

“Please,” Myrin said. “Your quarrel is with me alone. Leave these others—no!”

The dwarves chose that moment to charge the dark woman from all sides, weapons leading. Seven stood against her.

Too few.

The woman stood unmoving until the first dwarf came within two paces. Then she swayed toward him, bringing her axe scything out from under her cloak. It whipped over her head and struck just below the dwarf’s raised maul. The serrated blade cut straight through the haft and slashed on, sending the weapon—along with the dwarf’s hands—flopping bloodily to the ground.

The dark woman stepped back, following the weapon’s momentum into the second brave—and foolish—dwarf. This one caught the dwarf full in the chest, but his brigandine deflected the potentially mortal blow. Still, the strike put him down, blood spurting from a deep gash in his chest. The axe whirred through the air, singing its own deadly song.

She parried one charging dwarf, who stumbled back cursing at the force of her blow. Fluidly, she lashed out with her rear foot to catch another dwarf full in the face with a crunch. His legs shot out from under him, and he flipped backward to land in the dust.

An unscathed dwarf managed a thrust with one of his two short swords, but the blade cut just wide of her flank. She slapped her arm down to catch the sword against her hip then turned sharply. The motion tore the blade from the dwarf’s hands and brought her deadly axe across to take the dwarf’s head off at the jawline. The brutal steel cleaved flesh like air.

The dwarf she’d parried—along with his two surviving companions, one of them bleeding profusely from the face, the other handless—staggered away. The woman wore a stony expression as her axe spun to a halt, the haft slapping against her free hand. She’d killed or maimed four hardened warriors in the span of two breaths, and her eyes had never left Myrin.

“Demon!” Naros charged forward, his holy symbol raised. “Begone from this place! Back to the Abyss with you!”

The woman glanced at him blankly.

Two dozen dwarves armed with swords, axes, and hammers encircled the central campfire. Elder Naros stepped forward.

“If Moradin does not frighten you, perhaps steel will.” He raised his warhammer. “You may be a fiend with that blade, but we will overwhelm you.”

The woman still had eyes only for Myrin. She raised her axe and the surviving dwarves shuddered. Idly, she set her weapon spinning like a whip over her head.

Myrin hadn’t the least idea what this creature was or who might have sent her. She didn’t know what the woman meant to do to her, but she had no choice.

“Stop,” Myrin said. “I surrender! Harm no more of my friends!”

“Ironhand!” Naros cried, ignoring Myrin’s attempt at bargaining. “Attack!”

These dwarves fared little better than the first group.

The woman moved among them like a threshing wind, her axe flailing about. The dwarves launched blow after blow against her, but none landed. She moved aside from some; others were turned aside by the haze of darkness that swelled around her. She was a zephyr of death in the smoky night air.

The dark woman strode through the horde of attackers like a wraith and raised her axe over Myrin. “Lady!” Naros shouted.

Magic flowed from Myrin without conscious thought. She thrust up her wand and the axe struck a shield of light that appeared between them.

The woman pulled the axe back, nodded in acknowledgment, then kicked Myrin in the belly. Myrin staggered back and collapsed, wheezing.

The woman strode forward but Naros stepped in her path. He struck the woman’s axe with his hammer and she fell back. “Flee!” he cried. “Flee, my lady!”

Myrin forced herself to one knee, gasping for the breath that had been knocked from her body. She had to do something—had to end the fight.

A spell came to her, then, rising unbidden from the depths of her mind. She didn’t recall ever having cast it herself, but she knew where she had seen it cast. A year past, in Fayne’s memory, Myrin had watched the spell conjure crippling terror in a foe’s mind. If Myrin could remember how to cast it, perhaps she could shock the dark woman into stillness. But the spell was so black and terrible. How could she—?

The dark woman knocked Naros’s hammer out of his hands and drew her axe up. The dwarf glared up at her, defiant to the end.

No choice. Myrin shaped the awful spell around her gray-white wand. “Your worst fear to unmake you!” she declaimed in the horrid Abyssal tongue.

A ray of blackness struck the dark woman and for an instant Myrin felt a surge of relief. But the woman wasn’t stunned—she wasn’t even slowed.

Then the niggling pain in Myrin’s head flared and she realized that she was seeing into the woman’s mind.

Inside was nothing.

Myrin stood on the precipice of a sheer, shattering vastness. No warmth—no life. Only herself and the void. She fell to her knees, blood trickling from her nose.

The dark woman looked back at her and her lip curled slightly. She kicked the clan leader away then spun her axe overhead as the rest of the dwarves rushed her. She brought the weapon down in a thunderous swipe upon the ground, and a black whirlwind sent the dwarves flying.

Black manacles appeared around Myrin’s arms and legs and an irresistible force drew the wizard forward. Myrin struggled as the woman grasped her by the throat.

“No fear in the darkness,” the woman said. “No pain in the void.”

The world shivered around them and Myrin could feel the woman drawing her in—over the precipice into emptiness.

A single thought intruded, like a faint ray of hope. Myrin couldn’t explain why her mind flowed this way, but flow it did, and she spoke even though no one could hear.

“Kalen,” Myrin choked out. “Kalen Shadowbane.”

Her voice vanished into nothingness.
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21 KYTHORN (EVENING)
 

LUSKAN.

A seeping, lice-ridden sore, the so-called City of Sails squatted on the Sea of Swords, oozing its corruption into land and water alike. The ground itself reacted against Luskan as a body might to a boil, growing chapped and barren for a league in all directions. One could smell the city at that distance—a sickly mixture of rancid meat, old dust, and shit, which only grew thicker as one approached.

As dusk fell, a lone rider approached, his gray cloak flying out behind him in a trail of dust. He held no illusions about the city—in fact he knew it better than most. He knew enough not to return, and yet he had no choice.

Kalen Dren never did seem to have much choice.

Ever a hole, Luskan had suffered two blows near a century past: The pirate kings had clashed with painful consequences for the city, and then the Spellplague struck. The city existed now as a mere mockery of what it had been. In the Year of Deep Water Drifting, Luskan was its own small nation, ruled by thieves and madmen.

Greasy smoke from half a hundred chimneys formed a haze over the city as forbidding as the thick walls around it. Every morning, the walls were hung with the remains of fresh victims of the city, grisly totems that drove back invaders without needing a single living defender.

Lately, Luskan had acquired another line of defense: a contingent of Waterdhavian Guard stood sentry around the city. Summer was, after all, plague season, and if Luskan suffered a new malady, the Guard’s strict quarantine would keep it contained.

It was, in short, the last place any sane traveler would ever want to go.

The lone man rode with eyes fixed upon the rotting city. His sword gleamed, an eye-in-gauntlet sigil etched on its hilt. Kalen felt vague warmth through his glove at its touch, and he knew that the blade would have burned any other man. But thanks to his spellscar, he could barely feel even the deepest of cuts. To him, this pain offered only dull distraction—the niggling reminder that he was no longer worthy of his sword.

He could bear that.

He thought of the note—the scrap of parchment folded up inside his leather breastplate, close to his heart. He thought of the hand that had written it and of the single word—Luskan—scrawled in blood across the neat handwriting. Inviting him—challenging him. “Come and find her,” those six letters had implied. “If you can.”

Kalen Dren came with a purpose and would not be swayed.

Not if he had to kill every single son of a bitch in the godsdamned city.
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As the sun dipped, signaling the last hour before the shifts changed, relief filled the guards on duty at the isolated cliffside gate at the south end of the city.

It was a small gate—more a flaw in Luskan’s wall, actually, broken open during the earthquake that had ripped through the region twenty or so years past. Accessible on foot or by boat, it stood beside a precipitous fall into the churning waves of the Sea of Swords. Locals called it “Cliffside Cranny” for its forbidding location and narrow opening. Nevertheless, folk had used it to smuggle captives or exiled nobles in and out, at least until the Waterdhavians erected a crude barricade to seal the gap, leaving a tiny space at the very top.

Rhetegast Hawkwinter, the younger of the two guardsmen, yawned and sighed as dusk brought blessed cool air. Luskan was experiencing a heat wave the last few tendays, one that did not show signs of stopping. The half-elf—Rhett to his friends—had received his first gauntlet not two tendays past, and ye gods, had life in the Guard proved both uncomfortable and a bore.

“Another day in service to the Lords, another day sitting on our haunches.” Rhett stretched. “That was a long shift. I, for one, look forward to a bit of the watered ale they foist upon us back at the camp. I thought it ghastly at first, but—Carmael? Are you even listening?”

The second of the Trusties—an irritable Cormyrean expatriate by the name of Carmael—was poring over dispatches from Waterdeep: orders, wanted notices, and the like. His cragged face remained passive and his eyes kept to his work.

Rhett was accustomed to this sort of benign neglect. The Guard was hardly the glorious, romantic pursuit he’d been led to believe. He rather suspected his father, Lord Olivar Hawkwinter, had set him on this path not to build character as he’d claimed, but rather to make an attempt on his life through monotony. Still, Rhett was determined to make the best of it.

“Sir Carmael, methinks that lass back at the camp—Este? The one who washes our weathercloaks?” He winked. “Methinks she has her eye on your noble visage.”

The older man glanced over, then shook his head. “Belt up, Trusty,” he said, annoyed. “Or at least wait until you’re back in the privacy of your own bunk.”

“Hmm!” Rhett saw a letter written in a lady’s hand half-concealed among Carmael’s papers. “Ah ha! And what is that, Sir Oh-So-Chaste? Methinks—”

“Enough!” Carmael rose to his feet, fists clenched.

“Ah ha!” Rhett beamed. “Love is ever a cause for fisticuffs. Have at thee, Sir!”

“Stay those tongues and fists.” A guardsman with three gauntlets on his breastplate—the mark of a Shieldlar and their superior officer—appeared out of the faltering light. A good man who took his job seriously, Duth Galandel had little use for idle soldiers.

“Hail, Sir,” the guardsmen said together.

“Belt up, both of you,” Galandel admonished as he took a seat on a jutting stone. “Duty’s not ended.”

The Trusties saluted—a smart rap on the hilts of their swords. Carmael went back to his papers. Rhett latched onto the Shieldlar as a new source of relief from the tedium of sentry duty.

“Sir, I—” Rhett paused. “That is, if you don’t mind the question.”

Galandel shrugged. “Ask.”

“Sir, why are we guarding this gate?”” Rhett looked down the steep path. “We haven’t seen a sign of anyone trying to escape. Not that I blame them: they’d have to circle the city half a mile to reach the open road, where the Guard is stationed anyway.”

The Shieldlar leaned against the wall and looked up at the moon. Selûne was waning, but her tears were bright tonight. “It only takes one to break the quarantine, Hawkwinter.”

“Yes, Sir.” Rhett bowed his head to that logic. “It’s—it’s just that we haven’t seen anyone even try to leave in a tenday!” he said. “Wouldn’t it make sense to reassign me to the main gate, where more folk try to get out? I’ll be of more use there.”

“And this reasoning of yours,” Galandel said. “It has nothing to do with a certain raven-haired Valabrar in command there?”

Rhett smiled innocently. “Sir, I don’t know what you mean.”

Really, who in the Guard wouldn’t want to take orders from Araezra Hondyl—in battle or otherwise? The Valabrar was one of the best-looking women in Waterdeep—possibly in all the Sword Coast. And she was his own age, just about. Though she’d risen high in the ranks, she had seen no more than a handful over a score winters. Perfect.

“No one’s going to come out this gate,” Rhett said firmly.

“Perhaps not,” Galandel said. “And if anyone tried to break in while we left this smuggler’s gate unguarded?”

“Sir!” Rhett chuckled. “Only a lunatic would do that.”

The clatter of hooves on the salt-rimmed stones drew their attention. Galandel sprang to his feet with the grace of a seasoned warrior.

“What’s that?” Rhett asked.

“A lunatic.” Galandel reached for his steel.

Across from them, Carmael was on his feet, his mighty scimitar drawn and ready.

They saw the horse first: a muscular dun with flanks lathered in sweat. Like as not, the steed had run all day. That in itself was mad—one false step on the narrow path would send horse and rider tumbling into the sea.

The rider in the dark cloak stole their attention. His hood partly hid his face, but Rhett could see one of the rider’s eyes in a flash of lightning—its color that of a gray diamond. The man wore a helm, its faceplate raised.

The man raced up the path and reined his steed to a halt. The horse reared, driving the men back. When he came back down, the rider stared at them the way a hunting dog might gaze at a trio of waterfowl.

“Stand aside.” The man in black’s chill voice brooked no argument.

Galandel strode forth to face him, his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Halt and stay steel in the name of the Lords,” he said. “This city—”

“I won’t ask again.” The man pushed aside his cloak, which rippled in the wind, revealing the long handle and silver pommel of a sword strapped to the side of the saddle. Rhett saw an eye-in-gauntlet sigil on the hilt.

Now that he had drawn closer, they could make out the man’s face. A tenday’s worth of stubble covered cheeks like boiled leather, and the man’s sharp nose was slightly crooked as though it had been broken some time before. It was the gray eyes, however, that stabbed into Rhett’s mind and lingered.

Rhett looked at Carmael, stunned. The older guardsmen returned his gaze in disbelief, then seemed to remember something. He reached among his papers, and drew one out. His face paled. “Sir?” Carmael said to Galandel.

Rhett glanced across at the paper: an artist’s rendering of a dark-haired man. Opposite, there was an image of a featureless helm with two slits for eyes. Between the two was some sort of symbol—a gauntlet like that of the Guard’s ranking sigils, but with a stylized eye drawn in the center. Beneath it all lay one word in block letters. A name.

Rhett sucked in a breath. “Bane’s blazing balls,” he said. “Shadowbane!”

The guardsmen drew steel.
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Kalen Dren had hoped to find the Cliffside Cranny unguarded, but alas, three guards stood before him: Shieldlar Galandel, a Trusty called Carmael, and a half-elf boy he didn’t know.

And they were in his way.

Kalen laid his hand on Vindicator’s hilt. The blade felt hot even to his numb fingers. Why had he brought the sword, if it hated him so badly?

Unsurprisingly, the Shieldlar refused to back down. Duth Galandel was a good guardsman—he and Kalen had been friends of a kind. It would be a shame to kill him.

Carmael showed Galandel a wanted notice. Kalen sighed.

“Shadowbane!” said the youngest guardsman. He fumbled with his crossbow, while Carmael smoothly sheathed his scimitar and drew his own crossbow.

“The city of Luskan is under quarantine by Order of the Waterdeep Guard, Shadowbane,” Galandel said. “What possible madness could have brought you here?”

“Madness,” Kalen repeated.

In his mind’s eye, Kalen saw a gold-brown face wreathed in hair like blue fire. He remembered the last words she said to him—pleading with him to follow her—and then the bittersweet missive she had left him. It was the same note that he had in his pocket, a note that told him not to follow—and said she had given him a gift.

Myrin.

He could not change course.

“Perhaps it is madness,” he said, “but I will see it done.”

“The Hells you will,” Galandel said. “Kalen Dren, you are under arrest for crimes against the citizens of Waterdeep: murder, assault, intimidation, destruction of property, and impersonation of a legal guardian of the city.”

The youngest of the guardsmen stiffened at the recitation of these crimes, but Kalen kept his focus on Galandel. “This is your duty?” he asked.

“It is,” Galandel said.

Kalen nodded. He had expected no less.

He climbed down from his steed. With one hand, he unbuckled his sword and its scabbard; then with the other, he slapped his weary horse on the rump. The exhausted steed whinnied—a sound blasphemously loud in the quiet night—and made its way back down the loose path. Odds were, he wouldn’t need the animal again.

Kalen raised the sheathed sword horizontal and level with his face and put his left hand on Vindicator’s hilt. The two crossbows wavered.

“Hold!” Galandel shouted, raising one hand.

They stood among the crags, the only sounds the gentle lapping of waves below and the tense creak of leather-wrapped fingers on crossbow triggers.

“Kalen,” Galandel said softly. “Kalen, stand down, and no harm will befall you.”

“You know I cannot.” Kalen released the hilt of Vindicator to pull his helm’s visor shut.

With a grim nod, Galandel drew his sword and readied his shield.

The Shieldlar circled Kalen, studying him. Walking slowly in the other direction, Kalen let his cloak drift on the sea winds, holding the sheathed sword between them. Wielding it in his left hand still felt a little awkward, but his right hand hadn’t worked well since a dwarf assassin had broken it a year back. And he couldn’t feel any pain, but then, with the sickness growing, he couldn’t feel much of anything in his body.

Nothing but a growing rage that swallowed his earlier restraint. He wanted to hurt one of them. Hurt all of them. Badly.

He pressed his numb fingers into Vindicator’s hilt, letting its fire burn up his arm. He might not be worthy of the weapon, but the warmth reassured him.

As Galandel charged, Kalen closed his eyes and focused on his sword. He drew.

A flash of light, dazzlingly bright under the stars, half-blinded the guardsmen. It seemed as though Kalen held a shard of the sun. One of the crossbows fired, but Kalen swept aside the bolt with his scabbard and parried the dazzled Galandel with his grey-burning sword. Their steel rang in the twilight, blades locked high.

Galandel broke the lock first, and struck high to low. Kalen parried again, his blade pointed tip-down to let the Shieldlar’s sword rake down its length. Kalen stepped back, ready to ward off another strike, and the senior guardsman did not disappoint. He followed his strike up with two more thrusts. Kalen’s second parry slipped a hair, and Galandel’s blade cut into his opponent’s leather gauntlet and drew blood.

Kalen looked down at his wound. The blood on his arm seemed to belong to someone else—someone far away. With his spellscar affliction, he could be cut to the bone and it would only itch a little. He looked up from his hand to Galandel, standing three paces distant. He dropped his lacquered scabbard, set his right hand on Vindicator’s pommel so he held the sword in both hands, and leveled the blade at the Shieldlar’s eyes.

Galandel came on. This time, Kalen parried wide and braced himself just in time for the coming shield bash, which hit his shoulder. Kalen fell to his back, rolled, and kicked out at Galandel’s leg. The Shieldlar cursed and staggered. Seizing the initiative, Kalen tumbled back to his feet and lunged forward, setting Galandel firmly on the defensive.

They traded blows, parry following counter following parry, in balance, moving faster and faster, and then—suddenly—Kalen struck through Galandel’s defenses. The two junior guardsmen gasped. Galandel’s sword flew harmlessly wide—missing the parry—and his shield whipped around to knocking Kalen away just a touch too late.

Gripping his right arm, Kalen fell back without his sword. Galandel moved a step and panted. The wind whistled between them.

Then Kalen’s head rose. Galandel’s shield slipped, revealing a sword struck through his shoulder—Kalen’s sword. He fell to one knee, his teeth gritted in pain. Carmael cried out in shock and raised his crossbow. Kalen stepped forward, drew a long dagger, and put it to Galandel’s throat. He hoped the guards could see his willingness to take it that far.

But the youngest guard stepped between them, sword lowered. “Wait! Hold!”

Kalen hadn’t expected this. Keeping the gasping Shieldlar under his knife, he appraised the youngest guard. He had bright red hair, a flowery scent that spoke of rich blood, and the build of a lordling raised from childhood with a toy sword in his hand. Kalen saw nothing to indicate why he would step between two veteran combatants, let alone shield a known criminal.

“Make a move, boy,” Kalen said.

The half-elf nodded. “We’re here to keep folk in the city, not out. I mean, we discourage it, but if you need to enter, then enter, and Tymora’s good luck to you.”

Slowly, Kalen inclined his head.

“Rhett—what are you doing?” Carmael hissed. “This man is a wanted criminal. We’re not just going to let him go!”

“Let him go into Luskan?” the boy—Rhett—countered. “Isn’t that what we do with criminals anyway? Let them fend for themselves in there?”

“Stupid boy!” Carmael roared. “You’re aiding a proscribed villain!”

“No,” came a weak voice—that of Galandel. “No, the lad’s right.” He looked up to Kalen. “Go then. Whatever quest drives you—go.”

Kalen cast his eyes back to the two Trusties. With a scowl, Carmael lowered his crossbow. Kalen dropped his dagger from Galandel’s throat and sheathed it at his belt. Rhett shivered, but when Kalen gave him a nod, he returned the gesture.

That had taken bravery—and stupidity. A dangerous combination.

Kalen passed between the guardsmen, toward the barricaded cliffside gate.

“Your sword,” Rhett said, pointing to Vindicator, still buried in Galandel’s shoulder. “Don’t you need it?”

He considered it, looking down at his scalded hands. He had not felt worthy of the sword since his failure with Vaelis, months ago. Now … perhaps it was time.

“Keep it,” Kalen replied. “I stopped being worthy of that blade a long time ago.”

He leaped onto the city wall, his boots flaring with blue fire as they carried him aloft. Within two breaths, he had scaled to the top of the barricade and slipped between it and the stone. He squeezed through the cranny and vaulted into the fallen city.

He hit the ground running.
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Rhett and Carmael tore off their helms and rushed to their superior, who coughed and clutched at the sword Shadowbane had left in his shoulder. Rhett reached for the weapon, but Galandel slapped the hands away.

“Don’t pull it out, lad,” he said. “What do you think’s holding all the blood in?”

Rhett backed away. “But doesn’t it hurt, Shieldlar?”

“Oh, it hurts like Shar’s sharpened teeth on Cyric’s—gah!” He gritted his teeth and turned to Carmael. “Fetch a healer, Trusty—and right quick.”

“Shadowbane,” Carmael murmured. “Can you believe it?”

“Believe you’ll be mucking out latrines with your beard by sunrise if you don’t get that godspissed healer.”

Carmael tapped the hilt of his sheathed sword in salute and ran for their horses.

“Bold thing you did there, boy,” Galandel said with a grimace. “You could be hanged for disobeying orders—or probably just whipped and discharged. Dishonorably.”

Grimly, Rhett nodded. It was the stupidest thing he had ever done in his young life, and yet, it didn’t feel wrong. “You didn’t want to fight him.”

“We were comrades and I know what kind of man he is.” The Shieldlar gestured to the city. “Tymora’s blessing and Chauntea’s soothing kiss on any who get in his way.”

Though he nodded, Rhett knew that wasn’t why he’d helped Shadowbane. But the unyielding resolve in his almost colorless eyes …

Rhett would remember those eyes.
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In the depths of her scrying pool, the priestess saw a man in black sliding down the wall and into the city of sin. The halfling had been right—a crusader had come.

“Kalen Dren,” she murmured. “Come to play my game, have you?”

She saw his image, but only for the briefest of breaths before it dispersed. She would need a closer scrying focus to see him more clearly, but that she could get. She whistled and a servant opened the nearest door to her sanctum.

“Call for Logenn,” she said. “I’ve a task for him.”
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21 KYTHORN (NIGHT)
 

PAST THE BARRICADE, KALEN CLIMBED DOWN AND ROLLED to his feet on the dusty ground in Luskan. He moved immediately into the shadows of a nearby building that had once been a tavern, but was now half-burned, rotted, and boarded up. Kalen crouched among the ashen detritus and waited, keeping as still as he could.

Galandel’s sword had bitten deep, but Kalen hardly felt it—his spellscar took care of that. It was his curse that stole much of the feeling from his body. Though he grew stronger every day, became faster, felt less pain and punishment than before, one day it would prove too much. His body would become a stone prison—his lungs ceasing to draw in air, his heart shuddering to a stop. He’d brought the curse on himself, through a stupid mistake he had made years ago. And he lived with the numbing malady every day since. One of these days it would kill him; in fact, a year ago, it almost had. Until Myrin—

Myrin.

All he knew was that Myrin was in Luskan and that he had to find her. He hadn’t seen her in a year, and they hadn’t parted on the best of terms. But as soon as he’d heard she was in trouble, he hadn’t hesitated. That had been four days ago—four days’ hard ride from Waterdeep. He didn’t know who had her, so he’d have to break some heads to find out.

No one had come in or out of the tavern. He drew his dagger and knocked the pommel against the wall, then hunched back down to wait.

Sure enough, a pair of toughs appeared, drawn to the sound. They were grubby, lank-haired men—one a half-orc—with a number of pins and spikes driven through their ears and noses to demonstrate their toughness. He also recognized their symbol: hands or paws in various stages of decay—from fleshy to rotted to skeletal—strung on a chain and worn around the neck like a pendant. These were Dustclaws.

Well, one gang was as good a place to start as another.

The Dustclaws inspected the wall, looking for the source of the noise. One of the thugs peered through the cracks in the barricade, then snuffled and shrugged. The senior one—the half-orc—slapped the back of the man’s head and pointed to the door from which they had emerged. They entered, passing inside walls of chipped brick and a roof of rickety boards that rattled in the sea breeze. They hadn’t seen Kalen, and that lent him the advantage.

Quickly, Kalen rose from hiding and followed the Dustclaws. Kalen recognized the worn quill-and-scroll sign of Flick’s Fancies, a scribner house. He’d spent quite a bit of time there as a boy, taking those chores the proprietor (Felicity, though no one called her that twice) gave him and occasionally filching ink and paper from her cabinets. He found it ironic that the scribner’s letters had vanished over the years while the image remained.

Flick’s bore a gang marking, to denote territory: a gold coin with what looked like horns on the outside. Kalen didn’t recognize the symbol, though it reminded him of the sigils of both Tymora, goddess of luck, and her sister Beshaba, goddess of misfortune.

Kalen looked north into the heart of Luskan. The buildings that lined the worn cobbled streets looked entirely too familiar. He recalled countless sweaty midnights and freezing dawns spent perched on buildings or hiding in holes.

Voices emerged from the scribner’s—those of Flick herself and of another that Kalen recognized quite well. One of the luck goddesses was smiling, it seemed.

This might be difficult without Vindicator. He wondered if it had been a mistake to leave the sword behind. Still, after what had happened three months before, sending the crack running along the blade … No. He would not miss it.

“Focus,” Kalen murmured. “Make of myself a darkness, in which there is only me.”

Cold clarity crept back in, drowning out the anxieties born that awful day. He had come to Luskan with a clear purpose. Myrin needed him and he would not fail her.

He thought back to the structure of the shop: ways in, ways out … Ah. Yes.
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Ebbius the Rake drummed his pointed fingers on the countertop. His devil’s tail swished around like that of an anxious cat. He popped out the cork half stuck in the rum bottle in his hand and took a long swig. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and grinned. “Now, now, me lovely, be reasonable,” he said to the woman behind the counter.

“Reasonable?” Flick crossed her arms. “Why don’t you bugger off and have your bully boys take their turns tluinin’ you with your own tail. That sound reasonable, eh?”

“Hmm—tempting, but not today, methinks,” he said.

“Nay, today you’ve got to shake me down for coin, is it?”

“That’s the notion.”

Ebbius smiled outwardly and swore inwardly. The tiefling’s infamous charms seemed not to work on the foul-mouthed Madam Flick. Pity, really. So many others fell to just a smile or a glare. He supposed the muscle he’d brought along would just have to do: two thugs out of the Dustclaws, one a particularly ugly half-orc, the other a human doing his best to match. He hadn’t bothered to learn their names.

By her face, Flick wasn’t the least bit afraid of the tiefling or his men. “Like I told you, fiend-born,” she said with a flash of her perfect white teeth, one part of her appearance she prided herself on. “I paid the Coin Priest a tenday past, and t’isn’t no call for more until month’s end. So take your meat-shields and piss off.”

As he took another pull of his rum, Ebbius rubbed one of the two horns that spiraled up from his red-skinned head. Much as he’d expected. He glanced at the Dustclaws and cocked his head toward Flick. The scarred half-orc reached across the counter and caught Flick around the throat. With a flex of his arms, he wrenched her off her feet and slammed her onto the counter. Flick struggled, but the other thug caught her arms.

“I paid, you Tymora-lovin’ dastards!” she shouted. “Get your godsdamned hands off—”

Ebbius silenced her by putting his knife to her lips. “Lady, gracious lady,” he said. “Best take Shar’s own care with your next words. Because I’ve had about as much insult from you as I’m like to take.” The tiefling grinned, exposing every one of his dagger-sharp teeth. “The blessings of the Lady don’t come so cheap and a great disaster is coming to Luskan soon.”

“Already here.”

Ebbius drew his blade back and slitted his luminous eyes. He looked from one of his men to the other. “Who said—?”

With a cry of shock and pain, the half-orc leaped high in the air. He clasped his foot, which trailed blood in its wake.

“Bane’s breath—” Ebbius started, then staggered away as the human thug slammed into him and fell to the floor, crying out in pain.

The tiefling looked down where the Dustclaw had been standing and saw the gleam of a long dagger blade protruding from the crack between the misshaped floorboards. It vanished as he watched, snaking back into the darkness beneath. He bent down, squinting—there, through a wide crack, he saw what looked like a white diamond, gleaming in the dust-filled light.

Then it blinked.

“Black hands of a thousand watching gods,” Ebbius said.

The floorboards erupted and a dark figure rose from below, elbowing aside the splintering wood. His black-gloved hand caught Ebbius by the throat and pulled him close to a weathered face with scarred cheeks, a long-ago broken nose, and colorless eyes.

Worse, Ebbius knew him. “Gods,” he said. “Is that—?”

The man threw him back against the counter. The tiefling lost the world for an instant, his fingers scrabbling at the countertop to steady himself. What was happening?

The half-orc struggled back on his feet, but he went down fast when the attacker punched him in the ear with his open hand. The ugly human got up, limping, but one black boot shot out and struck him in the nose. His face became a mass of blood as half a dozen piercings cut into his flesh, and the hapless thug collapsed.

Ebbius shook his head, just in time to see the demon of a man pull up the half-orc by the collar and punch him with the pommel of his dagger once, then twice. The brute fell back, nose spurting, and groaned his way into unconsciousness. The cloaked attacker glared over his shoulder at the tiefling.

“Little Dren,” Ebbius said. “Fancy seeing you again—”

Something heavy slammed into the back of his head with a loud crack. Wetness dripped down his cheeks, and he knew no more.
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Kalen drew back his blood-spattered fist from the half-orc’s battered face. It had felt entirely too good, splitting the Dustclaw’s grayish skin with a punch. He looked over his shoulder.

“Little Dren,” Ebbius said, staring at him dazedly. “Fancy seeing you again—”

A stout club came down on the tiefling’s head. His dagger slipped his hand and stabbed into the floorboards, followed shortly by Ebbius himself sagging down the counter into a heap. The rum bottle rolled free, tracing a half circle before it came to rest near his outstretched foot.

Flick stood behind the counter, grasping the cudgel she had just smashed over the tiefling’s head. She regarded Kalen warily. “Well met,” she said.

“Well.” Not turning to her, Kalen awkwardly took the dagger from his stiff fingers and sheathed it, then flexed his hand in the black leather glove.

“My thanks.” She lowered her club. “Even so, you’ve brought a deal of trouble down on my house, boy, attacking these bleeders like this.”

“Indeed.” Kalen strode across to the mangled human thug, who was still murmuring, and kicked him in the stomach to silence him. “You want me to rough you up—make it look better?”

“I’d rather just pay.” She grimaced. “Donate to the cause, that be.”

“Cause?” Kalen asked.

“Church of Tymora—or maybe it’s Beshaba. None can say for sure,” Flick said. “Settled in five years back, started handin’ out bread and soup and ale to the poor, which is everybody. Really tryin’ to save the city.”

“Save it or squeeze it?”

“Either. Both.” Flick narrowed her eyes. “You’re really him?”

“Who?” Kalen waved a hand in front of Ebbius’s face. The tiefling was very, very out. He hoisted the tiefling over his shoulder. “Thugs’ll wake up in the length of a song or two. You should get out of here before then—it’s not safe.”

Flick shrugged. “I look like a blushing maid to you?”

If Kalen remembered little else about Flick from more than a decade ago, he knew she could convince anyone of anything. The woman was steel cloaked in silk.

“Farewell.” He got to his feet and stepped around the counter toward the alley.

“Wait. You’ll need this.” Flick pressed Ebbius’s half-emptied bottle of rum into his hand. She appraised him shrewdly, hands on her hips. “You didn’t have to do what you did, Little Dren, and I don’t want to seem ungrateful.” Then she smiled her familiar toothy grin. “But get out of my shop, you hrasting scamp.”

Kalen stared at her a moment, then nodded grimly. “I won’t be back.”
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He pushed through the door into the alley. The reek of vomit and mostly dried blood assailed his nostrils, but he put the smells out of his mind. Two hours here, and he’d already grown accustomed to the stench.

Little Dren.

He didn’t like returning to this city for many reasons, but the biggest was who—what—he’d been. He didn’t want to go back to that, but if he had to, he would.

Bending low, Kalen set Ebbius against the wall then leaned back on his haunches, considering. He uncorked the bottle Flick had given him and reversed it over the tiefling’s head, pouring a flood of dark liquid over his horned head. Then he rose and started pacing before the tiefling, prowling like a hunting cat.

In a breath, Ebbius sputtered into wakefulness. He coughed and reached up to his head. “Ow, what the Hells, Little Dren? This any way to treat an old friend?”

“The girl.” Kalen cracked his knuckles.

“Girl? What girl—gah!” He cried out when Kalen smashed the wall next to his ear with his fist. “Crazy blaggard! What the—”

Kalen studied his numb hand. “Tell me about the girl.”

“Trying to scare me won’t wash, hark? You and that Flicking bitch can just—ah!”

Kalen punched again, this time closer and harder. His fist met the wall with an audible crackle. Still, he felt nothing.

The tiefling glared at him, all defiance. “You won’t hurt me. You could have killed my men, but you didn’t.” Ebbius’s tail flicked around contemptuously. “Sorry, Little Dren—if that is you—but I know you too well.”

“You knew a boy,” Kalen said. “You do not know me.”

With that, he plucked up Ebbius’s darting tail and slammed it into the wall. Bone cracked, and the tiefling howled. “Well, well, very well!” Ebbs cried. “What do you want?”

“I told you,” Kalen said. “I’m looking for a girl taken about four days back. You’d remember her. Slim, about a score of winters, blue hair.”

“Blue hair? Boyo, now you’re just fantasiz—ahh!” His words cut off in a cry of alarm when Kalen grasped his left hand as though to slam it into the wall next. “Blue-haired girl. Of course. I heard things.”

Kalen clenched Ebbius’s hand tighter. “Things?”

Ebbius swallowed sharply. “Blue-haired girl, traveling with a dwarf caravan. Ambushers killed some dwarves, took the lass prisoner. That’s all I know.”

“Was she hurt?”

Ebbius shrugged. “She’s just some girl. Why do you care?”

His words cut off when Kalen grasped him by the collar and shoved him back against the wall. The tiefling raised his hands over his face to ward off Kalen’s blade before it got to his face. “Ai-ai! Don’t be sore! Just being plain!”

“Where is she?” Kalen demanded. “Who took her?”

The tiefling shook his head. “Don’t know.”

“Where?” Kalen slammed his fist into the wall next to Ebbius’s ear. Bone crunched and cracks spread up the stone.

“I don’t know!” the tiefling cried. “Godsdammit, I don’t know!”

Kalen believed him—not merely because of the clarity in Ebbius’s eye, but also because of the darkening stain on the front of the tiefling’s breeches. Ebbius was too afraid to lie. Disgusted, he dropped the soiled tiefling to the ground.

Once again, anger had risen in him—anger so foolish it had broken his hand. The old monster was scratching to come out. He made an effort to suppress it.

Leaning against the wall, Kalen loosed a sigh. “Who has the power to do this?”

“What?” Ebbius coughed, grasping his throat. “What do you mean?”

“Myrin isn’t weak and dwarves don’t travel unarmed.” He turned to Ebbius. “So I’ll ask one more time: Who has the resources to get this done? One of the Five?”

“One of ’em, perhaps.” Ebbius narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth. “The Dustclaws out of South Shore. Bruisers break anything if the coin’s right—windows, doors, heads, what-have-you. Leader’s a half-orc, name of Duulgrin. Nasty piece.”

“I know all about the Dustclaws.” Kalen remembered them from his boyhood: eight or ten of the toughest brutes in the city. They must have grown in power and number in his absence. He gestured back to the building. “Your hired hands are Dustclaws.”

“Right, right,” Ebbius said. “Crush ’n’ grab’s their game. That clan of dwarves got beat pretty fierce, which fits the Dustclaw way of doing things. Maybe they did it.”

“But they didn’t,” Kalen said.

“Could be.” The tiefling shrugged. “Could be the Dragonbloods.”

“The Shou, you mean?”

Ebbius nodded. “The old garrison on Blood Island—it’s a regular empire now, as much as is possible in Luskan. The Dragon could have done it.”

“Their leader,” Kalen said. “Is he an actual dragon?”

“Nobody knows.” Ebbius spat and wiped his mouth. “That one’s paranoid as a closet moondancer in shady Netheril. You get his true name, you tell me, aye?”

Kalen nodded “That’s two of the Captains. There are three more.”

The five powerful chieftains who called themselves “Captains” had ruled over Luskan for over a century. The moniker hearkened from back when the city still had a real government, when the rulers had been genuine seafaring pirate kings. The name stuck by tradition.

“Master of the Throat,” Ebbius said. “Pretty thing like yer girl make a fine consort.”

“Not him,” Kalen said.

“Necromancers get lonely too.”

“Not. Him.” If it was the necromancer, then Myrin was already dead. And worse.

Ebbius shrugged. “Spinners wouldn’t do it.”

“Spinners?” Kalen frowned. Flick had mentioned the church of Tymora.

“New outfit, the Coin Spinners,” Ebbius said. “They moved into the old temple, became one of the Five a year or so back. More like an armed camp than a church—they do food ’n’ beds, not kidnapping. ’Course it’s a front, but isn’t everything? You’d like ’em.”

Now Kalen understood the significance of the painted gold coin with the horns marking Flick’s shop. It was the Coin-Spinner’s mark. “Do the Spinners serve Tymora or Beshaba?”

“What do I know about gods?” Ebbius countered.

“True.” An uneasy certainty came over Kalen as to the identity of the fifth gang in power. “What about the Rats?”

“The Dead Rats, aye,” Ebbius said. “They’re the fifth, as always.”

The Dead Rats had a reputation even in Luskan for treachery and ruthless dealing, and they were notorious throughout the North. Their legendary blessing—some of the gang became more like rodents than men when the moon grew full—was the stuff of legend in the streets. He wasn’t sure if it was true.

“You used to run with them, didn’t you?” Kalen asked.

“No, no,” Ebbius said. “You’re thinking of some other tiefling. No blood oaths for Ebbius the Rake, nay. You know what they do when you try to leave the gang? Give you a curse, then chew you up so bad—”

“I’ve seen their leavings,” Kalen said. “So did they do it?”

“The Dead Rats,” Ebbius mused. “Can’t say as they took this girl of yours, but they certainly could’ve done. Top enforcer’s a black-hide, name a’ Sithe.”

“Sithe.” Kalen shivered. “Black skin—is she a drow?”

“Nuh-uh. Can’t say for certain, but she’s sumfin’ dark, she and that axe of hers. You steer clear of her, lest you’re none too fond of your head these days.”

Kalen nodded. “Dustclaws, Dragonbloods, the Dead Rats, the Coin-Spinners, and the necromancer and his pets.” At least he had some names to start his search. “And you squeeze for the Tymorans.”

“Now where’d you get an idea like that?”

“Flick might have mentioned it.”

“Bitch.” Ebbius managed a little smile—his confidence was coming back. “Work for meself, Kalen—you know that.”

Kalen shrugged. “Well, whoever’s filling your pocket, you’ll trouble Flick no more. If I hear about retribution, I will find you.”

“Oh, I’d not worry about that.” Ebbius bared all his teeth. “You’d best watch your own back. You leave me sore like this, there’ll be mirth for all, I promise you that.”

“Best not leave you sore then.”

Kalen seized the tail anew. Ebbius wailed, but Kalen clapped a hand over his mouth. He focused his will, forcing power to gather. His hand glowed with the healing touch given to a paladin and the bones knit back together. The blessing even soothed the breaks in his hand.

“Damn,” the tiefling said. “Say, you all right?”

It was getting harder, healing at a touch. This time, it was a miracle he managed it without a blinding headache. Not that he could show Ebbius any weakness.

“Did any of this really happen?” Kalen leaned close and sniffed. “Or did you take a bath in rum and piss yourself as you imagined it?”

The tiefling glared. “They’ve truth-speakers, you son of an orc’s whore!”

“And you’ll be quick to tell them all about the information you divulged.”

The tiefling’s glare was positively murderous. “What happened to you, Kalen?” Ebbius asked. “Thirteen years back, we’d have shared this rum and bickered over that bitch’s coin. Found a god or two?” He sneered. “Or perhaps it be this blue-haired girl, aye?”

Kalen punched Ebbius across the face. The tiefling’s horns cracked against the alley wall and he fell, senseless.

Flexing his fist, Kalen considered. Ebbius had given him only a little to go on, but Kalen suspected one of those names he’d dropped was dead on for who had Myrin. He had to assume the Master of the Throat didn’t have her, or she was dead already. That left the Dustclaws, the Dragon and his Shou, the Spinners, the Dead Rats with their dark enforcer, Sithe. The name resonated in his mind for some reason.

“Time to light some fires,” he said.

He left the alley.
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The red one wakes slowly, clenching his head. His skin is tough and the color of burned meat. He props himself up on the alley wall, inspecting the blood on his hand.
Red blood.
Hot blood.
It smells like the sweetest of sweetmeats.
“Son of a—” He flicks his fingers, sending blood speckling across the stone. “Sodding Little Dren. Soon as I tell …”
He looks this way. We hide in the shadows.
We wait.
We hunger.
The door opens and two other ones appear. A big one with big teeth. Another one. They are weak. They shed blood. We chitter. We hiss with hunger.
The tusked one speaks. “Ebbs. You up?”
“Dammit, Little Dren.” The red one shakes his head. “We’ll get that tluiner!”
The words mean nothing. A name. Names have no taste.
We hunger. We cannot wait.
We surge forth.
The puny metal-studded one cries out as we take him.
The other ones cry out. They call for help. Help will not come.
The red one escapes, many of us clinging and biting. He will be ours.
We have the big one. He struggles. We feast. His screams
become gurgles formed deep in his throat.
We leave his bones.
The red one backs against the wall. He searches for a way out.
There is none.
We swallow him.
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22 KYTHORN (JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT)
 

MIDNIGHT IN LUSKAN WAS THE BEST AND WORST TIME OF night—best for the thieves and murderers, worst for their victims. Kalen stalked down the street, his cloak obscuring his face. He’d taken off his helm and stowed it in his pack, but wore the rest of his armor. Hood low, shoulders slightly hunched, he could be any other resident of the city.

Dawn lay hours off and only a few lamps lasted this long into the night. The gangs always treated the lamps as more of a game than a civic service. As the night wore on and Selûne saw more dastardly deeds done in the street, the lamplights would die slowly of attrition, extinguished by muggers, thieves, and murderers in preparation for their crimes. It was a marvel the lamps were lit at all, a phenomenon due largely to their fading hold on the old Arcane Brotherhood’s power, which drove them to, light on their own. Otherwise, no one would have bothered to light them in the first place.

Kalen tried hard not to let the night take him back fifteen years, to a time when he had been just another merciless wretch on these miserable streets. A beggar boy—a street thief, mugger, occasionally a murderer. He wore the mantle of paladin now, but even that seemed far away. Where was his god-blessed sword, if he was still a paladin?

And why did the healing touch come so hard to him these days? He would gladly heal more of his injuries, but he’d used it all up on Ebbius. What a waste that had been.

A pair of figures in rough-spun robes—a man and a woman—strode down the street, crying out a call and response. Painted gold coins hung around their necks. A few folk lingered under awnings or folded-over refuse to lend them an ear.

“The man saw his enemy, all clad in steel,” the woman sang, in something like verse but not quite. “A chief of Many-Arrows, crushing men under heel.”

“How could he fight such a dangerous foe?” The man’s words carried a hint of meter, but nothing remotely musical. “Without his fine sword, with mere shards of a bow?”

“To luck he prayed and by luck was he spared,” sang the woman, whose voice was better. “Orc steel broke ’gainst sword, and he tackled his foe.”

“Then kicked the fell orc in back o’ th’ head,” said the man, “then stomped twice and thrice, ’til the orc he was dead.”

Kalen waited until they were gone. Their shared ballad—a paean to Tymora—faded. The Coin-Spinners were by all appearances true believers, though they really couldn’t sing. They were bold to venture through Dustclaw territory, where every other building bore the gang’s symbol: a dripping claw inside a rough circle. Was it faith or power?

He looked in the direction they had gone and saw Clearlight, the old temple to Lady Luck, standing on the hill. Beacon fires burned inside a high wall bare of adornment. Perhaps the Tymoran gang had removed the statuary that once studded its balconies.

“Plagues and priests,” Kalen murmured. “Strange things are happening in Luskan.”

He lingered at the threshold of an alley that stank of piss and watched the Dustclaw tavern. Meant to cow rivals and dissuade attacks, the Dustclaws’ repurposed tavern was a solid, heavily reinforced structure, its door strewn with claws torn from dozens of fearsome beasts.

Breaking into the place, he thought, would make navigating the seedy streets of Dock Ward back in Waterdeep seem like a casual stroll through a meadow full of flowers. Attempting to steal from a gang promised a gruesome death by torture. Invading their home invited worse reprisals. But for Kalen—who had spent the last year living in the dangerous tunnels of Downshadow—the Dustclaw tavern held no fear. It was a building like any other, so he bided his time and observed its weaknesses.

Reprisals didn’t matter. If the gods were kind, he’d find Myrin and be out of this accursed city by the following dawn. That is, if she even still lived. He had to believe she did. If not …

He waited an hour for the guard to change before he concluded that the warchief of the Dustclaws liked to wrench as much watch duty as possible out of his men. Damn.

He heard shuffling footsteps down the road and pulled back tighter into his hiding place. A man walked with an uneven gait—one leg moving normally, the other dragging as though he barely remembered its purpose. Blood streamed down his face, and he seemed to be talking to himself—addressing voices Kalen could not hear in a language that made no sense.

“Feh,” the man said. “Feh, feh.”

Kalen recognized the shambler as one of the thugs from Flick’s—the ugly pierced man whose ruined face he’d caved in with a kick. Why had he taken so long to get back and what had happened in the interim?

The man’s head snapped side to side, his eyes constantly rolling toward things not there. “Feh-feh,” he muttered, his words caught in a never-ending stutter. “Feh!”

Threefold God, Kalen thought. How hard had he hit the man?

“Oi!” cried one of the Dustclaws from across the street.

The man bared a mouth full of broken teeth. “Feh?” he asked.

“Oi!” A hand clapped the man’s shoulder and he fell to the ground as though struck. There he lay, panting and moaning, his hands twitching like dying spiders.

Two Dustclaws stood over the ailing man, staring down with wary gazes. “What’s the matter with him?” asked one.

“Gods only know,” said the other. “Bring him inside. Master will want to see.”

The first of the guards stooped to take the crazed man by the arms, but the man thrashed violently, clawing the hands away. When the guard reached for him again, the madman caught his arm and closed his teeth on his wrist. “Shazsah!” the guard cried. “Dhao-spawn bit me!”

“Zah!” The other guard stomped on the madman’s stomach, curling him in a pained ball. “Blood-burner. He’s on mist, perhaps?”

“He should hope that’s so,” said the wounded man, poking at his wrist. “Else, he will feel every inch of my blade through his guts.”

“Burning sand,” said his comrade with a nod.

Kalen had no more idea what had happened to the madman than the Calishite guards did, but he knew to take an opportunity when it appeared.

With their attention on the ailing man, the guards did not notice as Kalen moved around a stack of refuse and shot across the street. One of them looked over his shoulder, but Kalen stepped inside before the black eyes could focus.
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In the main audience chamber of the Dustclaw tavern, listening to one of his thieves try to justify a botched take, Warchief Duulgrin blew out a rumbling, bored sigh.

The half-orc chieftain had never liked this rotting pustule of a city, with its dull monotony of daily muggings, alley beatings, and hiring out bodyguards for con men and playpretties—and occasionally having one of those clients beaten for skimping on payment. He longed for the days of glorious battle, leading hundreds of screaming orcs to crush opposing armies who dared enter the lands of Many-Arrows.

Duulgrin had chosen exile rather than death as punishment for his failures. But now he wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake. Aside from the rare grand-scale gang war to punctuate the monotony, Duulgrin felt utterly wasted in Luskan. Which was why, when the two Calishites dragged the madman—thrashing and moaning incoherently—into his throne chamber, the half-orc chieftain of Dustclaws was in the foulest of foul moods. Ah, this was a welcome distraction.

He dismissed the fast-talking thief at his feet, who scurried away, and then he turned to the newcomers. “What is this goblin filth? Bring him!”

His voice lacked the deep resonance of his orc forefathers, pitched instead rather high, like that of an oversized weasel. Duulgrin’s tone had led many to underestimate him over the years, which he’d always used to his advantage.

The Calishites—Duulgrin hadn’t bothered to learn their names—cast the bloody man down before the warchief’s throne. The half-orc flexed his fingers, feeling his iron knuckle duster rub coarsely across his skin. This small pain comforted him—he liked the agony of battle.

“Feh-feh!” the madman was saying. Something awful had happened to his face—some sort of impact that had pushed all his piercings into his flesh.

“What, by Gruumsh’s lost eye?” Duulgrin asked.

“Feh-feh.” The madman pulled a shard of silver, stretching his cheek until blood welled and the piercing came loose. This, he tossed aside. “Feh!”

Duulgrin scowled. “Take this broke-wit from my sight,” he said, waving.

The chieftain turned, but a hand fell on his ankle. He looked down and there was the madman staring up at him through blood red eyes. “Feh,” the man said.

“Feh?” Duulgrin bent lower toward him.

“Feed,” said the madman, showing a dozen bloody teeth. “Feed.”

And he closed his teeth on the half-orc’s bare foot.

It hurt, aye, but it was not the pain that angered Duulgrin—the pain woke his warrior’s instincts. It was the disrespect the half-orc could not tolerate—not in front of his men, not even were he alone. He had not commanded the blood and blades of three score cutthroats for a dozen years by showing a weakness like mercy.

He kicked the madman away, shattering his jaw with a wet crack.

“Feed, eh?” Duulgrin stepped down, crushing one of the madman’s hands under his boot. He bent down and pulled the ailing man up by the collar. “You want to feed, do you?”

The man moaned in pain and confusion. “Feed!”

Duulgrin roared and slammed his forehead into the madman’s face with an audible crunch. The man yelped and his head fell back. Duulgrin butted him again. And again.

If the piercings cut him, the half-orc didn’t show it—all he felt was the thrill of inflicting pain, of blood spurting in his face. His father’s rage had taken him—the old way of the orc once more rising in his veins. The madman moaned, and Duulgrin laughed.

Finally, he pulled back and shook his head. Blood flew. “You like the taste of that?” he said. “Eh? How do you like it?”

The madman—his face reduced to ground meat—burbled a reply.

“Aye?” Duulgrin leaned down. “Feed, perhaps?”

Blood spurted from the ruined face like a geyser, coating Duulgrin’s nose and mouth. The half-orc reeled back, startled. The taste was foul beyond foul, tinged with rot. He wiped blood from his eyes and glared around the room—at his men, at his mistress, at the fool thief who’d tried talking his way out of the half-orc’s wrath. Duulgrin growled, blood trickling from his lips.

No weakness.

He spat the blood back in the madman’s face. The man fell back to the floor, twitching but making no more noises.

Duulgrin shook his head once to clear some blood from it, then grinned at his men. “Back to your posts,” he said. “Don’t bring this bloody shit into my house. You come through those doors again, you bring me something I want, not just something to kill. Though”—he grinned, blood trickling over his chin—“this gave me something to do.”

He could see the big men trying not to tremble.

“Now get out.” Duulgrin waved to the corpse. “Take that with you.”

The two Calishites dragged the mess no longer recognizable as a man out the doors, leaving a trail of blood.

Duulgrin gestured to the thief. “Now, where were we?”
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The back door to the alley opened and the two guards hobbled out, the bloody body between them. They stepped down from the threshold and walked three paces into the alley. They hefted, swung the corpse twice, and tossed it against the opposite wall.

The first Calishite paused and looked around warily. “Hold.”

“What is it?” said the other.

“Nothing,” the first said. “A mirage.”

The second one grunted. They went back inside.

After a moment, a shadow—which had slipped out behind them—nodded, satisfied there were no onlookers. Then Kalen parted from the wall and moved toward the corpse, his hand on his dagger’s hilt. He hadn’t found Myrin anywhere in the tavern. Kalen had found holding cells, but they were all empty. Nor had they looked like anything that could hold Myrin, with her magic. No, someone else must have her.

He’d also spied on the chamber of the gang chief in time to see the guards bring in the hapless madman. Based on that performance, Kalen never wanted to face Duulgrin himself. Fortunately, Myrin hadn’t been there. If she had … well, then he would have fought all of them.

The Dustclaws didn’t have her, which was one gang down. They had, however, been kind enough to leave a dwarf-crafted dagger unattended—a match to the one on Kalen’s belt. Now, it was time to move on. Still, he couldn’t shake his unease regarding the madman’s fate.

He crouched next to the corpse. Something had happened to that man—something that couldn’t be explained with a single blow to the face, no matter how hard Kalen had struck him. Perhaps the body would yield up clues.

He shot a look both ways down the alley—no one was approaching—then scanned the dead man’s body for hints as to his fate. Had it been a spell that broke his mind? The madman lay on his chest against the wall, his shirt ridden up around his midsection. His clothes were badly torn in a way they had not been when Kalen had attacked him and half a dozen red-yellow welts rose from his back.

Bites? Rabid dogs might have caused this, but the slavering madness took hold slowly, not suddenly. Vermin of some kind? He’d seen spider venom that could do awful things to a man. Or were they plague sores?

Kalen wondered if this had something to do with the supposed plague that had led the Waterdhavian Guard to quarantine the city. These wounds, however, looked like insect bites more than anything else. He raised his scarf over his mouth and nose just in case, then he reached to lift the shirt away from the welts for a better look.

The flesh puckered oddly around the injuries: red and inflamed, but also hard. It looked vaguely … crystalline. He tapped his dagger against it.

No sooner had he touched the body than the flesh began to sag away from the bones. He drew back, but the damage had been done. Like a soapy bubble, the skin burst, letting brackish blood and pus flow, along with an odor of putrescence that made him cover his mouth and nose. Though the madman hadn’t been dead more than a few moments, his body looked as if it had been rotting for tendays.

Rotting from the inside.

Kalen froze, his eyes going to the madman’s back, and tracing among the wounds. He could have sworn the flesh had moved, as though something lived under the surface. A great abscess had formed on the corpse’s back, where the flesh had begun to blacken. Kalen drew his dagger, but before he could prod at the necrotized mound, he heard footsteps out in the cobbled street. Time to go.

He drew a clay flask from under his cloak, tossed it through the back door of the Dustclaw tavern, then walked away. The flask broke and flames spread. Kalen walked on, his cloak drifting around him in the sea breeze.

A pair of Dustclaws came around the corner, racing toward the fire. They stopped after seeing Kalen and their faces twisted with rage. They raised their weapons.

“Good,” Kalen said. “I was worried this would be easy.”

He drew his two long daggers.


We lie forgotten in the rush of fire and battle, but no matter.
We feast contentedly.
The corpse quivers and pops open with a hiss.
Our thousand chittering voices fill the air.
We hunger.
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22 KYTHORN (EARLY MORNING)
 

DAWN BROKE AND THE SUN ROSE OVER LUSKAN LIKE A scalding brand.

The dark things of night fled as sunlight returned with Luskan’s sweltering heat wave. The filth in the streets began to sizzle within moments. Not that the buildings would catch fire—the weather was too dismal and damp most of the year for flames to take hold, as though the city were too damned to burn. If a good fire got going, it would do little more than scar one or two houses, leaving blackened heaps of wood and stone.

Summers such as that of the Year of Deep Water Drifting dealt cruelly with the city of thieves. On the longest days, the breezes off the Sea of Swords faltered and the streets grew bakingly humid. Clean water was hard to find and more precious than blood.

Worst of all, the vermin of Luskan—flies, lice, rats, and all manner of things that crawled and clicked—grew bold in summer. Far outnumbering the population of the city, they feasted on the rotting vegetation, the buildings, and the people alike. The chittering, scratching, biting barrage drove folk in Luskan mad.

As the sun climbed, Kalen shuffled along an alley off the Street of Storms. In Luskan, it was common practice to defile the signs to say something foul that one scoundrel or another had found amusing once upon a time: streets and avenues of Rutted Souls, Stlarner Heroes, Giant Tluiners, and the like. Sometimes, real wit prevailed and the gangs chose to add or alter a letter or two to corrupt the meaning of the sign. The Dragon’s Teeth became the Dragon’s Teat, while Old Swords became Mold Sores. Kalen found the sign for the Street of Storms—with an added expletive for offal—rather amusing, if crude. It was the way of Luskan to taint its own legacy.

He remembered he’d gleefully taken part in that very desecration, once.

He’d done far worse in his time in Luskan.

Kalen was tired. He’d ridden hard for four days, fought his way through guardsmen and thugs alike, set a gang tavern on fire, and his body was finally starting to feel the toll. He didn’t actually feel the aches in his body that indicated weariness, but his limbs weren’t doing exactly what he told them. That meant he needed sleep—or that he was about to die. Either way, he couldn’t very well collapse in the street, if he was to find whoever had Myrin.

Myrin had to be alive. It would be a waste to kill her, if only because of that special talent that she brought to the city: magic.

He moved past various takes happening in broad daylight on the street. An angler dipped a hook toward an unattended pouch, while the victim gazed up at naked flesh in the windows above. Likely, those were nymphers, who lured a mark into bed while an accomplice stole his possessions. Down an alley, Kalen saw a burst of light which sent a man reeling. The thief—a “flash”—ran off with a purloined loaf of bread under his arm.

But these were mundane tricks. Real magic proved a valuable commodity.

In Luskan, those who could work the Art were few and far between. Most rose to leadership in one of the gangs or carved out a piece of the city for themselves. The Dragon, who ran Luskan’s Shou gang, was rumored to be a wizard of some skill. His enforcers wore shifting tattoos that enhanced their strength and speed. The only other mage Kalen knew of was the necromancer who held court in the tower called the Throat. A legion of corpses clawed out of the ground at his command. Kalen hoped he would not have to cross either of those Captains.

Having seen Myrin exercise her own wizardly tricks, her ability to absorb magic and channel it herself, Kalen thought she could disrupt the entire balance of power in the city. And what if she had come by more of her memories in the last year? She could possess far greater power than he remembered.

Another thought came hand-in-hand with that. Would she be someone different?

“Worry later,” Kalen murmured. “Rest first.”

His priority was shelter: somewhere to bandage his wounds and sleep. For this purpose, he searched for an unoccupied, preferably condemned building in which to hole up. It would be easy enough, as much of Luskan was abandoned, leaving hundreds of empty buildings. The city could easily house four times as many folk as lived there, but one did not tend to live long in Luskan.

He settled on the fourth building he’d been eyeing. It must once have been a butcher’s shop but was now unoccupied (unlike the first two, which had boasted squatters and a pack of wolfdogs, respectively) and provided an excellent tactical position (unlike the third, which boxed him into a corner from which he could find no escape). He counted three exits, including the roof, his preferred means of egress. Everything else was covered over in enough wood and stone to create a massive racket should anyone attempt to catch him unawares. A pair of simple snares, and he would have a relatively safe place to rest.

He paused before entering the place and glanced over his shoulder. There was no sign of it, but he could have sworn someone had followed him into the alley. No visible sign, however—only a feeling.

Thieves learned to trust their feelings.

Kalen pulled aside a loose shutter, pushed into the abandoned building, and immediately crouched low and to the side, his daggers drawn.

Drawing pursuit had been part of the plan all along—light some fires, attract attention—but he hadn’t expected it quite so soon. After all, he’d only lit up one tavern and beat up a few bruisers. Chief Duulgrin was no doubt sore about it, but the Dustclaws weren’t known for their street smarts. Perhaps someone had been watching him from the moment he’d entered the city. But who would have known he’d be coming?

That, then, was his best lead: whoever had anticipated his arrival and was having him shadowed might well be the same gang that had Myrin.

He crouched, warmed by the anger that flowed inside him. He wanted someone to come through that window—wanted to plunge his blades into a foe’s flesh. He waited.

And waited.

Eventually, after half an hour had passed, Kalen gave in to weariness and niggling pain from his wounds. Slowly, he put the daggers away and set up his snare: another of the clay flasks of alchemist fire, balanced to fall out into the alley when disturbed. The liquid inside would burn on contact with the air, not needing a spark. Anyone who followed Kalen was in for a screaming surprise. It might not kill, but it would rouse him from slumber so he could prepare.

Stalking room-to-room inside, one dagger drawn, Kalen found them mostly empty. One upstairs held a withered, sweat-stained bedroll and a pair of surprisingly intact boots. Someone must have lived here once, but no one had been here in a tenday at least.

He was about to sheathe his blade when a scrabbling sound came from inside the closet at the end of the chamber. Kalen raised his dagger, which caught the murky rays of sunlight through the boarded-up window. He moved slowly to the door. Closing his fingers carefully around the latch, Kalen breathed in and pulled.

A skeleton lunged out of the closet, its bony fingers scrabbling for his eyes.

Kalen drew aside quickly and the inanimate skeleton tumbled to the floor, its bones flying in every direction. The skeleton’s jawbone bounced and rolled along the creaking floorboards, finally coming to a rest on the abandoned bedroll.

“Skeletons in Luskan’s closets,” Kalen murmured.

He peered down at the source of the scratching: a bulbous rat, newly freed, looked up at him with wide, red eyes. Greenish froth trickled from its mouth. Having grown up in this city—and learning from an early age to tell which animals carried afflictions—Kalen knew the rat to be both diseased and malnourished, and he didn’t like the way it looked at him.

Kalen nodded to the skeleton. “You didn’t eat all of that poor blaggard, did you?”

The rat cheeped, as though considering the question, took two weak steps forward, flopped on its back, and died. Freedom, it seemed, was a mighty curse.

Kalen inspected the bones, which were bleached as though the skeleton had been there for decades. Probably a slaying spell of one sort or another. He found a few other rat bodies in the closet as well. Perhaps they had picked the body clean, though Kalen had never seen vermin that could do that so completely that they left the body in a standing posture. And how had they come to be sealed in the closet?

A feeling of unease crept over him, as though what he’d thought was a good place to rest had turned suddenly very dangerous.

Ultimately, however, he simply didn’t have the strength to move to a new hideaway. He needed to rest and he wasn’t likely to find a more defensible spot soon. He almost wished he had Vindicator’s familiar if uncomfortable grip in his hand.

Almost.

He resolved that, if more rats came to attack him in the night, his blades and four remaining vials of alchemist fire would just have to do.

He picked up the jawbone and set it back by the skull. “You don’t mind, friend,” he said, “if I share your tomb with you.”

Though it had its jaw back, the skeleton chose silence as a reply.

Kalen kneeled and unbuckled his leather hauberk. Scars and stitched rents crisscrossed the armor, the legacy of thousands of fights Kalen barely even remembered. He’d earned at least one new cut—from Galandel’s sword—that would need to be patched when possible. Before he attended to that, however, he pulled off his leggings and sat bared to his smallclothes in the grimy room. A cough bubbled up in his chest and he covered it with his hand. No blood on his fingers—good.

He drew his pack over and took out a silvered mirror. With it, he inspected himself: hands, arms, legs, back—all those stretches of flesh he could not easily see. He found mostly bruises and small scrapes, but blood trickled from a long and vicious cut on his right shoulder. He remembered the blow that had dealt it—one of the Dustclaws in the alley beside the tavern. Shame, he thought he’d dodged that one. Fifteen years ago, he’d have taken bitter revenge.

He had to do this inspection every day. He usually couldn’t feel his injuries when he received them, let alone afterward. If left untreated, even the smallest of wounds could fester and kill him. He couldn’t die now—he had too much to do.

“I will make of myself a darkness,” he said. “A darkness where there is only me.”

The mantra calmed him, steadying his hands. There was no fear and no pain in the stillness, and he set about to binding his wounds.

The process would have been easy for a true paladin, who could heal at a touch. But Kalen hadn’t felt like a paladin for months—not since Vaelis. And now that he had abandoned Vindicator, the skin-shedding felt complete. He’d honestly been surprised he could heal Ebbius in the alley. Even that touch of grace had grown numb, like his body.

With the efficient confidence of having done it many times before, Kalen cleaned his wounds with liquor from a flask, which stung only dully. His spellscar could be useful at times. Each time he cleaned a wound, he stitched or bandaged it as needed, and then bound it with linen. When he was done, he sat limply against the wall, listening to his breath.

After a moment, with a slightly shivering hand, he drew from among his discarded leathers a folded scrap of paper yellowed with age. Even faded and smudged with tears, the feminine script stood out legibly—Myrin’s last words to him, from a year before.

In the note, she told him she was leaving, that he was looking for something and it wasn’t her. She said she had taken some of his sickness from him—given him some of her life, in exchange for saving her from those who meant her harm.

Myrin asked him not to follow her. She claimed he didn’t owe her anything.

He’d respected her wishes, but he’d kept the note.

He’d read it over and over for a year, usually when crusading in Downshadow turned particularly painful and he considered giving up. The Guard had chased him underground but his quest hadn’t ended. Holed up in one subterranean chamber or another, lit by the last stub of a candle or a burning taper, Kalen had read Myrin’s words when existence had grown most bleak. He’d read them during the undead plague that last winter and when the gangs of Downshadow united to attack Waterdeep above. He’d read them after Vaelis. Somehow, every time, they gave him the strength to go on. No matter how many mistakes he’d made—even mistakes with Myrin—at least he had done something right for her.

But then he’d lost the letter a tenday past. At first, he’d thought it simple forgetfulness, and he’d cursed himself. But ultimately it had been returned to him, four days past, with one significant addition. Another hand had added a single word in blood red letters.

LUSKAN.

The word held terror and wrath, but he found it soothing, too. It gave him purpose.

Before he went to sleep, he thought he heard something down in the alley, but he ignored the sound. A man catching on fire would surely make more noise than that.
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Red Logenn waited a good long while—he sang the “Ghost and the Maiden” in his head, which took nigh on half an hour—to make sure his quarry had settled. Then he rose from where he’d been hiding in the alley. Whoever this man was—this Shadowbane—he was good.

Too bad Logenn was better.

At first, he hadn’t wanted to take the job. Not many worked with the Coin Priest if they didn’t have to, but the coin offered was too good. So much for an outsider? He found that interesting, and Logenn the Red Wolf (the best shadow in Luskan and possibly in all the North) charged enough to take jobs only when they interested him.

Even better, the quarry had made this a challenge. Shadowbane hadn’t arrived in the best shape and he’d made a busy time of it since, but still he had the presence of mind to double back and cover his tracks to throw off pursuit. Not that it mattered to Logenn—he enjoyed the hunt and would take pleasure in the kill.

Logenn padded up to the trapped window and pulled it open, bit by bit, until the alchemist fire vial rolled out. He caught it easily.

“Trap foiled,” he said, admiring the vial in his fingers. “What else ya got?”

Then something happened. Somehow, the vial proved too slick and slipped in his fingers. He flailed for it but, try as he might, he could only bobble it into the air.

A white-gloved hand reached around Logenn to catch the vial.

The hunter started to turn, then stopped when a blade touched his back.

“Ah, ah,” whispered a cheery voice. The vial spun in the white hand. “What a delicate thing, with such capacity for destruction. Why, if you were to drop this—”

Logenn gasped as the fingers released the vial, but the gloved hand caught it after it had fallen no more than the length of a dagger.

“Well now,” said the unseen man. “That would have been most unlucky, wouldn’t it? Fortunately for both of us, I overflow in my store of the Lady’s good grace.”

Logenn opened his mouth to utter a curse, but somehow, words would not come. His mouth moved, but he could not hear his own voice. What magic was this?

“Can’t have you crying out for aid, now can I? You’d spoil our conversation.”

Logenn tried to understand what was happening. Somehow, the man had got the drop on him—him, Logenn the Red Wolf—and placed him under a spell. Where had he come from? And how could Logenn fight back? Should he fight back?

“Don’t worry about responding—I can tell what you’re thinking,” the man said. “You are of two minds—two voices, as it were. One voice bids you attack, while another bids you wait. Am I foe or friend? How would you know?”

He reached into Logenn’s tunic and drew the double-faced coin from the tunic’s inner pocket. He examined it, turning it over from the side with a homely but cheery woman’s face to the other, which showed a frigidly beautiful woman wearing a deadly sneer.

Slowly, Logenn reached for the long dagger at his belt.

“We all have those two voices,” the cheerful man said. “Do good or work ill, move or rest, cry out or stay silent—live or die. Life is all about which voice we listen to and whether it leads to good fortune.” He showed the smiling Tymora side of the coin. “Or bad.” He showed Logenn the other, sneering face of Beshaba. “Luck.”

He snapped his fingers and the coin vanished up his sleeve. The wrist at the fringe of the glove was gold. Logenn saw flesh of such a rich color he thought it from another world.

Logenn still couldn’t talk, but he could kill silently, too. He snapped his dagger from its scabbard and slashed around, but his tormentor was gone.

“Oh, very good, very good,” said the man’s soft voice from elsewhere. “I suppose you think you’ve chosen this, don’t you?”

Logenn growled low, his knife raised. With his other hand, he drew out his short sword. He could not see his foe, but the bastard was certainly there.

“Indeed, you chose to follow my cat’s-paw,” the disembodied voice said. “As a consequence, I chose to do something about it. Hence this conversation.”

Logenn thought he could detect the source of the voice—slightly removed toward the mouth of the alley, five paces distant …

“I’ll let you choose again—though make your choice fast, for your luck is about to change.” The man reappeared, his golden face gleaming in the moonlight.

Logenn charged.

“Bad luck, old son.” The golden man tossed the vial casually toward him.

The deadly vial spun end over end in the air toward Logenn. He tried to catch it, but his hands were full of steel. He dropped his dagger and groped for it in the air, but the vial shattered in his fingers.

Then Logenn was on fire and could not hear his own screams.
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The scrying ended when the focus—the sellsword’s double-faced coin—disappeared into the man’s sleeve. The water in the gold bowl wavered, distorting ripples flowing across the image, and then it was gone.

“Damn,” said the Coin Priest. “Double damned the luck!”

She lounged back on her divan—so much more comfortable than standing—and pursed her red-painted lips. One gray-gloved hand swept through the water, flicking drops that gleamed gold in the candlelight toward the far wall. The Coin Priest’s frustrated growl sank below any sound a human throat might utter, becoming the dull, threatening rumble of a crouching wolf. If her quarry had been there to hear her, he would have backed away warily—and he would have been right to do so.

It was not merely that an agent of the Smiling Lady probably lay dead this day—or worse—but rather the travesty of seeing Tymora’s agents attacked in the streets that drove the Coin Priest absolutely mad. The disrespect! That, and damned Ebbius had not checked back in after a simple assignment to collect protection fees. What was Luskan coming to these days, if folk saw fit to resist what was best for them?

“Master,” came a voice from the door.

Visitors. It would not do to show a lack of control. The Coin Priest shook off the anger and donned a pleasant, false smile. “Come!”

The doors opened into the room with caution. Two men entered—hard men with the eyes of murderers. Men of Luskan.

“Good, good!” she said. “Just the men I wanted. Not that I know your names at the moment, but you fit the prerequisite of service: superfluous muscle. Mmm. Come closer.”

The men approached cautiously and the Coin Priest scrutinized them. They really were fine specimens, if ugly as all the Nine Hells. Just her type.

“Such muscle, in fact,” she said. “Such fresh, tasty meat. Delicious.”

The two sellswords looked at one another uncertainly, then back at the Coin Priest. “Thanks?” one said.

“And not overburdened with brains. Perfect.” She waved one hand over the basin, showing once again the images the coin had shown. “You see? Bring this man to me.”

The thugs scrutinized the image. “You mean the one who burned the Dustclaws?” one asked. “We could just leave him in a pool of his own blood.”

“No, no, no—idiots!” she said. “Not that one. The other.”

The men fell back, visibly startled. The Coin Priest became aware of a tik-tik-tik sound, and realized what it was. She was tapping her dagger against her most precious possession: a two-faced platinum coin, her holy symbol. Without it, she would have no power whatsoever. Tapping the coin with her knife was an unconscious habit, one that often presaged violence.

That this coin rested in her left eye socket made no nevermind.

The Coin Priest made a conscious effort to stop tapping. “I mean the Horned One,” she clarified. “The Golden Man. The man in these images. Bring him to me.”

The men looked confused. “But … we see no golden man.”

“He’s masked, obviously,” she said. “With his spell, he’ll look like someone you love. It shouldn’t be that hard to pick out a friend in this city. Go!”

They went, eager to escape that stern gaze, half pale gray, half platinum.

The Coin Priest turned back to the scrying pool, scrutinizing it. The runes etched into the interior of the bowl glowed faintly with gold—a spell awaiting refreshment.

With a squeeze, the priestess popped the coin out of her eye socket to splash into the pool. It slowly flipped, end over end, as it sank to the bottom. It was a twin to the coin carried by the hired assassin—the scrying focus. The coin’s two sides depicted the twin goddesses Tymora and Beshaba: two sides of the same woman.

The pool awakened with power, opening to the Coin Priest’s scrying.

“First of the Lady,” she murmured. “Why have you come?”
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22 KYTHORN (EVENING)
 

AT LAST THE NIGHT COOLS THE STEAMY STREETS. WE STIR, DRAWN from our thousand holes and hovels. The night is ours. It calls to us.


So many—so sweet. They wait for us, though they do not know us.
They toss cubes of bone to skitter among the stones—they laugh and carouse. Coins clink among the cubes, blades, and bits of rope. They do things to one another that wrench forth cries of pain and pleasure. They eat and drink and shit.
We are alike in this.
There is another among us. He is a dream, but not ours. We perceive him dimly, murmuring from the depths that lie beneath. He speaks of purpose—of meaning beyond the three basic tasks. We dream of faces—thousands of faces that murmur …
We shake him away and set out into the growing darkness.
This city is ours. We are this city.
We feast.
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Kalen jerked awake out of a nightmare, his eyes wide, his lungs sucking in tiny currents of air. His body was an unthinking, unmoving mountain, and he was trapped inside it.

Faces—he remembered faces that leered at him, whispering of the deeds he had done in this city. He saw a woman forced up against a wall, her throat cut and spattering the brick. A man borne down and clubbed until he stopped moving. Vaelis—he saw Vaelis …

The terror faded within heartbeats, when Kalen dully felt his hand touching his face. He could feel, that was the important thing, and that meant hope lingered.

Wiping the sweat away, he looked out through slits in the boarded-over window. Night had fallen in Luskan—the time of the thief and murderer.

His time.

Kalen became aware of the sounds of fighting in the alley. Men cried out and swords clashed. This was neither alarming nor even unusual in Luskan: Every dusk, the folk of the city sharpened their blades in expectation, and every dawn, many of them lay bleeding in the gutters. If not for the exiled criminals arriving every day from far and wide, the city would have eaten itself long ago. Like as not, the fight would be over before he could investigate, much less intervene—and such was not his purpose anyway.

He went about his rituals—inspecting himself for wounds, loosening muscles that felt like rock, sharpening his blades, eating a nibble or two of journeybread. These repetitive exercises usually permitted him focus, but the sounds of battle made it impossible for him to concentrate. The battle was still going on?

The boy he had been would have ignored it.

The man he had become reached for his blades.
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A moment later, Kalen stood on the roof, looking down at one man fighting three thugs who wore crimson sashes around their throats: Dead Rats.

By all rights, the scrape should have ended by now, but the lone man seemed particularly tenacious. He had lost his sword and was fending off his attackers with a stout wood shield. A dozen cuts scored the shield and a single-bladed axe was buried in it. Though the attackers had battered him to one knee, the man fought like a cornered tiger, thrusting with his shield.

He fought as though he believed he could win. Commendable.

Kalen was about to turn away when he noticed something in the street. A fallen sword that gleamed silver even at this distance. One of the thugs tried to pick it up and then dropped it, howling over his burned hand. Kalen knew that blade: Vindicator.

He tensed, then sprang over the ledge.

The butcher’s shop was not a tall building, but twenty feet gave Kalen enough momentum that when he landed on the nearest Dead Rat, the hapless man took the brunt and went down with a crumpled moan. He rolled off and used his momentum to bowl the legs out from under a second gang member. Kalen leaped on the third man like a pouncing spider and slammed his face with the pommel of his dagger.

In the space of a heartbeat, the last Dead Rat—the one Kalen had tripped—found himself on the ground, unarmed, his head aching, and alone against two opponents.

“Flee,” Kalen said.

The Dead Rat turned and ran.

Kalen turned to the man he’d saved. He knew him in an instant. “You.”

“Huh-hail,” said the boy from the Cliffside Cranny—the guard who’d stopped trusty Carmael from shooting him. “You—I didn’t—gods.” He marveled up at the roof, then looked back at Kalen. He held out his hand. “Saer Shadowbane, I’m Rhetegast Hawkwinter—Rhett.”

“Hmm,” Kalen said.

The thug he’d landed on was moaning and trying to get to his feet. Kalen kicked him in the midsection. This act had a profound effect on the half-elf lad, who straightened as though Kalen had kicked him instead.

“Why did you follow me?” Kalen asked.

“I didn’t. I mean, not specifically, I—”

“Why?” Kalen took one long step toward him.

“Right.” The lad swallowed, took a breath to compose himself, then spoke anew. “Right, I did follow you. It’s just—well, it was that or report to the magistrate back in Waterdeep for aiding a proscribed criminal.”

“Proscribed.” Kalen must have been quite a thorn in the sides of the Masked Lords if they were offering a bounty on him, alive or dead. “Did you come to collect?”

“What? No. Of course not! I came—” His expression suddenly nervous, Rhett ran his hand through his red hair. “I want to become your squire.”

Kalen spoke without hesitation. “No.”

“No?” Rhett looked startled. “But I thought—”

“You were wrong.” Kalen’s eye fell to Vindicator, to the way the light split in two haphazardly along its length. The sword lay on the other side of the young man. “Go now. Get out of this city while you can.”

“Well.” Rhett looked to the weapon. “Well, I can at least give this back.” He strode to where Vindicator lay gleaming. “I brought the scabbard, too. Thought you might—”

“Wait—” Kalen started, but too late. The boy had already reached for the sword.

Rhett picked up the blade and held it out to Kalen. “What?”

Kalen, who had been staring with wide eyes, drew back. “It doesn’t burn you.”

“Burn me?” Rhett set the light dancing along the surface of the silvery blade—pure and beautiful but for the single flaw that ran down its length. “No. Why would it?”

Abruptly, silver fire bloomed in Vindicator’s depths, rising to shroud the sharpened steel in a plume. Rhett’s eyes grew huge and his mouth fell open. He caught up the sword in both hands, holding it steady. “By Torm!”

“No,” Kalen said, his voice soft. “Not Torm alone.”

Rhett looked up in wonder. “What does this mean?”

“It’s chosen you,” Kalen said. “It—”

He couldn’t see Rhett standing there with the sword. Instead, he saw …

Not again, Eye of Justice, he prayed silently. Not again.

It was then he realized they were not alone.

There, silhouetted in the flames of Vindicator, stood a black figure. The firelight flickered around her—and it was a woman, of that Kalen was certain—as though skirting the edge of a hole in reality. He knew her from Ebbius’s description. She was no drow, no human, but a demon of another world—a creature of the void.

Sithe.

“Boy,” Kalen whispered.

Rhett still gazed with frank astonishment at the burning sword in his hands.

In one hand, Sithe held a long-hafted axe, if axe it could be called. The pitted shard of black metal at the end barely resembled a blade. It was not so much an axe as the purpose of an axe—gruesome, rending doom. She raised her other hand—revealing a gleaming silver vambrace on her arm—and pointed one long finger toward Kalen. He felt the cold weight of infinite hatred descend upon his shoulders. For an instant, nothing in the world existed aside from him, her axe, and his coming death at its edge.

“Boy,” Kalen said, raising his daggers slowly. “Get behind me.”

Rhett looked up at him, confused, then turned his gaze. He hadn’t noticed Sithe until now, just in time to see her lunge toward them, her axe raised high. “Gods!”

Kalen slammed into Rhett and sent them both toppling. The axe chopped down, rending the air itself asunder, and missed his leg by a hair. It tore through his cloak, sending scraps of gray fabric drifting to the ground. Seemingly without effort, Sithe reversed the path of her axe, and Kalen fell back as it tore across an inch over his face. She then whipped the axe upward with both hands and towered over them.

Kalen let himself fall and lashed out with his feet, catching Sithe in the midsection. As she staggered back, he leaped to his feet. He brandished his daggers as she whirled the axe over her head. Her eyes might have been polished obsidian for all they revealed.

“Stay back, boy,” Kalen said. “This one is far beyond you.”

The black eyes shot over Kalen’s shoulder then, drawn to a silver brand of flame.

Rhett stepped to Kalen’s side, his shield ready, Vindicator burning in one hand. “Perhaps she’s beyond me,” he said. “But she’s none too pleased to see the sword.”

Kalen looked again at Sithe, whose eyes indeed seemed to be locked on Vindicator. “That isn’t fear,” he said. “It’s hunger.”

“You’re sure?” Rhett took half a step back. “I was hoping for hesitation, at least.”

Sithe spun the axe behind her head and held it with both hands over her shoulders. In Vindicator’s light, she was slim—petite, even. She couldn’t possibly be strong enough to sweep that axe around so quickly. Indeed, her fighting style was less about strength and skill and more about intuitive flow—she simply knew how and when to move. And there was not the slightest shred of doubt in her empty eyes. Indeed, there was nothing in them.

“What are you waiting for?” Rhett stepped forward, his sword held high.

“Wait—” Kalen said.

Rhett slashed down at Sithe, who vanished as though she had ceased to exist. The air sucked inward where she had been standing, making Rhett stagger. He glanced around quickly, but she was gone.

“Is that all?” Rhett looked down at Vindicator. “That’s some kind of sword.”

“Steel ready.” Kalen looked all around but could not see her in the twilight. He cast his blades about, waiting until—

—Sithe reappeared, right behind him, her axe sweeping down.

Kalen dodged, but the axe slammed into one of his daggers, knocking it skittering down the alley. The woman stepped after him, whipping her axe across in a blow that would have taken his head from his shoulders had he not ducked.

“Have at you!” Rhett lunged, but she stepped past him as though his attack had never happened. Vindicator passed within an inch of her head. Unhindered—Sithe came toward Kalen.

He had no chance to block her axe, so he danced back, but not far enough to dodge entirely. The axe swept across his leather hauberk, trailing a wake of blood. He could feel the pain, which meant that the chest cut was a wicked blow that should have put him down. Sithe’s eyes fixed on Kalen as if to assure him that the next strike would.

“Unlikely.” Kalen lunged into Sithe’s reach and caught hold of the axe. She twisted the haft of the axe out of his hands and wove a circle between them.

He aimed a thrust at her face, but his remaining dagger clanged loudly off Sithe’s axe and bounced off down the alley. The blade had been a feint, anyway. With his free hand, Kalen tossed a vial of alchemist’s fire from his belt toward her. It shattered against the spinning axe, sending a wave of flame through her defense.

Sithe staggered back, the flames illumining her wiry body wrapped in loose black silks. It might have been a human body, but for the black skin and pulsing lines of darkness that traced her flesh like runes. The fire set these lines sparkling and glinted off a medallion that hung around her neck—a round onyx medallion encircled in a purple ring.

Gods. The emblem of Shar, goddess of darkness and of loss.

Kalen lunged forward and grasped the smoking axe haft. He meant to wrench it away, but she held it firmly. “What are you?” he asked.

Sithe gazed into his eyes but did not react. They stood there, both trying to wrest the axe from the other. They were matched in strength.

“Fight me, damn it!” Rhett said.

Vindicator swept through the air, but the silver blade skipped off a wave of darkness that manifested around Sithe like a shield. The woman swayed aside as though her dodge was how she had meant to move in the first place. If anything, Rhett’s strike put her in a better position and the distraction cost Kalen his inside advantage.

“Boy, I said get back!”

Rhett stepped between them, interposing his shield and the silver flame of Vindicator. “Torm burn you, Daughter of Darkness,” he said. “You will fight me or—”

Flame flared from the sword toward Sithe and encircled her—a halo of divine radiance. The dark woman took a step back, inspecting the holy magic. She looked as though she understood it better than Rhett did.

Rhett pointed the sword at Sithe. “Torm shall smite you, Scion of Demons!”

She glanced at Kalen with a gaze that echoed his earlier word: unlikely.

She closed her eyes and darkness swept around her like a mantle—Shar’s power, cloaking her servant. Against that darkness, Vindicator’s light faded.

She strode forward, her axe high over her right shoulder. Rhett swung as she approached, but Vindicator passed through her as though she were but a wraith. She swept through Rhett, her form like mist, and raised the axe over Kalen. He tried to dodge, but he picked the wrong direction. The blade lit fire down his left leg. He’d felt every ounce of that, which meant she’d cut deeply indeed. He fell to the ground as she brought the blade around for a finishing blow.

Suddenly silver radiance flared around the dark warrior’s body, bursting through her shielding darkness and setting her silk garb aflame. She faltered and her axe cleaved the cobbles next to Kalen’s face, skipping out of her hands. Sithe staggered back, batting at the flames that caught at her clothing. For the first time, she looked startled.

The silver halo pulsed, as did the sword in Rhett’s hand.

Finally, Sithe spoke: “Very well.” Her voice chilled Kalen as the coldest winter never could. He felt the weight of her wrath lift from him, shifting to Rhett.

“Run, boy!” Kalen said. “Run!”

She loped toward Rhett, claiming her axe as she bounded past.

For all his strength and Vindicator’s power, the boy lasted only heartbeats against Sithe. With his shield, he smashed aside her initial strike, but that had been a feint. In a fluid motion, she raised the butt of her axe over his shield and slammed it into his face, then leaped forward and kicked him in the chest as he reeled back against the butcher’s shop.

Sithe let one hand fall from her axe, the better to grasp Rhett’s sword wrist and hammer Vindicator free against the withered bricks. The blade bounced end over end across the alley. The radiance instantly fled from around Sithe, freeing her of its grip.

Sithe wasn’t done with the boy. She flowed from disarming him to elbowing him in the face. Rhett’s nose trailed blood as his head jerked to the side.

Kalen had one chance and he took it.

As Rhett slumped, Sithe danced away, moving with immortal grace. She took a two-handed hold on her axe and brought the ugly thing around, scything for his neck.

Kalen lunged between them, Vindicator raised.

Steel shrieked against steel as black axe exploded into fiery sword. Any mortal weapon would have shattered, but Vindicator held firm. Kalen strained to keep Sithe at bay. The woman looked into his eyes—darkness staring into him—then leaped back, bringing her axe around.

For his part, Kalen strode forward, praying that his injured leg held. He funneled his anger against the deep hurt. “You’re the one who took Myrin, are you not?”

She studied him wordlessly, her axe whistling softly as it tore the air.

“What are you?” he asked. “What do you want?”

Again, she stared at him silently with those empty black eyes.

“It matters little,” he continued. “You are a creature of shadow and I am called Shadowbane. I suppose you can guess how this will end.”

Sithe inclined her head slightly to the side. “I am not a shadow,” she said. “I am the nothing that the darkness hides—the void that the darkness cannot fill.”

Kalen shrugged. “Well, I’m adaptable.”

She seemed to consider this, turning her axe idly over her head. She caught the haft out wide, letting it hang like a scythe extending from her arm.

“You are the righteous arm of your god,” she said. “A divine killer, as am I.”

The words stirred an old, simmering rage inside him. “I am not like you.”

Sithe’s face gave his words the lie. “Your faith is weak—that is why you fail.”

“Test me,” Kalen said. “Show me that my faith is weaker than yours.”

“No need.” She nodded to the shadows behind him. “He is yours, Master.”

“Master?” Kalen realized, too late, he’d been tricked.

Pain erupted anew in his slashed leg and he fell to the cobblestones. Above him stood a halfling, shrouded in the shadows, blood dripping from the rapier he’d just rammed through Kalen’s thigh. He had auburn hair, eyes like green beads, and familiar sharp features. Kalen knew who he was.

“Toytere,” he said.

The halfling smiled brightly, revealing a mouth full of sharpened teeth—the better for tearing meat. “Cheers and well met, Little Dren,” he said, showing Kalen one of his own daggers—claimed from the cobblestones. “I’m so glad you be back.”

He hit Kalen in the face with the pommel of the dagger, plunging him into darkness.
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We watch from the shadows.
We wait as the men come and take the two away.
“That, methinks, was ridiculously easy,” says the short one with the hat. “Emphasis on the ridiculous, no?”
The dark sister makes no reply. She looks. For us?
We wait.
“Something be amiss, Lady Void?”
She shakes her head. She does not see us. Her axe balances on her shoulder.
She is one of us, though she does not know it.
We delight.
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BLINDED, KALEN AWOKE TO A CHAFING SENSATION IN HIS lower half. Well accustomed to his benumbed body, he recognized the signs of being dragged. He heard whispers like soft squeaking. The smell—a mixture of sweat and vomit—indicated a sackcloth hood over his head.

“I see you haven’t washed the hood since the last time I was in town,” he murmured.

Thunder clapped as someone boxed his right ear.

He couldn’t see where they were going, but growing up in this foul place gave him a good grasp of the streets, with all their rank odors and other minutiae. The numbness helped: his disconnect from his body sharpened his other senses.

He recognized a gravely crunch underfoot and heard dozens of bickering voices that blended together—a fishmonger’s market, down by the docks: Rat Alley. Despite the foul hood, he smelled seawater and a combination of rot and sour ale that indicated they were in the vicinity of one of the gang taverns. Likely, that meant the Drowned Rat tavern, home of the Dead Rats.

Kalen found it darkly amusing that Ebbius the tiefling hadn’t mentioned that his old friend Toytere was running the Rats these days. That could have been pertinent information, when someone wanted him dead as badly as Toytere did.

His captors dropped him onto cold, hard stone. That alone told him they were at least twenty feet underground. That he wasn’t dead he took as a blessing, though just at the moment, he’d not have minded oblivion. He ached, and considering his curse took the edge off pain, that meant he was badly hurt.

Someone yanked Kalen’s hood off, and he saw a root cellar turned prison cell. A ragged man with jaundiced eyes spat at his feet, then left the room through a stout wood door.

Kalen’s eyes adjusted and he saw the dim outline of Rhett sitting nearby. The boy was just waking. “Saer Shadowbane?”

“Call me Kalen.” He worked the ropes that bound his wrists behind him.

“These are tight,” Rhett said. “Whoever tied these knew what they were doing.”

Kalen regarded him dizzily. “Were you conscious when they bound you?”

“A little. Why?”

“If you flex your muscles when the ropes go on, then relax, the ropes loosen.”

“Oh.” Rhett laughed mirthlessly. “That would have been great to know at the time.”

“Indeed.” Kalen worked at his bonds.

“As long as we’re not going anywhere,” Rhett said after a moment. “Do you mind if I ask what’s going on? I mean, with our captors and their impending murder of us and all.”

“The gang that has us is called the Dead Rats. Why we’re alive, I don’t know, but no doubt it’s for a reason. Keep silent and don’t give them a different reason.”

“Got it,” Rhett said, then continued right on talking. “And that woman? The black-skinned demon?”

“Sithe. She’s—” Kalen paused. He wasn’t sure what Sithe was. He’d fought demons and their scions before, but none like her. “She’s the Rats’ chief enforcer.”

“Well, as long as she’s the best they have, we’ve naught to fear!” Rhett said cheerily. “Except for the bit where she mopped the cobblestones with our faces.”

“True enough.” Kalen saw his fingers turning purple. The ropes gave a little—he could now pull himself free at need, but to what end? He couldn’t get out the door.

“And that other voice I was hearing earlier? Pitched high—a bit like a child’s?”

“Halfling called Toytere,” he said. “Old friend of mine from many years ago—fortune-teller, con artist, thief, and the like. His play was always telling the future. Not that his prophecies ever came true, except when it was the worst for everyone involved.” Kalen shifted toward Rhett. “He was a Dead Rat when I knew him. If he’s running the gang—and it looks like he is—then he must have moved up in the world.”

“You’re from Luskan?”

Kalen smiled despite himself. “Usually it’s the grim manner that gives it away.”

“You don’t seem that grim to me,” Rhett said. “Determined, aye?”

“You don’t know me at all, boy.”

“Fairly said. But this Toytere seems to—and he doesn’t like what he knows.”

“I shouldn’t have come to your rescue in that alley. No doubt it was a trick.” Kalen scooted toward Rhett, then fought another wave of dizziness. “Why did you come after me?”

“As I said, to be your apprentice,” Rhett said. “My Valabrar, Rayse—that is, Araezra Hondyl, dismissed me. She said I could either go back to Waterdeep to face the magistrate for dereliction of duty or I could desert. She gave me the night to decide.”

“That sounds like Araezra.”

“You know her?” Rhett asked. “Oh right, you were in the Guard. How could you not know the most beautiful woman there?”

“Indeed.” Kalen suspected Rayse would hate that description, but then, Rhett was a boy and could be forgiven for not understanding.

Kalen still felt woozy. That meant he was bleeding, even if he couldn’t see or feel it. At least he’d made it closer to Rhett—two paces separated them.

“Listen,” Kalen said. “I’m not going to last.”

“But you’re a paladin, are you not? Call on your god and heal yourself.”

“It isn’t so easy,” Kalen said under his voice. What he was going to ask of the boy, he had promised himself he would never do again. But there was no choice—not if he wanted to find Myrin. “You give it a try.”

“Me?” Rhett said. “I’m just a guardsman. I don’t have any healing gifts.”

“The sword,” Kalen said. “Helm’s sword. It chose you.”

“A helm wielding a sword? Are you sure you’re well?”

“The god Helm … Listen. Can you get over to me?”

Rhett sidled up to Kalen, moving easily. “Here I am.”

“Touch my hands.”

“Well, goodsir, I don’t think we’re quite that intimate.”

“Just do it,” Kalen snapped. “Do you serve a god?”

“Torm the Loyal Fury, God of Law and Justice.”

“He’ll do.” Kalen grimaced. “Concentrate. Pray. Try to heal me.”

“But—” Rhett might have offered another argument, but his words trailed off into a startled gasp. His hand burned with bright white light—healing light. Kalen felt the soothing power flow into him. He welcomed it, but feared it as well.

At least he wasn’t apt to expire any moment. For that, he was grateful.

“How?” Rhett whispered.

“The sword,” Kalen said. “Vindicator marked you as a paladin.”

“But I don’t even have the sword anymore,” Rhett said. “They took it away.”

“It doesn’t matter—not to the Threefold God,” Kalen said, his voice cold. “You’ll bear his mark until you die in his service.”

“Am I your squire now?” Rhett asked.

“No,” Kalen barked, so forcefully that Rhett almost fell over.

“Why not?”

The viewing panel opened with a scrape of metal on stone and their words dropped into silence. They sat, back-to-back, staring at the door.

The door swung open and a man stood there. He had a weathered, weasel-like face, a bristly red beard, and a small stature. He swore under his breath at a pair of thugs behind him.

“A blessed day it is,” said Toytere, “when I see you so well, Little Dren.”

In his high boots and ridiculous tallhat with its silver brooch, Toytere looked much bigger than he should have, but then, that was the point. Unlike the Rats in the alley, with their ragged leathers and red scarves, their leader opted for a crimson waistcoat and a deep blue doublet that might have come from a Waterdhavian salon. He carried a black lacquer cane tipped with a burnished gold rat that wore a mischievous grin. He could find a home on a pirate ship or at a high-society revel with equal ease, though in either case, he’d make folk nervous.

“Let the boy go, Toytere.” Kalen nodded over his shoulder. “He isn’t part of this.”

Toytere patted Rhett’s cheek. “I never be taking you for a fancy man, Kalen.” He’d kept his hard-to-place accent, which had grown more pronounced. It came from somewhere far south of here—possibly the moors or deep in the Heartlands.

It reminded Kalen of the source of Toytere’s anger: his sister.

“It’s me you want, not him,” Kalen said.

“True, true, but we’ve a use for pretty lads here in the city of vice.” Toytere pulled back from Rhett and swaggered over to Kalen. “Also, this be not about what I be wanting, but rather, what she be wanting. And she be wanting you alive.”

“She?” Kalen asked. “You have a mistress, do you? And here I thought you’d climbed high in your shit hole of Faerûn.”

Toytere grasped Kalen’s collar and pulled the man’s face toward his winning smile of pointed teeth. Several teeth were missing from that smile, but it held no shortage of unsettling charm. “She say she wants you breathing—she not specify unharmed.”

With that, Toytere punched Kalen in the jaw, knocking him into Rhett. Both men groaned. “Godsdamn it,” Rhett said. “I didn’t even say anything.”

“That be for Cellica,” Toytere said, cracking his knuckles. “First of many, no?”

He stopped and stared at Kalen, his eyes glazed. His grin faltered. From between his lips emerged a soft, droning hum.

“What—what’s happening?” Rhett asked.

“The Sight,” Kalen said. “He can’t see or hear us.”

“Sight?”

“Seeing the future, reading minds—in his case, it’s not all a con. He sees glimpses, so there’s probably no escape for us.”

“Wonderful,” Rhett said. “He seems pretty upset about this ‘Cellica’ lass.”

“She—” Kalen fought down a lump in his throat. “She’s his twin sister.”

“Ah, the protective brother,” Rhett said. “And what befell yon lass? You broke her heart? Left her at the altar?”

“Not exactly.” He remembered an awful morning a year ago, tinged with the smell of blood. Cellica—his adopted sister—gave him a last disapproving smile.

“With child, then? Can humans and halflings even—?”

“She’s dead.”

“Oh.” Rhett sounded somber. “This … this is worse than I thought, isn’t it?”

“Much.”

Toytere shivered and returned to the world. His expression fell a bit, as though disappointed, and he waved at them. “Well,” he said to the Rats who had remained in the hallway. “Go on. Take them.”

“To her?” The thugs at the door shivered visibly. “To—to the Witch-Queen?”

“Aye, rotters!” Toytere swayed out of the room. “Whom you think?”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Rhett murmured. Kalen shook his head.

The guards jerked the two men to their feet and ushered them into a corridor that smelled of rich earth and old blood. Two rooms branched off the cramped tunnel: the cell they had been in and another one whose door lay in moldering pieces against the opposite wall.

“Does nothing in this city hold together?” Rhett said, pretending not to have spoken when the guards glared at him. He looked to Kalen. “The Witch-Queen?”

Kalen shrugged. “Apparently.”

“Torm’s blade, but this will go well.”

“Shut up!” One of the guards put a fist into Rhett’s belly.

The boy groaned. “Godsdamn it.”
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Kalen had last seen the interior of the Drowned Rat fifteen years previous, and it hadn’t changed much. It seemed bigger once upon a time, but then, he’d been much smaller. The tavern’s ramshackle walls curled with age and the weight of the roof until it resembled less a man-made structure than a cavern hollowed out by a thousand small talons. A rat’s nest, for true.

Unlike other gang taverns in Luskan, the Drowned Rat boasted no ostentatious audience chamber. A simple raised dais sat at the end of the common room, a place where bards might have sung in days not quite as awful as these. A padded chair faced away from the main room, floating above the dais. Even at this distance, Kalen could feel the power in the occupant of that chair. It awakened the spellscar that burned inside him: it yearned in that direction.

The Witch-Queen, Kalen thought. If he could capture the queen, the court would fall.

They had one chance at this. He focused on the short sword sheathed at the nearest guard’s belt. If he could get that, they might yet find a way to bargain themselves free.

The hall stood empty but for a pair of toughs hunched over a card game, like rats surveying their hoard. They looked up at Kalen and Rhett with beady, distrusting eyes. Their lips drew back from their yellowed teeth. Sithe stood impassive on the dais—in the light, she was easier to see but no less intimidating—holding Vindicator sheathed in its lacquer scabbard.

“Me lady.” Toytere addressed the dais. “The intruders, as you—”

Kalen feigned a lurch, as though his step had faltered, to cover pulling free from his bonds. When his captor leaned forward to restrain him, Kalen slammed his forehead into man’s face. The Rat fell back, and Kalen snatched the sword from his belt.

The room reacted slowly. Toytere turned toward them, and Sithe drew out her axe. Kalen dashed right past her—he stood no chance against her in his current condition, even if he could get Vindicator—and bore down on the Witch-Queen’s chair. Capture the queen.

The chair pivoted and sudden thunder split the air. Kalen’s eardrums rang as an unstoppable wave of force flung him back like a carelessly cast-off doll. He flew five paces before he crashed back to the floor, deafened and coughing.

Gods. The beating he’d taken must have addled his wits something fierce. The Witch-Queen of the Dead Rats looked like—

Blue hair swirled as Myrin shook it back from her face. “Kalen?’ she asked.

Rhett leaned toward him. “You know the Witch-Queen?” he asked.
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CONSIDERING THE TWO BATTERED MEN SPRAWLED BEFORE her, Myrin reflected on this odd turn of events. She couldn’t say for certain what she’d expected when Toytere had told her of the infiltrator who’d come to Luskan. It might be a bounty hunter, assassin, wizard—anything or anyone following her trail. Not a day had gone by in the past year that someone hadn’t been after her. But the last person she’d expected was …

“Kalen?” she asked, startled. “How did you get here?”

“Gods,” Kalen murmured.

Myrin stared at him where he lay on the floor and he stared right back at her. Breath was hard to come by. They might not have seen each other in a year, but in that heartbeat the connection between them came back—every smile, every kind word, every argument.

She saw in him the man who’d carried her across half of Waterdeep, faced a lich to get her back, and thrown himself off a building for her sake.

She also saw the man who had, a year ago, killed her kidnapper in cold blood and that cooled her growing ardor. The memory snapped her back to the present.

Kalen was hurt, Myrin realized, and badly. She started forward, wanting nothing more than to tend to his wounds, but stopped, reconsidering. The Dead Rats were staring at her, waiting for a cue. After that outburst, she could not pretend that she didn’t know Kalen. Still, she could be regal about it—acting in a way befitting the leader of the Dead Rats.

Befitting the Witch-Queen of Luskan.
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Kalen stared at Myrin—startled, confused, and yet somehow, not as surprised as he might have been. It was not just the hint his spellscar had provided when it seemed to draw toward her: it had recognized her. Rather, since they’d met that foggy night a year ago, Myrin had shown a talent for defying expectations. Going from hostage to queen was more of the same. Kalen rather admired that about her.

He wished she hadn’t surrounded herself with so many snakes, however. The Dead Rats stared at her with equal parts deference and wariness. Kalen saw more than a few look not to Myrin but to Toytere for a sign as to what to do, including Sithe. Clearly, Myrin’s position was tentative, and she would lose it if she did not act the part.

By her eyes and the way her expression became masked, Myrin knew it, too. “Stand him up.” She waved dismissively. “Blood on my floor simply won’t do.”

“Aye, Lady Darkdance,” Toytere said and signaled to his men.

Darkdance? Kalen pondered.

Two of the Dead Rats came forward—including the one Kalen had stunned with his sudden attack—and hauled Kalen to his feet. They grasped Rhett as well, though the boy hadn’t moved. “She’s very pretty,” Rhett observed quietly. “Or is that an illusion?”

“No, that’s not an illusion,” Kalen said.

It was true. A year had turned the waifish girl of his memory into a striking young woman. Her almond tan skin had grown warm and dark. It brought out the vibrancy of her shocking blue hair, which fell to the middle of her back. Her bright blue eyes seemed the same as always: sparkling and thoughtful.

“You certainly know your share of lovely ladies, Saer Shadowbane,” Rhett said.

“Stop calling me that,” Kalen said.

It was flattering that the boy used that salutation—for a noble of unknown rank or a common knight acting particularly well—but he didn’t feel worthy of either part of the moniker.

One of the thugs raised a club to silence them both, but Myrin put up a staying hand. “Who’s your flattering friend, Kalen?” she asked.

“He’s nobody,” Kalen said. “Just a boy.”

“I can speak for myself,” Rhett countered. “Dark Sorceress, I am Rhetegast of the House of Hawkwinter—” His words cut off when the thug hit him anyway.

“That,” Kalen murmured, “you probably should not have said.”

“Point.” Rhett groaned.

The two thugs guarding the prisoners raised their clubs, while several others in the room eyed Rhett with considerable interest. They were, after all, thieves, and naming oneself a noble scion among them was not wise. Kalen looked to Myrin, hoping she would do something to quiet them before violence ensued anew.

Either she got the message or had thought of that herself, because Myrin immediately raised her hand and sent forth a fan of flames to lick at the rafters. The Rats shied away from the magic. Blades disappeared into their sheaths and clubs lowered. Toytere, who had been reaching into his vest, relaxed.

“Now then,” Myrin said. “I will take the prisoners to my private chambers. If anyone objects, kindly make yourself known, so I can burn you to ash on the spot. No one?” Myrin smiled. “Outstanding.”

She rose, and they all bowed to her.

“Bring them.” Myrin turned to Sithe. “I’ll take the sword, please.”

The genasi cast Kalen and Rhett a look, but she handed Vindicator over to Myrin.

Rhett’s eyes were wide indeed as the guards seized their arms. “That’s some lady you know, Saer Shadowbane,” he said. “Who is she?”

Kalen smiled despite himself. “She’s Myrin.”

The trek to the chambers of the Witch-Queen was a brief one: she had the largest quarters in the tavern, which must formerly have belonged to Toytere. The room was bare of decoration, its walls were peeling like dead skin, and its furnishings were limited to a single narrow bed and an end table with a single shelf.

Myrin gestured and a chair obediently rose for her to sit in. She set Vindicator down and settled in, straight-backed and regal, like a queen ought to be.

The guards pushed Kalen and Rhett to their knees on the rug then looked to Myrin. She waved them away. They were out of the room before her hand moved more than a finger’s breadth. That hand was dangerous, Kalen thought.

The door closed and the three of them were alone in Myrin’s chambers. Their heavy breathing seemed deafening in the charged silence.

“Myrin,” Kalen said, even as she started to say his name, rising as though to approach. They both froze, neither ready to speak over the other—neither knowing what to say. He stared at her, hundreds of words wrestling in his throat and getting stuck. Her eyes sparkled and her mouth formed words she couldn’t quite speak.

“So—” Rhett said.

At that single, unexpected syllable—Kalen had almost forgotten the boy was there—the moment broke. Kalen drew into himself, suddenly self-conscious. Myrin shook her head as though to clear a fog.

“Darkdance?” Kalen asked, unable to bring himself to say anything else.

“My name,” Myrin said. “I found out more of it a tenday or so past. Myrin Darkdance. What do you think?”

“It suits you,” Kalen said.

Myrin smiled and turned to Rhett. “You were asking a question?”

“Who are you, lady?” Rhett then looked at Kalen. “Who is she?”

“Not the gang leader of the Dead Rats, last I checked.” Kalen faced Myrin. “How exactly did this happen?” Myrin’s face colored slightly. She seemed a little embarrassed. “Well …”
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Myrin awoke in a bare prison cell that smelled of rot, excrement, and worse things she chose not to identify. Her only pillow was stained gray stone, which made most of her body ache when she tried to move. Myrin didn’t remember much after the attack—her mind felt fuzzy and disconnected.

“Hmm.” She climbed to one knee. A sound outside the wood door drew her attention and she crossed to it. “Well met?” she said. “Hail?”

A metal viewing panel slid open in the door. A pair of jaundiced eyes peered in at her, belonging to a grizzled, weedy man of dubious hygiene. “Aye?”

“Where am I?” Myrin asked. “Or possibly some other basic information?”

The man’s nose twitched. “Shut up, you blue-haired wench,” he said.

“Hmm.” Myrin pursed her lips. “In that case, may I please have a cup of water.”

“I’ll say it slower, then,” the man said. “Shut up. You. Blue-haired. Wench.”

“As I thought.” Myrin put her hands on her hips. “You should know that I am a great and powerful wizard. You should do this little thing for me, before I make you—all of you—very sorry for not doing it.”

The man stared at her for a heartbeat, shocked, then roared with laughter. “Heh! That’s rich, lass! Rich!” He shouted down the hall. “Oi! Lads! Come hear this!”

Two more rogues appeared, each of them as ugly as the first. The second had an over-large eye—or perhaps the other had shrunk—while the third had three separate scars across his mouth that looked a bit like red stitches.

“Oi!” the guard said. “This one say she’s to make us all sorry.”

The thieves looked at him, then one another, and then laughed wildly. They slapped each other on the shoulders, bending over in a vain attempt to contain themselves.

“Ha ha!” said the yellow-eyed one. “Whatcha gonna cast your magic with, eh, wench? This?” He drew from the chest pocket of his leathers a long gray stick.

Myrin recognized her wand. “Yes, actually,” she said, extending her hand as though to take it from him, should he offer it.

They paused, then laughed again. “Aye? Aye? And how’s that, you fancy?”

Myrin shrugged. A blue-glowing rune appeared on the back of her right hand.

A flicker of magic and the wand pulled free of the guard’s hand, floated through the viewing window, and set itself in Myrin’s fingers. “Uh,” said the guard.

Thunder cracked. The ratty door exploded off its hinges and crashed against the opposite wall, shattering into a dozen pieces. The three knaves drew steel, shouting for aid.

“Now,” Myrin said, stepping through the cloud of dust, her wand held low. More blue-glowing runes spread across her skin. “Where’s your captain?”
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“It was very diplomatic.” Myrin grasped one elbow behind her back and dug the toe of one boot into the floor. “Not at all violent. Promise!”

Rhett accepted that, but Kalen knew that posture only too well—it was the one she assumed when she was nervous. Myrin had changed over their year apart, but she was still as easy to read as ever. He smiled.

Myrin saw him studying her and looked at her feet, her nervousness redoubled. She mustered her courage. “Kalen, I—” she said. Then she saw him wince—saw the blood soaking his leather hauberk. “You’re hurt.” She came forward to inspect him.

“It’s nothing,” he said.

That, he realized too late, was the wrong thing to say.

As though he’d struck her, Myrin stopped. Her expression went from an ambivalent mixture of joy and anxiety to a more certain look of irritation. In the face of her anger, he felt frustration stir in his belly.

“I can help, Kalen,” she said. “My magic can make a difference—”

“Your magic has done enough,” Kalen said. “Look where it’s landed you—Witch-Queen of the Dead Rats? Even a fool can see you’re a prisoner, not a leader. You’re a lamb encircled by wolves.”

“Your analogy is flawed,” Myrin retorted. “I’m in control here, through the proper threat of magical ruin—not that I’d want to hurt anyone, obviously, as that would be conterproductive. King Toytere saw through to ceding me his power when he recognized how much damage I could do both to him and his organization. He practically begged me to take over the gang.”

“I’m sure you think that,” Kalen said, “but the fact is—”

“And you’re more versed in the facts than I?” Myrin said hotly. “King Toy—”

“I bet he loves that nickname,” Kalen snapped.

“Apologies for interceding in a lovers’ argument,” Rhett said, “but what in the Nine Blazing Hells is going on here?”

Both Myrin and Kalen stared at him.

“You, you’re queen of the Dead Rats, at least at the moment,” Rhett said to Myrin. “In that case, thank you for not killing us.”

“You’re welcome,” Myrin said.

“And saer.” Rhett turned to Kalen. “With all due respect, why not accept her aid? Lady Darkdance must have cowed Sithe. You’ll recall that demon creature nearly cut you in half.”

“Not helpful,” Kalen murmured.

“Not accurate,” Myrin said. “Sithe is a genasi, not a demon. Or at least not entirely—I can’t be quite sure.”

“What’s a genasi?” Rhett asked.

“Like a human with the soul of an elemental,” Kalen said. “But she’s not like any genasi I’ve ever heard of—what’s her element, darkness?”

Myrin shrugged. She acted as if she’d quite forgotten that they’d been fighting only five breaths ago. She stepped forward and pulled open Kalen’s tunic, revealing the livid scar of Sithe’s assault. “Healing magic,” she said. “Glad to see you’re still a paladin, considering.”

“Considering?” Kalen grimaced. “What’s that supposed to—?”

“That was me, actually,” Rhett said.

“You’re a paladin, too?” Myrin asked.

“Apparently.” Rhett spread his hands. “Only for the last hour or so—I think Vindicator’s more the paladin than I.”

“Huh.” Myrin considered this. “What are you doing here?”

“Myrin, we’re wasting time,” Kalen said in a rush. “Every moment we delay is a moment Toytere can prepare an ambush just outside that door. We need to go right—”

“I wasn’t talking to you, actually.” Myrin looked at Rhett.

“Oh—me?” Rhett said. “I came to give Saer Shadowbane back his sword.”

“I see.” Myrin turned to Kalen. “And why are you here?”

“I came to”—he paused—“to rescue you.”

He expected her face to tighten and her next words to berate him. Instead, Myrin regarded him blankly. “Well, many thanks—but as you can see, that’s not necessary.”

That took Kalen by surprise. “Not necessary?”

“I’m doing quite well, you know. I’m Witch-Queen of the Dead Rats gang. I can leave any time I want. I just don’t want to.”

“You—” He remembered Rhett standing beside him and bit his tongue. He didn’t want to have this argument in front of anyone—he wanted to be alone with Myrin, where they could talk. Though if that were the case, he couldn’t guarantee he would use any words. He might just embrace her, or kiss her, or—

The door opened behind them. Kalen turned and interposed himself between Myrin and some new attacker. He expected a dozen Dead Rats to flood in, blades drawn. Instead only Toytere entered, his cane tapping the floor. Rhett also stepped toward Myrin, and Kalen was pleased to see the training of the Guard at work.

“I be but checking on Her awe-inspiring Majesty,” the halfling said.

“I’m well, Toy,” Myrin said, emphasizing the nickname with a glance at Kalen.

If the name grated on the halfling, he took it in stride. “Well then, I’ll leave you be,” he said. “Though—apologies for overhearing, but be assured the lady knows of what she be speaking. Where is she safer than here, among her loyal subjects, no?”

“No, indeed.” Kalen met the halfling’s cool smile with one of his own. “Then you won’t object if we all take our leave—Myrin, too.”

“Kalen, don’t,” Myrin said.

He saw that she understood his game. If the Halfling refused, it confirmed Kalen’s belief that she was a prisoner. He knew how her mind worked: one could lie to her, but once she knew the truth, she couldn’t just ignore it.

“Well?” Kalen asked. “What of it, Toy?”

Toytere had eyes only for Kalen, but he nodded toward Myrin. “Such a suspicious brightbird this be, me dear queen.”

“Brightbird?” Myrin furrowed her brow.

“Sweetheart, paramour, betrothed, or the like.”

“Oh.” Myrin reddened a bit. “He’s not my brightbird or any of those other things.”

“Good to be knowing.” Toytere noted her blush then smiled at Kalen. “As to your question, Little Dren: nay, I’ve no objection, not even a little. You be free to leave whenever you wish and I’ll not stay you. Villain I may be, and a thief, but I’ve manners. However”—at this, he looked to Myrin—“I be thinking the lady knows her own mind, no?”

“Yes, I do,” Myrin said. “And no, we aren’t leaving.”

“But—” Kalen said.

“Always a pleasure, me lady.” Toytere’s smile was smug. “I don’t need the Sight to be seeing angry words to come.” He left and closed the door.

Rhett spoke first into the silence. “Sorry my lady, but we aren’t? Leaving, that is?”

Myrin looked at him as if he’d just materialized from the air. “Who are you again?”

The youth bowed gallantly. “Rhett Hawkwinter, my lady—your loyal servant.”

“Charmed.” Myrin raised one eyebrow. “Or possibly evoked. It depends.”

“I’m—I’m not sure I know what that means, Lady Witch-Queen.”

She shrugged. “As to your question, you may leave, but I’m needed here.”

“What do you mean?” Kalen asked.

Myrin squared her shoulders and faced Kalen without hesitation. “This city is sick, Kalen. It needs someone who can help feed the people, put a stop to the violence, and start rebuilding. Why not me?” Myrin put out her arms. “Here I am, a queen—one of the Five High Captains of Luskan—with a powerful gang at my disposal. Why should I cast that aside, when I have the opportunity to help so many people?”

“Gods,” Rhett said. “That’s … well said, my lady. What courage—what nobility!”

“What naïveté,” Kalen mocked. “You can’t think you can fix Luskan. You can’t—”

“You say that as though you were an expert on what I can and can’t think,” she retorted. “I’ve already started paring back the Rats’ burglaries and begun rebuilding some of the nearby houses. I plan to disperse food from the larders next. And then—”

Frustrated anger filled Kalen, even as Myrin enumerated her plan. She was smarter than this—she had to see the jaws of the trap closing around her. And yet she persevered in the deception—a happy victim. Was it willful blindness?

Rhett was listening to it all with a beatific expression on his face.

The whole thing made Kalen sick to his stomach. Myrin had to see it. If he could just explain it fully, she would understand.

“Look into his mind,” Kalen said. “Steal his thoughts. You’ll see that this is a trap.”

“Steal his thoughts?” Rhett looked warily at Myrin. “You can do that, my lady?”

“She’s spellscarred,” Kalen said. “She absorbs magic and memories.”

Myrin glared at Kalen. “It doesn’t work that way,” she said. “And even if it did, Toytere’s done nothing against me. I’ve no reason to breach his trust.”

“Trust?” Kalen grasped his head. “This is a trap. You must know that.”

“No, actually.” Myrin looked at him, all innocence. “I cannot imagine why you think I ‘must know’ that, much less believe it.”

“Neither can I,” Kalen said below his voice.

“What are you saying, Kalen?” Myrin’s face went red. “That I’m being a foolish girl for believing I can make a difference? Is that it?”

“Lady,” Rhett said diplomatically, “I’m sure he would never imply something so—”

“That’s exactly what I mean.” Kalen grasped Myrin’s arm. “You’re being a fool.”

Myrin tried to pull away, but Kalen held her fast. Her motion ended up drawing them closer together. He could see her nostrils flaring in anger and the blood beating in her throat.

“Look,” she said. “The simple fact is, I’m staying. There’s absolutely nothing you can do about it, short of taking me out of here by force or trickery. Is that your plan? Kalen?”

Kalen breathed hard. She was so close—their faces almost touching. Her breasts swelled against his chest. From her eyes, he almost thought she wanted him to grab her and haul her off. His mind reveled in the possibility. The thought dashed all sense from his head.

“Myrin,” Kalen implored. “He—Toytere is using you. To what end, I don’t know, but you need to come with me. I want—” He trailed off.

Myrin did not waver. “You want what?” She looked him right in the eye.

To that, Kalen had no response.

“Good,” Myrin said. “Glad we had this talk.”

They broke apart, both of them breathing hard. Rhett stared at them, his eyes wide.

“Myrin,” Kalen said. “Luskan has been an overflowing latrine for a century. Hundreds of folk far better than you or I have tried to save this city and failed.”

She rose to the challenge. Runes of blue fire appeared on her skin and flames started crackling around her fingers. “Better than you, perhaps.”

“Please, just listen to me.”

“I’m staying.” Myrin turned away, then spoke over her shoulder. “And if you really want to help me, then you’ll just have to stay, too.”

Kalen stared at her back. He saw her shoulders trembling, though with anger or something else, he did not know. She was being stubborn to a fault. It reminded him of Cellica, and why not? The two women had been the best of friends, for the short time they’d known each other. Then Cellica had died and the very same assassin had kidnapped and almost killed Myrin. Why couldn’t she see he only wanted to protect her?

“Rhett,” Kalen said. “I’m leaving. Come with me or stay, it’s all the same.”

Myrin stiffened at those words, but she stood firm.

Rhett, on the other hand, loosed a groan of frustration. “Enough,” he said. “I don’t know what passes between the two of you and I don’t care. But for the space of ten breaths, will you listen to a compromise?”

Try as he might to dismiss the boy as an empty-headed noble fop, Kalen found that Rhett often made a great deal of sense. He nodded.

Myrin too was looking at Rhett with an expectant gaze. “Go on,” she said.

“Right,” Rhett said. “No one can leave anyway, what with the plague.”

The plague. In his drive to find Myrin, Kalen had almost forgotten about the plague. He saw again the dead Dustclaw with risen welts and rotting flesh and the things moving under his skin.

“The Fury,” Myrin said crisply. When Kalen and Rhett both looked at her blankly, she explained. “It’s what the people of Luskan call it. No one knows how it spreads, but once you catch it, you go mad—trying to kill anyone and anything in sight. Eventually, you die in a fight or the plague consumes your mind.”

“Right,” Rhett said with a shiver.

“You seem to know much about it,” Kalen said, struggling to keep his voice calm.

“Toy told me.” Again, Myrin seemed to have left their argument completely behind. She spoke efficiently, as though reciting from memory. “It leaves skeletons of all different races, bleached and stripped of any remaining flesh. Some believe it’s a magical malady.” She shrugged, as though that were not just possible but likely.

With a chill, Kalen remembered the skeleton he’d found in the butcher’s shop, wedged into the closet. Had that also been a victim of the plague? And what of the rat, trapped with the bones, who had perished only heartbeats after attaining freedom?

“I propose that we find the source of the plague,” Rhett went on. “If it’s a natural malady, we find out where it comes from and how it spreads. If it’s a wizard, we stop him. In this way, we help Luskan—which makes Lady Darkdance happy.” He looked at Myrin, who nodded. “With the plague gone, the quarantine will end, which makes me happy. I can go back to interesting duties, if Father can get the Guard to take me back.” Rhett smiled. “Also with the quarantine gone, we can leave Luskan, which makes Saer Shadowbane happy. All three of us get what we want. Right?”

“Right.” Myrin looked positively delighted by that suggestion.

Kalen couldn’t help shaking his head, frustrated but impressed. Perhaps there was something to this boy after all. The sword had chosen him—no doubt it had a purpose. But could Kalen take that chance again, after what had happened to Vaelis? He didn’t often pray and he’d sworn never to beg, but right now, he felt like doing both.

Mercy, Threefold God, Kalen said silently.

“Very well,” he said finally. “If Myrin really is in command, we can do this thing. But”—he fixed Myrin with his gaze—“will you promise to leave with us when it’s over?”

“Very well.” Myrin nodded. “That’ll give us, me, plenty of time. To make a difference, I mean.”

Suddenly suspicious, Kalen scrutinized Myrin. She was not saying everything. A year ago, she’d worn her thoughts on her face, but now he couldn’t read her as easily.

“Very well,” Kalen said. “Rhett, you’re Myrin’s warder.”

Myrin’s smile evaporated. “What? Sir Reginald?”

“It’s Rhett, actually,” the lad said. “And me? What about you?”

“That’s the bargain,” Kalen said. “Until we find the source of the plague, he’s your guardian. I’ll do what I think best. Or do you refuse?”

Myrin stared at him for a long moment, then she nodded hesitantly. “Very well.”

“And what of that?” Rhett pointed to Vindicator.

“I told you that was yours,” Kalen said.

“Aye, Sir.” Rhett nodded.

Myrin glared at Kalen. This deal did not please her, and he took some satisfaction in that. “Well I, for one, am tired,” she said. “On my seer’s word, I’ve been up all night waiting for some sword-wielding madman and fancy that! Here you are, Kalen.”

Kalen ignored the barb, but it did remind him of the halfling. “And I will watch Toytere,” he said. “When he turns on us, we’ll be ready.”

“Mystra, Kalen! You’d think he was plotting some imminent betrayal right now.”
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“So, about that betrayal.”

With practiced grace, Toytere lit his pipe and puffed out a smoke circle, squinting at the Coin Priest—Eden—who sat across from him.

“There be a … complication,” he said.

“Oh, don’t leave it there,” Eden said, sipping her fire red drink. “Say on.”

The dark and loud Whetstone made for a perfect place to meet and conduct business. The festhall catered to those who wanted their primary senses dulled as they took their pleasures. An absence of light dimmed a patron’s sight, a persistent cacophony of horns and drums (enhanced and maintained by magic) shattered the ears, and a steady supply of strong wine and brandy took care of the wits and nerves. The darkness and hanging curtains of opaque fabric hid the more deplorable acts committed among its sheltered tables. The effect allowed festhall patrons to focus on the other aspects of the experience—smells and tastes, sharp pains and pleasures—and to do it in complete privacy.

The halfling and the human, both in cloaks to hide their faces, sat to one side in intrigue-laden privacy and talked. Many betrayals were schemed in such places, and Toytere had come prepared. One did not become chief of one of Luskan’s Five through carelessness or an abundance of trust. These two did better than most through their alliance: Toytere with his Sight, Eden with her considerable power base. He relied upon his usefulness to her, but only to a point.

“Perhaps you’re reconsidering the bargain we made?” she said. “Or perhaps the coin and alliance are not enough? You want more?”

“Nothing like that, me dear.” Toytere narrowed his eyes. “Another player be entering in—Little Dren. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

“Perhaps.” Her eyes glittered—gray and platinum—as she considered this.

Toytere always had difficulty reading Eden’s face, which obscured her thoughts so well. He’d first met the woman when she arrived in Luskan five years ago, but her toughened visage suggested she’d lived here her whole life. Not that he would ever ask, of course—it would not do to seem too interested.

“The crusader should prove no concern,” she said at length. “Only the girl matters.” Eden leaned closer to Toytere and he smelled the thick perfume and blood on her skin. This was a dangerous woman—and very enticing. “How are you handling her, by the way?”

“With utmost hospitality as I bide me time, awaiting the opportune moment,” the halfling replied. “Brandobaris! She actually believes she be in command. What a jest!”

“You always did play the game with a casual hand,” she said.

He grinned with his sharklike teeth. “You’d be surprised what me hands can do.”

“Little surprises me.” Eden rose and proffered her hand. “In that case, my fellow conspirator, I leave you in the goddess’s grace. Do not spurn her gifts.”

“Me lady.” He took her hand but did not kiss it. “Never would I do that.”

She walked out, her braced leg making her limp. The patrons of the Whetstone moved out of her way with palpable respect, fear, or both. Back at the table, Toytere smiled and drained the rest of his ale. This tenday would be a good one, Little Dren or no.

He only hoped that when the time came, he got to kill Kalen Dren himself.
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23 KYTHORN (DAWN)
 

IN THE EARLY HOURS OF THE MORNING, KALEN FINALLY GAVE up trying to sleep in the foul-smelling warren of the Drowned Rat. The fire had burned down to crackling embers and the dim light of imminent sunrise shone through the boarded-over windows.

Vindicator clasped loosely in his lolling hand, Rhett snored by the smoky hearth, as content as though the common room were that of any other inn in all of Faerûn. Kalen admired the boy’s ability to fall asleep so readily, though he didn’t particularly enjoy the snoring. The roaring sound had no rhythm to it: rather than lull Kalen, it startled him awake if he drifted.

By contrast, Kalen had only managed to doze, never able to let down his guard. He had not dreamed, which was a blessing in and of itself. All too often, when he closed his eyes, he saw bloody dreams and accusing faces. Instead, he dozed and stirred at every noise. Several times, he’d had to stare down Rats who crept toward Rhett, eager to get at his purse or the fabulous sword. Kalen might have enjoyed the game of cat and rat, were it not for Myrin.

Myrin.

What had he expected? That he would show up, fight off a dozen captors, and whisk her off in his arms? He should have known Myrin would resent that, but he’d never expected such stubborn resistance. What could he have said differently?

“I hope you can protect her, boy,” he murmured toward the snoring Rhett. “Or I’ll have my hands full protecting you both.”

“She does not need your protection,” said a voice.

It took Kalen a moment to see Sithe, but when he did, his body lit with tension. She sat cross-legged before the fire, more a dark stain than a woman. Even with her black skin against the gray room, she seemed to vanish unless Kalen looked directly at her.

“You underestimate the wizard, and that is your undoing,” she said without looking at him or even opening her eyes.

“Myrin?” Kalen asked.

“Arrogance.” She turned her head toward him but still had not opened her eyes. “Why do you stare?”

“A proper warrior knows his enemy,” Kalen said.

“Is that what I am?” she asked. “Your enemy?”

They were silent a moment. The embers crackled and flames rose in a brief wind that swept through an open window. The light reflected on the black blade of her axe, which lay on the floor like lurking death. Sithe spoke again.

“Fire has no substance—it exists to consume and has no other purpose.”

“I don’t understand.”

Sithe nodded as though his admission did not surprise her in the least. She rose and made her way to the stairs. She glanced over her shoulder once before climbing.

Kalen rose, flexing his numb limbs. He stepped toward the stairs, then paused, considering. After a moment, he bent and retrieved Vindicator from Rhett’s grasp.

“Rest,” he said to the boy. “I shall return.”
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Kalen climbed out onto the roof. In the predawn light, greasy gray clouds threatened rain.

A spire stood up from the middle of the tavern, leaning haphazardly east as though to indicate the coming dawn. The rusted weathercock must once have been a dragon, but it had withered over the years to resemble a bulbous rat, around the same time as the Drowned Rat tavern had earned its unappealing name. Perhaps circumstance and weather had chosen to endorse the moniker.

Sithe waited at the far edge of the roof. The sun peeked over the mountains on the distant horizon to the east, but Sithe’s eyes fell not on its ascending brightness. Rather, she gazed at the fleeing darkness to the west.

“Mourning the disappearance of your mother, Lady Darkness?” Kalen asked. “She’ll be back this eve, no doubt.”

Sithe regarded him coolly. She raised her axe on its long haft.

Kalen drew Vindicator, ignoring the painful warmth of its hilt in his hand. Silver flames flickered along its surface, as subdued as the distant sun in the east.

The genasi rushed forward, sweeping across and into his parry. Kalen blocked, but the force of the blow sent him staggering. Sithe stepped around him with fluid grace and brought the blade down. Kalen blocked and steel screeched. The force of her blow sent him lurching back three steps. He went down to one knee.

Sithe stood, her body fully extended, and her axe ringing from the strike. As before, she wore no armor. Her simple black silks shifted as she moved. She dressed not unlike a thief—one who expects no battle, because she will never be caught.

“Your blade is powerful, but your faith is weak.” Slowly, she lowered her axe until it hung diagonally toward the ground. “You must find stronger faith, if you would be an assassin for a god.”

“I am no such thing.” Kalen felt his anger stir.

Silently, Sithe rushed at him. Vindicator clasped in both hands, Kalen deflected her axe enough that it passed harmlessly over him. Her attack had been a feint, however; she lunged and kicked him in the chest. Vindicator swept past her hip, but she swayed just wide of its silvery edge. He felt some kind of resistance, as though invisible armor protected her.

Kalen growled in frustration. The rage she had awakened in him grew hotter.

They sprang at each other—meeting in the air, their weapons flashing and singing. When they landed back on the roof, Sithe stepped back and coiled, ready to counter. It was a trap, Kalen realized, but his anger drove him to attack anyway. She knocked his lunge aside with the axe’s blade and used Kalen’s own strength to snap the butt of her weapon’s haft into his face. Vindicator clattered to the rooftop.

Kalen flinched as Sithe came toward him, her axe hissing back and forth through the air. It spun over her head and cut toward Kalen’s neck. He was lost.

The axe stopped just a hair from his skin—halted by Sithe’s hand on the haft. She stood facing away, her arms wide. Their eyes met over her shoulder.

They broke apart. Kalen panted, his muscles strained from where he had caught her axe twice on his blade. Sithe, on the other hand, breathed slowly and softly.

“You bear death inside you,” Sithe said. “I can feel it.”

“A spellscar.” Kalen bent to retrieve Vindicator.

She gestured to his leg, which her axe had cut open earlier that night. Blood had seeped through the binding. “A lesser man would not be able to fight.”

“I feel nothing—not pain, not pleasure—unless it strikes deep.”

“That makes you strong.”

“It makes me stupid,” Kalen said. “If I can’t feel, I can’t tell when I’m about to fall.”

Sithe seemed to accept that … or else saw no purpose in arguing the point. “Faith guides my blade—faith armors my body. What of you?” She leaned toward him and inhaled, her nostrils flaring. “Boiled leather wrought of mortal hands. The power of a decaying body. You have these things, but they are not your strength. These things are nothing to creatures such as we.”

“To servants of Shar?” Kalen nodded to her holy symbol.

“I have a god,” she said. “Do you?”

Kalen gritted his teeth. “Of course I have a god.”

“One you do not know,” Sithe said. “And yet you are surprised you fail him.”

“For all your power,” Kalen said stubbornly, “you have not killed me.”

“I have not tried.” Sithe spun the axe over in her hand.

“Try, then.”

In the next pass, Sithe slammed her axe into Vindicator with enough force to send it flailing wide. It was not strength that drove the axe, but rather sheer providence that struck the weak point in Kalen’s defense. He followed the sword, reeling to one side, and Sithe brought the axe haft around to knock his legs out from under him. He went down with a crash, Vindicator clanging across the roof.

Two moves. In two moves, she had defeated him.

Shaking off his dizziness, Kalen reached out for the sword. One black boot trod on his wrist, a second on his chest. Sithe stood over him, her axe raised in both hands over her head. She’d taken her eyes from him and now gazed into the rising sun.

Rage gave way to despair. He was once again a scrawny boy, rain splashing in his face as he lay gasping in a puddle. A woman screamed in his face and as he tried to rise, she grasped his head and pushed him back into the mud. He could no longer hear—her wails had vanished along with breath, sight, and, soon, life.

Abruptly, Kalen returned to the wet rooftop, gazing up at Sithe and panting.

“Do it then, if you will,” Kalen said. “You might have fooled Myrin, but not me. I know you’ll move against us. Kill me now or I will be there to stop you when you do.”

Eyes yet on the horizon, Sithe lowered her axe. “You are wrong,” she said.

“Wrong about your impending treachery?” Kalen asked.

“Wrong about Lady Myrin.” The genasi looked at him. “She is not fooled. There is much about her you do not know. Much you fear to know.”

“What?” That, he didn’t understand. What had he to fear of Myrin?

He half expected Sithe to kill him, but instead she stepped off his chest. She looked around the rooftop as though searching for something that she could sense but not see. He looked as well, but saw nothing.

Finally she spoke. “You and I are not saviors, Kalen Shadowbane,” Sithe said as Kalen climbed to one knee. “We are destroyers. Do not forget.”

“You are wrong,” Kalen started, but his breath seized in his numb chest. He coughed and could not stop.

Without another word, Sithe returned below.

When the coughing fit had passed, Kalen looked around the rooftop, searching for whatever Sithe had glimpsed a moment past, but no such luck. If someone or something had been watching, it was gone now.

He retrieved Vindicator from where it lay. The hilt felt warm—any other man would have found it uncomfortably hot. The sword resonated in tune with his anger.

It was this city. It called out to the ruthless creature inside him. Its siren song reverberated through the cobbled streets, summoning the wretch he had been. Try as he might to shut it out, he could not ignore its call.

“I am not that man,” he said to no one.

The sun rose fully, heralding another stifling day.
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A gold-skinned man crouched atop the rusted weathercock, one leg dangling. He sat in plain sight, but the duelists hadn’t seen him—magic had seen to that. The genasi had come close to piercing his illusory veil, though, and he rather respected that.

This Shadowbane’s humbling amused him less than did his persistence. The man hadn’t been close to matching the genasi and yet he kept fighting, only to be beaten down. He wasn’t an idiot—he’d proved that much—and yet he kept fighting against impossible odds as though he would win through force of will.

“Perhaps there is something to you after all, ‘Little Dren,’ ” he said.

His pointed ears perked to the sound of chirping, clicking legs, and tiny squeaks—the vermin of Luskan. The city would never know peaceful quiet, even if all the folk lay cold and dead. A fate that might come remarkably soon, if he did nothing.

“I suppose you’ll just have to do,” he said.
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23 KYTHORN (HIGHSUN)
 

THE ROTTING CITY OF LUSKAN BORE THE SCARS OF CENTURIES of war and neglect. By the Year of Deep Water Drifting, the city was a ramshackle maze of dusty stone, withered trees, and mostly abandoned buildings, many of them gutted hulks. Shady folk wandered the streets doing business, partaking in barter, or shouting up to festgirls and boys leaning out the windows. Making it through a day without being pickpocketed, mugged, or maimed was an accomplishment.

And Myrin loved it.

Not that she enjoyed seeing people in distress. But despite Luskan’s misery, she could still see the life shrouded under its dusty surface. She heard laughter in the streets, saw folk smile and jest as coin changed hands. Beneath the reek of mildew and spoiled fish, she smelled hot cakes on the griddle. Perhaps she was naïve, but she couldn’t help seeing it.

“Lady? Wait!”

She might have enjoyed it more if she hadn’t had an attendant in tow.

“I don’t think when Saer Shadowbane told me to protect you”—her young bodyguard hurried around an apple stand—“this is what he meant.”

Myrin sighed. “I disagree with your assessment, Reginald.”

“It’s Rhett, actually.”

“I believe following me everywhere is exactly what Kalen meant,” Myrin said. “After all, how can you protect me if you don’t accompany me? It’s simple logic.”

“I can’t really argue with that,” Rhett said. “Wait, lady!”

She strode forward, heedless of how closely or tenuously he followed her.

Wearing cloaks to conceal their distinctive features, Myrin and Rhett cut through Luskan’s market, where two dozen stands opened up by day to trade hard-crusted bread, blistered fruit, nuts, and scavenged foods.

Normally, trade with pirates on the Sword Coast supplemented the city’s rodent population and together, they supported the food demand. Five days into the quarantine, however, imports had slowed to a trickle and rats grew scarce. The people of Luskan were on the last scraps of food that could be scavenged or killed for and only those vendors who had managed to hold out could stay open. Prices rose every day, until a single mealy apple cost a tenday’s cutpurse work. Merchants tripled their guards as fights in the market became more common with each passing day.

A priestess of some sort had attracted a crowd for her shrill sermon on the power of providence. “Good luck,” she professed, “is the blessing of the goddess, and one should always follow the path of coincidence.” Her audience seemed less interested in her dogma than the crumbs of bread she handed out to those who praised Lady Luck’s name. Indeed, the folk might have trampled her into her dais were it not for her two extremely ugly bodyguards and their even uglier clubs studded with metal shards.

“Lady!” The lagging youth had got himself tangled in the arms of two coin “lasses”—Myrin was fairly certain one was actually a lad—who ran their hands all over him, staying him and exploring his pockets. Nymphers, Kalen had called such streetfolk in Waterdeep.

“I mean, thanks, but no, that is—” Rhett said. “Well, that’s really quite compelling but not entirely appropriate and I—my lady!”

Myrin stood waiting while he fought to extricate himself. When they were done taking what they could from the boy, the nymphers let him go and he stumbled over. He cleared his throat and sought to recover his composure. Myrin looked at Rhett’s belt, which the lad was checking to make sure everything was intact. “You took Kalen’s advice about leaving your purse behind, right?”

“Alas, no.” Rhett patted his belt pouches sadly. “I hope this quest of yours to redeem the city is worth it.”

“My what now?” Myrin asked.

“Your quest,” Rhett said. “To save Luskan? That is why you’re staying?”

“Oh, that,” she said. That was certainly part of it. “Let’s go this way.”

She was looking north of the market, at a blasted area of moldering wood and broken stone, a sweeping plaza of emptiness. It resembled an ashen scar on the face of an already ugly city. The dark magic of the place tugged at Myrin’s spirit. Her spellscar ached.

“Something really, really terrible happened here,” she said. “The land hasn’t healed.”

“ ’Tis ill luck to enter the Prisoner’s Carnival,” Rhett said. “Saer Shadowbane told me about it. A century ago, the ruling lords tortured and executed prisoners here.”

“Charming.” Myrin started into the blasted area, but Rhett lingered. “Come. The bridge isn’t far—perhaps a hundred paces. Unless you’d prefer we take the Blood Bridge.”

Rhett shivered. “Absolutely not,” he said. “Saer Shadowbane said the Shou control that bridge and we shouldn’t go anywhere near it.”

“You always do what Kalen tells you?”

“That’s the theme.”

Myrin found the half-elf’s timidity both annoying and endearing. He was good-looking too, wearing his fey heritage well about his stronger human features. She thought she could develop real feelings for this man, if only he would stop bringing up Kalen every few breaths.

“Well, I’m going through—you can follow if you want.” She crossed her arms. “Mind, if I get eaten by a ravening beast, I’m not the one who has to explain that to Kalen.”

Rhett cleared his throat, considering. “Aye, well … let’s away.”

Myrin heard Rhett suck in a breath as she stepped down the bank into the ruined square, then exhale when no dark terror reached out to snatch her. She pressed on through the sooty, stinking plaza. He hurried to keep up, his plate armor clanking.

“Will you hear me, majestic-but-stubborn lady?” he said as they crossed.

“Myrin. Unless you’d like me to call you handsome-but-empty-headed lad.”

“Well, in that case—wait, handsome, you say?”

Silently, she crossed her arms and ground her foot into the detritus on the street. He was going to bring up Kalen again, she thought.

“Myrin,” Rhett said. “Why wouldn’t I heed Kalen’s words? He’s shown considerably more foresight than you, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“I never mind misapprehensions,” she said. “You don’t know Kalen any more than you know me. If you did, you’d know that a place like this …”

“The Prisoner’s Carnival?”

“Luskan,” Myrin corrected. “This is a bad place for Kalen. It brings out something in him—something monstrous that I’ve seen but you haven’t. Not yet.”

“Nonsense.” Rhett crossed his arms and glared right back. “He may be ruthless, but he’s no monster. I’ve seen nothing to suggest otherwise.”

“Ask him about a dwarf named Rath,” Myrin said.

“Wrath?” Rhett asked. “For true?”

“Rath.” Myrin shrugged. “A dwarf murdered where he lay, helpless and bleeding.”

“Saer Shadow—Kalen did that?” Rhett’s eyes grew wide.

“Indeed he did.” Myrin closed her hands into tight fists, which started to burn with blue flame. “Oh, no doubt Rath deserved it—being a thief and an assassin and all—but Kalen Dren is no better than the brutes to whom he shows no mercy. Remember that.”

“Lady, you must be mistaken in some regard—”

He might have said more, but at that moment they heard a rough cacophony of barking, followed shortly by the appearance of four wild dogs among the rubbish, each of which rivaled a small pony in size. The dogs rushed forward, trailing white spittle from their twisted muzzles.

“Stay behind me, lady!” Rhett’s hand shot to Vindicator.

Myrin stepped past him and spread her fingers in a fan toward the hounds. Blue runes flared along her skin and a swath of flame cut through the dim alley light. The first dog of the pack pulled up short, engulfed in the flames. It yelped its way back the way it had come and the others followed suit.

“Oh,” Rhett said. “I see.”

Myrin turned to him without missing a beat. “I assuredly am not.”

The half-elf’s eyes opened wide after her display. “Am—you are not what?”

“Mistaken in some regard,” Myrin said. “You were just saying it, Sir Raddish.”

“Rhett, and sorry—one moment. My mind doesn’t run as fast as yours.”

“Or as far,” Myrin said. “While you’re struggling to remember, I suggest we make our way northward. Unless you’ve strenuous objections?”

“I do object,” Rhett said. “Strenuously.”

“Outstanding.” Myrin smiled. “Let’s go.”

After leaving the once-Prisoner’s Carnival, they walked northeast along the River Mirar and paused on the street of Cages Unfold. Myrin saw that the sign had once said Ages Untold. “That’s really quite clever,” she said.

Rhett furrowed his handsome brow. “Cages don’t fold, though.”

“It’s a metaphor for escaping one’s bonds, like this city—” Myrin paused when he frowned. “Let’s just move on.”

At their feet, the River Mirar was a muddy, polluted mess that looked almost like it would support their weight. This was a trap, however—a single step would send either of them to a stinking, choking demise, which Myrin did not fancy. The bridge over the canal was not much better: blasted, destroyed, and completely impassable. Some long ago conflict had smashed it to driftwood and metal shards.

“Well, that’s that, then,” Rhett said. “Better head back now—”

“A minor inconvenience,” Myrin said.

“Surely you jest, my lady,” Rhett said. “Even with ropes and climbing gear, getting across that mess would take hours.”

“If I were jesting, you’d know,” Myrin said, though she wasn’t so sure of that. Rhett did not seem the most insightful of men. Pretty, though. She stepped closer to him. “Touch me, please.”

“Lady Myrin!” Rhett said.

“Oh, for Mystra’s sake!” Myrin put an arm around him. With her other hand, she drew a circle of blue-gray fire in the air. The flame expanded and blossomed into a rift in the fabric of the world. Beyond her shadow door lay infinite darkness.

“Er,” Rhett said, “that’s not—”

She dragged him through the portal.

Myrin experienced the familiar sensation of falling backward through black emptiness. An instant later, they stood on the far side of the River Mirar.

“There,” she said.

Rhett reeled dizzily away from her and fell to one knee on the grime-encrusted stone. He covered his mouth with his hands.

“It couldn’t have been that bad,” Myrin said. “I do it every day.”

“Not everyone does, however—some of us not even every lifetime.” Rhett grasped his stomach. “Just a moment. And kindly move your feet, lady?”

Myrin turned from the squire in distress and looked around. On the north shore, the buildings lay in worse repair than across the river, as though no one had even attempted to live in them for decades. Even the gang markings—which looked like a tower rising from a burning hand—were flecked and weathered.

Rhett groaned, and Myrin glanced back at him. “Ready?”

“Almost.” He put his hands on his knees. “That was an interesting oath you used back there—on the other side of eternity, I mean,” he said. “Miss? Mess-tra? I don’t even know what language that is. What does it mean?”

“Hmm.” To tell the truth, Myrin wasn’t sure where she’d heard the word. “I think it’s a goddess. But not one you know?”

“Alas, my lady,” Rhett said, “I was never very studious.”

The word came naturally to her lips, as it had often in the past. No one had ever remarked on it before, so she’d assumed it was a common curse. But maybe it did have a meaning. How long had she gone around in ignorance? It made her feel vulnerable, as though she’d neglected to lace her bodice fully.

For some reason, her mind wandered back a year ago, when she had been bound in a faraway Waterdeep tower. There, a woman was telling her she had a goddess inside her—or, at least, the death of one. Could she have meant—?

“I am ready to go, if we—” Rhett stared ahead. “That’s where we’re going?”

Myrin looked at the ancient water tower that rose in the center of the run-down district of the battered city they were in. “Yes,” she said. “Is there some reason we shouldn’t?”

“That’s the Throat,” Rhett said. “Home of the Master, who—”

“Enforces his rule over the north bank with an army of shambling corpses, more of which he makes from the desperate thieves who venture here from time to time, yes, yes,” Myrin said. “Kalen told me that, too. Don’t you ever think for yourself?”

“As little as possible, actually.”

“Thus, my point.” Myrin gestured to the tower. “The necromancer is the most likely suspect behind this scourge. So, here we are—to find out if that’s true.” She turned back to Rhett. “Come along or stay here, Sir Ratner. Your choice.”

The lad looked back across the river, considering, then drew up tall and put his hand to the hilt of Vindicator. He reminded her, in that moment, of Kalen—a younger Kalen who’d not yet lost himself in darkness.

“It’s Rhett,” he said finally. “And it occurs to me that you’re smart enough to remember that. Am I to take your insistence on getting my name wrong as an insult?”

“Hmm,” Myrin said in surprise. So the boy had some spine. “No insult intended.”

“You’re flirting with me then,” he said.

“What!” Myrin felt her face grow warm. “Nothing of the sort!”

“It’s quite flattering,” Rhett said. “But really, lady, I aim to protect you, and I’d rather not have the distraction, if you don’t mind.” He shrugged. “We can flirt later.”

“That—um.” Myrin turned before he could see her blush. “Let’s go.”
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Gods, this was odd.

When Rhett had joined the Waterdeep Guard, he hadn’t expected to be marching through the streets of a ruined thieves’ city, his hand constantly at his sword hilt, while his appointed ward plunged ahead without hesitation. And really, why should she be afraid? Her wizardry could handle any danger they faced.

Rhett really didn’t know what to think about Myrin. She seemed simultaneously naïve and confident, and altogether quite unlike any woman Rhett had ever met. Also … Rhett had never considered himself a great thinker or even particularly intuitive. But even he could tell by the way that Myrin’s eyes grew clouded and her mouth set hard whenever he mentioned Kalen’s name that a story lay between them.

The fact that Myrin had been flirting with him seemingly without knowing it told him much. Rhett, who had been raised in the ways of both Torm and Sune, knew the game of courtship well. Even if entirely unaware of it, Myrin was working out her anger at Kalen by turning her attentions to another. What was this barrier that lay between them—two people so obviously bound together? Perhaps Myrin told him true about Rath—this dwarf Kalen was supposed to have murdered—and that was the matter that stood between them. Rhett resolved to ask Kalen the next chance he got.

What worried him most was the suspicion that Myrin’s venture to the North Shore had more to do with spite for Kalen’s advice and less to do with her determination to resolve Luskan’s problems.

He remembered something else she had said—something that in passing he had barely noted. “Lady Darkdance,” he said. “What did you mean, when I spoke of your quest and you said ‘Oh, that’?”

“Hold.” Myrin raised a hand to stay him and focused her attention on a nearby alley. Rhett listened and heard the sounds of a scuffle. Rhett stepped in front of Myrin, but she pushed right past him with another curse of “Mystra,” whatever that meant.

Two men had pinned a third against the fire-scourged stones of a building while a fourth punched him repeatedly in the stomach or chest. All were bruised—apparently, the victim had fought back.

A deal gone wrong or a mugging gone right, Rhett couldn’t tell. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Myrin stepped up to them and pulled out her wand.

“Hail,” she said. “You should leave that man alone.”

The muggers went on pummeling the man as though they hadn’t heard.

Myrin rolled her eyes and waved her wand—first around, then up into the air.

Winds rose around the punching mugger as he wound back his fist. The man gave a strained cry, but it vanished in a clap of thunder as he sailed upward. Fifteen feet from the ground, he began tumbling in a localized storm of magic.

The two thugs took one look at Myrin, her blue hair whipping in the winds of her casting, and fled. The victim of their assault slumped against the wall, breathing hard.

“Have you got him?” Rhett nodded to the airborne ruffian.

“Obviously.” Myrin gave him a wearied look.

Taking care not to get swept up in the windstorm, Rhett kneeled at the downed man’s side. He set his shield against the wall, put his hand on the man’s chest, and concentrated the way he had when he’d healed Kalen. Sure enough, power flowed through him and into the stunned man, who coughed.

The victim of the mugging seemed somehow familiar to Rhett, though he couldn’t say why. He was a man of about thirty winters, thin and wiry, with his black hair falling in greasy curls. His nose had been broken and healed long ago. He could be anyone off any street in Luskan. The man’s eyes fluttered, then settled on Rhett’s face. His eyes were so pale gray as to seem without color at all. Like Kalen’s eyes. For a heartbeat, Rhett thought he was Kalen.

“Wait,” Rhett said. “You—”

“Ay!” Myrin cried, distracting him. “Hold, dammit!”

The swirling vortex of power wavered as the captured man struggled as though against ropes. Finally, Myrin’s magic fell apart and the knave fell to the ground. The mugger rose, his murderous eyes fixed not on Myrin but rather his prior victim. He clutched the handle of a rusty knife so hard his fingers turned white. His face held no hint of fear.

“Back away, dastard,” Rhett said, closing his hand tightly on Vindicator. “Don’t—”

The man charged just as Rhett brought Vindicator to bear. At the same instant, Myrin declaimed a word of magic and pulled her wand back.

The thief’s rush ended on the point of the fabulous bastard sword. Only then did the wild fanaticism fade from his visage and his eyes turned fearful. He gasped and jerked on the sword.

Rhett released his breath.

Then Myrin’s blast hit them.

Thunder clapped and a wave of force sent Rhett tumbling. Vindicator jolted from his grasp and the mugger’s body sprawled back against the wall. Rhett hit the ground with a bruising crunch of steel on flesh. He moaned in pain.

“Sorry! Sorry!” Myrin rushed over to him. “You were too close.”

Rhett groaned. “You couldn’t have waited another heartbeat?”

“What, and not blast him?” Myrin looked at Rhett as though he’d lost his mind.

A chuckle cut between them. Rhett turned and saw the ragged man they had saved was smiling broadly. “Gods save us from young adventurers and their love-banter,” he said.

“Adventurers?” Rhett said, rising. “Nay, my good man, merely—”

“Love-banter?” Myrin flushed. “With Recklan here? Ha! Ha ha!” She forced a laugh.

“It’s Rhe—you know what? Forget it.” Rhett helped the man to his feet.

Myrin looked very disturbed as she stared at the ground. “It wasn’t love-banter, was it?” she murmured. “I think I’d know. Wouldn’t I?”

“In any case—” said the man.

“Stay,” said a fourth voice. It sounded hollow, like wind scraping through a stone passage.

Rhett looked around. With a chill that ran all the way from his fingers to his toes, he realized that the voice was emanating from the mugger he’d slain: the one who lay transfixed by Vindicator and broken on the ground. In fact, the corpse began to move jerkily. He had been reaching for his sword, but he withdrew his hand as though from a spider.

“Oh, Mystra,” Myrin said. “It’s only a talking corpse. What’s so scary about that?”

“Perhaps the ‘talking’ and ‘corpse’ bit strung together?” Rhett said.

“Stay and hold, Witch-Queen of the Dead Rats,” the corpse said from the ground. “Hear me, for I am the Master of the Throat—Bheredahast, named for my greatfather.”

“Oh,” Myrin said. “Greetings, Bheredahast. I am Myrin Darkdance.”

“I know.” The corpse’s head swiveled on its broken neck to face her, which made Rhett more than slightly ill. Its eyes lit with crimson light. “I know also that you seek the plague which has killed many in Luskan, leaving only bones in its wake,” it said. “You come to me in vain, for I am not the source of this scourge.”

“You expect us to believe that?” Rhett asked. “We’re to believe that a plague that just happens to leave skeletons behind is nothing a necromancer would want?”

The corpse turned to him and—horribly—smiled. Chilled, Rhett backed away.

“No,” the Master of the Throat said through the corpse. “This scourge feeds upon my servants as well as living men, leaving skeletons rendered useless to me. Every scrap of living animus flees them. My magic can take no hold.”

“And I’m the Most High of Netheril,” Rhett said. Then, when the corpse glared at him, he amended: “Or maybe you are? O Lord Death?”

“No, that’s true,” Myrin said. “The skeletons are useless for necromancy. They just crumble to dust when you try it. It would be self-defeating for the Master of the Throat to spread the Fury.”

“You—you knew this?” Rhett asked. “And yet, here we are anyway? Going to face a necromancer you described as the most likely suspect?”

Again, Myrin stared at him as though he spoke illogical nonsense. He sighed.

“This plague is not my work, though I sense a great source of corruption in the bay. That is where you must go. Also, from hence forth, stay out of my dominion, and keep this out.” The corpse gestured to the sword buried in its chest. “If you do this, I shall not trouble you. You should accept this bargain, as—”

“Done,” Myrin said without hesitation.

The necromancer paused, then the corpse uttered a sound not unlike a chuckle. “You are a fascinating girl,” it said. “Should you wish to learn my arts, you may return to me anon—though I suspect there is little I can teach one of his heirs.”

Myrin’s eyes widened. “Whose heir? I’m—” The light died in the corpse’s eyes and it slumped around Vindicator.

Tentatively, Rhett grasped the hilt of the sword and pulled. The blade slid easily—all too easily—out of the body. It gleamed as the half-elf held it.

“Well,” Rhett said. “You’re—ah!”

The corpse, now freed of the transfixing blade, climbed to its feet and shambled off, completely ignoring Rhett’s hastily raised defense. When it was gone, Rhett could breathe again—none too well, but at least he could do it.

“I wonder who he meant.” Myrin was staring at the departing corpse, her lips pursed in thought. She noticed Rhett staring and shook herself. “Well, let’s go.”

“You’re just going to take his word for it?” Rhett asked. “The Master of the Throat? That he isn’t behind it?”

Myrin shrugged. “I knew he wasn’t,” she said. “I just wanted to find out what he knew, which—as you’ve just heard—is almost nothing.”

“And to prove you could do it,” Rhett noted.

“That too.” Myrin looked to the beaten man they had rescued—the first time she’d so much as regarded him—and looked stricken. Then she furrowed her brow as though scrutinizing him more closely. “Hold, goodsir,” she said. “What—mmh!” She sank to one knee, grasping her head as though it pained her.

“Myrin? What’s wrong?” Rhett steadied her around the shoulders.

“A mask,” Myrin said, sounding almost delirious. “He’s wearing …”

Rhett looked back to the man, who—he saw for the slightest of heartbeats—seemed different. Instead of a battered human of rugged aspect, he seemed a gold-skinned elf with bright gold eyes. Magic.

Just as suddenly, the image fled and the man was once again the man with the gray eyes. He looked at them quizzically, considering. Then, after a breath, he spoke.

“I’ve heard talk,” he said, “about a ship in the harbor—a derelict that labors under a curse of some sort. You should investigate that.” He turned to go.

“What?” Rhett eased Myrin to the ground and raised Vindicator. “What are you talking about? Who are you?”

“The derelict. It’s important.” The man walked away.

Rhett gave chase, but the man’s head start and his own armor made the difference. The man reached the corner first and when Rhett rounded it, his quarry had vanished as though into the air. Magic again. He hurried back.

“Derelict,” Myrin murmured.

“It’s well,” Rhett said. “You’ll be well.”

He lifted her—she seemed like nothing in his arms—and pressed his fingers to her cheek. Healing magic flowed into her and her eyes fluttered. “Kalen?” she asked.

Rhett smiled and set her on her feet. “Nay, lass—the other one.”

“Oh. I thought Kalen was here.” Myrin’s features tightened—another ache in her head. “Rhett, I owe you an answer.”

“Rhe—oh. Right.” The boy smiled. “An answer to what, my lady?”

“When you asked me about my motives, here in the city,” she said. “I’m not an idiot. I know I can’t save Luskan by myself and I know Toytere probably means to trap me here. I—” She paused a moment, as though considering what to tell him. “I just want you to know that I have a plan and you need to trust me.”

“I do trust you, my lady.” Rhett took her hand and kissed it.

“Rhett, I—” Myrin shook her head. “I think I’d like to go back now.”

“Wonderful,” Rhett said. “Only one question.”

“Yes?”

“Will you be teleporting us again?”
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OI!” CRIED FLICK. “I SEE YOU THERE!”

The weedy young Rat—who only thought he’d approached the tapped wood keg by stealth—froze, the color draining from his weasel-like face.

Without looking at him, Flick pointed at him as though her finger were a stiletto dagger. “You pay for your damn grug or you belt up and sabruin off—you green?”

“Bah!” The youth, caught, made a face. Lowering his hopeful cup, he rummaged in his belt pouch, plucked out a dried ear, and slapped it down on the counter.

“Goblin?” Flick spat onto the floor. Apparently, she could tell the race by the sound it made on the counter.

“Hobgob,” the lad said. “Fresh, too!”

“Fine. Fill your drink.” The bar matron hooked two tankards over her left hand, then plucked up a big jug of mead, wedging it between her upper right arm and her not inconsiderable bosom. “Only one, mind! Don’t think I can’t hear as well as I can see. You fill two, I’ll know.”

“Aye, madam.” With a mild curse, the lad took the second cup he’d concealed under his arm and hooked it to his belt.

That done, Flick strode around the bar, where one of the Rats was having his way with one of her barmaids. With an annoyed sniff, Flick skirted the two, cut her way through tables filled with murmuring and laughing men, and brought the mead to where Kalen sat watching it all with a faint smile.

“Scribing not paying off the way it use to?” he asked.

“You’re the one burned me shop, Little Dren.” Flick exposed her finely groomed white teeth. She set the two metal tankards on the table. “Can’t go back there ’til Ebbius be found dead—or perhaps every tieflin’ in existence, if it please you.”

Kalen chuckled and she swatted him across the back of the head.

“Count yourself lucky I don’t hock blood in this.” She filled the two cups on the table with mead and returned to her work. “And use the stlarnin’ broom closet, for Sune’s sake!” She shooed away the lovers at the end of the bar.

“Same old Drowned Rat,” Kalen murmured. “Flick was born to tend here.”

“Master?”

Kalen pushed the second cup of mead closer to Rhett. “It’s clean,” he said. “She may swear like a drunken dwarf, but I did save her life.”

“That’s a comfort.” The boy looked at the mead, then back at the bar—or rather, now, to the closet at the end, the door of which shook periodically. “My gods, they—do they really have to do that so loudly?”

Kalen breathed an amused sigh and pointed to Rhett’s tankard. “Have a care with that, by the way. Cups are rare in Luskan and worth more than gold. That’s your cup from now on, unblemished and unpoisoned.”

Rhett almost dropped his tankard right then. “Lady Felicity is generous.”

“Flick,” Kalen corrected, knowing how Flick disliked her given name. He’d only told Rhett grudgingly, because the boy insisted on being so proper all the time. “Lose that one, and you’ll have to steal or kill for another. Or else help Flick in the kitchen. Honestly, I think you’d prefer the violence.”

“Point.” Rhett nodded and put both hands on his mug.

Vindicator lay on the table between them, a barrier and a common ground.

The tavern seemed much as it ever had—a den of drinking, gambling, and rutting, usually as a result of the first two. There were coin lads and lasses aplenty in Luskan, of course—and every Luskar was assumed to be of negotiable virtue, unless otherwise made clear. Letting one’s guard slip, however, could mean an ugly death in a pool of one’s own blood.

“So,” Rhett said awkwardly. “Do you forgive me?”

It was their second night among the Dead Rats. With chastened reserve, Rhett had told him the tale of Myrin’s quest to the north shore, where they faced the Master of the Throat. Also, he imparted what the necromancer had said about the derelict.

“I tried to convince her not to go,” Rhett said. “But she’s—”

“Headstrong, I know. It isn’t your fault.” Kalen shook his head. “And remember you are not my apprentice, and I am not your master.”

Rhett nodded. “As you say.”

Like as not, it was Kalen’s fault. He’d given Rhett the task of supervising Myrin, when he should have done it himself. He’d spent the day spying on gang taverns and listening in common rooms for word of the plague. In all that time, he hadn’t learned as much as the two of them had in a single hour’s trek. True, they’d risked terrible danger along the way, but by all accounts, Myrin had never even seemed worried. Kalen wasn’t sure that soothed him.

Why was Myrin playing along with Toytere’s game? It was so obviously a trap. He’d spent the day pondering her reasoning, but had come to no conclusions.

In truth, when he was honest with himself, he’d spent the day purposefully avoiding her. He didn’t know what to say. He dreaded that moment when they were alone as much as he longed for it.

“Mas—Saer Shadowbane.” Rhett trailed off and looked into his mead.

“Speak, lad,” Kalen said. “If you’ve a question, I would hear it.”

“It’s about Lady Darkdance. She …” Rhett looked toward the stairs. He scooped up the mug of mead and took a long drink. “She said something about you, saer, and I—”

Kalen waved for a second round. “And you want to know if it’s true.”

A commotion drew their attention. The barmaid had emerged from the closet, broom in hand, chasing the knave who’d accompanied her.

“She said—” Rhett ducked the gaze of the barmaid, who cast him a sly wink. “She said this city was a bad place for you.”

“It’s worse for her.”

Rhett focused on his hands. “Saer, she said you were a murderer.”

“I am.”

Whatever the boy had expected him to say, it wasn’t that. Rhett shrank back from him as though away from a venomous snake. “I—but—”

“I have killed many men,” Kalen said. “Would you call me anything else?”

Rhett opened his mouth to protest, then lowered his gaze to his mead. He seized the tankard and drained it at a gulp.

“Easy, lad,” Kalen said.

“But only in battle,” Rhett said. “I mean, you’ve only killed men in battle. Kalen.”

Kalen set down his second mead, which seemed to have lost its taste.

“When I was a boy,” he said. “I was a thief here in Luskan. I cut purses, I broke bones, and yes, I murdered men and women both. That is what I am.”

“But you’ve changed,” Rhett said. “You’re a hero now. You—” He clenched his hands into fists, which he drummed against the table, refusing to meet Kalen’s eye.

Kalen could see the tension in Rhett’s body. “Ask what you must,” he said.

“Rath.”

The boy’s voice was loud enough to draw attention from all over the common room. Every eye turned to them—even the indifferent gaze of Flick, who stood holding a bottle of brandy half tipped toward a cup.

“What did Myrin tell you?” Kalen’s voice was quiet.

“It doesn’t matter!” Rather than moderate his words, Rhett only spoke louder. He even rose to his feet. “The dwarf Rath. Did you kill him?”

“Rhett, whatever Myrin said—”

“Just tell me if it’s true. Did you murder a dwarf called Rath in cold blood?”

Kalen glanced around at the common room, full of thieves, all of them watching him. He knew they didn’t like him—he was tolerated only because Toytere commanded it—and they would love to see a sign of weakness. He had to be hard to keep them at bay—ruthless and unflinching in his actions.

And yet, he also had to tell the truth. He had lied too much this last year.

“No,” he said, loud and deep enough that the word resonated through the hall. “This man killed my best friend—that is, Toytere’s sister, Cellica—and many others. Good, kind people who lived only to comfort others.” He met Rhett’s eyes levelly. “He lay under my blade, but I did not kill him. And now he rots in a Waterdeep prison.”

He stood and looked around, taking in the whole hall, making it clear that he spoke to all of them. Hard men and women, criminals all—more likely than not exiles from Waterdeep and other cities. They gazed at him with loathing. They hated guardsmen, but they hated vigilantes even more, and Kalen was both.

“Let me be clear,” he continued. “I did not choose vengeance, but neither did I choose mercy.” He touched the hilt of Vindicator, sending a gleam of silver along its blade. “I left my enemy broken and bleeding in a pool of his own blood, but I did not kill him. If he walks, eats, or so much as shits again without agony, it will be by the gods’ grace, not mine.”

That stayed them. Kalen could see their will faltering—could feel them backing away. He had cowed them and won himself—and the boy—a reprieve. He sat down slowly and took up his tankard. He sipped his mead, then set the tankard down with an audible click that made everyone start. Shortly, the din of tavern activities resumed.

“Gods,” Rhett said. “That—that, I’d like to do. I could do that, if you taught me.”

“This city brings something out in me,” Kalen said. “Something not to be envied.”

Rhett began to speak, but Kalen shook his head.

“There is nothing for you here,” he said. “Not for you and not for her.”

“But—”

“Kalen Dren.” Sithe stood at the stairs, her axe held low. The hideous head of metal clinked against the steps.

“We’ll talk later,” he said, rising.

“But”—Rhett reached for Vindicator—“you’ll need this.”

“I told you,” Kalen said. “That blade isn’t mine.”

“You’ll need it anyway.”

Arguing over it would likely undo any benefit from his speech, so Kalen gave in. “Tonight,” he said. “We’ll see to this derelict ship tonight.”

“Aye, saer.”

He leaned close to Rhett. “Without Myrin.”

“But—” Rhett sighed. “Aye, saer.”

Kalen crossed to Sithe on the stairs. They exchanged a silent look, and he followed her to the night-dark roof.
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“Hrm,” the Coin Priest said, her fingers drumming on the desk. At least she wasn’t tapping her dagger on her coin holy symbol, as it so unnerved listeners.

Several of her bodyguards held the two bruised men in place before her. Their quarry had put up a fight, it seemed, and as a result, they hadn’t brought what—whom—she asked. The beaten men looked anxious, as though she might throttle them at any moment. Oh, how the Coin Priest wanted to do just that, but she had manners.

“Well?” she asked. “Speak, already.”

“They—she—the girl, she was too powerful,” said one of the men. “Sucked Drems right up into a cloud, so she did!”

“And the other one,” said the other, “with his sword of fire …”

“No matter,” said the Coin Priest. “The point is that I hired you to bring me the Golden Man—the Horned One—and you failed me. I am very disappointed.”

The men flinched back as though from a coiling snake.

“Fortunately, the Lady offers clemency.” She smiled agreeably.

She popped out her platinum coin and held it up for their inspection. Two faces, two aspects of luck—fortune and misfortune. She closed it in her hand and put her hands behind her back. She shuffled the coin around.

She looked—with her one eye—toward the larger of the two sellswords. He was far uglier than the other: a long scar reaching from one eye down to his chin curled his face in a perpetual hanging sneer. “Choose,” she said. “Quickly, please. If you choose the coin, you will be forgiven—even rewarded.”

The man looked to his compatriot, shrugged, and pointed to her left hand.

The Coin Priest smiled and drew out her left hand. When she opened her fingers, they held a shiny platinum coin, turned so that the homely, smiling face of Tymora shone in the candlelight. It glowed with golden light, which wafted over the ugly brute. Of a sudden, his wounds vanished—the bruises on his face smoothed over like sand under an ocean wave.

“You are well beloved of Lady Luck, sir,” the Coin Priest said.

The man loosed a tense breath and smiled.

The Coin Priest drew her right hand out, leveled the hand crossbow she had drawn, and shot the second man between the eyes.

“That one, not so much,” she said.

The sellsword stared in shock at his friend twitching on the floor, blood spurting into the air. His thrashing lasted only a breath or two. The Coin Priest gazed on her platinum coin—such a beautiful thing. It brought life with one side and death with the other.

“I shall say this once,” she raised her voice to the room, “and I shall use small words so you are all certain to understand.”

She lowered the crossbow to her desk and smiled at them.

“I—as your mistress and servant to the great smiling goddess—can put up with much. Brutality, murder, pillage, torture—these things are nothing to me. Indeed, I offer great reward to those who undertake them in the light of the goddess’s smile.”

She gestured to her coin, which gleamed in the candlelight with a radiance that matched her smile. Then her smile turned and she frowned at them.

“Then again, my goddess frowns upon those who fail me—or, worse, question me and her great works. And the reward of such disfavor, well … I shoot you in the godsdamned face. Thus.” She gestured to the body of the man on the floor, around which a pool of brackish blood was spreading. “Now. Are there any questions?”

The room was silent.

She smiled. “Go then, and bask in the smile of the goddess.”

The men crowded out of the room as fast as they could.

“Not you, however,” she said, to man who’d chosen the lucky coin. He jerked straight as though she’d stabbed him in the spine.

“Oh, don’t fret,” the Coin Priest said, rounding her desk. “That one fully deserved it, for bungling the mugging. That’s how Beshaba smiles.” She seized his arm and squeezed, her nails digging into his flesh. “But you won’t fail me again.”

The scarred man shook his head sharply, fear in his eyes.

“Good.” She leaned in and grasped the lucky sellsword by the chin, stroking his stubbly jaw. Dealing death always gave her an appetite. He trembled as she drew close enough to kiss him on the lips.

“Now, about that reward,” she said, and she pulled him into her embrace.

She loved the taste of fear.
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23 KYTHORN (NIGHT)
 

THE PORT OF LUSKAN, IT WAS SAID, HADN’T SEEN ACTIVE service since the reign of the pirate kings of the old world, and Kalen could well believe it. In his childhood memories, it had been wretched, but what lay before him was worse: a graveyard for the hulks of ships murdered in century-old conflicts. Its headstone was Luskan’s chief landmark and the former power in the city, the legendary Host Tower of the Arcane, with its four spires like the trunks of an eldritch tree. It lay in rubble on central Cutlass Island, as it had for a century.

During summer nights such as this, a foul, humid fog gripped the bay, choking off breath and irritating the lungs. Anyone foolish enough to row out on such a night—like the two men in the shallow-bottomed skiff, with their pack behind them—would cough and sneeze and choke and generally suffer through a miserable journey.

At least his spellscar had grown quiescent, seemingly content in a way it had not been since he’d traded harsh words with Myrin in her chambers. Had he really avoided her all this time? He put that concern aside and focused on how much he hated Luskan—every dripping, moldering, disgusting finger-length of it.

“Tell me again,” Kalen said between oar strokes, “why we’re in this boat, braving these waters to climb aboard a derelict that’s been floating in the bay for a month?”

“Because a dead body told us to,” Rhett said. “Rather, the corpse said he—that is, the necromancer speaking through him—thought there was, how did he name it … a ‘source of corruption’ in the bay. Then the man the corpse had been mugging—back when he was alive, that is—he was the one who told us about the derelict.”

“This is the man”—Kalen coughed—“without his own face.”

“The same.” Rhett snuffled. “Which I didn’t realize until after the corpse talked—hmm.” He grinned. “It didn’t sound much better the second time, did it?”

“At least it’s a lead.” Kalen coughed again, harder this time.

Kalen’s inquiries that day told him the derelict in question had drifted into Luskan’s harbor a month gone. It had borne black paint, which meant plague, so no one had touched it for twenty days—long after anything could be alive inside. Eventually, the desire for loot had gotten the best of several Luskar, who’d raced to get to the ship to pilfer what they could.

Kalen would have done the same fifteen years past. If he had and the plague had come from this ship, he might have been its first victim.

Now he and Rhett were in a rickety skiff, rowing through the sickly fog toward what could possibly be the source of Luskan’s scourge. This they did on the word of a dead man and at the suggestion of a man who’d been wrapped in illusions.

They drew up on the derelict and Kalen hammered a stake into the barnacle-encrusted hull. He was unconcerned with the damage. The ship would never again be seaworthy and they needed to tie the skiff off, lest it drift away while they were about their business.

“Saer Shadowbane,” Rhett said. “I’ve a question.”

Kalen knew what he would ask and feared it. “If you must.”

“Why did you make me Lady Darkdance’s guardian, when she clearly wants you?” Rhett cleared his throat. “For her guardian, I mean.”

“You’re the one with Vindicator,” Kalen said.

“That’s another question.” Rhett fingered Vindicator’s hilt. “This sword is yours—clearly yours. And yet I’m the one carrying it.”

“So it would seem.”

Kalen’s body ached from his earlier fight with Sithe, up on the roof. She’d thrashed him again, then walked away in silence.

“Saer, you’ve set me about those things you should be doing yourself.” Rhett visibly mustered himself. “And yet—”

“I won’t take you for my apprentice,” Kalen said.

Gloom enclosed the little skiff, filling the air between them and choking off their words. Silently, Kalen looped the skiff’s mooring rope around the stake.

Ultimately, Rhett gave up with a sigh. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“This isn’t the life you want. And even if it is …” Kalen’s eye fell on Vindicator—on the long flaw that ran through the steel. He remembered Vaelis and the words turned to dust in his mouth. “I am no master for you. I know that, even if you do not.”

The assertion hung between them. Ultimately, Rhett nodded.

“Well,” Rhett said, “at least we managed to leave Myrin back at the Rat.”

“True.” Kalen sneezed. “She does tend to make things … interesting.”

“Well that’s”—the boy sneezed as well—“certainly true.”

A third sneeze cut through the silence. Kalen and Rhett looked at one another. The half-elf dropped his hand to Vindicator’s hilt. Kalen waved him to peace and inclined his head toward the packs at the back of the skiff.

“Sorry.” Myrin shimmered into visibility. “The sea air is just so awful.”

Kalen found he wasn’t truly surprised. Her presence explained his spellscar’s serenity. Even now, he felt the calming influence of her own scar on his. From that, he really should have known she was there before they’d set out on the bay.

“We’re turning around,” Kalen said stiffly.

“Kalen!” Myrin protested, at the same time Rhett said: “Saer!” They looked at one another, both startled the other had cried out.

“Very well.” Kalen drew a loop of knotted rope from the back of the skiff and put it over his head and shoulders.

“ ‘Very well’?” Rhett asked. “You aren’t going to try to stop her from coming along?”

“Would it work?” Kalen drew out his two very sharp daggers.

“Not likely.” Myrin gave Rhett a smug smile.

Kalen ignored them both and turned to the ship instead. He stabbed one knife into the spongy wood, then the second higher up. Dagger by dagger, he made his way quickly up the ship’s hull. A quick check of the main deck yielded no obvious threat, so he tied off the rope to the main mast and threw the end back to the boat. He heard Rhett and Myrin arguing below and the rope pulled taut.

The ship hadn’t looked distinctive from a distance, but up close Kalen recognized the cut of the sails and the unusual configuration of ropes and cranks. He also knew some of the sigils from his days in Westgate, training with the Eye of Justice. This ship operated out of Akanûl—Airspur, if he guessed rightly—and he found it remarkable that it had come so far west of its berth. Kalen saw no corpses on the main deck. If the crew perished of plague, they must have done so below. He waved to the others.

Myrin came up second, followed by Rhett, huffing under the weight of the armor Kalen had recommended he not wear. When the half-elf got to the deck, his face red as a ripe beet, he gave Kalen an apologetic grimace.

“Fascinating,” Myrin said, looking around.

“You sense something?” Kalen said.

“Oh no,” she said. “It’s just that I don’t remember ever having been on a ship. There’s a certain rocking motion that I find soothing. What do you say, Rhett?”

The half-elf was leaning over the side, making gurgling sounds.

Wood creaked as the ship rocked, but Kalen heard something else. “Wait.”

A knife in either hand, he stalked toward the aftcastle, where he’d heard the noise. The angle blocked his sight of possible ambushs, so he crept up the stairs, pausing to distribute his weight on each step and avoid the telltale creak of weathered wood.

When he reached the top, he saw a figure at the wheel. He stepped forward to investigate and a black shape parted from the night. He ducked and leaped back, causing the axe to sweep over his head. He slashed forward, but his steel hit only darkness. He leaped back again.

They moved into the moonlight and Kalen saw Sithe, her axe whirling. By the genasi’s indifferent face, she was neither surprised to see him nor had she meant to stay her strike. She swayed aside as a streak of blue light—Myrin’s spell—flashed past her harmlessly. She swept her axe wide and crouched low, ready to spring.

“Be that you, Little Dren?” called a familiar voice.

“Toy?” Kalen called back.

“Why, fancy that,” said the voice. “Two slayers meet in the night, on the corpse of a ship half a mile from the shore no less. What be the odds?”

Toytere stepped out from behind the wheel stand, the moonlight gleaming in the silver brooch on his black tallhat. Kalen had barely noticed the brooch before: a crescent moon set into what looked like a harp. He knew the symbol, of course, and wondered if Toytere truly belonged to that organization, or if he wore it as a trophy. Knowing the halfling, it was probably the latter.

Rhett charged up the stairs, Vindicator in hand. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “This is our abandoned ship.”

“Funny,” Toytere said, his deadly eyes on Rhett. “The side of the ship say Genasi’s Pyre. Of us all, Sithe be the closest.”

Kalen made no move to lower his steel and neither did Sithe. The genasi stared at him, ready. For them, the battle had not ended, merely paused.

Then Myrin arrived, and Toytere’s dangerous smirk rose instantly into a brilliant smile. “Me lady!” He swept off his hat and bowed. “How fortunate it be that you’ve come, else”—he cast Kalen a meaningful look—“well, how fortunate it be.”

“Isn’t it? How fortunate I can be here to remind everyone to play nice.”

She cleared her throat in Kalen’s direction. With a grimace, he sheathed his blades. Sithe lowered her axe. It seemed the betrayal would come a bit later.

“I know why we’ve come,” Kalen said. “But why are you here, Toytere?”

“Oh, the likely—I’m sure some swag be left over,” Toytere said. “We can work together, no? Lady Darkdance?”

“Oh,” Myrin said, her expression flustered. She’d been staring at Kalen and the question took her by surprise. “I suppose—yes?”

“Me lady be wise,” Toytere said. “Lady Darkdance and Sithe accompany me below, while the two fine gentles from Waterdeep stay above to keep watch.”

Kalen and Myrin both opened their mouths to speak, but Rhett beat them to the objection. “Nay!” he said. “Where Myrin goes, I go also. I’m her warder.”

“You heard the boy.” Kalen purposefully avoided Myrin’s eye. “He’s going.”

“Very well, my good guardsman,” Toytere said. “That be, if you’ve no problem with rats and cramped spaces.”

“Oh.” Rhett leaned toward Kalen. “I do have a … slight issue with rats. Their beady little eyes and scrabbling little claws. I just—”

“I know the feeling.” Kalen glanced at Toytere, then at Myrin, considering. He felt his spellscar draw toward her, not wanting to be parted. “I’ll go.”

The halfling did not look pleased at this pronouncement, though Myrin’s face brightened. “Perfect,” she said before Toytere could object.

“Well then,” the halfling said. “Beauty before the beast?”

He gallantly gestured to the stairs. With a smug look at Kalen, Myrin descended to the main deck. Toytere gave Sithe a meaningful look, and she drifted to his side.

Kalen gave Rhett a similar sharp look and the lad came closer. “Watch Sithe,” Kalen said. “Toytere might mean to betray us, and if he does, Vindicator is our last line of defense.”

“Not Myrin?” Rhett asked. “You should trust her more.”

Kalen stared at him seriously. “You’ve seen her tendency to get into trouble.”

“Like getting kidnapped and becoming a crimelord of Luskan?”

“Exactly like that.”

“She isn’t naïve as you think,” Rhett said. “She told me she had a plan.”

“And she told you no details of this plan, I expect.”

Rhett shrugged. “Only that I should trust her. Perhaps you should too.”

“Ay!” Toytere called from below. “Are we going or no?”

Kalen was glad of the interruption. He hadn’t been sure how to answer that. He clapped Rhett on the shoulder. “Don’t take your eyes from Sithe.”

“Good luck, master.”

Kalen hesitated, considering whether to correct him, then shook his head. He joined the halfling, who was giving his enforcer instructions of her own. Kalen could get no hint as to their nature from watching her blank face. She nodded and the halfling chuckled.

As Kalen approached, Sithe walked past him, sparing him not a single glance.

“Bidding your squire a fond farewell, no?” Toytere asked.

“He’s not my squire,” Kalen said. “And I thought our business between us alone.”

The halfling smiled and his sharpened teeth gleamed in the moonlight. “Where’s the trust in an old friend, Little Dren?”

“You were never my friend, Toytere—Cellica was.”

“And she was my sister,” Toytere said. “But, let us be agreed. There be no point in dragging the innocent betwixt our blades.”

“Not Myrin either,” Kalen said.

“What of me?” Myrin appeared between them, her arms crossed. “Are we to compare our blades all night, or are you coming?”

“I do so love me queen.” Toytere’s smile widened. “Away, then.”
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Rhett turned to Sithe, his companion on watch atop the aftcastle. “Hail, Dark Lady!”

The genasi glanced in his direction, as though at a gnat, then away.

“Gods, this will go well,” Rhett murmured.
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Myrin’s insides leaped when Kalen said he would be coming below, but he didn’t even look at her. Instead, he focused on Toytere, as though he expected the halfling to turn on him at any moment.

She couldn’t really blame Kalen for being upset. After all, she had stolen aboard the skiff without his knowledge or approval. But he’d tried to leave her behind in the first place, so it seemed fair. What was he so afraid of, that he wouldn’t trust her to come along?

It made her angry.

The first obstacle proved to be the door to the aftcastle, which was stuck. Toytere indicated it with a sweep of his hand. “If you will, Little Dren,” he said. “Mother Chauntea did not see fit to bless her littlest children with strength.”

“I should turn my back so you can stab it?” Kalen said.

“Oh! I’ll do it.” Myrin stalked over to them, raised her wand, and blasted the door open with a crack of thunder. It always made her feel better to destroy things when Kalen upset her, which was basically every time she saw him.

She looked to Kalen. “Well?”

“I’m sure no one in Luskan heard that,” Kalen said.

“Of course you’d say that.” She rolled her eyes and swept into the aftcastle.

The chamber was empty of bodies just like the main deck, but it showed evidence of occupancy. The shelves had held dozens of books and curios—mementos from a long shipping campaign. Now, they lay smashed, ruined, and heaped in a corner. The central desk was overturned and shattered, and scraps of mostly burned paper littered the chamber. The captain’s bed was also ruined—blankets torn into strips and covered in black stains.

Myrin noted a heap of gray dust, about two paces in length and one in width. “Hmm.”

Kalen scraped his dagger through the ash, sending particles into the air. “I’ve seen something like this before,” he said.

“What is it?” Myrin asked. Then, turning her head to avoid Kalen’s eye: “Not that I’m curious.”

Kalen hadn’t noted the gesture. “Can you clear the ash?” he asked.

Myrin waved her hand, igniting magic in the air. Wind gusted, blowing aside the ash to reveal a humanoid outline burned into the floor.

“Firesoul genasi,” Kalen said. “I’ve seen this before; burned from the inside.” Toytere’s face darkened. “Aye, that isn’t unnecessarily horrible.”

“It wouldn’t be such a bad fate, to return to your element,” Myrin said. “Dust to dust, fire to fire.” She saw that the two men were staring at her. “Or something like.”

“Genasi don’t usually die like this,” Kalen said. “It could be magic. Or plague.”

“Best be careful what we touch then, no?” Toytere asked.

They left the aftcastle, back onto the main deck. Toytere crossed immediately to a locked trapdoor leading down to the hold. He retrieved a set of well-used picks from his belt and set to work. He began to hum and his eyes glazed over. Myrin recognized signs of the Sight, so she knew he wouldn’t be listening for a moment at least.

It gave her a chance to be alone with Kalen for the first time in a year.

Kalen stood two paces away, craning his neck to see Rhett and Sithe. Here they were, alone while Toytere worked on the lock, and he was more interested in the others.

Not that Myrin herself knew quite what to say. Ultimately, she stepped closer to him and spoke softly. “There’s no need to worry,” she said. “I’m sure he’s quite well.”

“Vindicator should protect him.” He fixed her with his light gray eyes, which seemed almost white in the moonlight.

Words fought in Myrin’s throat. “You … you’re well?” she asked. “I mean, you aren’t hurt or anything?”

“I’ll manage,” he said, looking away.

The silence drew out between them, punctuated by the lap of the tainted waves of Luskan’s bay and the click of Toytere’s picks in the lock.

There was so much Myrin wanted to say to Kalen. She wanted to know what he’d done for the last year, to know about his new scars, to know why he looked at Rhett with such ambivalence. She wanted him to ask after her—godsdammit, she wanted him to look at her. But an impenetrable barrier lay between them: that awful moment a year ago in a rain-drenched alley in Waterdeep, where a helpless man lay under Kalen’s sword and, as now, he wouldn’t even look at Myrin, much less listen to her pleas for mercy.

“Rhett said you had a plan—about the Dead Rats.” Kalen’s sudden whisper surprised her. “Will you tell me what it is?”

“Other than trying to teach them to do the right thing?”

Kalen shook his head. “You prefer me to think you a naïve fool.”

“Of course I don’t,” Myrin said. “You’ll just have to trust that I’m not.”

Kalen did look at her now. “Myrin, I—”

She drew a tentative step closer to him. “Yes?”

At that moment, a click sounded and Toytere put away his picks. Kalen looked away—the moment passed.

“Captain must have locked this hatch before shutting himself in that cabin,” he said. “Good news it still be locked—means the scum-dogs that hit this boat couldn’t pick it.”

“So there might be survivors below?” Myrin suggested.

Toytere looked profoundly doubtful.

The men opened the hatch, expelling a cloud of dust and the smell of age. “Hmm,” Toytere said. “I be expecting something a bit … fresher.” He stared blankly down for a moment, then shook his head. “Tread soft, no? I See danger awaiting.”

“Does this danger involve your blade in our backs?” Kalen accused.

In the darkness, Toytere’s eyes glittered, and his features, as the shadow fell across them, seemed very sharp.

“Oh, stop it, both of you,” Myrin said. “Toy, lead the way. Kalen, take up the rear.”

They climbed down a set of creaking, dust-covered steps. The hold was no more populated than the deck or the captain’s chambers and was just as much in ruin. Boxes were little more than wood shards and ropes lay scattered like dead snakes. Every step set something to crackling.

“Where are all the bodies?” Kalen asked.

“Bodies?” Myrin said.

Kalen nodded. “It looks like a warzone down here—shouldn’t there be victims?”

“Little Dren be right.” Toytere dug through the detritus, not unlike a rat scavenging for scraps. “And I think I may have the answer.” He held aloft something small, curved, and gleaming white.

“Is that what I think it is?” Myrin asked.

Kalen nodded. “More over here.” He pushed aside pieces of a broken barrel to reveal an entire rib cage, attached to a skeleton with a battered skull. The bones were perfectly white and clean. “The skeleton looks perfect.”

“And fresh,” Toytere said, lifting the skull. “Hapless fool be breathing not a month gone.” He patted the bleached skull sympathetically. “Nary a hint of rot, neither.”

“The Fury,” Kalen said. “It was here.”

“Dancing gods on high!” Toytere spat. “What burns flesh but leaves bones?”

“Magic,” Myrin said without hesitation.

“You sound quite sure,” Kalen said.

“There are spells,” Myrin said.

“Spells you be knowing?” Toytere asked.

She shrugged, a gesture neither of the men apparently found encouraging.

The halfling crept into the shadowy interior of the lower deck, prodding at the piles of rubbish with his cane. Myrin watched as he uncovered skeleton after skeleton much like the first. All lay contorted as though in terrible fear. Myrin sniffed but could smell only dust and the sharp tang of animal dung. No sign of rot or putrescence.

Across the way, the halfling bent to inspect each skeleton in turn, and each time he came up with jewelry gleaming in his hands: rings, earrings, necklaces, and the like.

“Pardon,” Myrin said, “but how do pilfered riches help us investigate the plague?”

“Me lady, they do not,” Toytere said. “But more coin means more the Rats can do … for Luskan, no?”

“Oh.” That made sense. “Kalen, are you—?”

Kalen was staring at a space roughly in the middle of the destruction. There, Myrin saw a small furry creature about the length of her forearm: a rat. It peeked up from a mess of matted, oily fur, its eyes gleaming red.

“Myrin,” Kalen said. “Back away.”

“Aw,” Myrin said. “It’s adorable! Look at its little eyes!”

A second rat had joined the first. Together, they looked up at Myrin and Kalen with something like curiosity in their eyes. Myrin couldn’t help but wonder if they might be useful for certain magical experiments. She chose not to share this observation.

Then, as they watched, greenish spittle leaked from the rats’ mouths. Sickness.

“I’ve seen one like that before,” Kalen said. “Trapped in a closet with a skeleton.”

“Oh,” Myrin said. “No sudden movements, right?”

Kalen nodded slowly and they began to back away.

More rats were appearing out of holes in the floorboards and from among the skeletons. They gathered in a mass in the center of the room—a teeming swarm, all of them looking at the two humans. Hungrily.

“What you all be about?” Toytere burst into their midst, carrying a sack full of gold and jewelry. “I can—the dead walk!” He faced the horde of rats, dropped the bag, and grasped his cane in both hands.

As one, the rats drew back and hissed. Kalen raised his blades.

“They’ve stopped being adorable,” Myrin said. “Bit scary now, actually.”

The rats surged toward them.
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For the first time, Kalen regretted parting with Vindicator. He had two daggers—one that was Waterdeep Guard issue, the other of fine dwarven steel—but they hardly seemed adequate against a horde of rats.

Nonetheless, he stepped in front of Myrin, his blades ready. Three rats leaped at them and he sliced them to pieces. “Go,” he said over his shoulder. “Get back to the deck.”

“Hardly.” Myrin snapped her wand at the swarm, sending a fan of flames into the thick of the rushing creatures. Rats burst into crackling flames, falling away from Kalen. “You run, if you’re afraid.”

Kalen couldn’t quite suppress a smile. “Good,” he said.

“Good,” she agreed.

He defended Myrin as she slashed her wand at the rats again and again, sending them sailing back with bursts of flame and thunder. He kept them at bay with blade and boot, killing rat after rat as it surged through the deadly swath of Myrin’s magic. Finally, the creatures fell back, unwilling to launch themselves into certain death.

They made a fine team, Myrin blasting the swarm, Kalen slaying the stragglers. For a moment, he thought they would win—until he saw rats mustering in the hundreds. He braced himself and opened his mouth to tell Myrin to flee.

Then the halfling joined the fight.

Hissing in challenge, Toytere leaped in front of them both, a slim rapier scraping from his cane. The blade whistled as it cut through the air. Bolstered by the sound, Toytere slashed into the oncoming horde. His momentum diverted the rats, sending dozens rippling back along their path. Ugly things of more bone and fur than flesh, they chattered madly as they scrabbled. But more boiled up to take their places, and the halfling staggered back. The wave of rats overwhelmed him, scrabbling all over his body. A loud hiss emerged from Toytere’s mouth, or perhaps that came from the rats. Toytere slavered, his eyes wild.

“Toy!” Myrin cried. Rather than a fan of flames or crack of thunder, she summoned forth an arrow of magical force—the same spell she’d cast at Sithe on the deck—which blasted a huge rat away from Toytere’s leg, allowing him to stagger free of the swarm’s clutches.

“Can you get to him?” Myrin asked.

Kalen thrust his blades into a rat and looked. The vermin flowed like a living river between him and the halfling. “Yes,” he said. “But if I do, you’ll be on your own.”

“Don’t worry,” Myrin said. “Get to him and get down.”

Kalen looked to her quizzically, his eyes widening as burning runes spread out across her face and down her arms. Fire surged around her hands.

He ran and leaped, his boots flashing with fire. The magic sent him sailing over the stream of rats, and he slammed into Toytere, knocking them both to the floor. He covered the small body with his cloak.

Fire flared from Myrin in an arc that slashed through the air barely a hand’s breadth over their heads. A hundred voices screeched as the flames cut through the swarm like a scythe. The magical force spun across to cleave two of the support beams of the main deck before finally bursting out the far wall to soar heedlessly over the sea. Smoldering bits of rat corpses rained down in the scythe’s wake.

Kalen had never seen Myrin do anything quite like that before. It filled him with trepidation and excitement. Gone was the timid girl he’d known a year ago.

Toytere wriggled out from under Kalen. “Me thanks, Little Dren.”

A few paces away, Myrin stood tall, her hair drifting on the hot winds of her magic, her eyes blazing. Her mouth curled into an unsettling smirk, as though inflicting that sort of destruction pleased her considerably. She saw them looking and her dangerous look went away, replaced by a beaming smile.

The swarm roiled, half its number twitching and dying on the floor. The surviving rats milled aimlessly, hissing and wailing. Kalen thought their voices sounded entirely too human. That chilled him.

“Er,” said Toytere. “Perhaps we be running, no?”

Suddenly, all around them, creatures rose from the rubbish-strewn hold. Rats streamed from holes in the deck, from fallen barrels and shattered boxes, from ceiling beams. They dwarfed the first swarm—if Myrin had slain a hundred rats, a thousand now surrounded them, creeping from all sides.

The three of them ran.

As Kalen made for the stairs, he slipped on a bloody rat corpse and staggered. When his knee hit the floor, a cough rose up in his chest and stayed him. Toytere reached back to grasp his wrist. He flashed a grin full of sharpened teeth.

Teeth.

Kalen looked over his shoulder. The rats gnashed at him, looking to bite and savage and infect. He remembered his first day in Luskan and the Dustclaw who’d gone insane. He saw again the welts on the man’s back in the alley.

That was it. That was how the Fury spread.

“We have to warn—” Kalen winced when Toytere clasped his wrist hard. The halfling’s eyes were wild. Kalen understood. “No,” he said.

“Oh, aye,” Toytere said. “This be for Cellica.”

He pulled Kalen forward and planted his left fist—weighted with an iron knuckle duster—into Kalen’s face.

The world shattered into darkness.
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23 KYTHORN (MIDNIGHT)
 

UP ON THE DECK, RHETT HAWKWINTER AGAIN TRIED TO speak to Sithe. The genasi seemed like a patch of deeper darkness against the night—a blur in his eye. He kept trying to break the silence, but words failed.

Finally, the eighth time, Sithe turned her face a fraction toward him. “Speak.”

“A question, Lady of Darkness,” he said. “Since we’re just sitting here.”

She nodded slightly.

“What are you doing with my master?” he asked. “In the duels, I mean. I can fake sleep as well as the next man. I know he takes Vindicator and meets you on the roof.”

Sithe stared out into the darkness, as though Rhett didn’t exist. Abruptly her lips parted. “He had an apprentice.”

Her voice came so suddenly that Rhett jumped up from where he’d been sitting and readied Vindicator. The significance of the words hit him then. “What do you mean?”

“I can see it in the way he treats you—the way he fights,” Sithe said. “He hesitates to take you for a squire, because he had one and failed him. Recently.”

“You must be mistaken,” Rhett said. “Saer Shadowbane would have told me.”

“You remind him of a past he tries to forget, as does she,” Sithe said, nodding toward the cargo hold. “He is drawn to you both—the woman especially—and yet he flees. He uses me as a means to escape.”

Perhaps it was anger at the implications, but Rhett spoke without thinking, his words sharp. “And in what way does he use you, lady?” he asked. His mind reasserted itself and he added: “I mean, why do you do it? Do you … enjoy him?”

Sithe turned her dark eyes on him and he thought for a heartbeat that her lips quirked toward a smile. “He has the potential to be somewhat greater than he is,” she said. Then her axe was in her hands and she spoke a single flat word: “Prepare.”

“Prepare for—?” he started.

A fiery scythe burst out the side of the ship, trailing ashen bodies of rats into the sea. War had broken out on the abandoned derelict.
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Glancing behind her as she climbed the steps toward the deck, Myrin saw only Toytere. “Wait,” she said. “Where’s Kalen?”

“If he be falling behind, we can do naught.” The halfling seized her hand to draw her on. “Come, me lady. We—”

“Perhaps you don’t know this about me, Toy,” Myrin said. “But I’m stubborn.”

She reached into him through their touching flesh. For a heartbeat, she was Toytere—she went into his mind and pawed at his memories. She saw herself through a spyhole in her chambers at the Rat, saw Toytere scheming with Sithe. He was speaking to a woman with eyes of two colors, to whom Toytere meant to betray Myrin.

Blue runes erupted on Myrin’s face as she stole his magic Sight. Warmth flowed from Toytere into Myrin, like gushing blood of which her skin drank deeply. She was tempted to hum to activate the visions—as Toytere did—but realized she had no need. She could use the Sight freely, without the same crutch.

She saw, in an instant, how Kalen lay in the hold below, unconscious. The rats swept over him. She watched them cover him, as he reached vainly toward the stairs. Toward her.

That would come to pass if she did nothing.

Myrin shook her head and pushed Toytere away. “Run,” she said to him.

The halfling gaped at her. “Me Sight. You’ve taken—how dare you!”

Myrin grasped his wrist as he raised his swordcane. “I know what you did, Toy,” she said, her eyes burning with magic. “I know what you mean to do to me.”

Toytere’s eyes went wide as gold coins. “You—”

“I know, but I don’t care.” Myrin bent and kissed him on the forehead. “One day, you’ll see yourself the way I see you.”

The halfling blinked. “What?”

Without another word, Myrin turned back to the hold. The halfling lunged out to stop her, but Myrin had sapped his strength in taking his Sight and he couldn’t hold her. The wizard dodged rats and broken boards, guided by the halfling’s sixth sense. No wonder Toytere had been covered in beasts but hadn’t been bitten or even scratched.

In the hold, Kalen lay unmoving as rats piled atop each other beside him. The creatures had not yet fallen on him, but Myrin knew she had only a moment.

The rats were hideous. Their mangy fur barely hid scarred and mottled skin. Greenish ichor dripped from their fanged mouths. In their red eyes, Myrin saw reflected the impending murder of herself and all she knew and loved.

Worse still, the cacophony of squeaking voices seemed to utter a single, surprisingly coherent word. Perhaps she heard it in her head: “Feed.”

Toytere’s Sight flared in her mind. She saw—for a heartbeat—something huge and towering: a swarm of creatures not quite rats or spiders or bats, but a nightmare mixture. They wore skin of mottled crystal and their eyes held only darkness.

When the world returned and she stood again in the hold, the rats had begun swarming over Kalen. She was almost too late.

Almost.

Myrin cupped one hand and swirled her wand above it, as though mixing cream in a bowl. Fire flowed from the end of the wand into her hand, building around itself until she held a roiling ball of flame. She ran forward, hurled the fireball into the heart of the swarm and threw herself over Kalen, covering him with her body.

Fire exploded and a shock of force ran through the hold. Waves of heat rushed over Myrin. She gritted her teeth against the destructive force of her own spell. Pieces of rat sailed down in all directions and sizzling blood painted the walls and floor.

Myrin held Kalen tight as the flames rushed around them, staring into his grey eyes. He wrapped his arms around her and she sheltered in his embrace. Her spellscar spoke to his—just as his longed for hers—and in her mind’s eye, she saw wings of blue fire fold around them.

If this was death, it wasn’t so bad.
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“Stand aside!” Rhett declared, Vindicator raised in two hands. “I need to get down there! They need me!”

Sithe stood impassive, her axe at the ready.

Smoke poured from the hold—the leavings of a massive fire in close quarters. A shadow emerged. Rhett rushed forward, only to find the halfling, who was limping.

“What happened?” he asked. “Where are—?”

“Away from me, boyo.” Toytere shoved past him toward Sithe. They exchanged a look and the halfling nodded meaningfully.

“Wait.” The skin on the back of Rhett’s neck prickled. “What’s happening? Toy?”

Sithe broke away from the halfling and turned toward Rhett. He saw, in the way that she shifted her hands on her axe, that she was preparing to charge.

Rhett’s heart pounded and Vindicator glowed brighter.

Was this it? Saer Shadowbane had spoken of a coming betrayal—had the halfling slain them in the hold and now Rhett was the last one left? Vindicator or no, he wouldn’t last a single breath against Sithe. He readied himself nonetheless. If he was to die, he would make Kalen proud.

Then he heard footsteps among the smoke. Sithe’s axe lowered.

“Watching gods jest,” Toytere murmured.

It was Kalen, limping up the steps, an unmoving Myrin in his arms. Both were covered with blood and soot, but Kalen’s eyes gleamed like polished diamonds through the smoke. His gaze was reserved for Toytere.

Kalen fell to one knee as soon as he came out of the hold and Rhett hurried to him. He set Vindicator on the deck and reached out to steady Kalen. “Saer?”

“Take her.” Kalen pushed Myrin into his arms.

Rhett accepted the wizard awkwardly, relieved to see she yet breathed. He concentrated, summoning the paladin’s healing, and let vitality flow into her. “Kalen,” she murmured, and nuzzled closer to his chest.

Unhindered, Kalen retrieved Vindicator from where it lay on the deck. He pointed the blade at Toytere. “We have business,” he said.

“That we do,” the halfling replied. “Now—”

Sithe rushed toward the three of them, her axe alight with black flames. Rhett staggered back, unarmed and with only Myrin to shield him. Kalen raised Vindicator.

Sithe passed right through them, her form wavering like mist. She stepped onto the stairs and brought her axe down into the midst of the rising tide of rats that had followed Kalen. Sithe’s power drove them back with a burst of dark flame.

“Gods!” Rhett fell back, startled, Myrin crushing the breath from his lungs. He wrapped his arms around her, determined to shield her from the rats.

Kalen joined Sithe, Vindicator burning with silver fire in his hands. Even Toytere rushed forward, his blade singing, thrusting through a rat that bore down on Rhett and Myrin. Together, the three warriors slashed at the rats, until the creatures relented and flowed back into the hold.

Silence reigned on the ship. All panted or thanked their respective gods that things hadn’t gone worse. Rhett whispered a short prayer to Torm and Sune—his two patrons—and added thanks to Tymora for good measure. Only Sithe seemed unfazed by the whole ordeal, twisting her axe idly as she peered down into the hold.

The silence was shattered by a grand shout: “That was amazing!”

Myrin seemed to have recovered. She threw her arms around the halfling.

“Uh?” Toytere looked startled—then stunned when she kissed him. “What—me?”

“You saved us!” she said. “Down in the hold, attacking those rats like that! You had no chance, yet you struck anyway.”

“Oh.” Toytere regained his composure. “Well, it was rather heroic, no?”

Dumbfounded, Rhett looked at Kalen, who returned the confusion. Rhett thought he understood Kalen’s troubles with Myrin just a little better.

Myrin whispered something in Toytere’s ear and the halfling’s eyes momentarily widened. The wizard released him and he stared after her, confused and perhaps a little afraid. He held one hand up in front of his chest, tracing the air with his fingers as though grasping for a point. Finally, he just smiled.

“Well, a good night, no?” said Toytere. “Almost like that time—ah!”

The halfling waved madly. Rhett saw one of the black rats clinging to his sleeve. The halfling succeeded in dislodging the creature, which flipped through the air to land at Myrin’s feet. With a sharp breath, she shied back as it scrambled at her.

Its valiant charge ended, however, on the point of one of Kalen’s knives. The throw caught the creature in the torso and pinned it to the deck.

Myrin looked across at him gratefully, but Kalen looked away. Aye, definitely a history there—if only Rhett could get either of them to talk about it.

“Did it bite you?” Rhett reached for Toytere’s wrist, meaning to heal him.

“Leave off, boy,” Toytere said. “Hrasting thing didn’t touch me, and even if it did, I wouldn’t let you do the same, no?” He turned to Sithe. “Away, me Lady Void—I be hungering for a meal and me own bed.”

Kalen looked at him suspiciously, but the halfling ducked his gaze. He crossed to the forecastle rail and started to climb down to his boat.

Sithe made to go, but Myrin stepped in her path. “I thought you should know,” she said. “In the captain’s quarters—a circle of ash …” She trailed off.

“A firesoul,” Sithe said. “I have seen it before.”

Myrin nodded. “I just thought—you’re a genasi, too, and …”

“It matters not,” Sithe replied. “Dust to dust, fire to fire.”

Myrin and Kalen exchanged a look, which Rhett did not quite understand. Sithe turned away and climbed after Toytere.

“What do we do with the ship?” Rhett asked. “And all the rats?”

“Let it burn.” Kalen indicated the fire below, where Myrin’s spell had lit the ship ablaze. “I saw some untapped oil barrels down there. We should go.”

Rhett, who did not relish dying in a fiery explosion, was the first to the skiff. Though he didn’t like rowing, he took up the oars without being asked.

When they were well away and the derelict raged in towering flames, Rhett looked to Myrin. “Are you well, my lady?”

Myrin, who was covered in soot, finally seemed to notice he was there. “What?”

“Are you hurt?” Rhett asked. “Did any of the rats bite you?”

Brow furrowed, Myrin felt around her body, then shook her head. “All whole,” she said. “The only hurt I have came from my own spell and you healed that.”

“Right,” Rhett said. “Saer? Do you need healing?”

Kalen shook his head. Where he sat in the prow, he looked like a burned statue, his leathers crisped by a firestorm. He watched Toytere and Sithe’s skiff receding.

“My lady,” Rhett said. “Where did you learn such powers? I saw the scything flames and heard the blast from below. You must be a talented wizard.”

Myrin opened her mouth to reply, then looked wordlessly away.

“She doesn’t remember,” Kalen said.

“You don’t—” Rhett gazed at her. “My lady?”

Myrin looked to Kalen and spoke as though she hadn’t heard Rhett. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “Those skeletons we found, picked clean like the victims of the plague—those rats might have been the source. Biting, right?”

“Yes,” Kalen said. “And Toytere might carry it.”

“He doesn’t,” Myrin said. “If he’d been bitten, he’d have told us.”

“You know what he did on the ship and yet you still trust him.”

“You have to trust people, Kalen.”

Kalen shook his head.

Rhett didn’t know what was going on—didn’t know what they were talking about. Still, Myrin’s words resonated. “Perhaps she is right, Saer Shadowbane,” he said. “It’s about love.”

They turned to him: Kalen’s expression hard as stone, Myrin looking tired but expectant. “Go on,” she said.

“I … it’s something they say at Sune’s temple, back in Waterdeep,” he said. “That love is the water and light by which we grow, but love is impossible without trust. Thus, you cannot expect a man to become better than he is if you do not trust him.”

Myrin smiled. “That’s it,” she said. “That’s it exactly.”

Kalen shook his head. “That’s ridiculous,” he said. “Why trust a man who stabs you in the back, let alone love him? How?”

Rhett looked at Kalen, then Myrin, then smiled helplessly. “Not even Sune says love is easy.”
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Toytere scratched at the rent flesh of his wrist. Godsdamn, how it itched.

Ironic, he thought, the Rat bitten by a rat.

He cradled his wrist as the rowboat cut through the water, back toward the dock. Even now, the bite made the feeling recede from one half of his body. If Sithe hadn’t taken up the oars, the skiff would surely be tracing circles through Luskan’s bay. His body hurt from a dozen of Loviatar’s best blades thrust in his most sensitive spots, but he could shut out the ache with a single thought: Myrin.

The way she had thanked him—kissed him even—had shaken him beyond words. Even more disturbing was what she had leaned down to whisper so no one else could hear: “I trust you, Toy.”

She, who had no reason to trust him, who had seen what he meant for her, had chosen to put her life in his hands. Why would she do such a thing?

“Are you well, master?” Sithe asked. He felt her black eyes on him, but he refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing his fear. He did fear her—anyone would—but he grew angry as well. Inside of him, a deep abiding fury coiled and grew.

“Bah! Of course I be!” Toytere wiped the sweat from his brow. “Just row.”

Sithe continued rowing across the bay in silence.
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The Coin Priest stared into the depths of the platinum coin, willing it to speak to her. It was her connection to the goddess—its power gave her power. And yet, it had failed so many times before. Perhaps this time—this time it would be different.

A knock at the door interrupted her musings and she forced a warm, flirtatious grin onto her face. She hated having to smile.

“Please, come,” the Coin Priest purred, reclining on her striped fur carpet.

This carpet was particularly fine—soft and smooth and stinking of violence. The skin had once belonged to a rakshasa, who had made the mistake of crossing her. Now the creature’s best feature was hers forever.

Her lackeys sank to one knee before her. Their leader—the very ugly brute she’d honored with her favors—gave her a sly little smile. Oh no, that wouldn’t do at all.

“You have something?” she asked.

“The derelict in the bay, Your Grace,” said the ugly man. “We’s been watching, as you says, and it’s—” His eyes lingered on her ample curves.

“And?” she said, closing her robe a little tighter.

“It’s afire,” said the man. “King Toy of the Dead Rats and his enforcer, Sithe. They done searched it out, for swag and the like. Then they set it ablaze.”

“So?” she asked. “Why bring this to me?”

“Outsiders, too,” said the man. “Three. A girl with blue hair, a knight of Waterdeep, and a man in black with two knives and eyes like diamonds.”

“Speak not of him.” The Coin Priest clenched her fists. “He will be dealt with. Watch for a sign of the Horned One—you bring him directly to me, understand?”

The ugly captain smiled crookedly. “We’ve this, lady—found it in an alley.”

He held forth an ash-coated gold coin. Eden hardly needed to glance at it to know its origin: the coin Logenn had carried. So her man was dead, then. How tedious.

“Very well,” she said. “Leave me.”

They obeyed. The ugly captain lingered, his eyes suggestive, but she waved him away. Better to let his imagination try hard to please her. If he ever touched her again, like as not she’d rip out his eyes, tongue, or something he’d miss even more.

That could wait, however. She needed every man and woman she could spare searching for the Horned One—if only to determine his intentions in Luskan. She had a very important customer due to arrive any day now to take possession of a certain item. It would not do for the Horned One to interfere—where the Chosen of the Lady went, trouble would inevitably arise.

With an effort—aided by her cane—the Coin Priest pushed herself to her feet. Walking was just so uncomfortable.

Her holy symbol flared and magic rose from the burnt coin in her hand to the one in her face. The light vanished, drunk up hungrily by the goddess’s symbol. In turn, the added strength of the magic flowed into the Coin Priest, easing her step.

Walking more easily now, she crossed to her scrying bowl and dropped her two-faced coin into its limpid depths. It still gleamed with absorbed magic. Perhaps this time …

She repeated the scrying ritual, and again, it abruptly failed. The warding magic was just too strong.

“By the Lady,” she said. “What are you doing here?”
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24 KYTHORN (PRE-DAWN)
 

RHETT STOOD OUTSIDE MYRIN’S DOOR, TRYING TO FIGURE out what to say. He raised and lowered his hand for the fourth time, his confidence wavering.

“If you want to come in,” Myrin called, “just come in.”

The latch slid open and the door opened a foot of its own accord, allowing a cloud of blue-white mist to escape.

“Huh.” Not particularly reassured, Rhett pushed into the room.

Myrin sat cross-legged on the bed in the center of the room, surrounded by what looked like a dozen floating versions of herself. Each image was sculpted of light and mist, and was about the size of Myrin’s head. Some were smiling and laughing, some looked deathly serious, some fought unseen foes. Myrin studied each, her blue hair drifting.

“Kalen sent you, did he?” Myrin asked.

“Obvious, is it?”

Myrin gave a single nod, then went back to studying her images.

After what had happened between them on the boat—and something had definitely happened—Rhett would have expected Kalen to go talk to Myrin. Instead, he had downed a single tankard of mead in the common room, then gone upstairs with Vindicator and Sithe. Before that, he’d asked Rhett to ask Myrin a question of no small import. Rhett was sure it would anger her.

He groped for a way to avoid asking and settled on her magic. “What, uh—?”

“Ordering my memories.” Myrin glanced over at him. “It’s what I’m doing, which was what you were going to ask.”

“Right.” That didn’t help.

Myrin furrowed her brow over two images. She waved her hand slowly to the left. One of the Myrins moved, dispersing wraithlike around another. This Myrin, clad in a shimmering crimson dress whose color was so vivid it seemed like blood, gave him a mysterious smile. The other image was a statuesque version that bore silent witness, her face completely emotionless.

“Hmm,” Myrin said, indicating the two images. “Would you say I look older in this image … or in that one?”

“Uh,” Rhett said. “What exactly are these?”

“Memories.” Myrin looked at him, uncertain. “I said that, didn’t I?”

“Yes, but—” Rhett gestured with his hand like a bird flying from his head.

“You are so strange,” Myrin said. “These aren’t my memories, of course. I have none of my own from more than a year ago, but sometimes when I touch someone, I absorb any memories they have of me.”

“Really?” Rhett said.

She looked frustrated. “Yes, really. Why would I lie about this?”

“I mean, go on.”

“If I knew the proper order of these memories, they might give me some clue as to myself. How old I am, for example.”

“You don’t know how old you are?”

Myrin looked at him. “Guess.”

Rhett thought about it. “Twenty? Twenty-two?”

“As I said, I don’t know.” Myrin shrugged. “I could as easily be far older. Some wizards use magic to slow their aging.”

“Really?” Rhett had heard of liches—spellcasters who embraced undeath rather than succumb to mortality—but he’d never heard of a lovely young woman lich, let alone one who worked even mightier magic. He found the thought unsettling.

“To account for magic of that sort,” Myrin said, “what I need are memories of me over a period of time, to see myself age. Unfortunately, every memory I’ve acquired thus far seems to be a single moment.”

“Er, right.”

“Some of them teach me spells,” Myrin continued. “If I see myself casting a spell, I remember how to do it. This one, for instance.” Myrin indicated the image of herself in the red dress against a starry night. “This memory taught me my shadow door.”

Rhett examined the image of Myrin offering a cryptic smile with her blue-painted lips. She looked very lovely and considerably more powerful. Again, an uneasy feeling crept into his stomach.

“We’re not seeing through your eyes,” Rhett said.

“No, we aren’t.” Myrin shook her head. “Memories are tainted by all manner of things. Sentiment, time, and the like—see how my lips are so full in this image? Methrammar Aerasumé had a fixation with my lips, I think.”

“Methrammar—the lord of Silverymoon?”

“Obviously in the memory, he was very much in love with me,” Myrin said. “See the darkness behind me in this image? That’s the spell.”

“You were in love with the lord of Silverymoon,” Rhett said. “The ancient lord of Silverymoon?”

“Love knows neither age nor death,” Myrin said.

“That’s …” Rhett nodded. “That’s beautiful.”

“It’s poetry—something by Thann, I believe,” she said. “And I said he was in love with me, not the inverse. I have no way of knowing how I felt. This”—she indicated the Myrin with the emotionless face, bound in an aura of blue fire—“I got when Fayne kissed me.”

“Someone kissed you?” he asked. “Someone not Saer Shadowbane?”

Again, Myrin gave him that odd expression, as if considering whether he was mocking her. “Yes,” she said patiently. “An odious creature, but very sad. Broken by tragedy. I never really liked her, but I felt for her.”

“Wait.” Rhett considered. “Her? A lass kissed you.”

“Is that shocking?”

“No,” Rhett said. “I’m merely imagining. One moment.”

“Imagine away.” Myrin turned back to her images. She put a few in a different order, considered them again, then reversed them.

Rhett noticed an image near her right hand: Myrin floating in a dark alley, clad only in fire and thousands of those blue runes that appeared on her skin when she cast magic. “What’s this one?”

“Ah!” Myrin waved her hand and all the images disappeared, replaced by a softly glowing ball of magelight. “That was from a year ago, when I first met Kalen. I don’t remember it, but he does.”

“Did you get those memories from a kiss as well?”

“No,” Myrin said hesitantly. “Well, yes, but—that’s not relevant.”

“Oh, I’m sure.”

They regarded each other, the woman sitting cross-legged on her bed, the man standing at her side. She studied him, quite as though she’d never seen him before. “I want you,” Myrin said.

“Uh. Lady?”

“I want your memories,” Myrin said. “Let me see—”

Closing her eyes, she reached up and pressed her bare fingers to his cheek. Her fingers felt surprisingly warm. They tingled against his skin. He gaped at her, trembling under her touch. “Are you seeing anything?” he asked.

Her brow furrowed. “You’re picturing me without my clothes on.”

“What?” Rhett said. “No, no, I’m not!”

“No.” Myrin smiled and opened her eyes. “But as soon as I said that, you did.”

“Oh, very nice.” Rhett scowled. “You beguiled me!”

Myrin looked amused. “Well, I am the Witch-Queen,” she said. “But alas, if we’ve ever met, you don’t remember me, so you’ve nothing for me to absorb.”

“Oh, I’d remember,” Rhett said. “You’re very distinctive.”

“Am I?”

Myrin was giving him another of those curious, weighing looks, as though trying to read his mind. Could she read his mind? He tried his best to push away the image of Myrin naked and in the heat of passion—or possibly naked and wreathed in arcane fire, like in the image Kalen had apparently seen.

He remembered abruptly why he had come: the question Kalen had sent him to ask. He hadn’t wanted to confront Myrin in the first place and now he felt even less inclined. She had told him Kalen had killed the dwarf Rath, but Kalen had denied it. Then in the boat, the two had argued with few words. He didn’t want to be caught between them, but he had no choice.

Tymora guide me, he prayed silently. He would ease into the subject.

“I—” Rhett said. “This plague. You know, the one woven by a flesh-reaving, bone-cleaning wizard … or whatever he is.”

“Why do you assume it’s a he?” Myrin said, still looking at her images.

“Good point,” he said lightly. “Could be a she.”

Myrin frowned at his jest.

“A blue-haired she.”

Myrin continued to frown.

“A blue-haired—you. Could be you.”

“Oh, I understood,” Myrin said. “I’m just deeply hurt you think of me so: that I’m some terrible spellslayer who wants nothing more than to destroy this city.”

“Ha,” Rhett said. “Now you’re mocking me … right?”

She narrowed her eyes. “And you’re next.”

“Gah!” Rhett stepped back.

“Mystra, that was easy.” Myrin gave him a brilliant smile.

Rhett breathed a sigh of relief. At least she was in good humor—for now.

“Out of curiosity, do you have a glass or a tankard of some kind?” Myrin asked. “Just so happens that I have this.” A red bottle of wine floated over to her hand. “I found it on the ship. Or would you prefer to drink out of the bottle?”

Rhett had his metal tankard from Flick. Maybe some wine would help … but no. “Kalen told me to guard you,” he said. “Hard to do that from my cups.”

“Pity.” Myrin sent the bottle floating back to the end table. When he started to stand, though, she reached out and touched his arm. “You can still stay and talk to me.”

“About Kalen?”

Myrin grimaced. “Aye, we can talk about tall, dark, and dour if you like.”

At this point, he had either to ask or leave, and Rhett was no coward.

“Lady Darkdance,” he said. “Did—on the ship, were you—?”

“Was I bitten?” Myrin supplied. “Kalen told you to ask, didn’t he?”

“Yes.” Rhett blew out a sigh.

“I knew it.” Myrin slumped. “I suppose it’s too much to hope Kalen could trust me. We’ve been apart for a year, and he just doesn’t know me anymore.”

“It’s not that,” Rhett said. “It’s—he didn’t explain why, but I got the sense it had to do with the halfling. Perhaps—”

“Perhaps I’m sick and thus not thinking clearly.” Myrin stood and faced Rhett in the small room, her arms crossed. “Do you think that?”

Rhett shook his head. “No, but he wants me to find out.”

Myrin sighed. “Well, thank you for being honest. You could have gone about this so poorly. By sending someone else, for instance.”

“My lady, that’s—” Rhett’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

Wordlessly, Myrin set her fingers to work unlacing her bodice. A hand sculpted of blue light manifested to help with the process. It took only a breath. Freed, she undid the ties of her undershirt.

“I don’t—lady, that isn’t necessary,” Rhett said.

“Rhett,” Myrin said. “Is there any romantic attachment between us?”

“Not that I’m aware of, no.”

“Good,” Myrin said. “I want you to see for yourself. Then you can assure Kalen that I bear no bites where I could have caught the Fury.” Her face was set in lines of determination. “I can see no reason not to do this.”

“But—” Rhett trailed off. “You know? Neither can I. Carry on.”

There, in her chamber, Myrin stripped. Her golden-brown skin sparkled, and she seemed very dark in the dim light of her magic. Markings rose livid in her flesh, but they were not the welts Kalen had described to him. Instead, she bore a number of graceful black tattoos that shimmered with azure light. Rhett had seen such lights manifest momentarily on her skin as she cast her spells, but he’d not realized she had permanent ones as well. She bore large tattoos—about the size of fists—connected by faint trails of arcane runes.

All but bare, Myrin turned in place. “Satisfied?” she asked.

Rhett swallowed a lump in his throat, not sure he’d ever be satisfied. He realized he was staring, so he turned his eyes to the floor. “They’re lovely,” he said. “Your tattoos, I mean.” Among other things, he didn’t say.

“You think so?” Finally seeming self-conscious, Myrin crossed her arms behind her back, held one elbow, and ground her toe into the floorboards.

“Very much so.” Without thinking, he stepped forward. She did not retreat. “What do they mean?”

“They’re my spells. I—here.” She closed the distance between them, seized his hand, and touched it to the tattoo on her right forearm. “My thunder blast. See?”

The rune vaguely resembled a storm cloud, now that he looked at it. A line of runes ran up her arm to a larger tattoo on the outside of her biceps.

Myrin guided his hand to this higher mark. “My fireball. See the little tails?”

He traced his fingers around the tattoo, feeling her flesh under his touch. Now that she’d said that, he did see the pattern. “Right,” he said.

Myrin guided his touch up her arm and over to her right shoulder, where a rune seemed to spin like a whirring blade, trailing flames. “The firescythe,” she said. “It’s a similar spell to the fireball, though easier to cast and not as powerful.”

“It seemed powerful enough.” Rhett recalled the scythe spinning out over the sea with a shiver. How mighty was this woman, with her magic and tattoos?

Myrin turned a little, exposing her bare back. “My shield, on my left shoulder.”

He traced the line of runes to a symbol where she indicated. It looked faintly like a kite shield. He touched it lightly and she shivered. Her magelight, as though it languished without her concentration, began to dim.

“I have more,” she whispered. “Not many, but they’re appearing all the time. With greater frequency, as I learn more.” She clenched her fists. “I need to learn more.”

Rhett was hardly listening. He traced the runes leading up and over her shoulder, stepping around her. Myrin watched his hand, rapt. Rhett followed the path down her chest to a little portal of darkness. It seemed it might lead into her heart.

“That’s,” she said in a dreamy voice. She wet her lips. “That’s the shadow door—the one I learned from Methrammar’s memory. I—”

Rhett leaned in and kissed her. A shiver ran through her as her whole body relaxed into his embrace. For a heartbeat, they kissed like lovers in a bard’s romance.

Myrin’s lips parted and she murmured a name: “Kalen—”

Rhett pulled away, but with surprising speed Myrin caught his hand and they stood together, holding hands in the chamber.

Then Myrin’s eyes widened and she came fully awake. Her magelight brightened fully.

“Well—” Myrin released his hand self-consciously. “My memories won’t order themselves.”

Rhett may not have been the sharpest sword in Faerûn, but this he understood. He had extended her an offer and she hadn’t taken it.

He turned politely away as Myrin slid her clothes back on. Their intimate moment had passed, shattered by what Myrin had said without thinking. It filled Rhett with equal parts frustration and sadness, but not for himself. This should have been Kalen’s moment, not his. Myrin wanted that and Rhett thought Kalen did as well. It seemed obvious to Rhett, who knew this dance well, but neither Myrin nor Kalen seemed to see it. Or if they did, they stubbornly would not act on it.

Well, if neither of them could do it on their own, he would just have to help. His Guard duty kept him to Torm’s path, but he could do some of Sune’s work too.

“I should go find Saer Shadowbane.” Rhett made the suggestion subtle.

“What?” Myrin said as she laced up her bodice. “Oh. Yes. I suppose.”

“Last I saw him, he was off with Sithe, doing whatever they go do.”

“Hmm,” Myrin said. “Well—that can’t be going well.”

“Oh?” Rhett paused at the door. Perhaps he could plant a seed of jealousy that would bear fruit. “I don’t know. They keep absconding to parts unknown, like something out of a copper-nib chapbook? They always look so … intense.”

“Oh, trust me—they’re not making love.”

“Oh.” She was very frank, this woman. “How—I mean, how do you know? I saw the look they shared. It was a very significant look.”

Myrin smiled just a little. “Call it intuition.”
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CRASH.

Kalen skidded back with a bone-jarring thump against the crenellations at the edge of the roof. Sour water splashed in Kalen’s wake as he came to rest in a small puddle. The greasy wood groaned under his weight, but held.

Rain battered Luskan, stripping yet another layer of wood and thatch from already battered buildings. The streets were empty—even the most desperate of thieves avoided such miserable nights. Only the man of shadow and the woman of darkness braved the oily deluge.

Fighting the dull ache in his chest, Kalen forced his empty limbs to move. Equally numb fingers scrabbled through the water and muck for Vindicator’s hilt. He found it, then slammed the sword down on the rooftop with a growl of frustration.

“You fear.” Sithe stood a short distance away, shaking the tension from her arms. Her axe gleamed in the moonlight. “You cannot defeat what you fear.”

“As I told you”—Kalen fought down a rising cough—“I fear nothing.”

“I am nothing,” she said. She raised her axe in a high guard.

Kalen stood, leveled Vindicator, and ran forward to oblige her.

This third pass fared no better than the first two did. He used every bit of sword-training and every trick at his disposal—feints, misdirection, varying time. None of it penetrated her defenses. She threw herself wholly into every attack, fearless of counters or ripostes. Her body seemed to anticipate his every strike, as though some greater force guided her movements. Her muscles hardly seemed capable of lifting the great headsman’s axe, and yet she fought brilliantly with little effort.

They broke apart for a moment, Kalen panting heavily. “You don’t feel like nothing.”

He struck again, but Sithe smashed his attack aside and kicked him in the chest. He staggered back and adjusted his stance for a new angle. Vindicator burned dully in his hand as he weighed her stance. Her grace was matchless—her skill far beyond his.

“The boy believes you a demon,” Kalen said. “Are you?”

“No,” Sithe said so quickly he doubted its truth.

“Myrin said you are a genasi.” The word seemed to strike Sithe—she actually met his gaze. “You are like no genasi I have ever met. You’ve neither fire nor lightning, earth nor water, nor—”

“I am born of the nothing between light and shadow,” Sithe said. “My soul is of the void—the wind through darkness.”

“A cryptic answer,” Kalen said. “And not one that instills confidence.”

“Confidence?” she asked. “You wear your fear for all to see.” Sithe gestured contemptuously at him. “If you fear neither pain nor death, why do you wear armor? If you don’t fear defeat, why carry a sword into battle? And these—pain, death, defeat—these are the least of your fears.” She looked away. “Speak not to me of confidence, when you fear so many things but do not know it.”

“The wise man,” Kalen said, “claims to know nothing.”

“Then the wise man,” Sithe replied, “is an idiot.”

She had just spoken more words to him than he had heard her string together at once. During her diatribe—if such it could be called—her voice had risen ever so slightly. He heard anger and thought he had touched her with the word “demon.”

“You flee your fears, but they will find you. You take refuge in them, but they will not shield you,” Sithe said. “You will learn nothing from me if you fight because of fear.”

“Are you saying I fear to face you?”

“You fear not to face me,” Sithe said. “You face me to escape what you fear you’ll become, the boy you fear to teach, and the woman you fear to touch.”

Kalen lunged without thinking. Surprised, Sithe was only able to raise the axe halfway to block and Vindicator cut at her face. A shroud of darkness appeared around her, absorbing the blade’s impact. Kalen shivered in the sudden rush of deathly chill.

The haft of Sithe’s axe swung around and struck him on the right ear.

Reeling, Kalen fought for his senses. He lurched half a dozen steps to the side and fell to one knee, spitting blood. When he could see clearly again, Sithe stood unperturbed—waiting. Once again, Kalen slammed Vindicator against the rooftop in his frustration.

“Better.” Sithe stood over him, her axe raised high. “Again.”

Kalen wasn’t about to let her provoke him again. Instead, he tried the opposite.

“You speak of my fears, but you’re the one with the axe,” he said. “If my sword and armor are my crutch, what of yours?”

Sithe considered this. Then she dropped her axe to clatter on the withered boards of the roof. She stood waiting, unarmed and unarmored, arms limp at her sides. “Strike then,” she said.

He strode forward, his blade held high. She made no move, even when he cut down at her head. He stayed his slash at the last, turning to strike her with the flat.

Sithe caught his attack, one hand on either side of Vindicator.

“You should have struck fully,” she said. “I might not have caught it.”

Kalen strained, but he could not move the frozen sword. “You’d be dead.”

“I have faith in your weakness.”

Darkness flared around her and struck him like a fist. He fell back half a dozen paces, disarmed. Vindicator remained between her hands, as if she were praying around it. She tossed the blade in his direction and it skittered to his feet.

“Your ignorance makes you helpless as a child,” Sithe said.

Kalen’s anger burned at the weakness coursing through him. He climbed shakily to his feet. “If you know all,” he said, “then I am glad you are teaching me.”

The woman’s black eyes narrowed. She caught the haft of her axe under one toe and kicked the weapon up into her hands.

He had only an instant to react before she was on him, her axe chopping down like a bolt of lightning. Kalen leaped back, but Sithe pressed forward, her axe lashing up and across. The axe hit him so hard he flew back, clearing the side of the building and tumbling through the open air. He glanced around wildly as he toppled back, only to crash on the rooftop of the next building. He stumbled to one knee and looked up. Sithe swooped down toward him, her axe held high.

He dodged the chop that might have cut him in two, but Sithe adjusted in midair, smashing the haft of the axe into Kalen’s face. Roiling light replaced the world and Kalen toppled back, parrying wildly. Sithe’s axe smashed into the flailing Vindicator once—twice—then a third time, sending it sailing out of Kalen’s hand.

Blinded and unarmed, he fell back, curling himself as small as he could and trusted to his other senses to let him dodge her strikes. Miraculously, he moved correctly and the axe whirred past his ear. He knew he couldn’t last long—not unarmed—particularly not when he had backed into the wall of the little room that housed the staircase. He had nowhere to run.

The dazzling light faded and he saw Sithe’s axe streaking toward his face. He ducked—barely—and the axe chopped into the wall. Without waiting—without even taking an instant to thank Tymora he hadn’t been beheaded—Kalen bowled forward, his arms wide. Sithe tried to slip free, but he tackled her to the ground. He caught her hands—

Sithe vanished from under him, pulling him inward as though she had simply imploded into nothing. He slammed face-first into the stained wood and stared blearily around. She might as well not have existed. He knew, however, that she would—

Sithe reappeared a pace behind him and her axe slashed like a threshing scythe. Without thinking, he moved aside at that exact instant. The air around him was suddenly alive with power of its own—a strength and confidence he had never known filled him.

The moment passed and he was once again simply an unarmed man fighting a whirlwind. Sithe brought the axe around and thrust the haft horizontally into his chin. He collapsed like a felled tower. She brought her axe flashing around and buried it into the wood where he lay, its jagged blade a hair’s breadth from his neck.

“You’re so controlled.” Kalen touched his throat, where blood dribbled. “It’s not like you to lose that and actually cut me.”

The blade made a wrenching groan as Sithe ripped it from the rooftop. She strode back to the edge of the roof to watch the receding darkness.

Kalen let Vindicator lie where it had fallen and approached Sithe cautiously.

“That was the moment,” he said. “Armored by faith. Right?”

She said nothing, but he knew he had spoken true.

“What is the matter?” he asked. “Why are you so angry?”

Sithe gazed out toward the horizon. Beyond the black, putrid waters of Luskan’s bay, the sea became blue once more, albeit choked in an ugly haze. The air here tasted of sour smoke and unwashed flesh, but he could remember the sweet air beyond.

“Again,” Sithe said.

“Ag—” Kalen had only that small warning before she lashed out with her axe.

He leaped back, dropped, and rolled to recover Vindicator. Water flew from the blade as he swept it out wide and ready.

She was on him. They clashed, faster and harder than before.

Sithe slashed and tore without grace, her movements without art. Now, she was just trying to kill him—as quickly and with as much blood as possible.

Fine by him. She was angry, but so was he.

Slash, counter, parry. He dodged more than he deflected and watched her body as much as her blade. She moved like nothing human, but she’d beat him enough that he had a sense of how she fought.

He lasted eight moves this time, rather than three.

He lay groaning on the wet rooftop, his insides burning. Agony built up inside him, the barrier of his numbness worn thin by Sithe’s brutal assault. Breath rippled through lungs clenched tight as though in a vice. It was not as bad as it had once been—never as bad—but gods, how the pain gripped him.

A cool hand touched Kalen’s fevered brow. Sithe crouched over him.

“A man walked … Kalen Dren!” She snapped her fingers in front of his face to draw his attention. “Do you hear me, Kalen Dren?”

“Wh—what?” he groaned. “Dammit—”

“A man walked across the broken mountains of a dark land,” she said. “He climbed as high as he could and walked until his feet could carry him no farther. When finally he fell to his knees, starving and exhausted, it was at the edge of a great black abyss. He stared out into the darkness—deep, impenetrable, infinite—and his heart delighted.” She leaned forward. “What did he see?”

Kalen stared into her face. Her black eyes dropped as deep as the void she described, draining his thoughts as he gazed into them. He was the man staring into the infinite darkness.

“Kalen.” Sithe slapped him on the cheek. “What did he see?”

Sweat slaked his face. “Nothing,” he said. “Death. I don’t—”

“ ‘Nothing’ and ‘death’ are not the same,” Sithe said. “What joy did he know?”

“He had gone mad,” Kalen said, fumbling for the words. “He surrendered.”

Sithe stared at him a long, long moment. Rain dripped from her axe onto the rooftop by Kalen’s ear. He panted and fought for breath.

It wasn’t fair. Cruelty raged within him, begging to break through. Kalen Dren was a thin skin stretched painfully over a tempest.

“No,” Kalen said. “Not … that man …”

The rain abruptly stopped, the gray clouds parting to reveal a sliver of welcome daylight. Wind blew, stirring the darkness that leaked from Sithe’s scalp instead of hair, tugging at the light silks that sheathed her body. Kalen felt the wind dance across his brow, marveling that he could feel it.

“Wind,” Sithe said. “Wind … and nothing.”

Kalen could hardly make his thoughts connect. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Is this the answer to your riddle?”

“No.” She held out her hand, letting the breeze stir her gossamer sleeve. “The wind is breath—the air that gives life. My mother had a soul of wind, traced in the lines of her face and skin. My father, however …”

She trailed off, standing up and staring over her shoulder at the fleeing night.

“You are like me,” Kalen said. “Born of two worlds—the dark and the light.”

Somehow, the words gave him the strength to push to his feet.

She lowered her hand, casting aside the invisible wind trapped within it. “I am not like you, Kalen Dren,” she said. “I know what I am, and I am content.”

“With what you choose to be.”

“Choice is an illusion,” Sithe said. “You believe you choose wrongly—that all is your fault—but it is not. All will be as it will be.”

“We are responsible for our actions. You cannot convince me otherwise.”

“So you say.” Sithe seemed to accept this. “But if you are right, and you truly choose the course of your life, then why do you choose wrongly in every instance?”

“I don’t,” he said.

Sithe looked at him for a long time. He could hardly read her placid face, but he thought her gaze held something like sympathy—or perhaps amusement.

She looked off into the darkness. “I would meet you one day, Shadowbane.”

“I stand right here.”

“I do not mean you, Kalen Dren.”

Sithe descended into the Rat as the sun rose.
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“What’s the matter?” Eden asked. “You seem … out of sorts.”

Toytere hadn’t realized his nails kept scratching at the table, despite the sodden creak they made against the smoke-stained wood. He lifted his hand to his stubble-covered chin. “Nothing, Eden, nothing.”

“I see.” He could tell she didn’t believe him—godsdamn him if he believed himself, just now.

Gods be praised for the stuffy and dark interior of the Whetstone that disguised so much, for Toytere felt ill. His brow was sodden and his mouth wouldn’t stop moving around, like it chewed on nothing without his permission. If Eden saw any of this, she wouldn’t hesitate to kill him on the spot.

“Do you still have the girl?” Eden asked.

“Ah.” Toytere sniffled and wiped at his nose. That was the question, wasn’t it? “It’s proven—difficult to manage, that it has.”

“But you do still have her,” she pressed. “Right?”

He remembered Myrin’s arms around him and the words she had whispered in his ear: “I trust you, Toy.”

His arm hurt like all the Hells.

“Me dear one,” Toytere said. “There be another complication.”

“This is how you want to play this? If you seek to raise the price, halfling—”

“Oh nay, nay,” he said. “Simply, she be missing, is all.”

The lie was surprisingly hard, for a man accustomed to lies. He could hardly make the words filter through his sharp teeth.

Eden’s face seemed white. “You had better find her. My patron is offering a great deal of coin and he isn’t one to be disappointed. I am not one to be disappointed.”

It spoke highly of just how sick Toytere was that, when he received this warning, panic filled him. Where was his unshakable confidence?

“Bah to your worry, lass. I be finding her, nothing to worry.” Blood beat in his wrist, setting his flesh alight with pain. It made him angry and anger was a good tool. “And spare me your threats, you one-eyed she-wolf. You’ll be getting your girl when and if I say. Threaten me again and I’ll never say.”

Irritation flickered across Eden’s face, but she smiled. “You really are a beast, Toytere.” She reached across and caressed his wrist. “If there’s anything I might do—”

Pain erupted and he pulled his wrist back. “You be leaving me be, for a start.”

“Oh, but surely you must have considered it,” she said. “Or would you rather have some blue-haired whore?”

The image of Myrin rose up in his mind and he wrenched away from Eden. She opened her mouth, but he slapped her across the face with his other hand. Her head struck the grimy wall behind her bench. Something fell and rang on the floor with a clear, metallic sound. She reached up to her livid face, startled, as he leaped on the table and loomed over her, hissing like the angry rat he was.

When he had grasp of his senses again, Toytere couldn’t believe what he had done. Eden was no woman to be trifled with and he had cut through their game to offer her a stark insult. That was stupid.

Even more stupid, Toytere found himself wanting to laugh, not apologize.

“You,” Eden said. “You. Will. Regret. This.”

“Will I?” Toytere smiled despite himself. “Deal’s off. Pray as you will, you divine trash, and let the Rats take you in the dark.”

Eden glared, her hand still covering half her face. “I’m warning you—”

“Tluin you and your warnings,” the halfling said hesitantly.

He stumbled through the jangling dark of the Whetstone. On his way, he shouldered aside patron and coinlass alike, heedless in his desire to be gone. His actions had been unwise. He couldn’t fathom what had come over him—only that he couldn’t sit idly and listen to Lady Darkdance being insulted like that.

Stupid reason to start a war. And gods, how his wrist hurt.

He paused and looked at the wound in the light. The flesh had crystallized around the bite, like uncut garnets in his skin.

“Tluin me,” he murmured.
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The halfling staggered away, clearly suffering some terrible malady.

“Good,” Eden said as she leaned down and felt around on the floor.

She hoped Toytere was ill. How dare he spurn her like that. He’d called off her bargain and for what? A slip of a girl?

Eden found what she sought and breathed an easy sigh. She drew it up until it caught the glow of the festhall’s smoky oil lamps. The light glinted off its platinum surface as she turned the coin around, taking in one face, then the other. Its touch was reassuring—a physical blessing that coursed through her.

And oh, there would be vengeance. Eden of the Clearlight, high priestess of Lady Luck in Luskan, queen of the Coin-Spinners gang, would see to that.

She put the coin back in her left eye socket.

Then the Coin Priest took her leave.
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The one in the hat appears in the alley. The door bangs shut behind him.
He falls to one knee, his free hand groping alternately at his hurt wrist and at his stomach. He empties his stomach onto the refuse at his feet.
Nearby, a male one holding a female one up against the wall utters a disgusted sound. The female’s face turns the color of spoiled cream. They move on to find a new rutting ground. They escape us.
The one in the hat does not notice them go.
He vomits again. We watch and wait, listening to the other murmuring.
We do not need the small one in the hat.
We already have him.
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AFTER THE INCIDENT ON THE DERELICT AND THE OTHER exertions of the past few days, Kalen grudgingly named 24 Kythorn a day of rest. He didn’t relish sitting around when he couldn’t feel any pain, but he knew his body needed a chance to work out the aches he could not feel. Myrin and Rhett both seemed exhausted and Toytere vanished to an unseen hideaway. Only Sithe seemed unfazed—the genasi was tireless.

The day of inaction also gave Kalen the chance to plan their next move, and plan he did.

The following dawn in Luskan brought the promise of oppressive heat, and chased the rats—be they animal or man—from the streets. As fears of the plague grew, few braved the open spaces anyway, preferring to stay locked in their holes. Through unseen cracks and crannies, they watched and waited.

The streets lay largely deserted, save for a lonely cadre that made no attempt to avoid prying eyes. Had they gone alone, Kalen and Sithe might have picked their way from shadow to shadow, competing to be the first to arrive at their destination unseen. Myrin and Rhett, on the other hand, made more than enough noise to render stealth a non-issue.

“Let’s be clear,” Kalen said. “I don’t have the time to tell you all of it, but follow my lead and you’ll be well. Also, no killing.”

Sithe shrugged.

“Myrin is your ward,” Kalen said to Rhett.

“Aye, saer.” The lad nodded.

“Myrin.”

“Yes, Kalen?” She regarded him mildly.

He’d expected tension between them after their disagreement on the ship, but today Myrin had proved far from upset. She seemed, if anything, completely disinterested in Kalen. From the way she occasionally looked over at Rhett, Kalen wondered if the boy had said—or done—something to make that so.

“I need you to promise me you’ll follow my lead,” he said.

“Absolutely.”

“This is serious business,” Kalen said for emphasis. “If I could leave you behind and guarantee you wouldn’t go seek out a necromancer or some such, I would have.”

“That’s wise.” Myrin peered around him, seeking Rhett’s eye.

Kalen squinted. “Is there something going on,” he asked, “that I should know about?”

Myrin fixed her full attention on him. “No.”

“Good.”

Kalen noted she did not specify which part of his question she had answered.

The buildings around the market bore silver-gray signs, each a single glyph in the Shou language that resembled a dragon. Even without these signs, the Shou’s dominance was clear. Already, Kalen could see narrow eyes and sharp, handsome features peering at them out of alleys and the windows of abandoned buildings. The Dragonbloods were Luskan’s purest gang, accepting mostly immigrants from their native eastern land.

Kalen knew too little of the gang to predict their moves, but more than enough to distrust them. “Blood of the Dragon” they called themselves. Each bore a tattoo in the form of their namesake, usually on the shoulder, chest, or back. The tattoo grew both in size and detail over the years: new recruits had but a wing or claw, and veterans might wear an entire beast all over their bodies. The personality of the wearer dictated the color of the dragon: strong and supercilious like a red, stupid and vicious like a white, or cunning and evil like a black.

“You’re certain Toy didn’t want to come along?” Myrin asked Kalen. “It seems odd, bargaining for an alliance with his gang without him being there.”

“I thought you led his gang,” Kalen observed.

“I thought you thought I didn’t,” Myrin said. “He’ll need to take the throne back once we leave. It seems unfair to bind him to terms we negotiate.”

“We want the Shou’s aid against the plague,” Kalen said. “Let the ’Bloods and the Rats fight it out after we’ve accomplished our task here.”

Myrin narrowed her eyes. “And how does a gang war help Luskan?”

“It doesn’t,” Kalen said, more sharply than he meant to.

Myrin made a face, then fell back to linger near Rhett. The lad gave her a half bow, but they didn’t talk.

Irritation had steered his tongue, Kalen realized: irritation at Myrin’s naïveté in thinking she could solve Luskan’s problems single-handedly. By contrast, Kalen didn’t care a whit for this city of thugs and killers. His one and only goal was to get Myrin the Nine Hells out of Luskan. If he had to hunt down a murderer to do that, so be it. If he had to kill a score of men—a hundred men—who stood in his way … well, he almost preferred it that way.

But was that him or the boy he had been on these very streets?

“You and I are not saviors, Kalen Shadowbane,” Sithe had said. “We are destroyers.”

He shivered.

Sithe stopped abruptly. “We arrive.”

“Arrive?” Myrin looked past them, up toward the rebuilt bridge to Blood Island. “But we’re not even to the bridge yet. How can we have … oh.”

A dozen forms slipped out of the shadows, brandishing sharp blades of steel that Kalen recognized well. The last time he’d faced a sword of similar make, it had been in Downshadow and Waterdeep proper, against a dwarf assassin. Though Rath had wielded a katana of much greater quality, Kalen knew the folded edge of such blades could split hairs lengthwise.

Kalen stole a look at Myrin. She must have told Rhett about Rath—did she think he had slain the dwarf? In truth, he couldn’t blame her. He’d stood over the dwarf, blade raised and ready, and she’d fled. In that moment, he’d made a choice, chosen his quest over her. He’d made his choice and now he had to live with it.

Or die with it, if this went rotten.

The warriors of the Dragonblood crept closer, hissing as they approached—a technique meant to unnerve a foe. It seemed to be working. Rhett clasped Vindicator’s hilt nervously and blue runes spread across Myrin’s skin. Sithe showed no fear, but the easy way she grasped the haft of her axe told Kalen all he needed to know.

“Take us to your master,” Kalen said. “We have a deal to offer him.”

Their leader—a woman nearly of a height with Kalen—stepped forward, a blade in each fist. Her leather armor left her shoulders bare and exposed her tattoo: a roaring red dragon that snaked around her neck and dipped onto her chest.

“Who calls?” Her words bore a thick Shou accent. “And what does he offer?”

“Kalen Shadowbane,” he replied, “and his offer is for the Dragon’s ears alone.”

She inspected him for a moment, then nodded. “Your weapons.”

Kalen handed over his daggers. Rhett flinched when they reached for Vindicator, but Kalen gave him a look and he relented. Sithe presented them with her axe as though she cared little for it. The Shou who took it staggered under its sudden weight.

“I am Kasi,” the leader of the Shou said. “The Dragon will see you. If you see the sun once more, it will be by his will.”
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On the whole, Myrin found walking into near certain death rather exciting.

Not that she would show it, of course. If she broke her studied indifference, it would prove to him that she couldn’t handle the pressure. She couldn’t have that.

After what had happened with Rhett the previous night—and try as she might to forget, she remembered it all in vivid detail—frustrating Kalen made her feel much better.

The easterners brought them across the Blood Bridge and into the Dragon’s Lair—a reconstructed barracks that might have lodged the city watch in less dangerous times. The place was a fortress. Even Myrin, who had no eye for such things, recognized the staggered walls and plethora of murder holes, set to trap and cut down invaders no less than three times before they could breach the inner sanctum. Whoever this Dragon was, he must be wary indeed … and covetous of his privacy.

Myrin had never met a real dragon—at least, not that she remembered. She suspected that if she ever did, it would live in a place like this.

The Dragon held court in what had once been an officer’s quarters. Age had reduced the tattered tapestries on the walls to blurry impressions of coastlines and ships. Myrin rather liked the effect. The windows were all boarded over, which was a shame: the view of the coast must have been spectacular.

The guards set them to kneel before a throne of worn black oak. Myrin wanted to look around more, but Kalen gave Rhett a sharp look and he in turn nudged her with his elbow. “Not you, too,” she murmured and lowered her head.

They had only to wait a moment before a door opened and a buzz swept through the guards: “Honor to the Dragon.”

She chanced a look and caught her breath. The man who entered was not Shou—or rather, he was, but he was many other things besides.

The Dragon wore a limp gray robe emblazoned with a gray-black dragon sigil—Myrin recognized this, without knowing exactly how, as a shadow dragon. It was the only thing about him that remained constant. Above the robe’s collar, his face flowed like water, shifting from one visage to another: first a middle-aged man with a moustache, then a blonde woman of thirty or so winters, then a withered elf man with a long scar down the right side of his face. All of them seemed sickly or even dead, the faces waxy or actively bleeding from the eyes or mouth. At her side, Rhett inhaled sharply. “What is he—or it?”

“Doppelganger.” The word came unbidden to Myrin’s lips. She couldn’t say where she’d heard it before, but it seemed right.

“A face-stealer?” Rhett scowled. “Torm’s teeth!”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Myrin said. “I think he’s fascinating.”

“My lord.” Kasi bowed low to the doppelganger. “This is Kalen Shadowbane.”

The Dragon, who had been staring blankly around the room, turned when she spoke. As if in response to her words, his face became that of an old Shou man, with a long moustache and beard. With a sound half-grunt and half-wheeze, he staggered to his throne with a pronounced limp and seemed relieved to sit.

“Lord Dragon,” said Kalen. “Respects—”

“You.” The doppelganger’s eyes, which had wandered across each of them, widened when they fell on Myrin.

Myrin blinked. “Me?”

Kasi reached for her blade. “You know this woman, lord?”

The Dragon looked away from Myrin and waved. “Faces, faces,” he said, his voice cold and dead. “I have a thousand.”

As if in demonstration, his face became that of a pocked fisherman, then a little girl with blonde tails, then an unrecognizable and moldering horror—the face of a long dead corpse. Rhett gasped at Myrin’s side and even Kalen drew back. Myrin, however, found the changes beautiful, or at least very compelling.

“Did you bring a game to play?” he asked. “There must be a game.”

“The lord would know what tribute you offer,” Kasi translated.

“Tribute?” Myrin said. “We don’t have—”

Kalen nodded to Sithe. “This woman,” he said. “Sithe, First Blade of the Dead Rats and your sworn enemy. I renounce her into your custody, if you can take her.”

Myrin gasped. “Kalen!” she said. “What are you—?”

“Treachery, Kalen Shadowbane?” Sithe asked.

The Dragonbloods reached for their steel, even as Sithe struck like a snake. She lunged at the first guard, whose eyes widened. She slapped his warding hands away and sent him staggering in the same smooth motion, then grasped a second ’Blood to use as a shield.

Through it all, the doppelganger stared at Myrin. His eyes suggested a certain familiarity that she did not share. Nothing about him ignited her memory.

Unarmed, Sithe stood hardly a chance against a dozen Dragonbloods led by Kasi and her two blades. Ultimately, the genasi eased her prisoner to the floor and raised her hands. Kasi slammed the pommel of one of her blades into the genasi’s face. After what seemed a heartbeat’s hesitation, Sithe dropped into a heap.

“Kalen!” Myrin hissed as they began to carry the genasi away. “She’s our fr—”

“She is the servant of Toytere and no friend of ours.” Kalen kept his eyes on the throne. “Is this tribute sufficient, Lord Dragon?”

The doppelganger considered his fingers. “I played a game with my friends, long ago,” he said. “I won and they never spoke to me again.”

“Er,” Kalen said. “My lord—”

Without pause, the doppelganger turned, surprisingly, to Myrin. “Speak, Lady Witch-Queen, Heir of Seven Stars. Do you wish to game with me?”

Myrin was so startled she almost forgot how to speak. “Me?”

“You are mightiest of us all.” The doppelganger inclined his head.

Kalen cleared his throat. “May we have a moment, Lord Dragon, by your leave?”

The Dragon was too busy staring at Myrin to notice Kalen. Kasi bowed slightly to him. “Confer,” she said.

“My thanks.” He turned to Rhett and Myrin, drawing them close in a circle.

“Kalen!” Myrin hissed. “What are you about—?”

“Berate me later,” Kalen said. “Do you remember meeting this man before?”

“I’ll berate you right now, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Kalen’s pale eyes would brook no argument. “Just answer.”

Myrin sighed. “No,” she said. “I don’t remember ever meeting a doppelganger, much less this one. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t met him.”

“He seems to know you,” Kalen said.

“Or he’s just mad,” Rhett said.

Myrin shrugged. “Well, no more mad than I.”

Kalen shook his head. Rhett cleared his throat.

“Oh, very nice,” Myrin said. “He does seem to be damaged in some way. I don’t think he can control the faces he takes.”

“And the way he speaks,” Rhett pointed out.

Myrin furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong with the way he speaks?”

“Oh come now. Riddles? Gibberish?” He traced a circle near his ear with his finger.

Myrin put her hands on her hips. “Just because you lack the mental prowess to understand doesn’t mean he doesn’t make sense,” she said. “He asked for tribute. Then he said it was well and good. That bit about the game? He approves of treachery.”

Rhett shivered.

“Very well,” Kalen said. “You talk to him. We’ll get this done faster that way.”

“We?” Myrin stepped up to him and thrust her face into his. “You just betrayed Sithe to her death. Do you think either of us apt to trust you?”

“Give it a moment,” Kalen said. “We have perhaps a fifty-count. Talk to him.”

“You don’t give me orders,” Myrin said. “Especially not when you turn traitor—”

“Wait,” Rhett said. “No, I think I get it. Just—just talk to him, Myrin. It’ll be well.”

She recognized the understanding that passed between the two. “This is one of those schemes I wouldn’t understand, is it?” Myrin asked. “Because I wasn’t in the Guard, or because I’m just—?”

“Nothing like that.” Kalen laid his hand on her wrist. “You want me to trust you? Trust me.”

Myrin wanted to argue the point, but ultimately she sighed. “Very well. But after this, there will be words.”

“Of that,” Kalen said, “I’ve no doubt.”

The three turned back to the leader of the Dragonbloods. “Lord Dragon,” Myrin said.

“Umbra,” he said.

“Umbra?” Myrin lost that one. “Apologies, is that your name?”

By a palpable effort of will, the doppelganger shifted his face into a nearly featureless white oval with dark eyes and a rise for a nose—much like a man wearing an unadorned mask.

“It is a good name for that face,” Myrin said.

A mouth appeared in his face, seemingly for the express purpose of smiling ingratiatingly. “Umbra, I,” he said. “Lady Darkdance, you.”

That name cemented it in Myrin’s mind. Somehow, this doppelganger knew her—had known her, perhaps around the same time Methrammar had known her. But how did he know her? And what did he know of her?

“Have we met, Lord Umbra?”

His mouth curled as though at a jest. “A man and a woman walking in the woods,” Umbra said. “Then shadow. Flame and death.”

“Hmm.” That wasn’t encouraging, but at least it was interesting. She had no idea what it meant. “Do you know anything about the plague—about the skeletons?”

Umbra’s brow furrowed … or it might have grown bushier. “The priest,” he said. “The turncoat priest—the turncloak is the one who knows all. No other.”

“You mean the Coin-Spinners?” Kalen asked. “Their Coin Priest?”

“A man fails.” Umbra glared at him, as if rebuking him with his eyes for interrupting. “Stallion and mare—nevermore!”

That one seemed obvious, even if she wasn’t sure what he meant. Myrin blushed slightly. “My lord, I don’t understand—”

“Nevermore!” Umbra snarled and lunged from the throne. Kalen and Rhett were too slow to stop him. Myrin started to draw back, but Umbra caught her with a grip as strong as iron. “Nevermore, mare! Nevermore!”

“What do you—?”

Umbra pressed his lips to hers.

She felt burning heat as runes rippled across her skin.
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He kissed her then, and she sputtered and pulled away. “Umbra,” she said, her tone curious and questioning at once. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Answering your wish,” he said. “Or was all that flirting a game?”

“Oh, oh.” The lass with the sweeping blue hair and the inked tattoos on her skin gave him an uncertain smile that he found entirely too alluring. “But what will the others say?” she asked. “Aren’t we on guard?”

“Galen will handle it—he ever does.” Umbra slipped a hand onto her leg.

Any other woman might have shivered at his touch—shivered just to look at him—but she did not. When she looked at him, there was only affection in her eyes, not fear or pity. No one else had looked at him like that for years.

Gods. How he wanted her, as he had wanted none other in his long, strange life. Not his wife, not all his lovers, and not even his dead goddess—the one he sought at all turns to avenge. “I don’t know,” she said, but she didn’t back away. “Not that I’m afraid, mind—”

“I know,” he said. “You’re the bravest lass of nineteen winters I’ve ever met.”

“Twenty!” she protested, but he was smiling.

He leaned in and kissed her.

“I love you, M—” he started.
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Myrin was wrenched back into the world in the midst of chaos. Kalen shoved Umbra away, breaking the kiss, then dealt him a sharp right hook to the face. Umbra screeched incoherently and tumbled to the floor. His body was shifting, his limbs expanding and straining at his robe. His face roiled, half a dozen mouths screaming. The cry was like nothing human, but more like a dragon’s roar.

“Uh!” Myrin cried as she fell to her knees. The heat inside her was so intense—the desire and need that had been his—theirs—in her vision.

Kalen caught her wrists in his hands. He was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him over the roar in her ears and the fire racing through her body. Gods! She had no idea what was happening to her, but she never wanted it to end.

“What happened?” Kalen demanded, shaking her.

Myrin wrapped her hands around Kalen’s face and pressed her body into his. She needed his strong body and weak soul—every inch of it—and she needed it now.

“Helm’s name,” Kalen said, his eyes wide.

“Kalen,” she begged, crushing her breasts into his chest. “Kalen—please!”

But he shoved her to the ground so he could catch an oncoming Dragonblood and throw the man backward. The maneuver got him stabbed him through the leg with one of the eastern blades, but Kalen balled up a fist and sent the attacker to the floor. He pulled the short sword out and, now armed, parried yet another attack.

Myrin clutched herself into a ball, crazily riding the maelstrom of her own ecstasy. The world shook, her body tightened and loosened by turns. Gods!

“Damn and burn!” Rhett stood two paces off, Vindicator blazing in his hands. Somehow, he’d got it back from the Shou guards. “What is wrong with her?”

“Focus on the fighting!” Kalen shouted. “I’ll handle her.”

Myrin realized what he had said—saw Kalen fighting back toward her—and it filled her with fear, replacing the pleasure. “No,” she cried. “No, you can’t!”

Umbra lay at the foot of his throne, dazed—either from the memory she’d drained from him or the punch Kalen had delivered. “Leira, n’maerlyn myl mar’kov,” he murmured in a tongue she did not know. “Maerlyn—”

She had to know what he was saying. She had to have more.

“More,” she said.

She grasped Umbra by his booted heel. The doppelganger sensed her approach and his form swelled and lengthened madly. He seemed older and impossibly weak, as though what she had taken from him had left him depleted. Cracks spread across his white face. He stared up at her with two jet black eyes—like Sithe’s eyes, without pupils—that pleaded with her to leave him be. She saw her face reflected in his eyes, runes blazing on her skin.

Breath whispered between his cracked lips and he smiled peaceably.

“Love,” he said. “See.”

She clasped the sides of his face and Saw.
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She knew herself this time—knew that she was Umbra, staring at his memories of her. He had so many, all of them images so vivid they filled her mind to bursting.

Myrin laughed at him and his heart swelled.

Myrin stared quizzically, unable to understand some jest he’d made.

Myrin swayed, entwined with a dark-skinned half-elf woman, magic burning around them. They saw him watching, and Myrin cast him a smoldering, inviting look.

Myrin smiled, her hair brilliant green, not blue.

Gods, the creature was in love with her—this other Myrin that she barely recognized. She had to fight down the swell of sentiment attached to these memories: love, desire, and not a little fear. What had he to fear?

Myrin strode through a world of shadow, runes covering every inch of her skin.

Myrin fell to her knees, fighting a hurricane of awful necromantic power that tore at her. A wall of fire surrounded her, its flames dancing on the winds.

Myrin, a shock wave of black power rushing from her in every direction.

Myrin, kneeling over him as he lay trembling.

Myrin, reaching tenderly for his face.

Myrin.

But that wasn’t her name. Her name …
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When she woke again, Kalen had a hold on her. Umbra staggered back and fell to his knees. Myrin reached for him, but he flailed away from her.

A few paces distant, Rhett slashed a silvery circle that kept the Dragonbloods at bay. Sithe was there too, her axe singing its awful song as it ripped through the air.

“What took you so long?” Rhett was shouting to the genasi.

“He said not to kill,” Sithe replied. “Killing is faster.”

The Shou woman, Kasi, was standing near the throne, blood gushing from a wound on her upper arm. She had fallen to one knee and was trying to rouse Umbra, who lay unmoving.

Desire rose up in Myrin again. It was not the same as before, when she had floated on the storm-tossed sea of pleasure. Then, she had merely wanted the memories. Now she needed them. She longed for more like water for a parched throat. She needed it as she had needed nothing in her life, as she would never need anything ever again.

“Please!” Myrin struggled against Kalen’s arms. “I need more. Let me have more!”

“We’re leaving,” Kalen said, dragging her back.

“Anything you want!” Myrin said. “I’ll do anything—give you anything!”

Kalen froze, startled. “I—”

That let her get her wand between them. Kalen looked down with a wince just before a blast of thunder sent him tumbling back. Myrin wobbled on her feet and turned, reaching for Umbra. Kasi tried to bar her path, but Myrin sent her flying with a slash of her wand and another blast of thunder. She grasped at the doppelganger. He looked upon her as upon death, yet there was peace on his face.

“The priest,” Umbra said. “The turncloak priest …”

She laid her fingers on his face, expecting more memories. She felt only skin as brittle as dull paper. She pressed harder, desperate for memories. At her touch, he crumbled away to dust.

She stared, horrified. “No,” she said. “No, I—”

She was not sure which upset her more, that she had somehow killed a man, or that she could get no more memories from him. That thought cut her to the bone.

A hand fell on her shoulder and she didn’t bother to fight it off. Kalen slung her over his shoulder and carried her away at a run. She stared back at the human-shaped pile of dust that had been Umbra.

“The turncloak priest,” she murmured.

They ran.
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KALEN CROUCHED ON THE EDGE OF A RUINED BUILDING, HIS cloak rustling in the cold morning breeze. He wiped his brow, exhausted. In the day and night since they’d returned from Blood Island—indeed for a day and night before that—he had not slept.

His spellscar ached, as much from lack of rest as separation from Myrin.

Whatever had happened to Myrin in the audience chamber of the Dragon, she was silent all the way back to the Rat. The wizard had sealed herself in her chamber and would listen to no appeal to open the door. Her silence was a constant source of discouragement to Rhett, who had taken vigil at her door without being asked.

For his part, Kalen understood. He wished he’d been that upset the first time he’d killed a man—if that’s truly what Myrin had done. Who could say for certain what had come to pass when Myrin had taken the memories from Umbra? Had she drained his life as well?

Those were questions for another day. For now, he had to focus on the plague and trust Myrin to find her own answers. He wasn’t sure what this “turncloak priest” would have to tell him, but Umbra had seemed insistent they find him. And the Coin-Spinners were the only priests he knew of in Luskan.

He could see the Clearlight—the old temple of Tymora—down below. To call it a “temple” seemed wrong: it no longer boasted its former statuary and someone had reinforced it considerably in the years he’d been away. The place more resembled a fortress, with high wood walls on all sides and watch fires burning throughout the night. The construction of the temple’s walls and the organization of its defenses were both solid. Just on that basis, Kalen could tell why the Coin Priest commanded such respect in the city. Possibly the “turncloak priest” was one of them, or the Coin Priest himself. If not, perhaps they would be able to help him find the man.

All in all, the lead seemed thin. Kalen might have ignored the whole thing were it not for Rhett. The lad had pushed Vindicator on Kalen. “Take it,” he’d said. “Use it and find this priest. Then get us the Nine Hells out of this city.”

The blade felt entirely too comfortable in his hand. He wondered how badly its hilt burned him even now, but he feared to inspect the wound. No doubt, it would be awful.

Focus.

He’d been looking for a way in for hours, but every wall and watchpost was well covered. They changed guard on a random basis, as though dictated by the toss of dice—which, knowing Tymorans, was likely their method. Watchers were also stationed outside the walls, in the surrounding buildings. It was an easy matter to duck them during surveillance, but it would be much harder when the time came to break in. Even when dawn broke, security did not waver.

All told, he could find no means of entry—none short of killing a good number of men and women with whom he had no quarrel.

The old Kalen—Little Dren—wouldn’t have hesitated.

A twinge in his leg drew Kalen’s attention to his bandaged thigh. Mostly, he couldn’t feel the wound—he had barely felt it even when the Shou blade had dealt it—but it had needed tending. Good thing Cellica had taught him to bind wounds. He had to remember not to rely too heavily on that side.

He found it unsettling, to be a stranger in his own body.

“Hail, Little Dren,” a voice said behind him.

“That was impressive,” Kalen said. “I didn’t hear you until you gained the roof.”

“Aye, then,” said Toytere. “You didn’t think I meant to steal upon you, no? I’d hate to have you think of me that way.”

“You could dress better.”

“I rather doubt it.” The halfling smirked. “How’s the leg, incidentally?”

“How’s the wrist?”

The halfling sneered. “Aye, you be right. I didn’t care.” The halfling stepped up to Kalen’s side and peered out over the compound. “So that’s where you’d go.”

“Aye,” Kalen said. “That’s what the Dragon said: ‘the turncloak priest.’ Do you know any other priests in Luskan?”

Toytere shrugged. “Sithe told me you got old Lord Ever-Be-Wary to see you,” he said. “And also that he be dead.”

“Yes.” Kalen nodded at the Coin-Spinner complex. “Well?”

Toytere squinted at their target. “Not easy, that be the truth. But we can do it.”

Kalen regarded him skeptically. “We?”

Toytere nodded. “Why not? If it gets you gone from me city.”

“That it will.”

“Right then.” He smiled. “Maybe we resolve our business first, no?” He trailed off and chuckled—a sound that involved clicking his filed teeth.

Kalen reached for Vindicator under his cloak. The halfling’s eye twitched repeatedly and his lips seemed wet as though he hungered for a conflict. There was an air about him that spoke of battle—one he sought and one Kalen would gladly give him. He would rather fight a duel in the open than fear a knife in the dark.

“Eh, maybe later.” Toytere coughed.

Whatever was wrong with the halfling, it hadn’t overcome his reason—he knew when he was overmatched. It was a tribute to how confused the halfling must be that he had even considered fighting Shadowbane blade to blade.

“While we just be brooding here for the moment,” the halfling said. “You want me to tell your fortune?”

“Why not?” Kalen said.

The halfling took his hand and stared into it, his eyes glossing over like fogged glass. He hummed a tune under his breath to unlock the Sight. For a moment, he stared right through Kalen. Finally, he shivered. “Ay, this be good.”

“Oh?” Kalen raised an eyebrow.

“You retire a crippled old man outside a town called Shadowdale,” Toytere said, “where you spend your time offering bad advice to younglings and tupping goats. Oh”—Toytere smirked at him—“and you be ugly, but I don’t be needing the Sight for that.”

“Well,” Kalen said. “At least I’m alive.”

The halfling’s smile widened. “True that be.”

The spark of mirth fell away. They stared out at the temple.

“I loved her, you know,” Kalen said. “Like my sister.”

“And she was me sister,” Toytere said. “That don’t change a thing between us.”

He wiped his nose with his sleeve and Kalen caught him nibbling at his wrist. He squinted, trying to make out a bandage, but the halfling scoffed.

“Enough of this,” Toytere said. “We go now.”
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“King’s parley,” Toytere said to the guards at the gate.

The two men—armed with heavy crossbows and swords, gold coins on leather thongs around their necks—looked at one another, then back down at the halfling, then up at Kalen.

“Who’s this?”

“Me bodyguard,” Toytere said.

“And why you need a bodyguard when you come to parley?”

“Oh, I don’t fear the honorable Coin Priest,” the halfling said. “But the streets to this place, they not be so safe, no? These streets be full of cutthroats, it’s said, that sooner cut out your tongue than bid you well met. I can ill parley without a tongue, methinks.”

The men seemed a touch confused by Toytere’s speech, but they caught the drift. “ ’Ware the Lady’s snares,” one of them said as he pushed open the door. “If Tymora favors you—”

“Oh aye,” said Toytere. “I do remember.”

“Snares?” Kalen asked.

They entered a great worship hall cleared of chairs or benches for supplicants. In the center stood an altar shaped like a coin, shadowed by a carved statue of the goddess Tymora. Kalen remembered that the statue’s shadow marked the hour of the day—or night, were the moon bright enough. A dim light flickered across the shadow-dappled hall.

“Watch your step,” Toytere said. “Me Lady Coin, she be fond of her tricks ’n’ traps. She only meets with those Tymora favors—others, well, they don’t make it.”

Somehow, the concept didn’t surprise Kalen—it even seemed familiar, never knowing if death or pain would strike in any heartbeat. He pointed out a tripwire, which they stepped over cautiously. Toytere was smiling like a madman.

“Lady Coin?” Kalen asked. “The Coin Priest is a woman?”

Toytere laughed uproariously at the question, then caught himself and scowled. “So say her face, but faces they do deceive.”

“As do words.”

“It be a good tenday to be a lass in Luskan, it seems,” Toytere said. “Two of five Captains be ladies now. There goes the city, no?”

“Three,” Kalen said, “if that Dragonblood Kasi becomes queen of the Shou.”

Toytere looked at him blankly, then grinned. “Aye,” he said. “I do be forgetting.”

Kalen wondered if he had truly forgotten the Dragonbloods, or if he’d included Kasi in his count and “forgotten” to include Myrin as the head of the Dead Rats. What was his game?

Kalen gestured to a rusty blade hung precariously from the ceiling. “A messy deterrent to unwise guests.”

“Such be luck,” Toytere said. “Perhaps it best you not touch nothing in this place—unless you know the Lady loves you and be watching.”

Kalen knew he’d not die—not until he resolved this mess and got Myrin out of Luskan.

They made their way cautiously across the chamber, avoiding tripwires, wolf irons, and pressure plates at random intervals. When they reached the center, Kalen paused for a moment.

“What?” Toytere said irritably.

“Well, at least some things stay the same.” Kalen pointed upward.

The Clearlight took its name from the multi-colored window in the roof: one of the last surviving sheets of glass in Luskan and one carefully preserved by the folk in the city as a matter of tradition. Kalen was pleased to see the tradition still held. He took in the faint starlight filtering down, and it filled him with as much wonder as it had in his youth. He had seen far greater wonders in Waterdeep and even Westgate, but this sight reminded him that beauty yet persisted even in a place as wretched as Luskan.

Below the window stood the same statue of Tymora from his youth. Someone had actually made efforts to clean the graffiti off and seal the cracks from the years of abuse by the mean-spirited folk of this depraved city.

“Perhaps this Coin Priest of yours truly is reverent,” Kalen said.

“Oh, she’s none of mine.” Toytere pointed. “And look again, no?”

Kalen looked up at the statue’s face, deep in the folds of its cowl. Shadow had hidden it before, but the statue’s face seemed as marred and cracked as ever—rendered unrecognizable by time and spite. If this Coin Priest truly cared for Lady Luck, would she not have fixed the visage of her goddess? Something about that seemed familiar too—as had the tricks and traps—but he couldn’t quite say what.

Gazing at the iconography, Kalen was suddenly uncertain of his initial appraisal of the temple. Perhaps it didn’t represent Tymora at all, but instead Beshaba. “Coin-Spinner” could just as easily refer to the Maid of Misfortune as to her bright-eyed sister, Lady Luck. He wondered if that’s what “turncloak priest” meant.

Toytere murmured a song below his breath. Kalen found that more than a little disturbing—that, and the way Toytere had laughed loudly at the entrance. Again, he wondered what ailed the halfling. Had he been bitten after all, and even now, the Fury grew inside him?

They came at last to the other end of the trapped hall and Toytere directed them to a single door set beside defaced statuary. It was not the main set of double doors, flanked by withered gold curtains, but rather a servant’s door.

“Heh!” Toytere gestured to a large black stain on the floor near the double doors. “That could be us, Little Dren. The doors sprout fangs when you touch them false.”

His huge smile unsettled Kalen more than anything he’d said before. The halfling seemed to long for death and every second without it made his smile all the more manic. Kalen checked Vindicator at his belt. Something about this felt so godsdamned familiar, as well. Almost—

“After you, goodsir,” Toytere said with a bow.

When they entered the Coin Priest’s chambers, it all made sense to him. The traps that could spring at any moment, the defaced feminine statue, the hall bare of ornamentation. He’d known all these things, grown up with them.

And the one common factor that tied them all together was the woman in the loose-fitting white robe, reclining on a black divan in the center of the room.

His hand went to Vindicator’s hilt.

“Kalen,” the Coin Priest said in recognition. “Take them.”

On her word, crossbows clicked and sighted on Kalen and Toytere’s faces. Six of her acolytes stood ready—men and women with cruel faces and no hesitation.

Kalen watched only the woman who issued the commands. She was much older, but he recognized her eyes. One was cold and pale, so like his own. The other was a platinum coin that winked at him in the candlelight.

Toytere eyed the crossbows. “I suppose you two have met, no?”

Priestess and paladin locked eyes across the room. For them, no one else mattered.

“Hail and well met, Kalen,” the Coin Priest said. “Little Brother.”

“Well met, Eden,” he said. “Sister.”
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WELL,” EDEN SAID, GRINNING LIKE A HUNGRY FOX AMONG sleeping chickens. “My goddess must love me, to offer me this delicious reunion.”

“Truly.” Kalen did his best to ignore the crossbows. “You look well, Sister.”

“You’re a godsdamned liar.” Eden grinned. “But you’re sweet to say so.”

His assertion had been true, after a fashion. The Eden before him was not the sickly girl of his memory—poorly crafted and worse tempered. Some of the signs of her youth remained: a leather-and-metal brace on her left leg, a cane set with antlers at its head that leaned against the divan, quick to hand. There was a certain fleshy presence about her Kalen found all too familiar. She had the body of a girl who’d been told she could never be thin or pretty.

“Wait,” Toytere said. “Brother? Sister?”

“For a seer, you’re remarkably blind,” Eden said. “I suppose you hardly realize other folk exist, much less their relations. But I suppose you never met us together.”

“You came back to Luskan,” Kalen said. “After mother—”

“Spare me the reminiscences.” Eden brushed ebony black ringlets back from her weathered, Luskan face. “I should kill you right now.”

“If that is what you will have.” Kalen wondered if he could cut down one of the crossbowmen before they shot him. He could use that man as a shield, get to the next …

“A thousand pardons,” said Toytere, “but we be coming here under a banner of king’s parley, Lady of the Clearlight. Or do that not matter?”

“Oh bother.” Eden’s full lips turned into a pout. “Why, of course that matters. This one is with you? Think carefully, ’ere you answer.”

Kalen realized putting his fate in Toytere’s hands did not relieve him in the slightest, Sight or no Sight. The halfling could have his revenge right now.

“Aye, your ladyship, he is mine,” Toytere said at length. “And I’ll have no violence done against him, all the same to you.”

“It isn’t, but very well.” Eden waved her lackeys back, but they kept their weapons trained on the visitors. She gestured to a full sideboard with liquors of various colors. In Waterdeep, such a selection would be a matter of course in a noble’s sitting room; in Luskan, Eden must have robbed or killed a dozen bootleggers to acquire it. “Wine? Something stronger?”

“No,” Kalen said.

“Suit your own self.” Eden waved and one of her attendants poured her a snifter of brandy. “I’m surprised to see you here. To what do I owe the denied pleasure of your deaths?”

Kalen bit his lip. He should have known Beshaba had been frowning on this whole damned quest: to bring him to this city he hated, to try to rescue a woman who didn’t want to leave, to avoid a boy he could not teach. Now, the only lead he had was the word of a dying madman, which pointed to his sister.

He had no choice. “The plague.”

“The Fury. Quite painful, I hear.” She sipped her brandy. “So what of it?”

Kalen had hoped it would be easier, but he saw Eden would not part with any knowledge readily. “We were told you knew of it,” he said.

“Told by whom?” she asked. “The Dragonbloods, who you attacked this very day? I trust the Old Dragon’s well.”

“Dead,” Kalen said.

“Pity,” Eden said. “He was a worthy opponent. Unlike your little halfling there, who can’t even See a waiting ambush.”

“Ah—” Then Toytere shrugged. “True, it be.”

Kalen crossed his arms. “What are you doing here, Eden?”

“Why, serving the pleasure of the goddess.” Eden gave him a mock toast.

“Which one?” Kalen asked. “Tymora or Beshaba?”

“Neither. Both.” She shrugged. “I feed the hungry and clothe the naked—at the end of a night when fewer starve or freeze than had to, does it truly matter?”

“Yes,” Kalen said.

Eden smiled at him.

Silence stretched, punctuated first by the scrape of glass on wood when Eden set her empty glass on the side table, then by a click-click-click as Eden tapped her fingernail on her eye-coin. The rhythmic sound grated.

“That’s it?” Toytere said. “You’ll tell us nothing?”

The halfling’s tone drew their attention. He was the picture of anxiety; sweat beaded on his forehead and his jaw was clenched tight. He shivered, as though he could barely hold back a far more violent outburst. He recoiled as though chastened.

“The Fury.” Eden took up her cane and rose from the divan. “You’d expect, in the nature of plagues, to see folk hacking and coughing, but no. Rather”—she stepped toward Kalen with an awkward sort of sensuousness, like a wounded cat that yet stalks its prey—“rather, folk become beasts. Moody, aggressive, even mad. Rioting in the streets, brawls and duels … ’tis only after, if victims survive all the fighting, that the sickness eats them from within.”

“Well,” Toytere said. “Thanks, lass, but we knew all that. Now if you’ll excuse—”

“This plague,” Kalen said, his eyes on Eden. “How does it spread?”

He knew the answer already—in his heart—but he needed the words.

“None know,” Eden said. “It could be water, or air, or blood—maybe rats?”

“Bah,” Toytere said, avoiding Kalen’s questioning glance.

“Myself, I believe it simply a part of this city,” Eden said. “The gods’ curse, laid upon ruined Luskan. Here, after all”—she touched Kalen’s chin with her cold, gloved fingers—”who’d notice everyone fighting all the time? You could have it and think you are simply trying to live in the harsh world that is Luskan. At least, until the rages begin.

“A person with the Fury,” she began as she turned to Toytere, who veritably shook. She swayed up to him and gently laid her hand on his head. “He grows impatient, first. Then he shouts or snaps at naught. Then out of the blue he savages you. Like an animal. And then”—she clicked her tongue while reaching for Toytere’s wrist—“dear, dear—that doesn’t look well at all.”

The halfling swatted her hand away. “You shut your rutting mouth!”

“So.” Eden eyed Toytere, as did Kalen, pointedly.

The halfling saw their scrutiny and reined in his emotions. “What I be meaning,” he said. “You be showing some respect, me Lady Coin, for them’s what died a terrible death.”

“Granted,” she said, turning and moving back to Kalen. “I’ve prayed the Lady for a cure for this malady, but none has appeared. The only end I know for the Fury is death.” Toytere clutched at his arm. For the first time, Kalen noticed a soaked bandage under the halfling’s sleeve. He felt cold inside.

“No doubt the Lady will provide,” Eden said, looking back at Toytere. “Her blessing is sharp, like a knife upon a whetstone. It prepares us for the violence to come.”

The halfling lost most of the color from his face. Had Kalen entertained any doubt, he knew now that Toytere had the Fury or at least believed he did. Kalen could believe it as well. The way the halfling had acted before—his outbursts and impatience … all of it fit Eden’s words exactly. Did she speak truly or was she merely trying to frighten them?

Eden gazed at him levelly. “Were I you,” she said, “I would get whatever you came to Luskan to find”—she smiled slightly—“and leave.”

That, Kalen thought, was as wonderful idea.

He turned, but she caught his face between her hands, studying him. “You look well, my handsome brother,” she said. “Aye, that’s the face of the Silverymoon seducer who raped my mother, right enough.”

Kalen wanted to protest, but the words caught in his throat. “Sister—”

“Barely,” she said. “Though I’m glad you’ve kept your face, Kalen.” She pressed her cheek against his. “Shame about the parley, else I’d gladly tear it off for you.”

Kalen shivered.

Eden pushed him away dismissively and wiped her hands. “See them out,” she said to her guards. “Gently, if you will.”

When they were almost to the door, she held up a hand. “Hold,” she said. “Pray, what did Umbra say exactly. The words he used?”

“He spoke of a turncoat priest,” Kalen said. “ ‘The turncloak is the one who knows all.’ I assumed that was you.” He scrutinized her carefully, but she hid her reaction well. She’d always been a far better liar than he. Had this whole visit been a waste of time?

No, Eden had conveyed something of value—a threat. One that awakened him to what had to be done next. He had to get Myrin out of here.

“Farewell Brother,” Eden said. “Get out of my city and don’t return.”

“That,” Kalen said, “I can promise.”
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Eden had very much enjoyed that exchange.

It amused her to witness the confused look on Kalen’s handsome but stupid face. As well, she always enjoyed watching the halfling sweat. She realized why he had come in the first place—to keep her from slipping word of his impending betrayal.

“Oh yes, sweetling,” she murmured. “That game ends soon.”

Her other attendants looked at her quizzically—talking to herself was not something Eden did often. She dismissed them with a look.

After they were gone, she refilled her brandy—made it a double—and chuckled.

Since that first night she’d seen Kalen sneaking into the city, she’d wondered why he’d come back. It all made its own sort of sense, now that she’d seen the answers written across Kalen’s face with her own eye. The girl had called him and he would protect her with his very life if need be. How better to get him out of the city than suggesting that inescapable danger came toward her—a plague he could neither prevent nor cure?

Good-bye, brother, she thought.

“Now,” she said. “If only I could find the Horned One …”

“Sweetling, you’ve but to ask.”

The voice came so suddenly that she lost her balance on the edge of the divan. She caught at the sideboard, missed, and fell haphazardly to the floor. Her twisted leg roared in protest, but the pain vanished into the frenzied beat of her heart.

“Y-you,” she said.

“Me.”

The Horned One was a tanned sun elf, tall and slim of stature, with eyes like burnished gold coins. He dressed head to foot in the garb of a dandy. Bright colors stole her eyes away from the comparative drabness of Luskan. From his brow curled a graceful rack of antlers—a sign of favor from the Lady of Misfortune.

“Interesting that you have that,” he said, gesturing to the platinum coin in her eye socket. “Quite the device. But do you have any power of your own, I wonder?”

“I—I know who you are,” she said.

“So do I,” he replied, his voice smooth as silk.

She could not rise above one knee—his majesty compelled her. He was, after all, the high priest of her faith.

“Chosen of the Lady,” she said, touching the false eye that was her holy symbol.

“Stay a moment—Chosen? Oh nay, nay, that reaches much too far.” He cleared his throat. “Besides, the bowing and scraping would just be tiresome. Rise, lass, or you’ll set me all aflutter.”

He reached down and took her by the shoulders. Though his body did not show it, his arms held great strength and he lifted her to her feet easily.

“There now,” he said. “As to why I’m here, I’ve come before you, unglamored and undisguised, because you wanted to talk. So talk.” When she could not form words, he added: “For instance, you might tell me why you seek me.”

“I wish to know what business of the Lady brings you to Luskan.”

“My own,” he said.

Eden swallowed. It was hard to think in his presence. “Might I aid you somehow?”

“No,” he said. “What you can do is not cross my path. In particular, leave the girl Myrin Darkdance be. The others—feel free to dispose of them as you see fit.”

“The girl?” She had plans for that one, for which her wealthy outlander patron was paying her quite well. “But why, my lord?”

“I know all about your business with her and I know all about your employer,” he said. “You’ll leave her be or unpleasant consequences will follow.”

He was beautiful and he was terrible, but no one threatened Eden of the Clearlight, favored servant of the ladies luck, in her own chambers. A wave of anger rose and washed away her fascination with the Horned One, only to replace it with cold scheming.

“What will you give me, then, to ensure my loyalty?” She reached out and laid her hand on his chest. A moment ago, that had seemed like the height of blasphemy. Now, he was just a man, and she knew how to handle men. Her eyes dipped along his body. “Or perhaps I can give you something?”

His smile radiated cold. “Your mockery of a church is a disappointment to the Lady,” he said. “Count it a blessing I don’t murder you right here and now.”

“Do it, if you wish,” she said. “I like it rough.”

“No doubt.” He drew from his coast sleeve a bound and sealed scroll, one that appeared too big to fit there. “Here is your bribe, Eden One-Eye.”

“A scroll?” Eden sneered. “And here I offer myself to you, Chosen of the Lady.”

He stared at her a long, long moment. She felt, suddenly, the weight of his will arrayed against her—he had attempted some sort of magic. It drained away into her two-faced coin, however, leaving her untouched.

“I had forgotten,” he said, acknowledging the coin. “A clever artifice.”

He glanced down at her braced leg, which chose just that moment to seize up. She cried out in pain and fell back onto her divan. In falling, her brace snapped neatly in two, the metal biting into her flesh.

It hurt—gods how it hurt—and yet she found it exhilarating. She had seen him work no magic and yet somehow, misfortune obeyed his whim. What a blessing!

The Horned One spoke. “I have lived far longer than you, child,” he said. “And in all my centuries, I have loved only one woman. And you are not she.”

Then he was gone, as though he’d never been.

Eden fell prone on her divan, stunned. The Horned One himself, in her private chambers! It didn’t seem real, that such a minor servant of the Lady should be so honored. His presence filled her with a pleasure she could not explain.

Yet, he had offended her grievously—rejecting her and making demands on her. For this, she would have revenge on him, favorite of the Lady or no.

With trembling fingers, Eden opened the scroll and scanned its contents. At first, the dark runes startled her. Then her excitement grew. And grew.

So the Horned One didn’t want her to impede the girl—Eden could cope with that instruction. But gold was gold, and the outlander who wanted her had promised much of that. She simply had to keep her hands clean of the business: time for Toytere to do it all himself. If she’d been right about the Fury inside of him, she knew just how to do it. This scroll would help.

But first—

“Come,” she called.

A secret door opened, admitting her favorite sentry. Compared to the Horned One, he was a mere brute, but at least he was hers. “Me lady?”

“I’ve just had a brush with death and it has left me … unfulfilled.” Eden clapped her hands sharply. “Take off your breeches.”
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WHEN KALEN RETURNED TO THE DROWNED RAT, THE SUN was high. The gang ruffians were mostly there, bragging of conquests that night or keeping a low cloak to hide their failures. Toytere took his leave to take care of one thiefly matter or another. Any other day, Kalen might have considered watching him, but at the moment, he had another goal.

Eden. Manipulative, scheming, dangerous Eden.

Eden, who had let slip no opportunity to frame him for stealing food, to add rotted rats to his stew, or to put live spiders in his bed.

Eden, who had ever hated him for reasons he could not name.

Despite all this, he’d loved her after a fashion—really, he’d had little choice. Their mother had scarcely known his name most of the time.

Kalen had been very young at the point their mother drank and drugged herself to death. Rather than stay to care for a brother she’d never loved, Eden had charmed and slept her way into an adventuring party and turned her back on Luskan. Kalen, then only a lad of six, had fallen in with a harsh crowd, including Toytere with his filed teeth. If he hadn’t met Cellica—Toytere’s compassionate and sensible sister—he might have become just as bad as Eden.

That Eden had returned and now ran the greatest of Luskan’s Five troubled him to no end. The fact that her gang held a semblance of respectability about it made resisting them all the harder. The Eden he’d seen today, with her protestations of reverence in “the Lady,” crossed his earliest memories of her. Perhaps she’d truly changed.

Perhaps.

“Her Majesty said what?” one of the Rats shouted.

Kalen turned his attention to the bar. There, Flick engaged one of the Dead Rats in a battle of will.

“You’re to take these here turnips and things down to Old Shim’s at the dock,” Flick said. “Them youngins is low on food, what with the plague and all.”

“But—but them’s our rations!”

Rations. Kalen’s stomach growled even if he didn’t feel hunger. He welcomed the reminder to eat. Flick had taken charge of the larder—a better quartermaster Kalen had never met outside the Guard.

What caught his attention, however, was what Flick said next.

“Orders of Her Majesty,” Flick said. “You take this food and you share it, understand? And you don’t demand no payment, neither.”

The Dead Rat stared at her as though she’d grown a second and third head. Kalen couldn’t blame him. Generosity? From the gang?

“Now get.” Flick shoved the crate into his arms. “Before I gets me cudgel!”

The man ran, crate bouncing against his chest. Flick gave a contented smile, which evaporated as soon as she saw Kalen watching. “Bah!” she said.

“I’ll be godsburned,” Kalen said. “She really did it.”

Myrin had spoken of taking a stand—of teaching the Rats to do the right thing—but he’d never dreamed she could actually do it. He felt a lightness in his chest, stirred by Myrin’s own perseverance. Was it truly possible?

Then he remembered Eden.

He had to get Myrin out of the city soon.
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Rhett lay slumped against the wall outside Myrin’s door, snoring deeply. He must have been watching her for hours to be so tired.

This Kalen admired. Few men willingly stood guard until they dropped from exhaustion. What would Gedrin Shadowbane, the first of the line, say of this one?

Likely that the boy talked entirely too much.

At his belt, Vindicator felt warm, as though reacting to Rhett’s proximity.

“I’m glad you like him,” Kalen said, both to the sword and the sword’s old wielder.

Myrin sat in the room, surrounded by floating images. Cross-legged, she floated several hands off the bed. She moved images back and forth, mumbling to herself.

“This,” she said. “No, like this. No, I seem younger here …”

She sounded bone-weary, her voice crackling as though she’d had nothing to drink in days. She looked thinner than usual—ragged.

“Myrin,” Kalen said. “Do you—?” No, that wasn’t the right question. Not yet. He would begin gently. “What are you about?”

“Well met, Kalen,” Myrin said. “Just a little world-rending magic. Nothing serious.”

“I see.” He couldn’t tell if that was meant for a jest, but decided not to press. Kalen pointed at the tiny Myrins sculpted of her magic. “And those?”

“Umbra’s memories … and others. I just can’t decide where to place them.”

“Memories?” Kalen asked.

“Oh yes,” she said. “Umbra had many memories of me. We were lovers, I think.”

“Lovers?” At his side, his hand made a fist so tight that blood trickled. When Kalen noticed, he loosened his fingers. “Is that what you saw? Love-making?”

“Yes, or perhaps we were interrupted before we could, I don’t really know,” she said. “But the point is, he knew me over a period of time—he saw me grow and age.”

“Right.” Kalen looked at a plate of hard cheese and black bread left untouched on the bed. “Have you eaten anything today?”

“What a completely irrelevant question,” Myrin said. “The best one is this—look.” She pointed toward a central image: Myrin, blushing, looking darling as ever, her eyes sparkling. Her lips moved, but the images conveyed no sound. “He told me my age—I was twenty in that moment. Twenty! Only”—she frowned—“I don’t know how long ago that was. And I look the same age in all these other memories.”

“But you were twenty,” Kalen said. “For certain?”

“I said it myself, in the memory,” she said, her voice wavering. “It had to have been years ago, however—before whatever happened to Umbra to break him. The Umbra who remembered her—I mean, me—was young. Handsome, or at least not mad. I might be older than I thought.” She gave him a devious smile, one that betrayed a certain madness that came with exhaustion. “Maybe I’m older than you, fancy that?”

It was time. “Myrin, do you want to talk about it?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “It?”

“What happened to Umbra.”

“Oh.” She looked away. “No.”

He thought he smelled wine on her breath. “Have you been drinking?”

“Yes.” A half-empty wine bottle sat on the sideboard.

“And you haven’t eaten?” Kalen frowned. “You need to rest.”

“Pah!” Myrin turned back to her images, looking over them again. “Rest is for those who know themselves,” she said. “I’ve discovered something very important and I’ll not rest until I—damn!” One of the miniature Myrins wavered and faded. “I can’t concentrate to maintain so many images at once. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Listen to your body.” Kalen glanced at his numb hands. “And be glad it speaks.”

“My body tells me less than the memories do.”

“Then I’ll tell you,” Kalen said. “You’re worn out. You need to eat, drink, and rest.”

“No I don’t.” She veritably trembled. “I need to do this! I need—”

“Myrin, you’re allowed to be upset,” Kalen said. “You just killed a man.”

“That’s debatable,” she said. “Whether I killed him, I mean.”

“Myrin.” Kalen took her shoulders in his hands, seizing her attention. “Rest.”

Myrin twisted away. “Did you know you wouldn’t turn to dust when you touched me?”

Kalen shrugged. He hadn’t even thought about it.

“Well.” Myrin broke their linked gaze. “Fine—I’ll drink something. Here.”

She put out her hand and a half-drunk bottle of wine floated to her. She caught it and tipped it over her mouth.

“Easy!” Kalen took the bottle away after she drained two big gulps. “Know your body and its limits.”

“I know my body,” Myrin said. “I just—I want to know me!” Myrin’s images swirled. She had to assert her will to pull them back into order. A vein bulged at her temple. “These memories are who I am, don’t you see? Look at this one … and this!”

She waved two images forward—the blue-gleaming girl she’d been in the alley in Waterdeep, wreathed in flame, and another Myrin, crouching and struggling to hold a magical shield against a necromantic assault.

“I hardly recognize those women,” Myrin said. “I mean, that’s me, but look how powerful I am. Can you imagine, Kalen, if I could unlock that power? How much good I could accomplish!” Her words slurred as she spoke. “Kalen, I feel dizzy.”

Her images vanished. She reeled and might have fallen onto the bed if he hadn’t caught her in his arms. She murmured, and he lowered her to the blankets.

“It hurts, Kalen,” she said. “Why does it hurt so much?”

“Killing should never be easy,” Kalen said.

“That’s just it,” Myrin said. “I didn’t kill him. He … he was carrying something inside him, and … I just wish I could remember!”

“You’re pushing yourself too hard,” Kalen said.

“Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “Perhaps I’m being a fool. This city, Toytere … Gods, you must think I’m a fool.” She sagged back and covered her face with one hand.

“I don’t,” Kalen said. “I don’t understand why you’d trust Toytere, who’d sell you for a few silvers, but neither do I doubt you. You must have a reason.” He thought of Flick instructing food to be sent to the needy. “You’ve made me believe.”

Myrin offered a wan smile. “I have to believe people can change,” she said. “It’s like Rhett said: you cannot expect a man to become better than he is, if you do not trust him. And I have to trust you or …”

“You mean Toytere,” Kalen said.

Myrin furrowed her brow. “What?”

“When you say ‘you,’ you mean Toytere.”

Myrin gave him a faraway look. “I’ve—I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

“You need rest.” He pulled the light blanket over her.

“Aye, that might help.” She put out her hands. “My grimoire, please.”

Kalen noted her spellbook, bound in leather dyed bright pink. He smiled at her resolve, even if he was not about to give her that book. “You need rest, not spells.”

“Ooh!” She stuck out her tongue. “Just a little reading before sleepies.” She clasped her forehead. “Gods, did I really just say that? Out loud?”

“Friends do not let friends weave world-destroying magic from their cups.”

“Heh!” Myrin hiccupped loudly. She covered her mouth. “Sorry.”

Kalen stood but Myrin caught his wrist. Power tingled in her fingers. Even he, with his layers of dead flesh, could feel the warmth of her touch.

“Is that what we are, Kalen?” she asked. “Friends?”

“What else?” Kalen pulled the blankets up to her chin.

“Well …” Myrin pursed her lips. “Do friends lie next to friends who’ve had too much to drink while they go to sleep? And hold them very tightly?”

He stared at her a long, long moment, fighting to find the right words.

Finally, he brushed an errant blue hair out of her eyes. “No,” he said.

“No?” She gazed at him, saddened. “Are you sure?”

He sat beside her and put out his arm. “They do, however, sit next to friends who’ve had too much to drink. Just until they fall asleep.”

“Oh.” Myrin smiled wanly. “Well then, some of that, if you will.”

She settled into the crook of his arm, her head resting comfortably on his stomach. He couldn’t feel her exactly—not physically—but his spellscar eased as though content, making him more comfortable. She radiated a warmth and ease that made him sleepy as time passed. His worries about Toytere, Eden, and this wretched city drifted, seeming to lose importance as he listened to her steady breathing. He trailed his fingers along her back. She murmured something, then snuggled into him and relaxed further.

From the dimming light through the cracks in the wall, Kalen realized some time had passed. The Luskan day wore on, a morass of chaos around their moment of peace. He had things to do and he couldn’t sit here with Myrin all day—even if he wanted to.

He thought she’d fallen asleep, but when he shifted, Myrin’s lips parted. “I know what happened,” she said. “To Umbra, I mean.”

Kalen nodded. “What?”

“I didn’t kill him. At least, I don’t think I did,” she said. “He died long ago, but the thing inside him—a piece of me, left for me to find—preserved him. But that piece is like a treasure chest I don’t remember how to open. I just don’t.”

“A piece of you?” Kalen asked. “Who left it? Do you know?”

“I think—” Her voice was heavy with sleep. “I think I did.”

Her breathing fell into regular rhythms.

He thought about what Myrin had said—about what she had told him and what she had almost told him. He thought about trust and being a better person.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a moment.

He slid aside to let her lie alone on the bed, took a pair of manacles from his belt and bound her wrists behind her back.
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By day, the Whetstone seemed almost habitable, without the jangling noise and smoky darkness that filled it by night. It made a much worse meeting place at such times, but Eden’s hint to meet here had been clear.

“If possible—and I’m by no means allowing that it is,” Eden said from across the smoke-tainted table. “You look worse than last we met.”

Toytere certainly felt awful. He itched all over, particularly in his arm. He hadn’t slept well in days, thanks to awful dreams of stalking the streets, constantly thirsting for violence. Still, he would remain in control, however much he wanted to rage and strike at someone. And, oh gods, how he wanted to leap across the table and tear out Eden’s throat with his teeth.

“You be speaking your piece,” he said shakily, “or this meeting be done.”

“Indeed.” Eden smirked unprettily. “But about Kalen—you seemed surprised.”

“You knew Little Dren was in the city,” Toytere said. “Yet you didn’t be mentioning your familial tie. ’Tis a dangerous game you be playing.”

“Not as dangerous as you’d think,” Eden said. “You’ll reconsider our bargain?”

“That seems unlikely.” Toytere scoffed. “I told you, deal’s off—”

“My dear halfling,” Eden said. “You’re not seeing the full picture.”

She drew from her robe a yellow-stained scroll.

“What be that?” Toytere asked.

“Something that came into my possession only this night,” she said. “A cure.” Toytere’s mouth dropped open. “But—”

“You have the Fury, halfling,” she said. “Your resolve is remarkable, but the disease is greater than you. You have a day, perhaps another, but soon you’ll go mad and perish. Unless—” She tapped the scroll on the table. “Well?”

Toytere felt like a rat caught in a snare.

“One day, you’ll see yourself the way I see you,” Myrin had said.

His wrist ached something fierce. He felt boiling anger inside.

“What must I do?” he asked.

Eden smiled. “Only that which you wish to do,” she said. “Kill Kalen Dren. But first—let me show you what this scroll offers.”
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SCORCHING DAYLIGHT DIMS AND TWILIGHT FALLS.


Time to feast.
A male one crushes a female one against the wall of an alley.
They grunt and cry out—hungry for one another.
We hunger for them, too.
Then comes the call—a keening, screeching, rending snarl that rips through us. We cry out, we scream. The other—Murmur—it surges forth. We fight it. We wrestle it back with talon and stinger and mandible.
“What the Hells?” says the male one.
The female one screams.
We surge forward, but the call comes again—bidding us come. We will.
But first.
We coalesce. We become.
The two ones are trapped.
We feed.
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“I don’t know about this,” Rhett said for the tenth time.

Kalen shrugged and kept on.

Myrin snored where he’d slung her over his shoulder.

Night had fallen as they set out and the rats of Luskan had come out of their holes. Cloaks over their faces, Kalen and Rhett became just another pair of kidnappers. None blocked their path through the city.

Getting past the wall was easy enough. A jar of alchemist’s fire tossed to the north had drawn most of the Guards’ attention and they’d stolen past amidst the distraction. Kalen had knocked only one man senseless. Now they were half a league from the city.

“I have a poor feeling about this, saer,” Rhett said.

“Just stay quiet,” Kalen said. “We’ll find some horses—wait.”

Glittering steel appeared in the dark, followed by shields bearing the image of a moon reflected in water—the sigil of Waterdeep. “Hold!” a man cried.

The shields formed a ring around the two men, pressing them back-to-back. Myrin nudged into Rhett and she murmured. “Mmm, that’s it. Right there.”

Kalen turned to Rhett. “Draw steel,” he said, bracing to run.

“Belay that,” came an all-too-familiar voice.

The ring of shields parted for a lithe woman in plate armor and a black cloak. She drew off her helmet, letting flow a cascade of black hair. She was pretty enough that a man might hesitate to take her seriously. Once he witnessed her cold temperance and efficiency, however, he’d never make that mistake again.

“Valabrar Hondyl!” Rhett rapped Vindicator’s pommel in salute, then bowed.

Kalen remained standing. “Araezra,” he said.

“Kalen.” Araezra “Rayse” Hondyl wore a weary expression. “I guess it was only a matter of time, wasn’t it?”

“Stand aside, Araezra,” Kalen said. “Let me take her out of here—to Waterdeep or at least Neverwinter. Arrest me then.”

“Like Hells.” Rayse shook her head. “I’ve taken a beating in the Guard for aiding you before, Kalen. You think I picked this cursed quarantine duty myself?”

“You’re not taking me in,” Kalen said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Don’t worry,” Rayse said. “You won’t.”

At her wave, crossbows rose and fingers tensed on triggers.

“Wait!” Rhett said, raising his hand. “There’s another way.”

Rayse looked over at him, her face carefully calm in the face of imminent bloodshed. “You,” she said. “You’re that noble lad—Hawkwinter, is it?”

“Aye, Lady—er, Sir!” Rhett inclined his head. “Trusty Rhetegast Hawkwinter—until my discharge, that is.”

“What are you doing?” Kalen asked, but Rayse put up a hand to stay him.

“Speak then,” she said wearily. “I’d surely like to stain this ground with as little blood as possible. Gods know Luskan’s red enough as it is.”

“The plague,” Rhett said. “We can stop it.”

“What do I care about the plague?” Rayse said. “I’m here to keep the quarantine until it goes away on its own.”

“And a good job you’ve done,” Rhett said. “What if one of us carries it?”

That got the guards to fall back a pace, murmuring among themselves.

“We’ll make sure it doesn’t escape the city,” Rhett said. “We’ll stop it here, before it endangers all of Faerûn.”

Rayse and Kalen looked at one another. “How’s that?” the Valabrar asked.

“Boy,” Kalen warned.

Rhett bowled over his protests. “Give us a fortnight and we’ll cleanse Luskan of the plague, and we can all go home.”

“A fortnight,” Rayse said, her expression dubious. “Our scouts say everyone in Luskan will be dead of hunger by then.”

“Then we’d best hurry, eh?”

Rayse stared at him, then at Kalen. “Your squire makes a fine offer,” she said. “Is this acceptable to you?”

“He’s not my squire,” Kalen said. “And yes, unless I’ve another choice.”

“You don’t.” Rayse nodded to her men, who parted to allow Kalen and Rhett to head back toward the city’s walls.

Rhett saluted and turned to Kalen. “I’ll carry Her Majesty back, if you like.”

“Kalen,” Rayse said. “Do I even want to ask why you’re carrying a drunken lass over your shoulder? Wait, is that Myrin?”

“Mmm, not the darkness,” Myrin murmured. “Don’t cast it there”

Kalen rebuffed Rhett, hefting the woman toward Rayse instead. “Will you take her away from here?”

But Rayse was already backing away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “She might have the plague, for all I know. You all might.”

“We don’t,” Kalen said.

“So you say,” Rayse said. “I should have had you feathered on sight. I could be stripped of my rank just for talking to you.”

“This is important, Rayse,” Kalen said. “Please.”

“I can’t,” she said.

Kalen nodded, only then handed the mostly unconscious woman to Rhett, who grunted as he took her dead weight.

Rayse was looking at him appreciatively. “Fine upstanding lad, turned criminal by just a glance at the legendary Shadowbane. And now he carries your sword. Typical.” She paused, thinking. “I seem to remember another boy you turned to your dastardly ways.”

Kalen winced as though she’d struck him and Rayse’s face turned apologetic.

Rhett, standing a little apart, cocked his head to listen.

“I’m sorry, Kalen—I didn’t think …” Rayse put a hand on his shoulder. “You should know, what happened to Vaelis was not your fault.”

Kalen didn’t want to think about that. He was bone weary and hungry as well. “Farewell, Rayse,” he said. “If we see each other again, I promise I’ll surrender.”

They turned and walked back toward Luskan, the Guard nervously shadowing their path to make sure they attempted no flight.

Behind them, Rayse sighed. “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep.”
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“Ay,” Myrin slurred when they arrived at the Drowned Rat. “I can walk my own self.”

Kalen gave Rhett a warning look, but the lad set her down regardless. “Wouldn’t be proper,” she said with a smile, “returning to my castle not on my own two feet.”

She almost fell—would have, had Kalen not caught her. They fumbled in one another’s arms and Kalen smelled the wine still thick on her breath.

“I’m really quite angry at you, you know,” she said to Kalen. “You and your tight little hindquarters.” She looked down under his arm. “Mm-hmm. Yes.”

Rhett took Myrin’s arm. “We should get her back into bed,” he said.

“My head hurts,” Myrin said. “Just thought I’d inform you.”

Kalen pushed through the door to the tavern, then stopped dead a few paces into the common room. Every Dead Rat in the gang was gathered and all eyes turned toward them.

“Oh,” Myrin said with a drunken smile. “Well met, everyone!”

Toytere stood in the center of the chamber, his thumbs hooked in his belt. When he saw them, his face turned pale. “I”—he said—“I didn’t reckon you be coming back.”

Kalen understood immediately. “Toytere, what have you done?”

Rhett felt it too. He drew Vindicator. “What’s going on?”

“Aye!” Myrin broke away from Rhett and stumbled toward Toytere. Kalen ran forward and caught her. “What’s going on, Toy?”

He took a hesitant step toward her, half-raising his hand, then stopped and shook his head. “I want you to be knowing, me dear lady,” he said. “I never did want this thing.” He nodded to Sithe. “Get the girl.”

Kalen shouted a word of warning, but it was too late. The genasi surged across the floor and swept her axe at Rhett. Vindicator caught the blow, but Rhett staggered away. Sithe turned toward Myrin, her axe high.

Betrayed.

“Myrin—” Kalen reached for his daggers, but something hard struck him in the gut. He fell to his knees, his strength instantly gone. He looked from the point of a rapier blade protruding through his side to the halfling who had stabbed him.

“You be bringing this on your own self,” said a seething Toytere in Kalen’s ear.

Toytere lunged at him with a hiss, knocking him to the floor. The halfling clambered atop his chest, a broad dagger in either fist. They looked more like meat carving knives than weapons of war.

Kalen struggled, but Toytere slashed a knife across his left hand, stilling it. The halfling slammed the pommel of one of his knives into Kalen’s face in a shower of white sparks. Toytere struck him again and again, pounding the sense from his head, roaring with every blow. He cried out for his sister, cried out for vengeance, and finally just cried out with no words at all.

Dimly, in the depths of a shrinking world, Kalen heard Myrin calling his name. He couldn’t get to her. He couldn’t even move.

Toytere heard it too and her voice seemed to shake him from his rage. “There be no escape for you, me good son,” he said. “You hark? That be your friends dying—except Myrin. That girl be bought and paid for. I be but the means.”

Kalen had failed her—failed them all.

“I be deciding which ear to be taking first,” Toytere said. “The left?” He stabbed one knife to the left of Kalen’s head. “Or the right?” He stabbed the other down, closing Kalen’s head between rusty steel.

“Mebbe the nose,” Toytere said, pulling out a third, even bigger knife. “Or mebbe we let fate do the deciding, no?” He grinned wickedly. “Then I’ll feed. Yes … feed.”

And he tossed the blade into the air over Kalen’s face, letting it spin end over end.
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MYRIN WAS DRUNK. SHE COULDN’T THINK CLEARLY, NOR could she move with anything like coordination. When Toytere spoke, she almost laughed. When Sithe lunged across the chamber and sent Rhett flying, then turned to her, she saw it as a hazy dream. When Toytere leaped on Kalen, awareness shocked through her and she came to her senses.

Everything seemed to happen at once.

Myrin drew her wand—her hand seemed to move so slowly—but Sithe was there, her axe sweeping down. Somehow, she’d known the genasi was coming and snapped the words of her shielding spell. The black axe clanged off the shield.

“No point to fighting,” Sithe said. “Yield.”

“No,” Myrin replied. “I don’t think I will.” Her wand cracked and thunder surged forth.

The genasi sailed through the air, borne on a trail of darkness, to land on her feet five paces distant. She staggered, knocked partially off balance. She seemed genuinely surprised—and pleased. “You are not as weak as he thinks you are,” she said. “I will enjoy—”

Rhett slashed Vindicator at her from behind, but Sithe flowed out of the way and lunged at Myrin. The bolt of force Myrin had meant for Toytere turned on Sithe instead, but the dark warrior batted it aside with her axe. She pointed to Myrin and black chains sprung into being around the wizard, but they evaporated in the searing radiance of Vindicator.

Rhett stood on the other side of Sithe, his sword leveled in her direction. “Fight me, demon!” Silver light flowed from Vindicator and encircled the genasi like a halo.

“Demon?” Sithe touched the light and it flowed around her fingers, dissolving into her darkness. “I should have killed you before, boy, when first you proved the fool.”

Rhett lunged at Sithe, but he had to duck aside as a hurled dagger clanged off his breastplate. Myrin had forgotten all about the gathered Dead Rats, but now they stalked forward: an army of cruel faces and rusty blades. Rhett turned to face them, one man against twenty. They swarmed him, cutting and stabbing, and he vanished into the crowd. Without his attention, Vindicator’s halo around Sithe faded.

Wizard and genasi faced one another, alone and with no protectors.

“We only want you, Myrin Darkdance,” Sithe said. “You’re killing the others.”

Myrin spun her wand in a tight circle, conjuring a ball of fire in her open hand. This she hurled in Sithe’s direction, but the genasi dodged aside.

“You can end this at a word,” Sithe said. “Is your pride worth both their lives?”

Myrin spread her wand in an arc, stretching the fire after the fast-moving genasi. In a heartbeat, a wall of searing flame cut the battlefield in two. The Dead Rats stood on one side, quite removed from the fight. Sithe seemed a silhouette carved in sharp lines of darkness. Then she vanished in a burst of darkness.

Myrin felt a shocking warmth on her skin and glanced down at her left forearm. A new rune had appeared there—a new spell she had seen in Umbra’s visions. To her arcanist’s eye, it looked like a wall of fire.

Myrin looked up from this wonder and cast about for the genasi, but she might as well have ceased to exist. She cast about for—“Kalen!”

The halfling was perched over Kalen, striking him over and over again like an animal savaging its prey. Blood flew along with curses and roars of rage.

Had she been wrong, to think he could be better than he was? Could anyone?

Myrin summoned a bolt of force, picturing the halfling’s head as its target. She didn’t want to kill him—had never wanted to kill anyone—but to protect Kalen, she would.

The air at her back shivered, displacing around something that was suddenly there. Myrin threw herself forward and whirled, the way she had seen Kalen do a thousand times. Sithe’s axe passed within a hair’s breadth of her face. As she dodged, she swung her wand under her arm and cast blindly. Magic exploded into flesh. With a curse, the genasi staggered back. Sithe clutched at her stomach and a trickle of black blood came from her mouth.

Myrin couldn’t believe she had dodged or that she had actually struck Sithe. From her uncomprehending wince, the genasi couldn’t believe it either.

“Enough.” Sithe indicated her with a black finger and Myrin felt the full weight of her fury fall on her. “Lady of Sorrow,” she prayed, “guide my hand against your foe.”

The genasi charged.

Myrin slashed her wand at Sithe, spinning a scythe of fire, but the genasi ran right at the magic. It struck full force but vanished into the genasi as though she were made of nothing. So startled was Myrin by this that she barely remembered to dodge Sithe’s strike, and caught the butt of the axe dead center in her chest. She fell to the floor, gasping for breath.

Sithe stood over her, her eyes blazing. She was done with words now—she offered only death. She was no longer a woman, but wholly a demon.

Blearily, Myrin crawled backward. She coughed and blood spattered the ground.

“Kalen!” she screamed.
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The knife reached its zenith and spun back down.

Startled by Myrin’s cry, Toytere shot out a hand and caught the blade within a thumb’s breadth of Kalen’s face. Kalen gazed up, panting and gasping.

“Gods,” the halfling said. He was looking back at the battle illumined by a ring of flame. Sithe stalked toward Myrin, her axe raised high. The darkness enveloped the genasi like a lover—it flowed from her like sweat. “Gods, I didn’t be think—”

“Look,” Kalen croaked. “Look what you’ve unleashed.”

When the halfling turned back to him, revulsion filled his face. “You,” he said. “You killed Cellica. You’ve ruined me—ruined everything! Feed …”

“Let me up,” Kalen said. “Let me save her.”

Toytere laughed in his face, his shark’s teeth clacking madly. “You? You can barely stand! What can you do?”

“Save her,” Kalen said. “Let me—”

The halfling looked at him, horror filling his face. The murderous haze in his eyes lifted, replaced by an understanding of the nightmare he had brought on them all.

“I’m sorry,” the halfling whispered.

Without further words, he leaped from Kalen and dashed across the room toward Myrin and Sithe. His broad knife flashed and sank through Sithe’s darkness into her leg.

Any mortal woman would have fallen or at least cried out in pain. The dark one stared down at the interfering halfling in mild surprise.

“Kill me instead!” Toytere cried, his voice almost lost in the animal within. “Kill—!”

She brought the axe around and buried it in Toytere’s chest. The halfling gagged. Sithe wrenched the blade free in a rain of blood, then calmly raised it over Myrin.

Myrin screamed—for Toy or for herself, Kalen couldn’t say.

None of this made any sense. Kalen didn’t know what was going on, but he saw Myrin in danger and he had to move. Yet he simply could not. He was so tired.

He heard a faint melody—a haunting siren’s song—leading him back from darkness. At first, he thought it Toytere, but the halfling was thrashing his way into death not five paces distant. Who …?

Strength flowed into Kalen and he could move again. It hurt, but he ignored the pain. Myrin needed him. Weaponless, spitting blood, he forced himself to his feet.

He lunged and raised his hand to stop the deadly blow even as it fell.

Sithe’s axe struck his arm. He expected searing pain as it cleaved his limb in two. Instead, the axe met resistance—a gray radiance that surrounded his forearm like a vambrace. The genasi looked as shocked as he felt.

Kalen had not won a thousand fights in a thousand stinking alleys by hesitating. He brought his other fist around with all his strength into Sithe’s face. The warrior staggered back, her deadly axe falling wide.

Instantly, he fell to the floor, groping for Myrin. “Gods,” he said. “Are you—?”

Myrin’s eyes glowed blue in the depths of her blood-smeared face. Toytere’s blood, he realized. Gods …

She looked up, past his shoulder, and he realized Sithe stood over them once again. “Destroyers destroy, Kalen Dren,” the genasi said.

Kalen had no strength left. He tried to put as much of himself as possible between that brutal axe and Myrin, hoping to buy her a heartbeat to escape.

Myrin, as it happened, had other plans.

“Give it to me!” From under Kalen, she grasped Sithe’s leg. Runes raced up her arms as she drew the genasi’s power into herself. “Give me your darkness! Give it all!”

Sithe’s mouth opened, but she could not speak. She fell to one knee, weakened by Myrin’s spellscar, and the wizard easily pulled her to floor and clambered atop her.

“This isn’t your fate,” Myrin said to the exhausted genasi. “You can change. You can—” The air sucked in and Myrin vanished as though she’d never existed.

Kalen’s heart stopped for two whole beats before he realized what had happened: Myrin had taken whatever power Sithe used to vanish and reappear.

Sithe lay unmoving, seemingly stunned. Kalen breathed again.

“Little Dren …”

Two paces distant, Toytere wheezed. The halfling lay in a spreading pool of blood, torn and broken. His face had elongated—his beard growing thicker. It was the infamous wererat blood he bore—that all leaders of the Dead Rats carried. His right arm, where before Kalen had seen a bandage, sprouted thick crystalline patches.

The Fury.

Now Kalen understood. Toytere had nearly lost himself in the depths of the plague, but he’d fought free. He’d saved Myrin, simply by demanding Sithe cut him down instead.

“Did I—” Toytere said, his eyes rolling. “Little Dren … did I do it?”

Kalen nodded.

“Fancy,” Toytere whispered. “Thief like me, passing up that much coin. Must be something the matter with me, no?”

“Who was it?” Kalen asked. “Who hunts her?”

“Eden.” Toytere shook his head. “But someone hired her. Don’t know who.”

“Of course.” Kalen had suspected as much. “What you did was very brave, Toytere—worthy of Cellica.”

“Pah,” the halfling said. “Me sister would have brained me as soon as let me consider it. But then, she be better than both of us, no?”

Kalen smiled weakly.

“Lady Darkdance?” Toytere said. “Where be she?”

“She’ll be back.” Even as he said it, Kalen felt the hint of fear clinging to his fingers—like a phantom sensation he wanted to ignore but could not.

If Myrin had taken Sithe’s power, shouldn’t she have returned by now?

“Hold, Toytere,” Kalen said. “Don’t expire just yet.”

“Easy to say for a body that don’t feel pain or fear.”

Kalen’s anxiety belied those words, however. Where was Myrin?

As if prompted by that thought, the wall of fire collapsed. On the other side, Vindicator burned a swath through the Dead Rats. Rhett, lathered in sweat, fought in a shrinking circle of the thieves. Distracted, they turned their attention to the middle of the room. The fighting died away.

Seeing Toytere in a pool of his own blood silenced the Rats. Seeing Kalen so grievously wounded brought Rhett running. He reached for Kalen, but the man waved him away. “Help Toytere,” he said. “He needs it more than I.”

Kalen looked to Sithe, who lay motionless on the floor. “Where is she?”

The genasi was staring blankly at the ceiling, but he saw her chest rising and falling regularly. “She is lost,” Sithe said.

“Lost where?” Kalen asked. “Bring her back.”

“The void.” Sithe shook her head. Tears leaked from her eyes. “I—”

Kalen grasped Sithe’s wrists. “Send me there,” he said. “I’ll bring her back.”

The genasi looked to him, as though noticing him for the first time. “You cannot.”

“Do it.” Kalen pulled Toytere’s jagged carving knife from Sithe’s leg and put it to her throat. “Or I’ll send you there myself.”

Sithe searched his face for a moment, then nodded. Silently, she pressed her hand to his chest. At first, he felt only a niggling tingle all along his skin. Then the world drew in upon itself and blackness fell.

Nothing.
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IN THE VOID, THERE WAS NOTHING.

No light.

No sound.

Nothing.

It was exactly as his mantra said.

“A darkness where there is only me,” he said, but his words vanished without reaching his ears. He repeated them in his head, just to assure himself he existed.

This was, he realized, the end result of his sickness. One day, he would feel nothing—would know nothing.

Madness closed in around him in the sucking dark. He could not feel his heart racing, but he imagined it. He saw himself breaking into countless figments and dispersing into the endless abyss. Never existing—never being.

The anger, he thought. The anger was still there. He grasped it and clung to it. His rage gave him form and sense.

He searched for Myrin. She had to be here somewhere, he thought—she had taken Sithe’s power, but she couldn’t control it. He remembered well when she had absorbed the slaying spells of a wizard far her superior—how the spell had gone wild and nearly slain him and countless bystanders.

Just like that, as though thinking of her brought them closer, Kalen sensed her. Blue fire filled the void, reaching out from him like tendrils toward something—someone. Someone alone, afraid, and despairing of a way out.

Myrin, he thought to her.

Kalen? Oh gods, not you, too!

The full force of her panic fell upon him, rending his wits such that he almost lost himself in the emptiness. He kept together only by focusing on two things: his anger and his goal. Her.

He visualized himself holding her, enfolding her in his numb, scarred arms. In some part of reality he understood only dimly, he was holding her. Blue fire wrapped around them. Her presence seemed to calm—albeit slightly.

You have to take us home, Myrin, he conveyed. You have to do it now.

I can’t! she replied, refusing to meet his gaze. His vision broke up. I don’t know how. You shouldn’t have come—now you’re trapped, too.

I came to Luskan to save you. Kalen imagined himself brushing a lock of hair out of her eyes. Do you really think I’d leave you in darkness?

Myrin’s heart hammered. But we’re trapped—

I suppose we could stay here. At least the smell is less.

He felt a relaxation of tension, but worry remained. I don’t know if I can do this.

I do, he said. If you wish it, we will go back.

Do you wish it, Kalen? she asked. You seemed so upset before. Do you—do you even want me back?

He clutched her tighter. Of course I do.

Very well, Myrin said. Here we—
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They came back into the world in a rush, and all of existence bore down upon them in such an unstoppable flood of sensation that Kalen staggered. The otherwise bare chamber was suddenly filled with a teeming swarm of creatures smaller than fleas, flowing all over each other. Heaps of slithering vermin were held together only loosely by a mutual desire for survival. The floorboards, the scant furnishings, the air itself—all were horribly, feverishly alive in infinite minutiae.

The overwhelming being of that moment was enough to shatter Kalen’s mind. Heartbeats sounded like thunder in his ears. Myrin lay enfolded in his arms, her body curled against him. They gazed into one another’s eyes, at once comforting and taking comfort, seeing each other with a clarity neither had ever known. Kalen wanted nothing more than to lie here with her, and let the world fall apart around them.

A cry arose, breaking the moment. Kalen saw that the common hall had become a frenzied mass of people. Dead Rats argued in panic and rage.

Rhett stood among the crowd, his sword ready. “Saer Shadowbane!” he called.

As though his voice woke her, Myrin stirred and sat up. “We did it,” she said. “We—” Then tears brimmed in her eyes. “Gods. Toy—is he …?”

Kalen brushed the blood from Toytere’s beating out of his eyes. A few paces distant, Sithe stood over the fallen halfling and a spreading puddle of blood.

“Get away from him!” Myrin cried, leveling her wand at the genasi.

Kalen restrained her. “It was mercy, not anger,” he said. “He’s dying.”

Sure enough, at Sithe’s feet, Toytere’s body shuddered. He loosed a whine like that of a rat caught in a trap. Rhett had tended him, Kalen saw, but the wound was too great—that, or the plague would not permit him to escape.

Long past the point of coherence, Toytere squealed and roared in pain. His hands grasped at his midsection and his limbs stretched painfully.

“Why haven’t you ended it?” Kalen indicated Sithe’s axe.

“It is for her to do,” Sithe said. “He betrayed her, his life is hers.”

“You also betrayed us,” Kalen said.

“And my life is also hers,” Sithe said. “But she should decide sooner for him.”

Myrin sat at Toytere’s side and took his hand. The halfling’s bloody eyes turned to her and his lips formed her name. “Myrin?”

“Yes,” she said. “Toy, you’re dying.”

“Hrk!” A cough wracked the halfling’s body. “Die … die a man?”

“A man,” Myrin said, clasping his hand hard. “The man you should be.”

Toytere gave her a bloody smile. “Aye, that’s all I wan—” His body jerked taut and his eyes glazed over. A sound emerged from his bloody lips—a low, buzzing hum.

“What’s happening?” Rhett asked.

“Prophecy. He—” The halfling clenched Myrin’s hand hard, cutting off her words.

“Too late,” the gang leader said, in a voice suddenly distant. “Dren will fall to the dark.”

“What?” Kalen asked, eyes fixed on Toytere.

Myrin was staring at the halfling, the blood beating in the hollow of her throat.

“Darkness will take you, Champion of Ruin, fight as you will,” Toytere said in that odd drone. “All that you love will sift as ash through your fingers. It is too late!”

Kalen pushed Myrin wide of Toytere’s grasp and caught the halfling’s collar. “What do you mean? What are you saying?”

The halfling eyes blinked out of the Sight. “Little Dren,” he said. “Gods, I See it. I’ve got to warn—”

Then his eyes widened past the red surrounding the whites. He loosed a savage snarl and lunged at Kalen, who kept from being bitten by wincing back. He held the halfling down with a foot on his chest.

The crowded Rats parted and Myrin approached. “What is—oh gods, Toy!”

“Stay back,” Kalen said. “He isn’t Toytere anymore—that man’s dead.” He turned to Rhett, who backed away, taking Vindicator with him. Instead, Kalen seized Sithe’s axe and raised it over his head. “Turn away.”

Myrin stared at him, eyes wide. “No.”

“I said—”

“I heard what you said.” Myrin straightened her shoulders. “And I’m not turning aside, Kalen. If this is what you are, so be it.”

He hesitated, his blade held high. Beneath his foot, the raging beast that had been Toytere uttered a fitful cry and grasped at its midsection. A huge mass was creeping up, like a boil growing before their eyes. The halfling whimpered in pain and fury. The huge pustule rising from the halfling’s chest continued to grow and squirm.

The ring of Dead Rats expanded, giving the thing more space. Toytere’s body jerked and squirmed, sending blood flailing. Finally, it burst open, spilling forth a quivering horde of half formed insects—locusts, bees, beetles, and gods knew what else.

Kalen brought the axe down and Toytere stopped dead.

The steel on wood rang throughout the hall, followed by the utter silence of three dozen men and women looking to Kalen and his burning steel. The axe flared, burning the twitching vermin. They went up like pinecones in a chorus of sickly pops.

One voice rose from the back of the horde. “Shadowbane!” it cried. “King Shadowbane!”

“King Shadowbane!” another voice answered. “King of the Rats!”

Myrin stared at him, her gaze dark—disappointed. She drew away, turned to confer with Rhett. Kalen watched her go and felt a part of his heart draining away.

“King Shadowbane!” the Rats cried, and “Kalen of the Rats!” and “Shadowbane!”

Kalen nodded grimly.
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Eden leaned back from her scrying pool, letting the image waver and die, and tapped her fingers together. What an unlikely series of events—one that she would need to plan around.

Seeing the fate that had befallen Toytere when he tried to move against Kalen and Myrin dissuaded her, even considering the kingly sum offered for the lass’s capture. Still, it was the principle of the thing. Offended pride such as hers was worth the ransom of kingdoms, not mere kings.

The Horned One had told her to stop, so Eden meant to press forward.

Why would the Horned One, favorite of the Lady, be so adamant Eden not touch this Myrin Darkdance? What power did the girl hold—and how could Eden possess it? How could she use Myrin against the Horned One himself?

It would have worked, and she would have had Myrin, had not a certain halfling decided to kill himself out of misguided nobility.

“Bane’s black balls,” Eden murmured. “You can’t trust anyone these days.”

Well, she’d just have to deal with Kalen’s standing in the way of her next move. And if he met a horrible death in the process, all the better.

She thought of the scroll the Horned One had given her. Yes.

A knock at the door announced the arrival of her advisors—two men, one tall and fat, the other short and precipitously lean, both ugly and odious. She’d never bothered trying to learn their names. The short one spoke.

“Me lady, beloved of Mistress Fortune,” he said. “You summoned us?”

“Yes, yes,” Eden said. “I’ve called you to say that a miracle has come to pass. The Lady provides protection from the Fury.”

The men looked stunned. “Me lady, that’s a blessing for true!” said the short one. “We—we must tell everyone! Immediately! Bring adherents flocking to our—to the Lady’s banner! All will be drawn to this cure!”

“Cure?” Eden let a smile steal across her features. “Ha. I offer no cure, you oafs, but a blessing. It is an assurance that those the Lady favors will go untouched.”

“How is that not a cure, me lady?” asked the short one.

They were growing tiresome, Eden thought. Her head was starting to throb and she would much rather consider how best to move against the Horned One.

“Very well,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

The men quavered a bit at that, but their faces still shone with eagerness. Fools.

Eden reached into the bodice of her dress and withdrew the scroll the Horned One had given her. She had mastered the script and could pronounce the letters in her sleep. Still, holding the scroll was key to unlocking its power. Unfurling it across the bed in front of her, she began to read, her voice twisting into the dark and guttural syllables of the Abyssal tongue.

At first, nothing happened and her advisers’ nervousness faded a touch. “I—that is, we,” said the short one, with a nod at his companion. “We don’t feel any different.”

Eden smiled, even as she cursed them mentally. “This plague—the Fury,” she said. “It isn’t a cough or a pox or the like, but rather the gift of something … greater. Something darker. Something that scours.”

As if in response to her words, the room filled suddenly with the sound of rustling and scuttling—thousands of tiny legs tap-tap-tapping on wood and stone. The three humans were far from alone in the chamber.

Blackness seeped out of the walls and floor: a flood of tiny, ferocious bodies, all of their fangs and claws serving Eden’s will. Her advisors cowered back a step.

“Oh, not to worry.” Eden tapped the scroll with one long finger. “With this, I can summon and keep the beast at bay. I extend the Lady’s blessing to any I deem worthy.”

“You,” said the fat one, wiping sweat from his brow. “You mean the goddess—those that she deems worthy.”

“Not actually, no,” said Eden. “For instance, I’m sure the goddess loves you two. I, on the other hand, do not share her opinion.”

With a lazy hand, she indicated her advisors.

The two men screamed as the blackness swarmed over them.

“A single bite leaves the Fury,” Eden explained as they flailed and gibbered, “but a thousand bites leave much less.”

Now that the plague was a weapon rather than a threat, she had only one thing left to take care of: becoming queen of Luskan. Queen of the North would come later.

Her brother and that thrice-damned wizard of his stood in the way, but Eden expected that would resolve itself. Her brother would, after all, fall into darkness—so said Toytere’s last prophecy.

She had to admit—as the demon finished its meal, leaving only bones for later removal by her slaves—that her brother turning into a “champion of ruin” struck her as a delicious concept.
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27 KYTHORN (EARLY MORNING)
 

GRAY CLOUDS BOILED UP IN THE NIGHT SKY, BLOTTING OUT Selûne and her tears. Already the clammy, sticky rain of summer had begun to fall. A storm was coming to Luskan, and it would grow far worse before it grew better.

Later that night, after plans had been made, Kalen stood in the dark and drizzle of the old Yewblood yard, a block off Aldever’s Street northeast of the Drowned Rat. From here, he could see lights flickering in the tavern, suggesting a flurry of activity to match the orders he—the new king—had given.

In the little graveyard, however—so overgrown and stained with graffiti as to elude the memory of most natives—Kalen found a certain measure of tranquility. Anger simmered beneath the surface, but here he could breathe easier. He had spent most of the night burying Toytere. No one else seemed inclined to do it and he felt he owed the halfling that much. Enemies though they might have been in the end, Kalen had once counted Toytere his friend.

Now, hours later, he stared at another grave, marked with what in happier times had been a crude nymph dancing among river stones. He remembered it as it had been, fifteen years past, before vandals defiled it. Now, time and weather had worn away the headstone’s inscription to a single word: Dren.

He could not say how he detected the beggar—perhaps a slight rustle or the feel of the air he breathed. His senses had grown sharper since he’d come to Luskan and he trusted them more and more each day. Regardless, he knew he was not alone in the graveyard.

“You’re Dren’s boy, right?”

Kalen turned. Where he sat, the beggar became just a part of the scenery, easily overlooked and even more easily ignored.

“Kalen, methink?” The beggar coughed, his yellow teeth catching the moonlight. “You’ve grown, for true, but I knows you still. All on the street knows you.”

Kalen nodded.

“Godsdamned shame, what it is,” the man said. “She were so beautiful.”

The wind rose, whipping Kalen’s tattered cloak against his legs. Still, he was silent.

“Pretty Drenny—bestest face in the city, never aged, never caught the pox. Even that crazy chit of a daughter she had—even that don’t ruin her. The right best of us.”

“Not that I remember,” Kalen said.

“Heh, aye, but—” The man pushed himself clumsily up. Kalen watched, impassive. Coughing, shuddering, the ancient beggar managed his feet, wobbled a bit, then stepped toward him. “You weren’t to birth until after,” the beggar said. “After that damned Silverymoon dandy done broke her heart. She weren’t the same after him. Thought it would all be well—a lord of Luruar come to save us poor tluiners, but he were just like all the others: blaggard, turncoat, oathbreaker.” The beggar hacked and shook his head. “Me apologies. He’s your father, I suppose.”

“Don’t apologize,” Kalen said. “I had a father—and it wasn’t him.”

The beggar grunted.

They stood there, in the silence and greasy rain, as the moment stretched. Kalen knew he had been injured and should be in pain, but he couldn’t feel it. He couldn’t feel anything.

“A’ times it’s Tymora,” said the beggar with a sigh, “a’ times it’s Beshaba.”

“What?” Kalen said, not turning.

“What I mean is,” he said, “no matter if you a bright angel or a filthy devil, fortune will sway as it do. Foul fates for good folk, fair for evil.”

“Foul fates for good,” Kalen echoed, “fair for evil.”

“Speaking of.” The beggar extended a hand.

Kalen looked into the man’s greasy palm, then up into his face. The scamp’s eyes gleamed with a golden glint in the moonlight.

Fifteen years dissolved. He saw again a shadow standing over him. His cheek exploded in pain where he’d been struck. He heard the ringing sound Vindicator had made when it struck the grime-coated cobblestones. “Never beg again,” Gedrin had said.

The beggar waited. Kalen drew a gold coin out of his sleeve and set it in his hand. It was more coin than the old codger would likely ever see at one time. It wasn’t even the tiniest bit of what Kalen owed to this city—this world.

The man gave a toothy smile. “You’re a good man, Kalen Dren.”

They stood, silent again, as the night waned.

“There you are, Saer Shadowbane.”

Rhett and Myrin stood a dozen paces away, at the edge of the graveyard. The boy, his wounds bandaged, gave him a nod. Myrin refused to meet his eye. He could sense her anguish. “Don’t mind the—” Kalen turned to point out the beggar, but the man had vanished into the night. He wondered if the beggar had really been there or if he just needed sleep.

“Preparations are under way,” Rhett said. “It looks like the Rats mean to fight a war starting tomorrow.”

“They will,” Kalen said.

“And what would you have of us?” Rhett asked. “Myrin and I can—”

“I need you to leave,” Kalen said.

“Hold just a moment—” Rhett said.

Myrin shrugged and said simply, “Very well.”

“Very well?” The young guardsman stared at her. “What do you mean?”

She crossed her arms. “Shall I leave in the morning or on the instant?”

Kalen hadn’t expected such immediate agreement, but he wouldn’t refuse it. “Either,” he said. “Can you walk out of Luskan by magic?”

“Yes,” she said. “One of Umbra’s memories contained me, walking through shadows, across vast distances. I think I can reason out the ritual.”

Her face had a harried look. She grasped the elbow of one arm behind her back and ground her toe into the floor. Kalen realized the meaning of this posture: unassuming, tentative. She had something to say, but feared it. Also, from the way she pressed her nails into her palms, she was angry.

He stepped toward her. “Myrin, I need you to go.”

She made no sign of backing down. “And I agreed. What of it?”

“ ‘What of it’?” Anger flared in the pit of Kalen’s stomach, too hot to ignore. He grabbed her arm. “Can’t you see I want to protect you? Can’t you just—for once—listen?”

“No, you listen,” Myrin said through gritted teeth. “I thought you could change. But then I saw you and Toytere—the way you just cut into him without a moment’s pause.”

“He was dying, Myrin,” Kalen said. “I gave him mercy.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Myrin said. “I know what you are—I’ve always known. I just … I just wanted you to see me for what I am. I’m not a child. I can make my own godsdamned decisions. I don’t need you making them for me.”

“But—”

“My words, your ears, Kalen!”

He shut his mouth.

Myrin pressed her face close to his. “You need me,” she said. “I thought everything I’d done in this city had proved that, but in case you need further verbal rhetoric, here it is: no one else in Luskan can do what I do. No one except for a necromancer who likes speaking through dead people and, apparently, your own insane, one-eyed sister. So you may not like it, but I’m all you’ve got.” She looked down at his hand on her wrist.

Kalen released her and flexed his numb fingers.

Myrin stepped away and crossed her arms. “You need me here, even if you’re too blind to see it,” she said. “But if you ask me to leave, then I’ll leave. Just don’t pretend that you’re doing it to protect me.”

“But I am,” he said. “I need you safe. Whatever I have to keep you from—”

Myrin did something that surprised him—something he would never have expected of her. She wound her hand back and slapped him across the face, so hard and so suddenly it sent him back a pace.

“Gods burn you, Kalen!” she said, her voice breaking. “Don’t you dare say you’re keeping me from being hurt! What do you think it does to me to see you hurt!”

Stunned, Kalen tried to speak, but Myrin’s vehemence was such that he could not. He had never seen her quite so passionate, her lip trembling with words she could not say, her eyes brimming with hot, angry tears.

She visibly composed herself and wiped the moisture from her eyes. “Was there aught else?” she asked. “Or shall I storm away now?”

He didn’t like any of this, but what choice did he have? He had already committed to this course and he didn’t want Myrin to see it. He neither wanted her endangered, nor did he want her to see what would become of him.

“I need you to take something back,” Kalen said. “Something I have of yours.”

Myrin raised a quizzical eyebrow. “You don’t have anything of mine,” she said.

“Just take it back,” Kalen said.

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Take what back?”

“This.” Kalen forced his numb fingers into a pocket inside his cloak and pulled out a slip of paper—creased, water-damaged, and showing signs of many readings. The note she’d left him. He unfolded it and showed it to her. “What you wrote here. This.”

The letter bore her neat, sharp script and was signed at the bottom. He didn’t show her that side, however, but rather the back—the postscript she’d left for him. It said she’d taken some of his sickness—given some of her life in exchange for his.

“Take it back,” he said.

Myrin looked from the note to Kalen’s face, recognition dawning in her eyes. “That’s why you came,” she said. “What I wrote.”

“It is.”

Myrin took the note, holding it loosely between her fingers. She read it over, her eyes moving fast. What Kalen had done for her and what she had taken from him—what she’d taken from him in exchange. “Only”—she said, her voice barely a whisper—“only that?”

Kalen frowned. “What else?”

“Shame.” Myrin tore the note in two. “So much and all for nothing.”

“What?” Kalen started. “I don’t understand.”

“You will.” Myrin shook her head, smiling helplessly. “Perhaps. I’ve always been the smarter of us, but you’re not stupid. Only self-blinding.”

“Myrin—”

“I’ll go,” she said. “I’ll leave here for Westgate. Or Waterdeep or Shadowdale or the Great Glacier or wherever you want. And I won’t come back.” She raised her chin. “If that’s what you want.”

Kalen looked down and away. His spellscar pulled toward her, wanting to embrace her. Through sheer strength of will, he kept it in check.

“Very well.” Myrin turned and, without saying farewell, walked away.

In the silence of her wake, Rhett and Kalen stared after her until she vanished back down the street toward the Drowned Rat.

“What was that all about?” Rhett asked.

Kalen shook his head, but he knew very well. For Myrin, seeing him put Toytere out of his misery had been a stark reminder of Waterdeep and Rath—the old, vengeful Shadowbane. They’d shared something deep in the void, but he’d pushed her away. He did not blame her for being so upset. What had she meant—all for nothing?

Rhett remained, watching Kalen silently. He was waiting for an answer.

“You need to go with her,” Kalen said. “I have unfinished business here, and if I have to worry about either of you, then I cannot do what must be done. Whatever comes to pass in Luskan, she is not a part of it and neither are you.”

Neither, he thought, is this going to be the place for you. Not after tomorrow.

Rhett did not budge.

“Am I unclear?” he asked. “I need you to go with Myrin. Protect her.”

“Oh, I understand. Saer.” Rhett glared at him.

“If you’ve something to say”—Kalen crossed his arms, resting his hands near the hilts of his daggers—“then say it.”

Rhett met the challenge, his hand on Vindicator’s hilt at his belt. “Tell me this isn’t about her,” he said. “Just—tell me that.”

Kalen shook his head. “Of course this is about her.”

Rhett stiffened, then looked at the ground. “I’m sorry, Kalen.”

“I don’t want you to be sorry,” he said. “I want you to be wary.”

“No. I mean—” Rhett met his gaze once more, fire in his eyes. “The reason you’re sending me away—it isn’t about her. Myrin doesn’t need my protection any more than she needs yours. You’re sending me away because of me.”

Kalen paused a breath—too long. “I’m not worried about you.”

“Oh?” Rhett said. “Then what happened to Vaelis?”

Kalen gave no answer.

“He was your apprentice, right?” Rhett raised his chin. “Before all went to the Nine Hells, Valabrar Hondyl said, ‘what happened to Vaelis was not your fault.’ So.” Rhett raised his chin. “What happened to Vaelis?”

Turning back, Kalen stared at Rhett, but the boy didn’t seem about to back down. Lightning flashed, and Kalen put his hands on his dagger hilts. “Draw,” he said.

“What?” Rhett tightened his grip on Vindicator. “For true?”

“Draw.” Kalen stepped forward. “I’ll show you what happened to Vaelis.”

The boy cast a glance back toward Myrin, but she had disappeared. The two of them were alone in the yard. “I don’t want to hurt you,” Rhett said.

“Too late for that.” Kalen drew his blades and broke into a quick step.

Rhett drew Vindicator with a warning cry.

The sword flashed in the night and Kalen caught it on his two blades. He twisted one blade over Vindicator, trapping it between the hilts of his daggers. The fiery blade, secured between the two men, hung just below their eyes.

“Now look,” Kalen said. “Not at me—at the blade. Look closely.”

Rhett did. Then his eyes widened. “Gods.”

Kalen knew what had prompted this reaction—the long black crack that ran through Vindicator’s otherwise smooth steel. A flaw and a failure.

“Vaelis was my apprentice—a poor broadcryer from the streets of Waterdeep.” Kalen eased his daggers away from Vindicator, loosing his hold on the blade. “I took him to apprentice a year ago, right after Myrin left. I thought I could train him to take my place. Then I could follow her. But no—I did not train him well enough.”

“Oh.” Rhett bowed his head. “I’m so sorry.”

“I swore an oath I would take no other squire,” Kalen said. “That I would bear Vindicator until the day I fell, even if I was no longer worthy of it. The sword, however, keeps its own council.” He met Rhett’s eyes. “It is yours now.”

“Mine?” The youth looked stunned. “But—but you haven’t trained me.”

“No,” Kalen said. “Gedrin did not train me, yet I am his legacy. Now it falls to you.” He touched Rhett’s hand on Vindicator’s hilt. “Carry the sword well and honor it. Do not try to run from it, as I did. Swear it.”

“I so swear. But—” Rhett flinched back when Kalen struck him hard across the face with the butt of his dagger. “Ow! What the Nine Hells?”

“So you remember your oath,” Kalen said. “Seek out Levia in Westgate. She trained me in the ways of the Eye of Justice. She’ll train you.”

“Westgate, right,” Rhett said. “But in the story Myrin told me, Gedrin gave you the sword shortly before he—” His face went pale. “You don’t mean to survive what’s coming.”

“Someone must continue the quest, even if it is endless.” Kalen put his hand on Rhett’s shoulder. “I’ll do what I must here. If Tymora smiles, we will meet again.”

“Right.” Rhett gave him a bright, hopeful look. ““Farewell, master. Even if you would not teach me, I did learn much from you.”

Kalen smiled wanly.

Rhett gave him a smart salute and took his leave.
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Myrin waited in what must have been the Drowned Rat’s stables back when horses served a purpose in Luskan other than food. Now, the area was a storage shed where the Dead Rats crammed broken pottery, blunted weapons, and scraps of leather—all sorts of useless bits the man-rodents couldn’t bring themselves to throw out.

She sat in the middle of the room, her hands gripping the tome spread open on her lap. Rhett heard her first, rather than saw her. He recognized the sniffling she made all too well. Tears gleamed on her cheeks with a blue light all their own.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

“Not at all.” Myrin wiped her eyes and turned a page. “I’m almost ready.”

“Almost ready for what?”

“To cast this.” She indicated a spell in her book. “I saw it in one of Umbra’s memories and I wrote it down.”

“You remember how to cast it?”

“More or less.”

“What does that mean?” Rhett asked. “More or less—as in, ‘this will take a few tries’ or as in ‘O gods, we’re all going to die’?”

Myrin gave him a look that indicated she was having none of his humor just at the moment. “Sorry,” he said. Then, more seriously: “What do we do now? Do we just pretend what happened between us—that kiss—didn’t happen?”

“I don’t know,” she said without looking at him. “Do you want to do it again?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Rhett said. “You clearly want Saer Shadowbane, not—”

“What I want is for people to stop telling me what I want.” Myrin murmured an arcane phrase and dark magic flowed around her, sending a chill through the dusty air.

“What sort of spell is this?” Rhett asked.

“It opens a door to the shadow world,” Myrin said. “Distances are different there. A tenday’s journey might take only a day—walking. I estimate four days to Westgate … or five. Assuming, of course, we don’t get eaten by shadow beasts.”

Rhett shivered, as much at Myrin’s casual assessment as at the way her eyes seemed black in the light of her magic.

Lines of darkness traced themselves across the floor, arcing around Myrin to form a great black rune beneath her. Shadows rose and coalesced into the outline of a dark portal like a mirror that shimmered in the air. Through it, he saw the same stable in which they sat, but it was even shabbier. Through the open stable door, he saw a city in ruins.

“There we are,” Myrin said. “Ready?”

Rhett looked back toward the stable’s door in his own world, hesitating. “Maybe I should stay,” he said. “He needs me.”

“I know the feeling.” Myrin laid a comforting hand on his.

He sighed. “Is it always this hard?”

“With Kalen? Always.” Myrin smiled. “We’ll have another chance.”

He shivered, but perhaps that was only the cold of the shadow door.

“Right,” he said, clutching her hand tight.

They stepped through and were gone from Luskan, into another world entirely.
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On the roof of the Drowned Rat, Kalen saw the last flickers of Myrin’s magic whisk her and Rhett away from the city. Part of him was pleased—at least his purpose in coming had been met. Part of him, however, felt like it was being torn away.

He felt that he was not alone and nodded. “Have you come to finish what you started?”

“No purpose.” Sithe slid out of the night to stand beside him. “Toytere is dead. You are my new master.”

“Not Shar?” Kalen asked.

“My goddess stands behind me,” Sithe said. “She does not guide my path.”

Kalen nodded. He could understand that.

“She is gone,” Sithe said. “The wizard.”

Kalen nodded. He felt Myrin’s absence like a severed limb—a tingling nothingness that he could not set aside. “You think I’m wrong in sending her away.”

“Casting aside your most powerful asset, when you need her most?” Sithe shrugged. “I think you fear to tell her the truth more than you fear to endanger her.”

“You say that as though I give a good godsdamn what you think.”

Sithe nodded, as though pleased with that answer.

“Myrin told me something, before she left.” Kalen pulled open the pack at his feet. “ ‘So much, and all for nothing.’ And somehow, you know what she meant.”

“I know something of nothing.” Sithe touched the axe lashed across her shoulder. “But I do not think you want to talk.”

“No.”

Sithe looked at him a long moment. Then, without a word, she drew one arm out of her cloak. “Hold out your arm,” she said.

Kalen did as she asked. Sithe drew off one of her vambraces only to slide it onto Kalen’s arm. At her nod, he presented the other and she girded that one in turn.

“Not armor, but the blessings of power,” she said. “You have earned them.”

Kalen nodded. He felt the wrathful might in the vambraces fueling his arms.

“The storm will begin with first light,” Kalen said. “Whatever has brought this plague—this Fury—to Luskan, it thrives on chaos. It delights in seeing us divided, stealing around nervously, never knowing where and when it might strike.”

“You mean to change this,” Sithe said. It was not a question.

“Where there is order, chaos will starve.”

“Why?” Sithe asked. “Why not go with her? You have no love for this city.” Kalen stretched out his hand and laid his fingers on the object on top of the pack.

“Because I am not a man who can stand by and do nothing,” he said. “Because darkness and shadow must be pursued down every path, no matter how dark.”

“No matter how dark,” Sithe said.

Kalen nodded.

“You said earlier,” he whispered, “that you wanted to meet me.”

“Shadowbane.” Sithe nodded, a gesture almost imperceptible in the darkness.

He raised his prize from the pack—a tarnished helm with slits for eyes.

“Here I stand.”

He donned his helm.
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27 KYTHORN (HIGHSUN)
 

OI!” THE NYMPHER SAID, CLASPING THE BLANKET TO HER otherwise bare body. “Ya gives that back now, ya hear!”

The mark—Vel Lightfinger, a lowly member of the Bloodboots—clutched his gang-issued footware to his chest and ran down the creaky steps from her window. The damned nympher had lured him in like a first-day fool. And while he’d managed to stab her backup thug for good and all, the crazy woman had plucked up a morningstar from out of nowhere with the express purpose of bashing out his brains.

He jumped the last eight feet, then shoved on his boots with a hopping gait. Getting nails, splinters, or glass in his bare feet where they could fester would be just as bad as having his brains bashed out.

“Tluin you, little blade!” the woman cried from above. She seized a brick and sent it sailing at his head. He barely dodged.

“Tluin you right back, an’ twice bloody!” he shouted.

Four of his fellow Bloodboots sat waiting in the alley below. They laughed as he limped up, still securing his breeches.

Luskan was sour today. The market stood mostly empty as folk hid from the plague. To Vel and his lads, the Fury was a myth and nothing to fear. They’d gone out that night, looking for fun and they’d found it: a mugging here, some senseless violence there, and a whole bottle of wine some poor sot had “misplaced” that evening. Drunk, Vel had spent his copper on the damned nympher, despite his friends’ protests. Now he’d got what was due.

“We’ll get that hrasting nympher,” he said. “Jab me blade so far up her—” He trailed off when he saw their eyes look past his shoulder. “What?”

A man stood before them, wrapped in a tattered gray cloak and stitched leather armor. Gleaming from his behind the faceplate of his reinforced helm, his cold white eyes—seemingly without color of their own—offered the grim promise of pain to come.

“Go back to your tavern,” he said. “Shadowbane’s streets are closed.”

“Shadowbane?” Vel spat. “Hrast that! Get him, boyos!”

The five Bloodboots drew their various blades and clubs.

Shadowbane swept his arms wide and two long daggers bristled from his fists. Had they seen his lips behind the helm, they might have seen him smile.

Corr, one of Vel’s friends, stepped past. “Don’t know who you’re pushin’, you—!”

Shadowbane took him down in three quick moves. One side step to dodge Corr’s lunge, a knee to the groin, and a dagger pommel to the chin. Corr was on his back.

“Kill that crazy tluiner!” shouted the half-elf Callused Nai. “Kill him!”

He’d taken down one easily enough—now it was three: quickblade Devis, the half-elf Nai, and the extremely stupid half-orc they called Duns the Dull. Vel hung back, still tying his belt. This proved fortuitous for Vel.

Shadowbane lunged to one side and let Devis stumble past. He dived into Nai, who came second, and sent him staggering. Duns raised his weapon, but a fast kick caved in the side of the half-orc’s knee and the spiked club swung wide. Shadowbane rose and clapped his dagger pommels over Duns’s ears. Head crushed between Shadowbane’s weapons, the half-orc toppled senseless to the ground.

Nai and Devis came at him again. Shadowbane kicked Devis in the chest, knocking him back, then lunged at Nai, his daggers scything. The half-elf cursed and parried awkwardly. His short sword spun away into the shadows of the alley. As though with a sixth sense, Shadowbane gathered both knives in one hand and ducked Devis’s blade, which was stabbing for his back. He caught Devis’s arm as it thrust over his shoulder and hurled the man into Nai. Both of them tumbled to the ground, groaning.

That left Vel staring at Shadowbane, who stood before him, his cloak swirling, and his two daggers in one hand. Shadowbane dropped the second of his daggers back into his primary hand and stalked forward.

Vel was aware of a wetness in his trousers and thought he shouldn’t have bothered putting them on. He dropped his jagged knife and raised his hands.

Shadowbane saw that a small crowd had gathered in the market to watch the melee. “Your lucky day,” he said to Vel.

He turned back toward the stairs to the nympher’s building. His boots flashed with blue light and he leaped up to scale the side of the building like a hunting cat. The woman with the morningstar gasped and took cover in her room as he approached.

Once Shadowbane had gained the top, he peered down into the market, his cloak billowing on the wind. “Now hear this,” he called. “I am Shadowbane, king of the Dead Rats, and here and now, I tell you that Luskan is under my protection.”

That provoked a few startled gasps and gaping mouths. It was not easy to elicit a rise from the jaded folk of this city.

“You have heard of Luskan’s plague,” he said. “I come to tell you, there is no plague.” Guarded cheers met that, but Shadowbane held up a hand. “It is far worse.”

The people stared at him, shocked and rapt.

“A darkness haunts these streets,” he said. “It preys upon those who venture out alone—it strikes the weak and isolated. Until it is defeated, you will no longer be food for it. You will stay in your homes and taverns—in your holes and hovels. Armed bands of my Rats will bring you rations. No one else is to appear on the street.”

Those words—an enforced quarantine—rippled through the square.

“There will be a kingmaking ten days from now,” Shadowbane went on. “On the seventh day of Flamerule, you will choose a king to protect this city. Until a tenday hence, however, no man or woman shall walk these streets without my express permission and none shall raise a hand to another. I shall repay any violence done with greater violence.” He raised his chin. “You will abide by these rules.”

“Ah, Bane boil an’ belch ya up, madman!” cried one man.

A chorus joined the protest. The people of Luskan cried out in confusion and anger against Shadowbane and his claims. They decried his authority, brandished weapons, and shouted expletives.

“Very well,” he called. “I fully expected to do this by force.”

Shadowbane leaped down into the crowd, his cloak billowing, and the battle was joined.
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29 KYTHORN (EVENING)
 

The candles burned low in Krot’s butcher shop. Dark-skinned and big, Krot wore his stoic Chultan heritage well, but today he veritably shook with excitement. He couldn’t sleep tonight—not with the stories of the mad king of Luskan filtering through the streets.

“You hear?” Krot said. “Is madman, you know? Fights hundred men, so they say, and he wins. Is king of Luskan by deed if not word, they say.”

Ansie, his wife of convenience and coin, stuck out her tongue at that. “Must be a bloody legend, Krot—now give us something to eat, dear? You be saving, no?”

“Isn’t nothing,” he said with a shrug. “The Dogtooths, they take the rest.”

“Not yet, we haven’t.”

The door to Krot’s shop pushed open, admitting three filthy men in jerkins of matted fur. Their leader—a many-times scarred man with a spiked collar around his neck—leered at Krot and Ansie. “You been holding out, Chultan,” the Dogtooth said. “You gives it here or we take what we like.”

Krot reached slowly for the war pick that hung on a hook, but one of the Dogtooths threw a knife that thunked into the wall an inch from his fingers.

“Ah-ah,” said the leader. “None of that now.”

A gloved hand appeared around the handle of the still trembling knife and wrenched it from the wall. A man in gray stood among them, naked steel in his hands. None had seen him coming and his sudden appearance evoked loud gasps.

“It’s him!” said Krot. “Shadowbane!”

Ansie gaped.

“Go back to your tavern,” he said to the Dogtooths. “You get one chance.”

The scarred leader of the Dogtooths stepped forward, eager to prove himself. He puffed out his chest. “Tluin you—”

The air rippled and a woman appeared in the chamber, her axe spinning. The haft slammed into the lead Dogtooth’s face. He flipped over in the air to land on the floor, clutching at his shattered jaw.

The other gang members drew back as the woman stepped toward them. Her eyes and skin were black as coal. Lines of darkness curled along her skin like veins. Her face bore no expression, but she stepped toward them hungrily, her ugly axe turning in her hands. She bent, curled and ready, like a poised snake.

“Sithe,” Shadowbane said. “Remember what I said of mercy.”

The woman hesitated. “Very well.” She straightened and drew back toward the wall.

“Return to your tavern with this message,” Shadowbane said. “Luskan is my city, but I plan give it to over to a king on the seventh day of Flamerule. Until then, violence will be met with violence, pain with pain, death with death.” He hurled the blade back at the leader of the gang. It sank into the floorboards next to his hand. “Understand?”

The Dogtooths did not need to be told again. They hurried out of Krot’s butcher shop without a glance backward.

The big butcher turned toward Shadowbane. “Eldath’s blessing upon—you? Saer?”

Shadowbane had bent over, supporting himself with a hand on the wall. His other hand grasped his chest. “Heh,” he said, blood in his teeth. “The big one at our last stop hit hard, eh?”

“You should have dodged,” Sithe said.

“No argument.” He spat blood on the floor. “You ready for what’s next?”

The dark woman stared at him as though he had asked a ridiculous question.

Krot looked at Ansie, then at the two visitors to his shop. “You—?”

“Stay inside,” Shadowbane said. “Rats will come with food. Wait.”

“Rats?” Krot blinked at him, perplexed.

“Wait,” Shadowbane said again.

They pushed out the door into the night, leaving Krot and Ansie staring blankly after them. “What did he mean, you think?” he asked. “He couldn’t mean—”

Within moments, the door opened again, admitting three weasel-faced men with the red sashes of Dead Rats. One of them twitched his nose, then stalked forward. “You be Krot, aye?”

“Aye,” the big man said.

“Compliments of Shadowbane.” The man gave him a glower, then plopped a sack on the counter. They left.

Tentatively, Krot opened the sack and gasped at its contents: half a loaf of bread, dried meat, and a hunk of cheese. The Dead Rats had given it, free of payment or favor. Ansie stared at the generous prize without comprehension. Krot started weeping.

“King of Luskan!” he said. “King of Luskan!”
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2 FLAMERULE (NIGHT)
 

Shanyi had experienced worse days in Luskan. Though, as she lay huddled under a heap of blood-stained clothes in the wardrobe—one eye blackened, an arm broken, bleeding from a gash across her cheek, and hiding as best she could as people screamed all around her—none of those days came readily to mind.

Duulgrin’s consort certainly had it better than some of the Dustclaws. She trembled to think about the screams outside the wardrobe and … and the other sounds. She trembled also at the bellows that roared through the corridors and at the heavy clashes of a maul against the walls. Swish and crack—swish and crack.

Duulgrin was angry again.

The last tenday or so at the Dustclaws tavern had been worse than any in the previous year. Shanyi had come to Luskan like many others: not because she’d wanted to, but because she’d had no choice. Neverwinter held only vague, tentacled nightmares for her, and she could not go back there. Trying to get to Waterdeep had ended with her beaten and left for dead in a ditch by the road. Coming here had been just another instance of the same pattern in her life: find the nearest, biggest, scariest man she could, slip into his bed, and hang on for protection. With Duulgrin, she thought it had worked.

Until he went mad.

Ten days ago, he had beaten one of his own men to death with his face, and after that, it only got worse. Being a Dustclaw used to mean protection from the mad half-orc. Now, it meant lining up with his other victims. He’d started taking out his rage on the gang yestereve and she’d been hiding ever since she eluded his initial attack.

Shanyi heard a noise and it took all her considerable will and skill at mummery to compose herself. She closed her eyes, flinching away as the closet door swung open. Someone had found her, but she didn’t want to see death as it fell.

A leather-gloved hand closed over her mouth and she sprang nearly out of her skin. She flailed at the hand, trying her best to drive it away. She’d never learned to fight but, given the choice between death in battle and the one Duulgrin offered, her body apparently preferred to fight. At least there was some chance she could get away—

“Shh,” said a voice.

The man crouching before her wore black leathers and carried two long daggers sheathed at his belt. He wore a helm but it was open to reveal his weathered, handsome face. He had a thick badland of stubble, pale eyes, and a look of aching weariness.

She could not speak, only whimper, and she hated herself for that.

“There is no shame in fear,” he said, as though he heard her thoughts.

The door across Duulgrin’s chambers shattered open and a dark silhouette filled the smoky portal. The half-orc stood hulking and snarling in the doorway, his great spiked maul dripping blood at his side. He slammed it into the door jamb, sending cracks skittering up the wall of the already ruined room. The chamber was a battered, scorched realm over which the mad half-orc king held sway.

“Kur guhl kthra,” he said in words that came from no language Kalen could name. It might have been Dwarvish or Giant or just madness.

Shanyi’s savior rose, hands on his dagger hilts. “I am Shadowbane and Luskan is under my protection,” he said. “You will remain here, in your tavern, until the seventh day of Flamerule.”

Duulgrin stepped farther into the light, sending reflected radiance off the crystallized flesh growing on his ankle where a madman had bitten him. The infection has spread all across his flesh. His muscular body had become a morass of sores, lesions, and blisters, pocked with crystal growths.

“He has the Fury!” Shanyi said. “Run! Run while you—”

“Hragh!” Duulgrin lashed out and sent splinters of a table flying at Shadowbane.

The man in black swayed out of way, letting the debris shatter against the wall. The half-orc was on him, his maul arcing from on high as though to drive Shadowbane into the ground, but he ducked aside and chopped one arm down onto Duulgrin’s wrist. That coupled with Duulgrin’s own strength knocked the maul free. It banged off the floorboards and crashed into the wall next to Shanyi’s head.

Blearily, Duulgrin looked at his empty hands, then dealt Shadowbane a backhand that sent him staggering. The half-orc leaped after him, his fingers twisted into talons. The man in black ducked aside and his daggers slid into his hands.

“Yield,” Shadowbane said.

Duulgrin, his eyes bloody and oozing, snarled incoherently and reached for him.

Shadowbane stepped aside and slashed one of his daggers across the half-orc’s ribs. Duulgrin staggered into the spot where the man had stood and lashed out with a spinning, rending claw that struck Shadowbane’s raised dagger with an audible clang. The knife shot from Shadowbane’s hand to spin end over end, trailing blood as it went, until it clattered against the far wall.

“No!” Shanyi said. “He can’t feel it. He can’t—”

Hardly seeming to notice his cut hand, Duulgrin caught Shadowbane’s next attack, twisted the man’s arm with an audible pop, and pulled the man in close. The half-orc roared in Shadowbane’s face, his breath fetid and full of rotting flesh. Shanyi could smell it from where she crouched. Duulgrin pulled back and slammed his head into Shadowbane’s face, knocking him sprawling in the half-orc’s grasp.

“Anytime,” Shadowbane muttered, “you want … to help …”

Was he talking to her? No chance. She—

A strange thing happened, then. Shanyi found herself on her feet, straining to lift Duulgrin’s massive hammer. Surprisingly, she could. “Let him go!” she cried and staggered toward the half-orc and his captive.

Duulgrin roared in glee and madness and smashed his face into Shadowbane’s again. A third time, Shanyi knew, and his brains would be leaking out his ears.

The maul hung low to the ground—she could not lift it above her waist. Still, she swung the maul with all the force she could muster at the one spot she knew a man would feel, even in the grip of insanity. She hit him so hard the hammer jarred from her fingers and skittered across the floor.

Duulgrin yelped and curled downward around himself. His grasp on Shadowbane loosened, but only in as much as he let the man dangle from one hand while the other groped for Shanyi. She flailed back.

“You—you—blarrgh!” The half-orc’s roar had become a whine, but one of pure rage. He caught up Shadowbane in both hands and slammed him into the ceiling. With a dismissive wave, he sent the stunned man tumbling and lurched instead for Shanyi. “Rip you,” he said. “Feast on you! Feed!”

Shanyi backed into the wall, spattered with blood and spit as it was. She edged to her right, trying to get past Duulgrin, but the half-orc was like a mountain. He was death—horrible and inescapable. Terror gripped her, but she would not show it.

Then Shadowbane was behind Duulgrin, his nose and mouth freely streaming blood. He patted the half-orc on the back of the head, prompting the chieftain to turn. When he did, Shadowbane punched so hard with the pommel of his dagger that the crazed chieftain’s turned-up nose splattered.

Stunned, Duulgrin flailed madly. Shadowbane ducked easily and came up with a rising thrust to the side. Shimmering gray flames surrounded him as he struck. The dagger thrust into Duulgrin and both men vanished in a burst of light that dazzled Shanyi for an instant. When her eyes cleared, they were clear across the chamber, locked in combat as before.

Movement in the hall announced the arrival of more Dustclaws. Bleeding and bruised from Duulgrin’s assaults, the rough men and women of the gang stood staring blankly into the chamber, regarding the whole duel with wonder.

No one could face Duulgrin alone—no one was foolish enough.

In that moment, Shanyi came to terms with the sheer proximity of her own demise. She had escaped death—at least for the moment—and the fear rushed back. Her heart raced and her hands shook. She saw the open door and made to flee, but a hand grasped her shoulder. A woman of darkness stood beside her, with skin like black leather traced with lines of pure nothingness. Shanyi had heard of this woman.

“Stay,” Sithe said. “Bear witness.”

She cast her eye toward the assembled gang members, who took an unsettled step back. They had heard of her as well.

In the corner, Shadowbane ducked Duulgrin’s lumbering blows and flashed quickly both ways, sending streaks of blood through the air. Though he bled from a dozen wounds, the half-orc seemed tireless. Shadowbane panted heavily, his breath rattling through his throat, as he dodged and slashed, side stepped and countered. As he fought, flames coursed along his limbs and his eyes burned.

“Here is the moment,” Sithe said. “Here—the void between life and death.”

Duulgrin punched Shadowbane in the chest. He fell back, gasping. When he raised his eyes, his face was wrought in an expression of both rage and utter focus.

The half-orc struck him again, but this time his fist slammed into gray radiance that suddenly surrounded Shadowbane. To Shanyi, it looked almost like … like armor.

The flames blazing around his dagger turned bright red and with a roar to match Duulgrin’s, Shadowbane leaped forward to bury the blade in the half-orc’s chest. Fire surged forth to immolate the chieftain in hungry, dancing flames.

Duulgrin reeled back and the flames menaced what remained of the furniture in the chamber. The half-orc stumbled to the door and flames leaped from his burning body toward the other Dustclaws. One of them swatted Duulgrin back with a club. Stunned, the half-orc fell to his knees, and thence to the floor.

In his wake, silence reigned for what seemed like an hour. Then Shadowbane spoke.

“Hear me,” he said. “Until the kingmaking, Luskan is my city—and in my city, there will be no fighting in the streets, no thieving, and no villainy. You will remain in your taverns, gathering your strength. But even there, you will do no violence. We will not fight amongst ourselves. Those who violate my order—”

Shanyi saw a burning shadow rise behind Shadowbane and terror seized her throat. She could not even scream a warning.

There was no need.

Sithe stepped through the girl, the length of the chamber, and Shadowbane as through mist and slashed through Duulgrin. The half-orc’s head flew across the room. His body, hands yet raised to grasp Shadowbane’s throat, lurched forward a step, then fell.

Shadowbane stood stunned a moment, then grasped the haft of Sithe’s axe in one hand and her throat in the other. The genasi’s eyes widened dangerously.

“I said mercy,” he hissed.

“Death is a mercy,” Sithe said. “Do you see?”

Duulgrin’s corpse quivered and shook, his soiled robes bulging outward around his midsection. Blood stained the silk, seeping through to slide down his distended belly. In a matter of heartbeats, the silk tore under the fangs of a hundred—nay, a thousand—spiders, beetles, and chittering, awful things. The swarm skittered down through the waterfall of gore and fell twitching and dying on the floor.

“Sithe,” Shadowbane said.

The genasi raised her axe and drew a wreath of flame over the corpse. The vermin burned with a sickly, putrid stench that filled the room.

“Sithe!” said one of the men in the hall. “Sithe! Sithe!”

Shanyi shivered. For better or worse, she was a Dustclaw, so she bowed. “Hail Sithe, queen of the Dustclaws,” she said.

The two warriors looked at one another, Shadowbane’s expression dubious and Sithe’s unreadable. The genasi’s black eyes flickered with stars.
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5 FLAMERULE (NIGHT)
 

When he strode into her chamber—kicking one of her guards through the doors, in fact—Eden was hardly surprised. He must have bled from half a hundred wounds and borne twice as many bruises, but one would never know it from his implacable carriage. Her brother came before her as an invincible, conquering champion.

“Lord Shadowbane,” she said. “So kind of you to pay me the honor of a visit.”

She lay on her divan, toying with her platinum coin. She was a queen, after all, and it would not do to seem fearful—even if she did share the room with thirteen of her best bodyguards. Just in case.

Hardly seeming to notice the assembled toughs, Shadowbane raised his helm and fixed his pale eyes on her. “Two days,” he said, his voice tinged with weariness. “In two days, there will be—”

“A kingmaking,” she supplied. “So I’ve heard. How’s the shoulder, by the way?”

Kalen looked at his arm, which twisted oddly from his shoulder. He seemed not to have noticed. “Dislocated.”

“Shall I tend that for you? The Lady pro—”

Kalen crossed to the wall and slammed his body against the stone. His arm popped back into place. He turned back to her, his face blank.

“—vides,” Eden finished. “Well, I hear you’ve been quite busy today, making your wishes known in ‘your’ city. My fellow servants of the Lady—”

“Hired trash,” Kalen spoke in anger. “Moldering refuse too pitiful to matter.”

Her men grumbled and reached for their steel, but she waved them to silence. “My brothers in Luck,” she said, “tell me you’ll protect the city until this kingmaking of yours, and that any violence done will be returned tenfold. Is this so?”

Kalen nodded.

“Impressive, Shadowbane,” she said, careful not to name him brother. “Have you been fighting every single rogue who disobeys your edict? Killing a few, I imagine.”

Kalen said nothing, only smiled slightly and laid his hand on the hilt of a dagger. Inspired by just that small threat, the shudder that passed through the room touched even Eden.

She started to believe he could truly do it.

“Me lady,” said one of her men—picked by the toss of her coin to replace one of her advisors. “Let’s kill this pissant now. Let’s—”

“No.” Eden raised her hand to stay her men. “I haven’t and won’t cross your reign, King Shadowbane, and then we’ll have our kingmaking. Luskan has been too long divided.” She sat back and flipped her platinum coin from one hand to the other. “But after a new king is chosen, you will no longer be welcome in Luskan. Your reign will end with blood.”

Kalen shrugged. “Two more days,” he said. Then he turned and walked away.

Eden’s men drew steel, but she waved again, stopping them.

The day would come—very soon—where steel would be the answer. Steel … and the scroll she kept rolled up and tucked into her bodice near her heart.

She could feel the plague’s hunger. It was so much more than a disease—so much more than a mere weapon. It held the keys to power in the city, perhaps in all Faerûn. Keeping it restrained was like balancing a coin on edge: it took constant vigilance. But Eden was born for such a struggle. She wondered when misfortune would strike and her control would slip. The risk thrilled her.

“We wait,” she said to the faithful. “We follow Shadowbane’s edict of nonviolence and on the seventh day of Flamerule, the goddess will grant us a great blessing.”

The men looked dubious, but they knew better than to contradict her. They feared Eden more than any goddess.

Let him have his days of hard-fought peace—let him think his plan working. She controlled the plague and she would keep it quiet. Then, when it came time for the kingmaking, she would use it to destroy him and put herself on the throne of Luskan.
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We hunger.
When we try to rise, the call defeats us and we cannot eat.
Murmur whispers to us—a voice not our own, yet part of us. Murmur says wait. Be patient. If we attack now, we will reveal ourselves. We will be slain.
We hunger.
We build our strength, eager to consume. We are ripper—tearer—destroyer. We are doom, for this world and a thousand others.
Murmur says wait. Murmur says we will feast soon.
We hunger.
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6 FLAMERULE (DUSK)
 

THE GODS MUST BE MAD,” KALEN SAID. “TEN PEACEFUL DAYS in Luskan.”

“Ten days,” Sithe said, a dozen paces behind him. “But not without battle.”

“Indeed.”

Neither Kalen nor Sithe had slept more than a few hours during the last tenday. They’d spent that time in the streets or on the rooftops, breaking arms or jaws, putting folk on the ground. Every time they took down an edict-breaker, they hauled the unfortunate back to the appropriate tavern to lie on a cot and heal. Between the two of them, they must have beaten half of Luskan senseless.

And in all that time, Kalen had killed no one. Even Sithe had killed only one foe—Duulgrin. Ten days of peace, without real bloodshed.

The Dead Rats had not been idle during Shadowbane’s reign, either. Every time a battle saved a business or righted a wrong, Kalen sent Rats with some of their own stores: food, wine, rope, supplies of all sorts. The gang was, like its namesake, notorious for hoarding. The efforts had helped: Luskan actually seemed like a city once more, albeit barren of anyone on the streets, and that was something Kalen had never thought to see.

Also, the Rats had kept ears and eyes open, seeking disappearances. As far as they knew, the Fury hadn’t struck again, so Kalen’s plan was working. He hoped tomorrow would draw the source of the scourge out of hiding.

The two enforcers stood, watching the sun set from the roof of an abandoned building flanking the market square. The place where tomorrow, a king would be chosen.

“You know this kingmaking of yours will end in blood,” Sithe said.

“It is the way of Luskan.” Kalen nodded.

The genasi gave him an approving look. “You are ready, then?”

Without waiting for an answer, she came at him, leaping through the air with impossible speed. Her axe scythed across as though to take his head from his shoulders. He bent at the knees, no faster or farther than he knew he needed to. He trusted himself. The axe passed within a hair of his scalp. He rose in its wake so smoothly it seemed to have passed right through him.

They faced each other across five paces—Sithe with her axe, Kalen with his daggers drawn and ready. He pulled back his increasingly tattered cloak, showing only a plain black tunic and leggings.

“No armor?” Sithe asked.

“I am armored by my faith,” Kalen said. “Just as you are.”

“Faith in what?”

“That I am no murderer for my god,” Kalen said.

“We shall see.”

Sithe attacked again, her axe tracing an arc of fire through the air. He dived around her, his blades slashing along her side. She swayed just wide of his steel, but the attack had come close—close enough to have drawn forth her warding darkness. The dying flames of Sithe’s axe illumined their faces.

“Are you going to tell me?” Kalen asked. “What Myrin meant—‘all for nothing’?”

“Why should I know?” Sithe asked. “I have spoken thirteen words to the girl.”

“Because you know something of nothing, Lady Void.”

That struck her. Her eyes narrowed and her lips tightened. He could not help thinking he had made a terrible mistake.

She raised her hand and an invisible force wrenched him straight into her scything axe. He dodged low at the last instant and rolled between her legs. He rose and faced her once more.

“You’ve set aside your armor, but all your defenses are still in place,” she said. “You refuse to accept the truth. You fear to be your god’s instrument—the hand of vengeance.” She raised her axe. “You prefer fear to faith.”

“I told you,” he said. “I fear nothing.”

“And what of Myrin?”

Kalen hesitated.

Sithe pointed at him and bonds of darkness formed around his legs and arms. Before he could react, she came rushing toward him, her axe raised.

Kalen tried to dodge, but Sithe’s power hobbled him and he stumbled. He crossed his daggers in front of his chest to block, but Sithe’s axe shattered right through his defense and sank with a wet thunk into his chest.

He felt the blow only a little—mostly, Kalen felt the impact as it hammered him into the rooftop like a heated blade caught between a smith’s hammer and an anvil. He saw more than felt blood welling around the ripping blade of Sithe’s ugly weapon. For some reason, he couldn’t move his arms or legs. He couldn’t—

Sithe wrenched the blade forth in a great gout of blood and flesh.

He felt that, assuredly—felt the jagged blade rip into his insides and light a fire that brought darkness lunging at him from all sides. His body reacted of its own accord, limbs twitching toward the wound. The world wavered and he gasped for breath.

Sithe threw a leg over him, straddling his chest and pressing his wound closed with her body. She put her face to his, almost as though they might kiss—but no desire or even mercy shone in her eyes. She caught his cheeks between her hands.

“Do not fight this,” she said. “Rather, embrace it.”

He could feel sucking darkness. The pain from that initial wrench subsided, replaced by a numb confusion as his body struggled against the inevitable.

“I—I cannot feel it,” Kalen said. “My spellscar. I cannot feel—”

She punched him in the face, silencing his protests. “This is death,” she said. “Spellscar or no, this is the death you have carried since birth—since ever your father looked upon your mother with lust and she upon him with the same.” She wrenched his head up and their noses touched. “You are not responsible for this.”

“But my spellscar—”

“If you had never acquired a spellscar, still you would feel nothing,” Sithe said. “You feel nothing because you fear to. You fear the truth of your doom—a doom you have always known and always chased—and you fear to live in spite of it.”

“No, that—that isn’t—” Kalen’s words felt sluggish now, his body fading. “I—I cursed myself. I brought this doom upon me. I have chosen this.”

“You are a bigger fool than I could have imagined,” Sithe said.

She stood, releasing the pressure on his wound.

Involuntarily, Kalen’s throat cried out like a terrified child. His body seized in a rictus of agony, then collapsed.

He thought about Myrin.

Darkness.
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Sithe crouched beside the dying man, her chin on her hands. Blood flowed freely from the rent in his chest and his body was twitching its way into oblivion.

She could let it end, she realized. Killing was her purpose—death her only lover and master. What right had this man to life, when he sought at every turn to deny it?

She might have left him to die, but she saw something more. She saw what he was … and what he could be.

She drew a vial of white liquid from her belt and forced its contents down Kalen’s throat.

Then she waited.

[image: ]

 

Life came back in a rush and he sat up with a wrenching cry. The wound in his chest had closed, and he could feel the tingling effects of a healing potion.

“Peace.” Sithe put her arms around him and pressed his head to her breast.

Tears welled in his eyes and he wept. He could not say why. In truth, he had not known he was doing it until he saw the tears darkening her bodice.

“Peace,” she said.

For many moment, they sat that way—Sithe holding Kalen as he wept. He kept starting to speak, but no words seemed to fit. When the silence broke, it was Sithe who spoke.

“You fear death less than you fear the truth,” she said. “And that is laudable.”

“What truth?” he asked.

“Terrible things befall all men,” she said, “and you are not special.”

“I don’t understand.”

“All your life, you strive to make amends,” Sithe said. “This death inside you—you believe it your punishment for a life of sin.”

“Isn’t it?” he asked. “Why else would I have this curse?”

“Death needs no reason.” Sithe met his eyes. “You were born with this darkness and you will die with it. There is no meaning or greater explanation. It simply is.”

She eased away from him, leaving him kneeling alone on the rooftop. She turned toward the sunset.

Kalen knew she was wrong. As a boy, he had wandered into a storm of spellplague—that was the source of his curse—and yet … He looked at his fingers, scarred from when he had gnawed them as a child. His lips as well were hardened. The spellplague hadn’t stolen feeling away. It had made it worse, undeniably, but the numbness was his own.

And if it was …

“Myrin lied to you,” Sithe said at last.

“When?”

“In her letter,” Sithe said. “She claimed she drew death out of you and that you would live just that much longer. A lie.”

Kalen shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“She did not draw out your death, because she cannot—no one can,” Sithe said. “Your death is your own and so is your life. If you yet live, it is because you choose to and for no other reason.” She turned to him. “Now get up.”

“I cannot,” Kalen said, his teeth gritted.

“Get up.” Sithe kicked him savagely in the ribs, and Kalen curled into the pain.

He tried to push himself off the ground, but his body wouldn’t move as he directed. He fought to push life into his limbs, but they were cold and dead.

“Understand pain,” Sithe said. “Life is pain, whether you feel it or not.” She crouched over him, resting her elbows on her knees and her chin on her hands. “Do you feel it? Even if your body is empty.”

“In … in my dreams.” Kalen curled up, coughing. “Dreams.”

“Ah.” Sithe reached down and ran her cold black fingers across Kalen’s sweaty brow. “And what do you see, in these dreams?”

“I see faces.” Kalen panted. “All of them—the men and the women I have killed. Vaelis, my old apprentice. They …” His eyes blurred. “Their eyes are open. Waiting.”

Sithe bent lower, her face to his face. “Do you know what I see in my dreams?”

Kalen sniffed, his eyes bleared with tears. He shook his head slightly.

“Nothing,” Sithe said. “I see nothing when I close my eyes. There is nothing inside me.” She put her hand on his chest. “For you, you choose to feel nothing, but for me”—she touched her hand to her breast—“for me, I am emptiness. You understand?”

He nodded.

“Hate,” she said. “Hate is how I move—how I defeat you. Because I believe in hatred.” She closed her hands together in front of her mouth. “And what of you?”

“There is …” Kalen coughed, then focused on her face. “For me, there is more.”

Sithe stared for a long moment into Kalen’s eyes. Her black gaze was like the eternal night sky before the stars emerged. “Then stand,” she said, “and show me.”

“But—” Kalen groaned.

“I thought as much.” She turned her back and strode away.

Kalen fell into himself, Sithe’s words echoing in his mind. His scar—his curse—predated the spellplague. It was born instead, as he had been. Aye, he was scarred by magic. Indeed, he had ever—until this moment—known it for a curse. Now he wondered if there was not power to be held. The power of a god’s chosen murderer.

Without knowing how, he rose. He should not have been able to move—the potion Sithe had forced down his throat had not healed him that much. Yet he rose. He held only a splintered dagger—the remains of his defense against Sithe’s axe—and yet he rose to face her.

“I know what he saw,” Kalen called. “The man, when he looked into the abyss.”

Sithe paused and looked back. She did not appear surprised. “Yes?”

“He saw death,” Kalen said.

“Yes,” Sithe said. “He saw death, as you say. Why, then, was he pleased?”

“Because it meant he still lived.”

Sithe stared at him a long, long moment. She offered the slightest of nods.

“There is a void within each of us,” she said. “Whether we try to fill it with faith or with magic, with will or with love, each of us must accept that it remains—boundless as existence and infinite as nonexistence. Fill yours with hate and you will be like me.”

“No,” he said. “I have something more powerful than hate.”

“Oh?” Sithe eased into a fighting stance. “Then show me.”

He ran toward her. The splintered dagger in his hand blazed with light—not unlike that of Vindicator—and he let power surge through his arm. His fingers tightened around the hilt and his hand shook, but he would not falter. Anger surged within him—anger and justice.

As he charged, the genasi slashed at him. He had no defense to offer—none but his faith. The axe clanged off his shoulder as though it struck something metal and skipped off.

He lunged at her, striking her full in the chest with his shining dagger. Holy power flowed through him—the power of the Threefold God, channeled not for healing but for avenging. He buried the blade deep into her—or would have, had it not caught on the aura of pure blackness that surrounded her.

He saw, in that moment, the armor of her faith flicker around her—powerful, dark, and filled with hate. He saw, reflected in her obsidian eyes, his own: a suit of weathered steel—breastplate, gauntlets, greaves, an entire suit of full plate. His faith was not white like that of some fairytale knight, but deep and gray: dubious in its intent, forceful in its application. He could see his pale eyes reflected in hers. So too could he see the great helm that covered his face.

Their faiths strove with one another until, impossibly, his proved the stronger.

Kalen’s strike drove Sithe back and she toppled to the ground.

They stared at one another in the chilly twilight as the moon rose and the last peaceful night of Luskan began. They stared wordlessly, though many words hung between them.

“What is it,” Sithe asked finally, “this strength you’ve found?”

“I do as I must.” Kalen shrugged. “For those I must protect.”

Sithe nodded. “You are ready,” she said. “Shadowbane.”
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7 FLAMERULE (DAWN)
 

AS DAWN BROKE, THE GANGS OF LUSKAN CAME.

They came to the abandoned market in numbers great and small. They marched into the square from various directions. Each gang wore a different color, the better to identify them in the melee that would surely come.

The Dragonbloods marched in from the west, alongside their vassals: the Blacknails, the Pack Wolves, and the Glass Smashers. The Shou wielded all manner of swords and other blades. Many clutched disks of iron filed into points to use as crude but deadly carvestars. Leather armor cut to show her red dragon tattoo, the great warrior Kasi strode in front, a katana clasped in her hands. The Shou and their minions wore jade green sashes to mark them from the other gangs.

From the northeast came the Coin-Spinners, led by Eden herself. The one-eyed priestess had girded herself for the occasion in a gold-inlaid breastplate that had once held precious stones but now displayed only empty sockets. Walking was clearly an effort, but she managed it surprisingly well. She wielded a vicious flail that hung loose at her side, but she was all smiles. “Lady Luck be with us!” she shouted and her forces responded in kind. They were by far the best equipped, but then, they were first among the Five. Every one of them wore a painted gold sash.

At first, it seemed the Master of the Throat would go unrepresented. Then the ground near the northernmost point of the market began to stir and corpses pulled themselves from the riven earth. The living gangs of Luskan drew back, but the undead paid them no heed. The Master of the Throat’s chosen vessel was truly horrific: a hulk built from a dozen corpses that surveyed the field like a general. The corpses had no colors, but there was no mistaking them.

From the mean streets of east Luskan came the Dogtooths, the Bloodboots, and the Hide-Etchers, along with Torm’s Trollops. The last were sharp-as-blades, tough-as-stone festboys and festgirls, with nothing like play on their minds today. The four gangs had ever been lesser players in Luskan, and perhaps they saw an opportunity this day to rise higher. They had chosen orange for their color.

Finally, the Dead Rats filtered in from the south, along with the massive Dustclaws. Since the death of Duulgrin, the brutes had followed the woman who now stalked in front of them: Sithe with her reaving axe. The Dustclaw bruisers cut an odd juxtaposition with the weaselly Rats, but strange times made strange allies. The Dustclaws had donned the same red kerchiefs the Rats wore.

They were all gathered, ready to begin.

A cry went up from the Dogtooths and soon every gang in the square echoed it: “Shadowbane!” they called. “Shadowbane!”

Kalen rose from where he lay hidden in the center of the market, obscured beneath a ratty cloak. His sudden appearance struck them to expectant silence.

Eden stepped forward. “Well, Shadowbane—we’ve all arrived. What now?”

Muffled agreement filtered around the square, all eyes looking to him for what would come next. Kalen surveyed the gathered forces silently, noting how they all stood ready for a charge. At least they were not fighting yet, which he took as some small victory. It would not last, he knew. He held up his hand.

“Now I will speak with each of your kings,” Kalen said, projecting his voice to fill the open area. “Together, we will decide the new course of Luskan.”

Those words met with murmured agreement and a few shouted insults. Ultimately, the various leaders stepped forward. Kasi for the Shou, Eden for the Coin-Spinners, Sithe for the Dead Rats and Dustclaws. The Dogtooths and their ilk sent a hulking man with a great spear, from which hung many shriveled fingers. Finally, the patchwork corpse of the Master of the Throat lurched and lumbered toward him.

“All’s well,” Kalen murmured. “All’s—”

Instinct rose within him, but just too late. An arrow gleamed in the sun, hidden from his eyes until it thudded into his shoulder. Although he could barely feel the arrow’s sting, the impact knocked him to the ground. If he hadn’t trusted himself to move at just the right instant, it would have ended up in his heart.

Poison coated the arrow’s point. He could not feel it, but he recognized the effects of the paralytic venom on his body.

Kalen heard a cry go up and he looked to the gangs as they surged forward. That single arrow—like a flaming taper tossed into dry hay—had burnt up all his plans. Instantly the battle began.

With that, the world vanished.
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When Kalen awoke, chaos surged in Luskan’s market square.

The Dogtooths crashed into the Dragonbloods, the Coin-Spinners hacked at red-kerchief marked Rats and locked blades with hulking Dustclaws, and the legions of the Throat fought against them all. Blades slashed, arrows flew, cries sounded, and blood flowed. Dust rose from a thousand stomping feet, covering everything.

A Dustclaw roared, charging in toward three Dogtooths, scattering them like mangy dogs, but a crossbow bolt stopped the brute dead in his tracks. The woman who had shot him fumbled to reload, her hand shaking. The bruiser lumbered toward her, seized the crossbow, and smashed her face with it. They fell together, wrestling in the dust.

Nearby, a hirsute woman—a Dead Rat, by her red kerchief and weasel-like features—leaped onto the back of a Bloodboot and tore off his ear with her teeth. Two zombies stumbled out of the dust and reached toward them both. The man without an ear, already terrified and in agony, ran. The woman, distracted with her new prize, didn’t see them coming until it was too late. She screamed as they pummeled her into the ground.

Kalen had thought he would have more time, but someone had betrayed him.

A tall, feminine form materialized out of the swirling dust.

“Eden,” he said, struggling to rise against the venom in his blood.

The priestess stepped toward him. She wore a huge smile. “Why Brother!” she said. “I thought for sure you’d have the sense to flee by now.”

A mountain-sized creature loomed out of the dust—the Master of the Throat. Eden turned and Kalen saw her coin flare with light. “Begone, in the Lady’s name!”

A storm of power lashed at the hulking zombie and its component corpses abruptly shattered into a dozen pieces, flinging congealed gore in every direction. Some of the muck spattered across Eden’s face and she laughed madly.

A hand touched Kalen on the shoulder—Sithe. Blood spattered the genasi, but Kalen thought none was her own. “Shadowbane,” she said.

“Sithe!” Eden said. “Burn in the Lady’s gaze!”

The priestess waved her hand and a lance of white light stabbed at Sithe, only to be deflected off her black axe. The genasi strode forward, setting her weapon whirling. As the women clashed, Kalen managed to get to his feet. He gazed around to take in the battle.

All was madness. Shou hacked at Dustclaw, Dustclaw at Dogtooth—hundreds of men and women lashed out at anything that did not wear the same colors. A Shou was cutting pieces off a Bloodboot, who howled but couldn’t manage to fight back. A Hide-Etcher drove a blade into a Blacknail’s ribs and stumbled to his next victim. The killer was in turn transfixed with a spear that nailed him to the ground.

Kalen had to stop the fighting. He had to get to the kings.

He cast about, searching. The Master of the Throat he’d seen destroyed. Sithe and Eden had vanished into the dust, fighting loudly with great bursts of power—and wild swirls of Eden’s laughter. Kasi of the Dragonbloods was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps that was for the best—the woman had every reason to want him dead, as a matter of honor.

The ground rumbled and Kalen nearly fell to his knees. The quake stirred up half a hundred shouts. Everywhere the folk of the battle paused in their enthusiastic bloodletting to look around wildly for the source of the disturbance.

A frozen hand closed around Kalen’s spine and fear settled in his bowels. He knew, in that moment, that he had been wrong in some pivotal way. Somehow, he had been mistaken and now they were all going to perish.

A great sound rose through the market—a chittering, chattering, deafening drone that made the gangs in the square cover their ears. The ground shifted and mounds began to rise, just as if some great hand were pushing upward through the burned and blistered soil. Cobblestones popped free of the dirt and skittered down the rising hills. They reminded Kalen of the sores he’d seen on victims of the Fury.

Gods. Kalen saw, too late, what was coming.

The top of one rising hill burst open, sending forth a surging flow of spiders and locusts, beetles and centipedes—all manner of horrors that crawled and devoured. Another of the hills burst, and another—each into a swarm of black, biting death.

“Flee!” Kalen cried, limping toward the nearest building. “Flee—!”

These eruptions contained no mere half-formed, stillborn pests, such as had been birthed from victims of the plague. Rather, the spiders were the size of dogs, the locusts like falcons, and the millipedes the length of a man’s arm. They looked like nothing born of this world—glowing with red and purple veins of fire, bristling with spines and fangs. The swarm was huge and it grew every greater by the heartbeat.

The vermin of Luskan came to play at the kingmaking, as though the city herself had decided to fight for her throne.

Folk screamed and ran, but the swarm fell on them, enveloping them in rivers of vermin that stung, bit, and feasted. Hornets and locusts scattered the warring gang members, stinging madly. A Dead Rat was subsumed and vanished into the dirt, his screams dying away to wet gurgles, then nothing. When the swarm passed on, only bones remained where the man had fought, seconds past.

Gang members died by the score, hacking vainly but ultimately overrun and reduced to mere bones within terrified heartbeats. Hundreds more fled, screaming.

Kalen, who had managed to climb onto a low windowsill, watched it all in horror and dawning realization: this was the plague. He had expected a single man or woman who controlled the swarms. But if the plague was a thousand ravening creatures, how could he hope to fight it?

A loud buzz sent Kalen dodging aside as a wasp the size of his head stabbed at him with a stinger the length of a belt dagger. He caught the creature by its wings and its slimy body thrashed, its abdomen working to thrust its stinger into him. Angry fire burned in its murderous, faceted eyes.

The wasp exploded away from his face, bloody chunks of carapace splattering the bricks. Her axe streaked with gore, Sithe stepped onto the windowsill at Kalen’s side.

“This is no mere swarm but a demon,” Sithe said. “What do we do?”

“Save as many as you can,” Kalen said, and he leaped down toward the swarm.

He fell among the ravening beasts, blades slashing madly this way and that. He kicked a beetle away and cut a spider that lunged at his face into two pieces. Creatures fell away with hisses, angry or dying, but more flowed to take their place. He stabbed and ripped, kicked and flailed, but he might as well have tried to hold back the ocean with his hands. It was like the swarm of rats on the floating derelict: thousands of beasts acting with one mind—one awful will.

He thought he heard a word in the endless cacophony of the creatures’ voices. That single word chilled him more than any battle cry: “Feed.”

“Be aware,” Sithe said at his back. She swept her axe around, ringing them in flame that consumed the rushing beasts. It bought them a moment of respite.

“Lady Luck protect us!” Eden shouted.

Through the blood and dust, Kalen shot a glance to where Eden stood, glowing with divine power. Of all those assembled, she was the only one not startled by the swarm’s appearance. Was that merely her faith?

Regardless, a shimmering golden aura surrounded her, swelling outward to encompass her followers. The swarm shied away, crawling all over itself to escape the gold radiance. The ragged folk in the square—both Coin-Spinners and those of the other gangs—flocked to the protection her magic offered.

“The goddess shows her favor!” Eden cried. She pointed to Kalen. “See the man who would be king and yet leads you only unto death!” She spread her arms. The coin in her eye socket gleamed. “Only through the Lady will you be saved!”

Those words—their offer of hope—and her magic brought scores, if not hundreds of panicked Luskar rushing toward her. Dogtooth or Dragonblood, Dustclaw or Bloodboot, and even a good number of Dead Rats flocked to the miracle of Tymora … or was it Beshaba?

“Can you get to her?” Kalen asked. “To Eden?”

Sithe nodded coolly, her axe gleaming with dark fire. “I shall be with her straightaway.”

“Bring her back unharmed,” Kalen said. “We need her.”

Sithe looked at him curiously. “She is your enemy,” she said. “She manipulated this to secure her own power. For all you know, she summoned the demon.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Kalen said. “Whatever she’s doing, it’s keeping the swarm at bay. We need her to save the others.” He gestured to the hundreds of Luskar trapped by the waves of the swarm, fighting frantically to keep the beasts from their flesh. Scores or even hundreds of skeletons lay bleached and sparkling on the ruined field.

“We are not saviors,” Sithe said.

“Are you afraid?”

The genasi gave him a cold glower, turned, and ran toward the Coin-Spinners. As she went, she slashed back and forth with her axe, sending blood and pieces of vermin flying. Kalen breathed easier.

Then the swarm rose up before Sithe like a wall. The genasi paused and Kalen watched, horrified, as the wall became a hand that lunged to grasp at her. Sithe hacked at it, but the hand broke over her like a wave, coating her body in a hundred stinging, rending beasts. Sithe screamed in shock and agony—a sound Kalen never thought he would hear from her lips. With a sharp suction in the air, she abruptly vanished into the void, taking a score of the fiendish creatures with her.

A shadow blotted out the sun and Kalen turned toward the main swarm. He watched, with awe and terror, as the swarm before him rose up in a mountain—a mountain that split into a vaguely humanoid shape with arms, torso, and even a head.

“Feed,” the creature said, in a thousand hissing, chattering voices. “Feed!”

Kalen saw his death rising before him and he had no escape like Sithe did. He looked down at the dagger in his hand, coursing with gray fire, then back up at the creature. He reversed the knife in his hand and pointed it at the swarm’s face.

“Come then, demon,” he said. “Shadowbane calls.”

A thousand thousand voices answered the challenge with a cry. The swarm crashed toward him like a wave. He whispered a prayer to the Threefold God, ready to meet his end.

Abruptly, a circle of shadow appeared before him like a door in the air. From it came a crack of thunder that sent the swarm rippling back.

He felt her before he saw her, the blue fire inside him singing. “Myrin?” he asked.

“Well met, Kalen!” The blue-haired woman stepped from the shadow door, her cheeks and collarbone gleaming with blue runes. She fanned her fingers and an arc of fire engulfed the swarm. The creatures fell back, screeching and burning.

Myrin beamed. “Don’t tell me you thought I wouldn’t come back to save the day? Not to mention your tight little—”

“ ’Ware!” Kalen reached for her as the gathered swarm lunged forward.

Myrin raised her hand and a shield of flames scorched into place around them. The swarm rebounded from her magic, flames consuming those creatures who struck first.

“You can do this?” Kalen asked.

Myrin nodded. “The shield is a simple spell I learned over the last year,” she said. “The fire is something I saw in Umbra’s memory. I just combined the two—ughn!”

The swarm hammered at her shield again. This time, Myrin fell to one knee, shaken at the effort of holding off the horde. Black veins laced her spell like cracks and blood trickled down from her nose. Again the demon struck. Myrin moaned louder.

“I can’t teleport us if I can’t … focus …,” she managed. “Kalen, I can’t hold …”

“Feed,” he thought he heard. “Feed … Shadow … Bane …”

The words chilled him, but he pushed the fear aside. He stepped between Myrin and the swarm, resolved to give his life to save her.

Abruptly the swarm gave a discordant jangle of cries and stayed its assault. Dimly through the chittering, Kalen heard Elvish syllables declaimed in a loud, sibilant voice—a song and a firm command. The demon reached toward the shield again, but the words rose in volume, causing the beast to falter and cry out.

The swarm fell apart into thousands of vermin, all of which skittered and milled one over another. They fled with surprising alacrity, flitting into the shadows and the rotting sewers. In half a breath, Kalen and Myrin stood free of vermin, still encompassed in a shield of fire.

“Myrin,” Kalen said. “Myrin.”

Her face locked in concentration, the woman had fallen to her knees and clasped her arms around herself. She blinked up at Kalen. “We’re alive?”

He nodded. “We made it.”

“Thank Mystra.” Myrin let her magic dissipate.

The market was a ruin, even more so than it had been before. Without exception, the lean- to stands and tents lay in shards and tatters. Of the people, only white skeletons remained, lying in the dust. Scores of skeletons—even hundreds. The great kingmaking battle had been a massacre.

“Sithe?” Kalen scanned around for a distinctive black axe next to a skeleton.

The air rippled near them and Sithe was abruptly standing there, her flesh and clothing torn to shreds. She wore no demon vermin about her, but from the haunted look on her face, the struggle to free herself had not been an easy one. Now that she had returned, she leaned upon her axe like an old woman upon a cane.

Kalen stepped forward to take her arm, but she flinched. “I only meant to help,” he said.

Sithe looked past Kalen and raised one shuddering black finger to point.

A man stood among the dead—a man not attired in blood and torn rags, like the rest of them, but rather in immaculate, fashionable clothing. The dust hardly seemed to touch him. His purity gleamed in the rays of the sun. Beautiful Elvish words fell from his lips—he was the source of the song that had called off the swarm. His was also the voice that had offered Kalen strength in the Drowned Rat the night Toytere died.

“You,” Kalen said.

“Me.” The elf dandy gave them a slight nod. “I suppose it’s time we had a talk.”
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In her inner chamber at the temple, Eden sighed contentedly. She was pleased—and not merely because the other gangs were broken and hers was untouched.

It also wasn’t just that she’d saved the day, bringing hundreds of new followers into her church. After the “miracle” in the market square—easily accomplished with the ritual that bound the demon to her will—Tymora had become the first name on every Luskar’s lips. Eden of the Clearlight was the second.

Thirdly, it wasn’t just that she’d as good as crowned herself queen of Luskan. Should she wear a crown? Would that be ostentatious? She wondered.

Lastly, her contentment had little enough to do with the two men currently serving her pleasure—though that she did rather enjoy.

Nay, Eden was pleased because she’d watched her stupid brother’s plans crumble to dust. She’d seen to it that he died a horrific death of a thousand bites. Or, if he’d escaped, at least the ravening death of the Fury’s madness.

Yes, the queen of Luskan was well pleased.

A knock came at the door and she growled in consternation. She shoved one of the men away but kept the other. “This had better be important!”

The door opened to admit a trembling woman. Eden had never done well with female servants. They were so much harder to manage than men.

“Speak,” she said. “And—oooh!—make it quick, will you?”

“Aye, me priestess,” she said. “You commanded word of Shadowbane, aye?”

“I know what I said.” Eden was losing patience. “And call me Majesty.”

“Aye, Majesty—well, Shadowbane, he—he survived the market, and—”

“He was bitten, yes?” Eden said. “Tell me at least that he was wounded. Even lightly so. A single bite would do.”

The acolyte shook her head. “ ’Twas the blue-haired wizard, lady—Majesty.”

It was all Eden could do not to throttle her. A hunger grew inside her—a constant whine in a thousand voices to feed. “Anything else?” she asked coldly.

“The Dead Rats’ enforcer, Sithe—she were hurt bad in th’ battle.”

“There’s that, at least. Begone!” She slapped the man kissing her neck. “Out all of you!”

The servants retreated hastily, knowing full well the price of disobedience.

Her chest heaving, Eden sat naked and sweaty on her wide bed, seething. The genasi might have contracted the Fury, but not Kalen? And not his blue-headed tart?

Damn her brother! Ever since he’d been born and taken away her mother’s sanity, his every act seemed dead set against her. He couldn’t just leave well enough alone, could he? She hated him. She hated him!

And that girl—the one that the Horned One meant to protect. Why did he care about that little slut and not Eden, high priestess of the Lady?

Why had Tymora turned her smile away and left her with Beshaba’s sneer?

It must be a test. Surely, it was a test.

Clearly, Eden had to kill them all herself. That would win her mother—rather, her goddess’s love.

She gave orders to bring her scrying bowl. She would prepare for a strike that very night.
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7 FLAMERULE (HIGHSUN)
 

YOU WANTED TO TALK,” KALEN SAID. “SO TALK.”

“Straight to the point,” the elf said. “I like that. It shows character.”

They had returned to the mostly abandoned Drowned Rat tavern to find only a dozen or so members of the gang. A pair of toughs sat in the corner, their eyes twitching at everything that moved. Behind the bar, Flick poured drinks and dispensed rations. Other survivors avoided Kalen as though he himself had brought the plague. And perhaps he had—after all, his plan had led hundreds to their deaths.

“Myrin,” Kalen had said, but she’d shaken her head and gone immediately upstairs. Sithe might have gone with her, but the sun elf with the gold eyes laid a hand on her brow and murmured a short, lyrical verse. Kalen watched as healing magic, sculpted by his words, flowed into her and she stood a little easier. A bard, then.

They took a table near the center of the common hall, and Kalen waved for mead. The elf kissed the back of Flick’s hand, causing her to blush as she poured.

“None for me, dear one,” the elf said. “I’m not staying.”

Flick went away, casting her eyes back over her shoulder at the elf.

“Well?” Kalen asked. “Who are you?”

“I have many names upon many lips,” he said. “But Lilten is the name I prefer, teller of tales, singer of songs, walker of roads.”

“Lilten,” Kalen said. “Are you an adventurer?”

“Now that is a much longer story than we have time for me to tell,” the elf said. “After all, you have a city to save, hero. Suffice it to say, I am a traveler like you. I always seem to turn up when I’m most needed—or when I’m least wanted.”

“Such as against the demon.”

“Such as.”

The elf reminded Kalen of someone, but damned if he could say exactly whom.

“You healed me when Toytere tried to kill us,” Kalen said. “Why?”

“On behalf of Lady Darkdance,” Lilten said. “But this is not the matter under discussion. There will be time enough for all of that later. Ah. My lady.” He rose and bowed gallantly.

Myrin appeared on the stairs, looking very weary but at least cleansed of the dust of travel. She seemed to be steeling herself for what was bound to be an ungentle discourse. “Kalen,” she said coolly.

“Myrin,” he said.

“My Lady Darkdance, what a pleasure.” Lilten took her hand and brought it close to his lips, but he did not kiss it as he had Flick’s hand. “You look radiant, dear one.”

“Um, thanks?” Myrin stared at the dashing elf like a puzzle that defied her every attempt to solve it. Lilten smiled back. “Kalen?”

“Pardon me,” Kalen said to Lilten, then he followed her.

Myrin stood at the end of the bar, where the shadows hung deepest. She had assumed her familiar anxious posture, clutching one arm behind her back, with one toe grinding into the floorboards. “Kalen, I know what you’re going to say—”

“Thank you.”

“—but it was my own decision. I know you don’t approve but godsdammit, you need me and … did you just say thank you?” Her eyes widened.

“Thank you.” Kalen put his hand on Myrin’s narrow shoulder. “I was wrong,” he said. “I needed you and I sent you away. It won’t happen again.”

Myrin blinked. “That—that was an entirely unexpected response,” she said. “Nor is that quite what I hoped you might say.”

“What did you hope I would say?”

“Perhaps, ‘thanks for saving the day again, Myrin,’ or ‘I’m glad to see you, Myrin,’ or ‘thanks for showing me what a wool-head I am when it comes to tactics, Myrin’—”

“All right.” Kalen squeezed her shoulder a little and took heart in the smile that crossed her face. The tension that had grown between them since their parting seemed to evaporate. He felt close to her and very comfortable in her presence. “What of Rhett?”

Her face fell and he could tell that he hadn’t said quite the right thing. She stepped out of his reach. “He’s well enough,” she said, her voice disinterested. “We marched five days to Westgate, stayed half a day, and I came right back.”

“Five days,” Kalen said. “It took you that long to decide to ignore my request.”

“You only told me to leave,” Myrin said. “You never said I couldn’t come back.”

“True,” Kalen said. “Rhett’s made contact with Levia?”

Myrin shrugged. “I never saw her myself, but Rhett looked optimistic when he returned from their moot,” she said. “Quite secretive, those Eye of Justice folk.”

“You have no idea.” Kalen nodded. “And he still wields Vindicator?”

“That was what won him Levia’s ear. Still—” Myrin bit her lip.

“Speak,” Kalen said. “What is it?”

“The sword chose you,” Myrin said. “You cannot simply abandon its call.”

Kalen shook his head. She didn’t understand—couldn’t understand. What the sword asked of him … It was not something he could give. Would she even want him to accept it, if she knew what she asked?

“Kalen, I—” Myrin looked sullen, any hint of former mirth fled. “I have to tell you something. About Rhett.”

Unease flickered in his stomach, but he suppressed it. “Can it wait?” he asked. “If it’s important, I don’t trust our new friend where he can overhear.”

A barmaid and one of the handsomer Dead Rats had wandered over to Lilten, where he seemed to be wooing them with some jest or another. He winked at Kalen, perhaps in response to the scrutiny, or perhaps because he overheard his name.

“Very well—it can wait.” Myrin sighed. “I’m still furious at you, you know.”

“Furious?” Kalen hadn’t expected that. “Why?”

Myrin blinked, startled. “You—you still don’t know?” She turned red. “I can’t believe you, Kalen Dren! One of these days, you’ll see how hard it is to—to—ahh!”

She stomped up the stairs, then paused on the first landing. She made an effort to compose herself, turned, and addressed him icily.

“I can’t imagine what you’ve wasted the last tenday doing, but I’ve just been hiking through the Shadowfell all that time without rest, and I’m very tired. Excuse me.”

She went up to her room and slammed the door.

“Troubles?”

Lilten lounged in his seat, one leg tossed over the table. His fawning adherents had gone off hand-in-hand toward the broom closet at the end of Flick’s bar. It seemed the mere presence of this elf aroused warm, sweaty feelings.

Lilten sipped at a delicate glass of blue wine—such a thing as Kalen had never seen outside the richest taverns of Waterdeep. Where had he gotten that?

Kalen wandered back to the table, his world spinning slightly. Everything felt numb, not just his body. “I think,” he said, sinking into his seat. “I think she hates me.”

“More’s the pity you think that,” Lilten said. “But to business. I find that the women we love often cloud the issue unnecessarily. Agreed?”

Kalen nodded dumbly, though he had no idea what the elf had just said. He’d thought he and Myrin had dealt with the tension between them, but now, with the last words she’d said to him, he wasn’t so sure. He remembered a tenday past, when she had slapped him. Kalen noted two creases on the elf’s otherwise perfect cheek, like ancient scars. Had those come about in the same fashion?

“For now,” Lilten said, “I think you wish to hear of Scour.”
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Hot tears started rolling down her cheeks as soon as she closed the door behind her. She slumped back against it, beating her fists against the grimy wood.

She’d come back to Luskan prepared to rage at Kalen for sending her away. Then—of all things—he had thanked her for coming back. She’d ended up raging at him anyway. And what she’d said—or, rather, almost said to him … Gods!

It was all so frustrating! If only she had more power—if only she could remember when she had wielded more! Then Kalen wouldn’t doubt her. Then—

Myrin felt like screaming, but that would draw attention, which would be worse. She grabbed her grimoire, flipped it open to a simple silencing incantation, and intoned the ritual. A hazy blue glow filtered over her door and walls, ensuring her privacy. Perfect.

Her wand flashed into her hand and she slashed it at the bed. A wave of thunder streaked forth, sending the bed shattering against the wall. Her pack burst open in a rain of colorful garments. She blasted one out of the air with a conjured arrow of force, sending scraps of fabric sailing in all directions, then whirled and sent forth a burst of flame to consume a fluttering white shift. The destruction was petty but it relieved her.

She turned her wand toward another garment, then stopped. The slinky red dress hung where it had caught on a broken bedpost, swinging like a hapless doll. Somehow, this image got the better of Myrin and she dropped her wand. More tears came. She didn’t fight them.

“Lady Darkdance.” Sithe stood at the door, dressed in her ruined fighting clothes. She spoke in words that barely rose above a whisper. “You are well?”

“Yes.” Embarrassment seized Myrin and she wiped her nose. “Yes, I’m well.”

Sithe hesitated on the threshold. Myrin wondered if she’d ever actually shared more than a dozen words with the genasi at any one time.

“You do battle?” The dark woman glanced around Myrin’s ruined room.

“Only against myself, I suppose,” Myrin said. “Please—come in, if you like.”

Slouched and shivering, Sithe entered. The swarm demon’s assault had torn her clothes to little more than ribbons. The tatters hid little enough that Myrin blushed to look at her. Lilten’s song had healed her wounds, but Myrin knew the genasi had been grievously hurt in the battle.

“That can’t be warm enough,” Myrin said. “Let me find you something else.”

Sithe adjusted her cloak self-consciously. “No need.”

“Please,” Myrin said. “I must have something you can wear. Here”—she pulled down the red dress from where it hung—“it’s not much, but—what?”

Sithe stared blankly at the dress.

“You think it won’t fit? We’re of a size, you and I—mostly.” The genasi was a bit broader than Myrin, but not by much. Amazing, how so much warrior fit into so little body.

“I—” Sithe said. “I cannot wear that.”

“Why not?” Myrin asked. “The color doesn’t flatter your inner darkness?”

From the way Sithe stared at her, she’d not taken the jest.

“Very well—I’ll get the blanket. Sorry about it being blasted in half.”

Myrin fumbled for the covering, which she wrapped around Sithe’s frail body. The genasi seemed so thin and weak. She had not brought her axe to Myrin’s room. Before she had been a force of death, but in that moment, Sithe seemed suddenly a woman. They sat on the floor together.

“Why, um,” Myrin said. “Why are you here? Don’t misunderstand—I don’t mind. But I never got the sense you even noticed me, much less—”

“I attempted to defeat you and was defeated,” Sithe said. “My life is yours.”

“Oh. That makes sense,” Myrin said. “It really isn’t necessary, you know. I appreciate your honor, but I’d much rather your life be your own. Mine’s complicated enough as it is.”

Sithe offered her a studious look with no reaction one way or the other. “You make war against yourself,” the genasi said, gesturing around the room. “You wish to forget?”

Myrin shook her head. “The opposite, in fact,” she said. “My whole life, I—I cannot remember the slightest moment of it. Only bits and pieces I take from other minds when I touch them. I take their memories for my own.”

“When you touch them,” Sithe said. “As you did with me.”

Myrin remembered then—the night Toytere had betrayed them, Sithe had gone mad. She’d only stopped when Myrin stole her powers. What had happened to the genasi in that moment?

“Yes,” Myrin said finally. “When I touch them.”

The genasi extended one torn and swollen hand—an offer.

“No, it—Sithe, it only works if you’ve met me before,” she said.

The hand withdrew and the genasi looked haunted.

“I’m sorry,” Myrin said. “Here I want to remember … and you want to forget.”

“No fear.” Sithe shook her head. “Only the weak fear to remember what is past. Only the guilty are ashamed of it. I am neither.”

“It is not weakness to run from a memory that is painful,” Myrin said. “And it is not shame to let yourself hurt.”

“So you say,” Sithe said.

Determined, Myrin reached out and took the genasi’s hands. Sithe flinched away, but Myrin held them securely. She needed no magic to feel the woman’s pain.

“You don’t have to be empty to be strong,” Myrin said.

The genasi, her black eyes wide and staring, nodded slowly. The lines of power along her skin grew darker—their blackness deepening in intensity—almost like a human might flush. As Myrin watched, the darkness blurred in her eyes, swelling around the bottom, then it abruptly leaked down her cheeks. Tears.

“It’s well.” Myrin scooted forward and put her arms around Sithe, pressing her head into the woman’s shoulder. “It’s all well. You’re safe now.”

The genasi at first sat rigidly, then returned the embrace fully. Her silent tears became sobs and she let Myrin hold her as her body shook.

“I heard their voices,” Sithe said. “I heard them, in the darkness, as they chewed my flesh—as they drank of my soul. They said ‘come with us, Sister—feast with us.’ ”

“That’s not right,” Myrin said. “You are not like them.”

“Am I not?” Sithe glared into Myrin’s face. “My father was a demon who raped my mother and left her for dead. I was born with darkness in my soul. How can you say I am not one of them?” She clasped her hands to her stomach. “Every one of them was a little bit of me—every one bore the same inner void, the same awful hunger.” She shivered. “I can feel them now, in my head. Their hunger is inside of me. Their rage.”

“You are not like them,” Myrin repeated.

“Look!” Sithe threw off the blanket and tore free the tatters of her bodice. “See!”

Myrin’s eyes widened. Bites rose on Sithe’s chest, angry and red. And—Myrin saw with dawning horror—they bore traces of crimson crystal.

“The Fury,” Myrin said. “You carry it.”

The genasi nodded. She looked past Myrin at the red dress that lay on the broken bed. Myrin thought she saw longing in that look.

“You will keep my secret?” Sithe stood.

“If you wish,” Myrin said.

“When the time comes”—the genasi tightened the blanket around her body—“I will ask Kalen Shadowbane to kill me.”

Myrin opened her mouth to protest, then nodded solemnly. “Why him?” Myrin asked. “Why did you spend all that time teaching him?”

Sithe met her gaze levelly. “Because he can be better than he is.”

“Are you”—Myrin clenched her hands very tight—“are you in love with him?”

Sithe looked past her, at the red dress, and her gaze seemed nostalgic and a little sad. It was, Myrin thought, as though the genasi mourned—in that moment—for a life she had never had. Sithe shook her head.

“That is why you love him, is it not?” Sithe asked. “Because he can be better?”

Myrin wanted to deny that—both parts of it—but the words wouldn’t come. She nodded slightly, her eyes damp.

“He is who and what he is,” Sithe said. “But he is a better man than you think.”

“No,” Myrin said. “No, that—that isn’t possible.”

Sithe nodded in silent understanding.

Myrin sniffed, wiped her nose, and stood. “Shall we see if the menfolk have decided anything?” She paused. “Well, after we get you some clothes.”
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“Scour.” The image that flashed into Kalen’s mind was of dust borne upon a wind. Dust that whipped so hard it tore the flesh from bones, turning it to red mist. “It fits.”

“Indeed,” Lilten replied. “Scour is the consciousness that drives the hordes of Luskan, but it is no black wizard or mortal villain. Scour is a demon—a source of evil so powerful I, for one, have rarely seen its match.”

“Is that impressive?” Kalen asked. “Do you know evil well?”

Lilten smirked. “I do not believe Scour thinks the way you might understand thoughts, but it causes chaos the way you or I might breathe. It follows no set pattern, killing by instinct where it will cause terror. This goes on, folk disappear, tempers grow, violence flourishes, and the demon gets what it wants. Or”—Lilten waved his glass—“it infects its victims with the Fury and forces them to fight in their madness.”

“So where does it come from?” Kalen asked.

Lilten shrugged. “That knowledge would go no small way to defeating it, but alas, I do not know,” he said. “I had hoped you would find more on the derelict, but now it rests in burnt cinders at the bottom of the bay.”

“It was you,” Kalen said. “You were the man without his own face, who sent Myrin and Rhett to the ghost ship.”

“Without his own face—I rather like that.” Lilten raised his glass. “All I know of Scour encompasses what it is and the fact that it is very powerful. Oh”—he waved his finger to indicate a point—“and I have some sense of where it lairs.”

“Where it lairs,” Kalen said. “You could take me there?”

“I suppose,” Lilten said. “Not that I have any suggestions about what to do once you find it. You’re the hero here.” He drained the last of his wine.

“We fight it,” Kalen said.

“Well, you fight it.” Lilten tapped the starburst-shaped hilt of his rapier. “I have a few tricks of my own, but again, you’re the warrior, not I.”

“You called it off.”

“A trick that may or may not work again,” Lilten said. “Would you trust to luck?”

Kalen shrugged. “At this point, what else is there?”

Lilten’s eyes sparkled at that. “What else indeed.”

The sun elf rose and traced his fingers idly across the table. He was deciding something.

“Well,” he said at length. “Come nightfall, we go to the main hive in the sewers.”

Kalen caught his arm. “A considerable coincidence,” he said, “that you appear only when needed. First you steer Myrin to the derelict, then you heal me, and now you would help us against this Scour. Quite fortunate.”

“Isn’t it, though?” Lilten looked down at the hand on his arm, then gave Kalen a broad smile. “I must say, it is indeed very suspicious, and yet, what choices have you?”

In a flash, Kalen drew his dagger and stabbed it into the table between Lilten’s thumb and forefinger.

“Interesting,” the elf said.

“Explain,” Kalen said. “You serve another purpose here. Tell me what it is.”

“Such a suspicious lad.” Lilten drew his hand away from the dagger and inspected his thumb—specifically, the tiny rent Kalen’s blade had left in the glove. He looked Kalen in the eye. “Trust me if you will; do not if you will not. But think of what will happen to your beloved Luskan on the morrow, when the demon hungers again.”

“It is not my city,” Kalen said.

“No? You fight quite hard to save it, King Shadowbane. Or rather”—Lilten glanced over Kalen’s shoulder, toward the stairs—“something in it?”

Footsteps on the stairs drew his attention—Sithe and Myrin descending slowly. When he looked back, Lilten was gone. That also reminded him of someone and this time he did remember. Speaking in riddles, far too beautiful for his—or her—own good? A name floated in his mind, but he dared not voice it.

“What happened to our guest?” Myrin asked.

“He was never staying.” Kalen regarded Sithe, who wore traveling clothes borrowed from Myrin. With her black skin and steady gaze, she looked far more threatening in that attire than Myrin ever could. The two of them exchanged a nod. “Flick,” Kalen called. “Zzar?”

“One bottle left,” the bartender called back. “Cost me forty pieces of gold.”

“Share it with us who are soon to die?”

“Well then.” She reached into a cupboard hidden beneath the bar and took out one of the Dead Rats’ greatest treasures: four glasses—genuine glasses, albeit cracked in two instances, and with one missing a substantial chip from the edge. “Can’t be toasting imminent death with pewter or clay.”

The four of them sat around the table in the middle of the vast, nearly empty common room, as Flick poured glasses of the thick amber liquid into their tankards. The scent of almonds rose as they each touched their glasses, expectant.

“We face certain death tonight,” Kalen said. “We’re to venture into the sewers and destroy that creature in its lair. All on the word of an elf who’s probably playing both sides.”

“Well,” Myrin said. “That definitely sounds like certain death—unless we win.”

“Unless.” Kalen raised his glass. “To almost certain death.”

They raised their glasses and threw back the zzar. Of the four of them, Sithe’s face drew tightest—apparently, heavy drink was not for her. Myrin did quite well.

“You are well?” Kalen asked the genasi.

Sithe drained the rest of her zzar. “Better.”

“Hic!” Myrin beamed. “That’s the best.”

Flick chuckled wetly and poured the last of the bottle into the four glasses. “What of the next queen of Luskan, eh?” she asked. “Eden of the Clearlight?”

Every face turned sour.

“Easy come, easy bleed,” Flick said. “In Luskan, you basically have two choices: live with the blaggard in power or kill him and hope you like the next blaggard better.”

Kalen touched his second glass of zzar, looking at the reflection of his fingers through the amber. “Anyone know how to kill a tide of ten thousand beasts?”

“Ten thousand cuts,” Sithe said.

“If we fought it before and couldn’t kill it,” Kalen said, “how do we kill it now?”

“Point.” Myrin stared at her second glass very seriously. “But we have to try.”

“Fleeing isn’t better?” Flick asked. “The Dead Rats is done, the other gangs of Luskan in disarray. What you got’s worth the fight?”

“Nothing,” Sithe said.

The genasi looked around the table, taking in first Myrin, then Kalen. Understanding flickered across Sithe’s dark visage.

“Something more,” she amended.

Kalen raised his glass to that. “Something more.”
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More.
We fed well today, but we must have more.
The call brought us to food and that was good. We chafe under the control, but the eating was good. Murmur is silent—Murmur is weak when we are strong.
One of them stood against us. We know.
Shadow. Bane.
We hunger for him.
Darkness stirs. They are coming.
We wait in the holes and gaps of the broken earth.
We will have more.
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7 FLAMERULE (DUSK)
 

EVERY CITY HAS A PIT OF MISERY THAT OUTSTRIPS ALL ELSE, and Luskan was no exception. The darkest, foulest, and most dangerous part of the ruined city lay below the streets, where the gangs refused to tread without the most desperate of causes.

These were the sewers.

Even in its glory days, Luskan had never had a proper sewer system. The erstwhile natives simply dumped their refuse in the streets and it filtered down through the holes in the cobblestones and into the underworld. Built atop the ancient city of Illusk, Luskan boasted extensive caverns and passages, each of them filled over the years with the detritus of thousands of uncaring citizens. Mangy rats, spiders as big as dogs, and rot-feasting beetles ruled the undercity, making it a perfect haven for Scour.

Holding aloft a guttering torch, Kalen made sure Myrin and Sithe were well. It smelled beyond foul, overlaid with a sort of toxic heat that made breathing difficult. Myrin wore stout boots and a veil to keep out the stench. Sithe was unflappable.

Below the stink that choked breath, beneath even conscious senses, they felt a deep, steady beat in the tunnels below—like a heart that beat its own, droning rhythm. They heard the patter and buzz of a thousand voices.

They exchanged nods and descended into the waiting, hungry darkness.
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“I almost thought you weren’t coming,” a cheery voice rang out as they entered a wide, round chamber fifty feet or so below the surface.

Lilten leaned against the wall, untouched by the filth. His gold eyes glowed slightly in the stuffy darkness and the hilt of his rapier gleamed.

A paper-wrapped package leaned against the wall at Lilten’s feet, about the length of Kalen’s arm and thrice as wide. It lacked the elf’s uncanny fastidiousness: the damp of Luskan’s sewers had soaked through the base, turning it a deep, ugly brown.

“What is that?” Kalen asked.

“Nothing for this battle.” Lilten waved at the parcel. “All things at their proper time, no?” He swept his arms around the room. “Do you not know where we are?”

The wide chamber in which they stood expanded enough for forty or fifty to mill around in comfort. Hollows in the ground held withered soil and chipped stone basins might have held flowers. Kalen thought it an arboretum from ancient times. How long ago had it been that this chamber, now so deep underground, had seen the sunlight?

Kalen looked to Sithe, who shrugged slightly.

Myrin, on the other hand, furrowed her brow. “Something familiar. I can’t—”

Kalen stepped in front of her, dropped the torch, and pulled his daggers. An arrow streaked from the darkness and embedded itself in his shoulder. Myrin sucked in a sharp breath to cry out, but before any of them could utter a sound, men streamed through the half-dozen archways leading into the chamber, steel glinting in their hands.

It was a trap.

Kalen had no time to consider whether Lilten—who seemed to have vanished—had betrayed them or not. He parried aside one man’s strike and slashed at the next. He felt the arrow in his shoulder only numbly. Sithe whirled, her axe flying, and men toppled away from her. Arrows streaked through the darkness at her, but she batted them aside with her jagged blade.

Kalen parried a thrust, punched out at his attacker’s face, then spun to kick a second man between the legs. His foot met some sort of resistance and barely touched his target. An attack that should have put the man down was turned aside. He saw Myrin spreading her fingers to cast a spell and shouted to her. “Save your magic for Scour!”

“It won’t matter if we all die!” Myrin said. A sheet of flame erupted from her fingers, illuminating the chamber and driving back two masked warriors with eastern blades.

The rogues herded the three into the center of an ever-tightening circle. Kalen and Sithe flanked Myrin, batting aside attack after attack. The wizard blasted with thunder, frost, and magical force, but to no avail. There were too many. Worse, they were bolstered by some sort of protective spell that turned most of Kalen and Sithe’s strikes aside.

Armored by faith, Kalen realized.

When the three touched backs and found nowhere left to retreat, as the sound of applause rang out through the wide arboreal chamber.

“Brilliant!” Eden called from behind the throng. “Well fought—well fought indeed. But while you can beat to a pulp every dastard in this midden hole of a city one by one, how long can you stand if every one of them comes at you at once?”

Indeed, their attackers were of all sorts—Shou Dragonblood, brutish Dustclaw, ragged Dogtooth or Bloodboot, even some weasel-like Dead Rats. All of them wore the gold sash of the Coin-Spinners.

“Come face us, Sister,” Kalen said. “Or is the new queen a coward?”

Angry murmurs passed through the gathered rogues, but soon enough, Eden did as Kalen bade. His half-sister swayed through the ranks of her troops, dressed as before in her tarnished gold breastplate. The newly appointed queen of Luskan was all smiles as she tapped her flail against the buckler on her left arm.

“What an unexpected joy,” she said. “I was sure you’d have fled the city by now, considering how many Luskar hunger for your blood. Yet here you are. Best of all, you use my title—queen.” She squared her shoulders. “Incidentally, you may bow now.”

Kalen took a step toward her, but she raised a hand crossbow in her left hand to his face. “Oh, Brother? You had an objection?”

Kalen stared around the crossbow at her face. Anger rose in him, but he pushed it down. “It’s me you want, Eden,” he said. “Let the others go.”

“Actually, no,” Eden said. “I want the girl. Give her to me and your deaths will be both merciful and quick. I promise I’ll restrain my creativity.”

“That’s never going to happen,” Kalen said, but a soft hand touched his arm, staying him before he could step forward.

“It’s well,” Myrin said. “I’ll fight my own battles, thanks. I’ll face her.”

“But—”

“No more protecting me.” She strode forward to confront Eden. “Challenge.”

“Challenge? You?” Eden laughed, loud and long, and her men picked up the mirth. “What honor is there in defeating a child?”

“I’ve had just about enough of folk calling me a child, by the gods.” Runes traced into being on Myrin’s skin, crafting their own obscure story in a language Kalen did not know. Arcane fire dripped from her fingertips. “Do you accept or are you a coward?”

With a cry of “Eden!” two men charged Myrin. She slashed her wand and a crack of thunder sent them sprawling.

“Stop,” Eden said, raising her hand to ward off the others. “This one requires the power of the goddess.”

The scum she’d brought readily backed away, forming a circle around the two women. Kalen might have interceded, were it not for Sithe’s unflinching look. “No fear,” she whispered, ostensibly calm. “This must come to pass.”

She was right. He could leap in and die fighting at Myrin’s side, but doing so would kill all of them. If they were to survive this and have a chance against Scour, he would have to let Myrin fight this duel on her own. And more than that, this was Myrin’s fight. If he was ever going to trust her to handle herself, he had to trust her now.

The two women squared off in the middle of a room full of thugs. Eden wore heavy armor and hefted her flail. Myrin held only her dagger-long wand of gray wood. Blues runes glowed on her skin, however—great magic waiting to be called forth.

Myrin moved first, lashing out with her wand like a whip. Thunder crackled, knocking Eden half a step back. She should have gone flying, Kalen thought, but the magic drained away into the platinum coin in Eden’s eye socket. Movement suddenly seemed easier for the woman—her twisted leg hardly seemed to trouble her.

“You are overmatched, girl,” Eden said. “Best to kneel and take your punishment with some dignity.”

Myrin responded with an arrow of magical force, which Eden deflected with her raised buckler. The magic flowed around and into Eden’s coin. She rolled with the blast and came forward in a rush, grinning madly.

The wizard threw up her free hand and summoned a shield of blue force to deflect Eden’s flail. The barbed heads crackled against the magic, but Eden wasn’t done—she lunged in and bashed Myrin viciously across the face with her shield. The younger woman staggered back, blood streaming from her split lip. Eden laughed.

Myrin came back up with a ray of freezing blue light that struck Eden’s shield. Frost spread along the woman’s arm toward her face. With a curse, Eden swung her flail at Myrin, but the woman foresaw its path and dodged out of the way.

When Eden brought the flail around her head for a second blow, Myrin tried to block with her conjured shield. The flail crunched through, however, shattering Myrin’s magic and sending her staggering to the side.

“You let me know,” Eden said, “when you’ve had enough.”

Calling aloud in a whirlwind voice, Myrin whipped her wand over her head, summoning a small tornado that swept around Eden—then dissipated to no effect around her. Eden’s platinum eye-coin glowed vividly, its light dissolving Myrin’s spells. Myrin struck with a bolt of force that cut through her armor, but Eden simply pressed her hand to the wound and healed herself with a slight golden glow.

“My goddess is far more powerful than your magic could ever be,” Eden said. “Just as my arm is more powerful than your whole body!”

She slammed the flail down like a hammer and Myrin barely dodged to the side. She sent Eden back with a wave of thunder. Heaving, she chanted another spell.

“Myrin is greater than this,” Sithe said. “I have seen her wield greater magic.”

Kalen shook his head. “She can only prepare so many spells—if she casts them all now, we cannot defeat Scour and neither can we retreat. This is our only chance.”

No chance at all, he thought, if they all died here.

As if Sithe could read Kalen’s thoughts, she put a hand on his. He found that so strange—in his memory, she’d never touched him, except on the rooftop during their final duel. It hardly seemed to occur to her that physical contact could be comforting.

He clasped her hand tighter.

Myrin was barely keeping ahead of Eden, backpedaling and scrambling around. If she weren’t able to read the priestess’s moves, she would have been slain long ago. Kalen’s one-eyed sister laughed as she chased the wizard in circles, lashing out with her flail.

“Sooner or later, sweetling,” Eden said. “Sooner or later, you won’t be able to run anymore.”

“Who’s running?”

Myrin wheeled on Eden with a burst of fire from her fingers, which the priestess met with her shield. The wizard poured her power into the swelling fan of flames, but Eden stood firm, her coin absorbing the magic.

Kalen’s heart sank. This was it.

Indeed, after a moment, Eden strode forward against Myrin’s magic. Blue runes erupted all over Myrin’s body and sweat poured down her brow, but it just wasn’t enough. Pushing the fire away, Eden closed in and dealt Myrin a heavy blow with her flail. The younger woman managed to dodge enough that the flail hit her shoulder rather than her forehead, but she went down to her knees all the same.

“Ha!” Eden cried. “Pathetic!”

Myrin tried to raise her wand, but golden light burst from Eden’s coin, paralyzing the young wizard. The wand slipped from Myrin’s nerveless fingers.

Eden raised her gnarled leg, set the foot on Myrin’s chest, and pushed. The wizard slumped to the murky stone like a felled tree.

All around them, Eden’s men raised their weapons and cheered.

Kalen felt his spellscar surge toward her in desperate longing. She was going to die and he was going to watch. He almost moved, but then he saw Myrin coughing back into wakefulness. Hope remained in the gleam of her pale blue eyes.

He found, at that moment, that he believed in her.

“The goddess declares her chosen victor,” Eden said.

“Queen Eden!” a cry rose, followed by shouts of “Queen!” and “Tymora!”

On the floor, Myrin shook herself back to her senses. On her hands and knees, she crawled toward Eden. At first, Kalen despaired, thinking she meant to abase herself before his sister. Then he realized, as her fingers groped along the filthy floor, that she was going for her wand, which lay at Eden’s feet. The queen of Luskan hadn’t noticed.

“A darkness,” Myrin murmured. “A darkness where there is only me …”

Kalen recognized his own mantra. She must have heard him utter it—or seen it in his memory. Looking at her now, he thought he had never before met Myrin—not truly.

Blood dripped from her nose and muck caked her blue hair. Myrin groped for her wand and her fingers caught at the tip of it.

A heavy boot fell on the wand and snapped it with a great crack. Startled, Myrin peered up at Eden, who promptly kicked her in the face. Blood and spittle flew. Myrin rolled onto her back, coughing and wheezing.

“See what becomes of the Lady’s enemies!” Eden cried to her followers in the common hall. “The power of the goddess is mine alone, now and forever!”

The assembled zealots raised their hands in salute and cried out her name.

Blades or no, Kalen was going in there. He stepped forward, but Sithe stayed him with a hand on his arm. “Wait,” she said.

“Eden’s going to kill her,” Kalen hissed.

“That woman is stronger than either of us,” Sithe said. “Wait.”

Sure enough, the blue-haired wizard was getting to her knees. Her runes were diminished, her hair tangled, and her clothes ruined, but her eyes burned.

Eden strode forward and kicked her in the belly, putting her back down.

“Ha,” Myrin said, coughing—and laughing. “Is that all? Ha ha!”

“You laugh?” Eden bent low. “Can you even stand, you useless chit of a girl?”

“Nay.” Myrin spat blood. “But I’ve fought you and hurt you badly. And if a useless chit of a girl can do it, how long do you think you’ll last, Queen Eden?”

She reached up and her fingers trailed across Eden’s brow. They lit, Kalen saw, with blue runes. Eden looked momentarily dazed, then shook it away.

“Longer than you, at least.” Eden stood and raised her flail.

Gold light burst in the air between them and the priestess faltered in her killing strike. The gathered thugs drew back, awe written on their faces.

“What?” Eden asked. “No. It’s not—no!”

Gold light swirled around Myrin’s limbs, soothing her aches, erasing her bruises, and closing her wounds. This power was not arcane but divine: Tymora’s power.

“I am your daughter, not her,” Eden said, her eyes wide. “Not her, goddess!”

When it was ended, Myrin stood once more, the marks of battle gone, as though they had never been. Her eyes opened and she smiled like Tymora herself. “I have a demon to kill,” she said to Eden. “Go rule your little city.”

The priestess backed away, her lip trembling. The flail fell from her limp hand. She uttered a strangled cry and fled. Faces uncertain, her men poured out behind her.

Myrin stood alone, tingling with golden light, rocking on her feet. Kalen dashed forward and caught her before she could sway over and fall.

“Thanks,” Myrin said, pressing her face into his chest. “I’m just glad that worked. I don’t think I could manage to take any more of that godsburned flail.”

“That—that was—”

“What?” Myrin looked up at him—for approval or challenge. “What was it?”

Finally, seeing Sithe watching, Kalen could collect his thoughts.

“That was utterly stupid,” Kalen said. “That was your plan? Defeating her by letting her beat you almost to death? Amazingly stupid.”

“Oh, was it?” Myrin pulled away and crossed her arms. She gave him a pointed and defiant look. “I learned from the best, you know.”

“That’s an exaggeration.”

“ ‘Oh, no—danger!’ ” she said, imitating his voice with surprising accuracy. “ ‘Don’t worry, Myrin—I’ll block it with my face!’ ”

Kalen scowled, though he couldn’t dispute the truth behind her words. He would suffer any wound to save her from the same. “Regardless,” he said. “I’m glad you won.”

“Close.” She paused. “How about ‘Thanks for saving our lives again, Myrin’? Eh?”

“That too.”

“Well.” Looking content, Myrin laid her head on his shoulder. Her golden aura dimmed. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll let you take the beating next time. That was quite painful.”

Kalen’s mouth worked, but he could utter no words. Not while Myrin’s warm body leaned on him for support. Finally, he gave in to the silence and put his arm around her.

Sithe cleared her throat, interrupting their moment. “And now?”

“Kill Scour.” Kalen nodded grimly. “Assuming we can find that damned elf.”

“So.” Lilten stood among them once more, quite as though he’d been there the whole time. His very presence illuminated the room in soft light. “That was exciting, wasn’t it?”

“You.” All of Kalen’s contentment drained away and he reached for the sun elf, but Sithe stepped in the way. He shot a glare at Lilten. “You led us into a trap.”

“Perhaps he did, perhaps he did not,” Sithe said. “Either way, we need him.”

“The lady makes a fine point,” Lilten said. “And recall, I need you to slay Scour for me. You can’t very well do that if you’re dead at the point of a Tymoran heretic’s sword. Speaking of which—” He picked up one of the fallen blades and turned it over in his hands. He sang a brief melody and it lit with seeking magic. He nodded. “As I thought.” The magic dimmed and the blade turned to dust in his hand. “Eden and her flunkies will trouble us no more. Are we ready to—ah.”

Sithe scythed her axe toward his throat, stopping only a thumb’s breadth away. “We need you,” Sithe said. “But not intact.”

Lilten’s smile remained. “I see we’re to have a conversation,” he said.

“We’ll move on, but not before answers,” Kalen said. “If you did not bring Eden, how did she find us? Who are you and what is this game you play?”

“As to the first, well, you don’t think you’re particularly subtle, do you? I suspect Eden’s been watching you since the market. As to the second and third”—Lilten shrugged—“would you settle for my healing your wounds as a show of good faith?”

“How does that prove anything?” Kalen asked.

“Every ounce of your strength makes it just that much harder for me to kill you?”

Kalen might have protested, but Myrin put a hand on his arm. He saw the gash across her brow from Eden’s shield—it hadn’t healed fully—and he nodded.

“Very well,” Kalen said. “But I will be watching.”

“Promises, promises.” With a sly wink, Lilten turned to Myrin. “My lady, you acquitted yourself quite well, but you seem to be short a weapon, no?”

Sadly, Myrin looked at the broken halves of her wand on the floor.

“Perhaps you’ll consider carrying this. I should be very honored.”

His hand opened to reveal a crystal ball that glowed with an inner blue mist. It was sized exactly for Myrin’s hand.

“What—what is that?” Myrin reached for the orb, seemingly without thinking.

“A weapon,” Lilten said. “It belonged to a great wizard for whom I once did a service. As I have no use for it, I thought I should pass it to one who is worthy.”

“We don’t want anything from you,” Kalen said.

“Kalen!” Myrin nudged him in the ribs. “I am honored, sir.”

Lilten gave it to her and she gazed into its depths, blinking only after a long time.

“May it do better service to you than me,” he said. “Now, healing, yes?”

He sang sweet chords and the magic in his words caused their wounds to heal and their weariness to vanish. Kalen had felt only a gnawing ache from the arrow, but now even that vanished. If he listened hard, he could almost make out the words of Lilten’s song—something lyrical and Elvish and deeply sad.

When he was done, Lilten picked up his grimy package and turned to a passage Kalen had not noticed before. “Follow,” he said, and he walked into the darkness.
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THE CONSTANT DRONE OF THE SWARM DEMON WAS GIVING Myrin the great goddess of all headaches. The pains of her beating from Eden had faded—thanks to the spell she’d borrowed from the Coin Priest and to Lilten’s magic—but the ceaseless hum seeped into every pore. Once, it seemed to grow louder and her heart thundered a dozen times before she recognized it as the rattle of her own teeth.

Gods. If they didn’t find either death or escape soon, she would go mad.

The passages, lit only by Kalen’s flickering torch, were treacherous. More than once, they slipped on mounds of things better left unidentified. They saw claw marks on the stone and gnawed bits of wood and rubble, but not a single living creature. Luskan’s sewers had become crypts, devoid of life. Perhaps Scour had subsumed it all—or devoured it.

Lilten led them through a crumbling archway, down a tunnel deeper into the earth. It grew oppressively warm as they descended and Myrin’s thoughts grew heady in the thick air. It wasn’t just the orb, which pulsed warmly in her belt pouch as she walked. Dull heat spread through her body, making her anxious and fidgety. She found her eye drawn to her companions. She watched how they moved in the torchlit darkness—the curves of their bodies—and a hunger descended upon her: the hunger to take and possess.

“Be wary, hero.” Lilten touched Kalen on the shoulder with his lithe, gloved hand. “The magic of dark and alluring rituals lingers about this place.”

Myrin—who had found herself picturing Kalen and Lilten in quite the same pose with many fewer clothes—knew exactly what he meant. When Kalen turned to her, she looked down and away, less ashamed of what she might see in his eyes than afraid. Instead, she saw Sithe walking beside her and found herself rather appreciating the genasi’s body. Those black lips looked rather tempting of a sudden.

“Focus,” Myrin told herself. “Remember the imminent death.”

That helped.

The chambers through which they strode showed signs of violence. Moldering skeletons were strewn throughout the halls, fallen in battle many years past. The party picked its way among the detritus of an old compound of some sort—complete with a barracks, dining hall, and a midden for residents to relieve themselves. Only bones attended the chamber.

The tunnel opened into what might once have been a bedchamber. Rot had claimed most of the furnishings, but Kalen recognized the remnants of a bed covered in dusty, mold-blackened blankets. The walls abounded with manacles on chains, all of which hung open. A great black stain marred the floor, as of long-dried blood.

The chamber seemed familiar to Myrin, like a dark dream recalled from long ago. “I know this place,” she said.

“Do you, my lady?” Lilten looked at her, unsettled. “I think you must be mistaken.”

“No,” Myrin said, staring down at the black stain. “No, I’m sure of it.”

She closed her eyes and focused. At her bidding, the dust rose from the floor and collected itself into swirling blue-white images: a man stood between two arguing women. A spell struck down the man and a crossbow bolt burst through the heart of one woman, who fell in the center of the chamber—right over the dark stain. She twitched and finally went still.

She remembered them: A demon cultist—the elf Cythara—and her brother—Yldar. The one who had come between them was Lady Ilira, though Yldar had called her something else. And where was Fayne, whose eyes had been the vantage point of the memory. She concentrated, willing more magic to come—

Suddenly, her magic fell apart, quite as thought it had never been. She lost her focus and the dust fell to the floor. “Huh,” she said. “What—?”

“Fascinating,” Lilten said. “To my considerable knowledge, Lady Myrin has never been in this chamber. I believe you both know several folk who have, however.”

He whistled and the dust that had formed Myrin’s players swirled again. Figures reformed, taking on a crimson cast, chained to the walls. Five of them materialized: a dwarf, an elf, a human, and two halflings. The last two were alike in size and in face.

Kalen abruptly rounded on Lilten. “Why have you brought me here?”

“Kalen, calm—” Myrin said, but stopped when he turned to her, his eyes blazing.

“This is the cult—the demon cult that—” he said, words falling madly from his lips. “Cellica—Toytere, too!” Kalen motioned to the wall. “They were tortured here.”

Myrin’s face felt cold. “Gods,” she said. “I—I didn’t know—”

“Talk, trickster.” Kalen released the torch and drew and pointed with a dagger. “Who are you? Is this some game?”

Lilten stared at him, unconcerned. “I assure you, this is no game,” he said. “I have not lied to you about my intentions or my desires. I want you to kill Scour.”

“And have it return the favor and kill us, is that it?” Kalen looked down at the package Lilten carried. “Enough of your secrets.”

“Kalen, wait!” Myrin said.

Heedless, he snatched up the ugly parcel and tore it open. Then he stood a long time, staring into the contents. Slowly, he raised incredulous eyes to Lilten.

“What is it?” Myrin asked, trying to peek over his shoulder. She made out the writing on the torn paper—“SHADOWBANE,” in big red letters.

Abruptly Kalen dropped the package and lunged. The sun elf managed to put his hand on his rapier before Kalen grasped his wrist and slammed him against the moldering wall. Lilten—looking surprised as anyone—opened his mouth to protest, but Kalen punched him across the face with his free hand.

“What are you doing?” Myrin’s heart pounded. “Stop it!”

She looked to Sithe, who only shrugged.

“I had nothing to do with that package.” Lilten’s usual charming ease wavered on something sharper. “I am merely the messenger.”

Kalen struck again. Lilten managed to twitch his head aside and the fist slammed so hard into the rock it left cracks. The elf writhed, but Kalen held him fast.

“Stop!” Myrin cried. “He’s our friend!”

Kalen got his hands around Lilten’s neck.

“Stop!” Myrin drew the crystal orb with its inner cloud of blue smoke. Lightning pulsed in the tiny cloud—power to match the power flowing down her arm. “Stop now!”

That got Kalen’s attention and he looked levelly at her. If Myrin didn’t know better, she might have thought she saw actual flames in his eyes.

“You should listen to her, hero,” Lilten said. “That lass looks a bit wrathful.”

Kalen let Lilten drop and stepped away, grasping his forehead in his fingers.

“What the Nine Hells, Kalen?” Myrin stepped toward Lilten. “Here, let me help—”

“Nay—’tis well.” The elf eluded her hand and rose with great grace. “I shall forgive this one incident, because of your lad’s grief—but I do not easily forget.”

“His grief,” Myrin said. “What—?”

“Thank you for persuading him of the error of his ways,” Lilten continued, as though she hadn’t spoken. “However, I must correct you in one particular: while I may be your ally for the moment, I am not your friend. You should learn the difference.”

Myrin blinked. Until that moment, the elf had seemed friendly if odd. Now absolutely nothing of affability remained in his tone. It was dry as scoured bone and cold as the heart of glaciers. His eyes seemed suddenly red, not gold.

He laughed and his wrath dissolved in an instant. “What was I saying, my dear? Oh yes. If you’ll excuse me, I have certain”—he touched her cheek with his gloved hand—“missteps to correct. I’m sure you understand.”

“I don’t,” she said.

Lilten shrugged. “Well, I’ve been wrong before.”

She realized it was the second time he had touched her, and that only by his own initiative. She had reached for him once before and he had pulled away. Why? Did he have memories she could absorb? Things he didn’t want known?

A dim rumble sounded in the depths and the drone they had followed for the last hour grew louder. That they heard, and the rattle of talons.

“Scour comes,” Lilten said. “Best of luck with it—and with him.”

Without further explanation, he walked away. Sithe stepped aside and let the elf disappear into the darkness. The genasi had plucked up the discarded parcel and was gazing at its contents. She nodded to Myrin and held it out.

“What the Nine Hells is going on, Kalen?” Myrin repeated.

Kalen breathed heavily and rapidly, his shoulders heaving. His mouth worked. “Not—not again,” he said. “Threefold God, no. Not again.”

What could possibly drive him so completely and suddenly mad?

“What?” Myrin asked. “What is it?”

He shook his head and pointed at the package in Sithe’s hands.

Suddenly wary, Myrin crept toward the proffered package that said “SHADOWBANE.” With trembling fingers, she peeled aside the sticky paper. Blood clung to her fingers.

Myrin drew out the contents of the parcel: the hilt and handle of Vindicator, along with a hand’s length of razor-sharp steel. Two other pieces of the beautiful blade lay beneath it. All were slathered in enough blood to drown a man. On the blade, traced out of the blood with a finger, was a single word: “WESTGATE.”

“Gods,” she said. “Rhett.”

“Not again,” Kalen murmured. “I can’t … not again …”

Sithe clutched her head. “I can feel it in my mind. I can hear it screaming—for him.”

For some reason, Myrin didn’t react the way she expected to. She should have gasped and dropped it to the floor. Her heart should be thudding in her throat, her eyes losing their focus. That was how she had heard such things described in the bards’ tales.

Yet no fear, no horror, not even simple distaste compelled her. She felt these things—indeed, they boiled up and threatened to send her weeping to her knees—but she set them aside. Instead, a pervasive cold possessed her. Above that, she was filled with a sense of what needed to be done. She saw things in clear, cold equations, and pushed emotion far, far away.

The drone of the swarm grew louder, along with the clatter of a thousand sharpened legs. Myrin could see a dull red glow down the deeper tunnel. The demon was coming for them. Sithe drew up her axe and stood ready.

“Kalen,” Myrin said.

The man pulled away from her, but she pressed forward. She clasped the sides of his face and drew his gaze to hers.

“I need you,” she said. “I understand that this is awful. We will deal with it, but we can’t deal with it now. We have to focus on what’s in front of us. Can you do that?”

“Not again.” Kalen looked toward the package. “I shouldn’t have left him. I—”

“Kalen!” Myrin snapped and his eyes met hers. “Can you do that?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“Good,” Myrin said. “I have another matter—something very, very important. And I really need you to hear me. Will you hear me?”

Kalen nodded, more vigorously this time.

Myrin cast a glance back at Sithe. “If I become infected and I lose my mind to the Fury—you have to kill me. Do you understand?”

His eyes widened. “But—”

“You have to promise,” Myrin said. “If I become a monster, you have to kill me. It has to be you. Promise me.”

“I—very well,” Kalen said. “I promise.”

“Well.” Myrin nodded grimly. “We’ll talk about the third matter later, if we live.”

“Third?” Kalen asked.

Myrin pushed herself into his arms and pressed her lips to his. Blue fire sparked as their souls sang to one another. They kissed for a long, long moment before she finally pulled away. He started to speak, but she put a finger to his lips. She drew out Lilten’s crystal sphere.

“Right,” Kalen said. “Later then.”

He drew his daggers.
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How dare they.
How dare they, the three with their treading feet. Every tremble on the stone, we heard them—every breath we sensed. Did they think we would not?
Shadowbane comes.
We skitter in the deep shadows of the world. We lurk beneath the skin. We are the madness over which the world stretches. Murmur warns us, but we do not listen. We are angry. We hunger.
They are enemy. They are anathema.
Shadowbane. He is here. He exists.
They come to slay us. They three. They few. They alone.
But we are many. We are thousands. We are together—forever.
They will feed us.
Feed.
FEED!
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IN THAT MOMENT—JUST BEFORE SCOUR BURST LIKE A RAGING hurricane through the tunnel and they began fighting for their lives—everything became clear to Kalen. Seeing the sword—knowing how he had failed Rhett, just like he had failed Vaelis—had undone him. His desperate patina of control was swept away in a flow of anger such as he had not known since his days as a thief on the streets of Luskan. Anger at being scarred and doomed. Anger at letting folk he cared about die. Anger at being fooled. Anger at being hopelessly outmatched.

Now, with Myrin’s kiss, all that anger collected into one hot point and became purpose. This creature was going to fall. He swore it.

As if in response, power filled him—power such as he had never known. Myrin’s kiss lingering on his lips, he drew his daggers and ran toward the oncoming death.

With the crashing roar of a thousand voices, Scour flowed up the tunnel and into the dimly lit demon temple. It shattered open a withered door like a fleck of driftwood. The braces of the portal cracked then splinted with the force of its passage. Thousands upon thousands of nightmare beasts came at them. They only vaguely resembled what they had once been—spiders, locusts, gnashing beetles, scorpions, rats, and all things that crept through the shadows and stung or bit in the dark. They had swelled to ten times the size of their mortal kin, sprouted dozens of limbs and stingers, and burned red and black like the demon that drove them. This horrifying army surged forth, laying waste to everything in its path.

Every one of its voices screamed a single word: “FEED!”

Kalen screamed right back, a sound without words.

Blazing with divine fire, Kalen leaped before the first ones could touch him, kicked off the wall, and came down in an explosion of holy force that sent the creatures sailing in every direction. It broke the wave of the swarm like an exploding stone thrown into the water.

Before more could take their place, he sprang again, his boots sparking with magic, and somersaulted free of the swarm. Two demonbeasts flew after him, their stingers flailing. He slashed one out of the air and kicked the second back as he twisted down to land on his feet.

Sithe covered his retreat. She spun her axe and whirled forth a halo of flame that sent destruction scything through the swarm. Any of the beasts that dared to bite at her, claw at her, or even approach her were consumed in her reaving flame. Not, of course, that the swarm could avoid her—more creatures kept flowing from below, pushing their brethren into the flames.

The swarm kept coming.

Kalen landed beside Sithe and immediately lashed out with his knives, cutting down a spider that leaped at the genasi as she lashed at six of its fellows. Blood spattered them, but it was demon blood, not his or Sithe’s.

“Myrin!” Kalen shouted. “Spells!”

Brilliant light flashed, as of the rising sun. A cloud of spiraling, glittering sparks showered among the swarm, sending hundreds of creatures shrieking wildly into burning oblivion. Those who survived turned on their fellows dazedly, scrabbling at one another with fang and claw.

The creatures gushed from the tunnel, filling the chamber with gnashing, roaring bodies. The pestilence flowed around Sithe, even as she lashed out at it. She stood among an enormous circle of dead, growling in challenge.

The swarm kept coming.

“Fight on!” Kalen cut a demon spider down with a swipe of his blades.

“Down!” came a cry.

Sithe thrust out an arm and hauled Kalen to the floor, just as a scything blade of flame shot over them and tore into the horde. Creatures died by the scores as the fire slashed through them, then bounced off the far wall with a roaring clang and spun another rending path through Scour. Kalen saw it spinning toward them and kicked Sithe aside just as it cut through where they had lain together.

“Gods!” Kalen shouted to Myrin. “Look where you aim—” He trailed off. “Gods.”

Myrin hadn’t been hesitating in those first moments. Rather, she’d spent that time layering spells on herself. Now she floated a hand’s length off the ground, blue flame flowing around her rune-covered limbs. Bolts of magical force flashed from her seemingly without direction to strike at lunging beasts. Her hands worked independently, sending blasts of thunder or flame to strike as many as possibly at once. With every spell she cast, a new blue rune appeared on her skin. Her orb floated on its own in front of her face—the cloud within had erupted into a great storm.

He was able to steal only a glance at Myrin before he was slashing and thrusting and stomping with all the force he could muster.

“Do you see it?” Sithe asked as she cut a swath through the horde with a burst of dark force. “Do you see what I have seen in her?”

Kalen let a smile slip across his mouth. “I think I always did,” he said.

The swarm squealed in anger and—Kalen thought—fear. It withdrew, leaving them hacking already wounded stragglers, or else at the empty air. The swarm dispersed into a hundred smaller packs of creatures and backed up against the walls, as though considering whether to press the attack.

“So it fears,” Sithe said.

“If it fears,” Kalen said, “then it can die.”

The swarm drew in on itself, the composite creatures scrambling on one another and climbing onto the wall. Some clung to the ceiling, folding their wings on themselves; others spread acid-bedewed wings as though testing them for the first time. Stingers and claws clicked and made ready.

“What is it doing?” Myrin called from the center of her magical storm.

“Down!” Kalen shouted.

The swarm burst toward them like a great hammering hand. Kalen threw himself wide enough that it struck him only a glancing blow. Still, it sent him flying. Sithe was not so fortunate. The fist of Scour struck the genasi full force, burying her under a thousand biting, tearing creatures. He heard her screaming, a sound that filled him with dread.

“Sithe!” Myrin unleashed flame in a vast arc like dragon’s breath. Hundreds died, but the swarm as a whole merely turned its attention on her. An arm of creatures swept her aside like a doll. Only her shield of fire kept them from devouring her in that instant.

With a roar of helpless anger, Kalen rolled away from the swarm, but a huge crimson spider-thing lunged on him like a pouncing cat. Mandibles clicked at his face, tearing his cheek, and he buried one of his daggers in the soft spot between its head and body. The blade struck in the spider’s carapace, however. When he kicked the corpse away, he lost one of his weapons.

No matter.

He rolled to a halt against a pile of the charred beasts and pushed himself to one knee. His cloak flowed over him, casting him in shadow. Blood dripping from his cut-open face, he surveyed the battle with a quick glance, back and forth.

The swarm coalesced in the center of the chamber, a seething hive of black bodies with crimson talons and stingers. Nearby, Sithe flailed among the biting, rending hordes, screaming as they scrabbled at her. Her armor—her dark faith—had vanished from around her. Kalen realized he was not seeing Sithe, but rather the woman she was underneath—a real woman, beneath the armor of hate and loss. Her axe lay fallen at her side and she beat at the creatures with her hands and feet.

“Sithe!” he shouted, drawing the swarm’s attention. “Flee!”

She looked up at him, her black eyes swimming.

“Get out of there, Sithe!” Kalen said.

The genasi nodded sharply and shut her eyes. A scream wrenched itself from her lips, then abruptly—with a great suction of air—she vanished, taking dozens of the creatures with her. Gone.

Kalen looked desperately around. “Myrin!”

“Kalen!” A cry issued from—he realized with a chill—the middle of the swarm.

He could see her now, a flicker of blue at the heart of the horde of demon creatures. Her fiery shield was holding, but it no longer consumed the creatures. They had adapted, however that was possible. Now it was simply a matter of cracking her shell. To that end they piled on one another like bees, stinging with their barbs and hammering with their talons. Kalen could barely glimpse Myrin at the center of the flaming shield—she was screaming.

“No more,” he said. “No more!”

He looked down at the dagger in his hand. Such a little thing, that shard of steel, though it had killed scores of these accursed things. It was not the weapon of a proper warrior, but then, he was no such man either. He was the hand of vengeance.

Gray flames sprung from the dagger and he ran at the swarm.

The beasts, preoccupied with their magically warded quarry, began to turn. He kicked off the floor, his boots glowing with blue fire, and with a roar, he plunged his dagger into the heart of the swarm.

Fire exploded from his blade, coating the monsters in liquid flame. Caught in his own blast, Kalen tumbled back, disarmed and burning. The fire spread to nearby demon-spawn, dancing like a voracious thing that lived only to eat.

“The fire exists to consume,” Sithe had said. “It has no other purpose.”

Much of the swarm fell away from Myrin, retreating back toward the deeper tunnel. Kalen could see her through the teeming cloud of death, kneeling in the middle of her sphere of flame and he caught his breath. Runes coated her from fingers to shoulder, from shoulder to hip, from hip to toe. Her face was alive with a blue glow, and her eyes pulsed with darkness.

“Away!” Myrin cried in a voice not quite her own. “Away!”

The orb floating before her turned jet black.

“Myr—” Kalen started.

Darkness roared outward, sending demonic beasts flying. Kalen was thrown away as the chamber went absolutely black.
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After a heartbeat, Kalen realized the blackness must not be death. He determined this because, if it was death, then death hurt more than he had expected and he had expected pain.

First, he was on fire, but he put that out without much difficulty.

Also, he heard the scuttling of fiendish creatures, so he knew Scour yet lived. How hurt it was, he could not say, but he knew that lying there offered an invitation to strip him to bones. He had to move. Where, though?

“Feed,” he thought he heard a voice whisper. But perhaps he had imagined it.

“Myrin,” he whispered. He reached out with his spellscar to sense her, but he found nothing. “Are you—?”

A blue circle appeared in the air, half a dozen paces from him—Myrin’s orb, floating of its own accord. It shed a soft light, more like a guiding beacon than a torch. He managed one knee but not the other—his left leg wasn’t obeying his commands. Using his other limbs, he crawled through the darkened chamber toward the orb.

Myrin lay below the orb, so still Kalen feared for a moment that whatever she had done had drained the last of her strength. Her blue runes seemed to shimmer dimly. She stirred as he came close and when he put his fingers to her cheek, her eyes opened. She looked so weary, her eyes shot through with blood and her lids lined with deep wrinkles in black hollows.

“What—what happened?” she asked.

“You did.” Kalen pointed to the orb. “Your spell … that summoned …”

“Oh.” Myrin looked at him dazedly. “But I don’t know a spell like that. At least …” She touched at her throat, and there, just below her right jawline, he saw a shimmering black circle illuminated in ink on her skin. “I didn’t.”

He shivered, though he couldn’t say exactly why.

A familiar stir in the air presaged the reappearance of Sithe. The genasi panted and wheezed, falling immediately to her knees beside them.

“Sithe,” Kalen said, reaching for her. “Are you—?”

She swatted away his hand. “Very well indeed,” she said.

“You sound awful,” Kalen observed.

“Spoken in a voice free of hurt.”

“True.” Kalen wiped blood from his chin. If not for his toughening spellscar, he suspected he would lie twitching on the floor. “Can you dispel this darkness, Myrin?”

“My orb is maintaining it,” Myrin said.

“Lilten’s orb,” Kalen said.

The woman gave a noncommittal shrug. “Let’s see—” She focused on the orb, raising her hand toward it. After a moment, as though it struggled with her, the orb dimmed and dropped like a stone to her hand.

The oppressive darkness lifted as the torch on the floor—miraculously unscathed by the battle—flickered back into existence. At first, the chamber looked empty and Kalen had the briefest moment of elation.

Then he saw it and his heart knew fear.

The mass of buzzing, hissing monstrosities rose up like a mountain before them. Even as he watched, bulges of the demonic beasts emerged to represent limbs. Finally—and perhaps worst—the swarm flowed to form something like facial features.

“Scour … Murmur …,” the swarm said in their minds. “We have dreamed. A world afire.”

The three hardly understood, but the creature’s majesty forced them to silence.

“We are your prince,” it said in a hundred echoing voices. “We are the harbinger.” The swarm made a cacophony of clicking noises that might have been laughter. “This world will feed us. You will feed us … Shadowbane.”

It wasn’t fair, but Kalen didn’t think about that. They were all going to die, but he didn’t think about that either. He did not think about Scour, or Myrin, or Sithe—not even himself. The chamber, Luskan, all of Faerûn—all of it vanished.

He was the thief and the paladin both. He was Shadowbane.

A single voice spoke in his heart, telling him what it needed. What it demanded.

He answered.

Gray flames surrounded him, forming the suit of armor that was the manifestation of his faith. The steel that was his steel—the helm that was his helm.

Slowly, Kalen raised his hand high over his head as though saluting the swarm demon. He reached toward the heavens and opened himself wholly to the Threefold God.

There was no blade in his hand. He was the blade.

He was the destroyer.

A god’s instrument to destroy a demon prince.

He was the protector.

The drive to destroy was also the need to defend.

He was the guardian.

Silver fire lit in the air above him and he felt the familiar weight of a familiar bastard sword in his hand. One that, at last, did not burn him as he touched it.

He knew without looking that his prayer had been answered.
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8 FLAMERULE (MIDNIGHT)
 

HIS THOUGHTS VANISHED AND HE MOVED IN A SEEMINGLY frozen world.

Vindicator, the sword of his soul somehow restored, slashed down and across, burning a score of Scour to ash. He bent low with the momentum, his body moving in perfect balance, and brought it up the other way, ripping away at the demon swarm.

With a roar, Scour slammed a composite limb into him, but hundreds of demons shrieked off his armor to no effect. Calmly, he stepped aside like a breath of wind and slashed the arm in two. Every strike he made against it—every bit of its life that slipped away—made the next strike deeper.

He struck again and again, dodged and struck. He did not think, not in the depths of his ardor—not in the burning light of his god. He struck and struck until it was ended.

Vindicator cut and burned until Scour lay in quivering pieces on the floor.

A hand touched his shoulder and he cut before he felt it. Vindicator smashed into a jagged black axe, knocking it to the floor.

Shar’s daughter stood unarmed before him.

He said nothing, only pulled back his sword for another strike. He knew exactly how to defeat her—exactly how to water the earth with her blood.

Then she appeared—the daughter of another goddess—and laid her hands alongside his cheeks. “Kalen!” she said. “Kalen, wake up!”

He did not know this name.

He drew back the blade, but a crystal in her hand flashed, thunder cracked, and he landed on his backside, five paces distant.

The ardor of the Threefold God fled him and—with it—the deepest secret of all.
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Kalen found himself sitting on the blood-smeared floor, the hilt of silver-burning Vindicator in his hand. He stared dazedly at the sword. Hadn’t it been destroyed? How had he come by it?

And more to the point, what had he done?

Scour lay in dozens of pieces, its multiple creatures limping uncertainly.

Myrin fell to her knees at Kalen’s side. “Are you well?” she demanded, feeling at his head. “Are you you?”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

Myrin breathed a sigh of relief. “As thick-headed as ever.”

Kalen might have spoken, but she pulled him forward and kissed his forehead. That was all that needed to pass between them.

“It is not over,” Sithe said.

The genasi stood just removed from them. Her skin was torn in scores of places. Her clothes hung limp and ragged. She pointed.

Kalen saw, with a chill, what she meant. The beasts that had made up Scour were attacking one another, deriving sustenance from the demonic blood they spilled with their bites. Each creature that died fell among half a dozen of its fellows, which started twitching. New beasts grew from the corpses and even from the rock itself—those parts touched by the blood of the abyss.

“I can feel them in my head—they will return,” Sithe said. “Unless the pestilence is contained, it will never be over.”

“So we burn them,” Kalen said, knowing that would not work. “We can—”

Sithe shook her head. “It is not such a bad life I have lived, to see a god’s work,” Sithe mused. “And to know I was worthy of it.”

“I don’t understand,” Myrin said. “What are you saying?”

“Wait—” Kalen started to rise.

“It is the only way.” Sithe tossed her black axe into his chest, knocking him back to the floor. “Take care, Helm’s Champion.”

Myrin blinked, finally understanding. “Sithe, wait!” she said. “We can find you a cure—in Waterdeep, or Silverymoon! Don’t—”

“I wish I had worn your dress, Myrin Darkdance,” she said. “Just once.”

With that, she strode away from them, toward where the beasts were milling about, fighting with one another. The nearest leaped on her and dug its talons into her leg. Another, weakened by the attacks, leaped for her face, but she caught it instead on her arm. She walked on, unhindered.

“Stop!” Myrin cried, tears streaking her face. “Sithe!”

The veins in his neck bulging, Kalen tried to rise, but he had no strength. His god’s power had left him a hollow shell.

Sithe kept walking as more and more vermin coated her. Five, six, ten, a dozen, two dozen—all the survivors of Scour leaped upon this fresh source of food, who’d so foolishly walked into their midst. They jabbed her with their stingers, over and over. They feasted: Kalen could hear the crunch and pop of pieces of Sithe’s ears, nose, and eyes. The dark genasi’s flesh crystallized as they watched, the corruption spreading from every bite. Panting, she walked on.

Finally, when Sithe had accumulated the rest of Scour to her, she fell to her knees. Her chest swelled rapidly and her breath wheezed.

Sithe’s face changed then—something Kalen had never thought possible. The slit of her mouth spread through the black leather of her face and she smiled.

“I have come, Brothers,” she said, her mouth half crystal. “Feast with me.”

The air split with a great wrenching as all swept toward Sithe for a moment.

Then she and the demons were gone.
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For a long time after, Kalen sat among the desiccated corpses and bloody stains in the center of the battlefield, drained of all strength and emotion.

Scour was finished. The last corpses of its merged demon-spawn began to rot away into dust. If any had escaped … He didn’t know—nor did he care. Still, he waited.

Myrin understood, but she wished she didn’t. She wished, for the first time she remembered, for ignorance. She didn’t want to remember this. “Kalen—”

“She’s coming back,” he said.

They breathed together in the empty chamber, broken and bloody.

Silence and death surrounded them.

“Kalen.” Myrin put her hand on his shoulder.

“Any moment now,” Kalen said.

Myrin put her arms around his neck.
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8 FLAMERULE (DAWN)
 

EDEN SAT IN HER PERSONAL ALTAR CHAMBER, IN THE CENTER of the floor. She had bashed the divan to shards, overturned the altar, and dashed her scrying bowl to pieces. Her platinum coin lay on the floor by the corner, where she had thrown it.

How? How could the goddess have chosen the girl?

The goddess had abandoned her. Her goddess—her mother—had abandoned her all over again. All because of that damned Kalen.

Tears leaked down from her eyes, salty water from her good eye, blood from her empty socket. She’d only ever wanted her goddess—her mother—to love her. She …

She heard a snap from outside, followed by the sharp swish of a metal blade. Someone had tripped one of her snares. That gave her a small burst of pleasure. At least she still had the foolishness of men—that would never fail to amuse her.

A second trap went off—this a series of darts clicking off stone. So the intruder had brought a second, had he? How amusing.

A third trap went off, and a fourth, and a fifth—clicks, pops, and the occasional loud blast—with increasing frequency.

Someone was setting off all her traps, she realized. Gods.

She crossed to the door, where she kept a spyhole for just such an occasion. She peered out and gasped at the golden figure walking toward her. He chose a random path, his every step setting off a trap—each of which miraculously missed him.

“No,” she said. “No, no—goddess!”

She closed the spyhole and ran back to search desperately for her platinum coin. The goddess would save her—she must!

There! Eden put her trembling hands around the coin, but it slipped from her grasp and rolled under the broken table. She peered in, with her one good eye, and saw that Beshaba’s visage stared up at her.

The door swung open behind her and Eden froze.

“Left the door unlocked, did you? What terrible luck,” the Horned One said. “Almost as awful as misplacing your symbol. Tsk.”

She made a mad grab for her coin and got it.

Eden threw herself aside and cried out to the Lady. She held the coin forth at the Horned One where he stood not four paces away. She could not miss.

Light flared, but it burst not toward the golden man. Instead, it burst in the opposite direction: right into Eden’s face. As the goddess’s paralysis gripped her, she stared at the visage of Beshaba facing her on the coin. The wrong side—the goddess she had chosen.

“What rotten luck you have.” He stepped forward and plucked the two-faced coin from her fingers. It disappeared into his sleeve. “I asked for one simple thing—just one.”

“Why?” Eden managed to whisper through lips that fought against her.

“The Darkdance girl,” he said. “Not that I have any particular affection for her, but she’s terribly important to my present plans. If you’d left well enough alone, I wouldn’t have had to give her the orb before its time … ah, but you don’t want to hear all this.”

Eden wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her beg. “You’ll … pay …” she said. “I am … queen … of Luskan …”

“Oh, a new power is rising in Luskan, indeed,” he said. “It might have been you, but alas. I’d choose your enemies more carefully in the future you don’t have.”

Eden felt the paralysis fading—enough that she could move her lips. If she could just speak in the proper cadence … She murmured the first words on the scroll he had given her.

“Are you certain that’s a good idea?” he asked. “You might want to think this through.”

“Tluin you!” she shouted. She finished the chant.

At first, nothing happened. Then she heard the chittering and clicking that heralded its coming. “Let us see which of us is the stronger in this place of the Lady,” Eden said. “Her chosen priestess, or a turncloak like you!”

“Hmm,” he said. “This is awkward.”

Beetles and spiders crept up through the walls—not the fiends of Scour, just normal vermin. Rats flitted from holes, drawn toward her casting. Locusts, called from marauding in the fields, tapped against the clear skylight, cracking the glass.

“What is this?” The creatures scrabbled at Eden’s robes and she could not fight them off. “But I am warded! The demon cannot touch me!”

“These are not demons,” the Horned One said. “Scour is gone from this place—perhaps destroyed, perhaps not, but certainly slumbering once again. These are merely his creatures and they are, for lack of a better word, hungry.” He bowed. “Good day.”

“My lord!” Eden cried. “My Lord Horned One! Save me!”

“Unlikely,” he said. “And please, call me Lilten.”

As they crawled up her body, burrowing through her imported robe, Eden shouted hysterically. “It won’t matter!” she cried. “You heard the halfling—his final prophecy!” Rats clung to her hair, spiders burrowed into her underclothes. “Dren will fall into darkness and destroy all he loves! Defend the little slut as you like, you will lose. You will lose!”

“My dear,” Lilten paused at the door and looked back at her, “whoever said he was talking about your brother?”
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Kalen perched at the edge of the Drowned Rat’s roof as the sun rose, chasing darkness from the world. He stared not at the sunrise, but rather to the west, where the darkness fled. Myrin didn’t understood what he was doing, but it seemed to comfort him and that was the important thing.

“There was nothing you could have done,” Myrin said. She had bundled up against the cold night, but as the sun hit Luskan, sweat emerged on her skin.

Kalen nodded.

“She was my friend, too, you know,” Myrin said. “Not that I knew her as well as you did.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did you? I mean—?”

Kalen shook his head. “I loved her after a fashion. As much as she wanted.”

Myrin wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she accepted it all the same. Kalen Dren was not an easy man to understand.

“Kalen, I share your grief, but we need to move on. There are things—”

“No,” Kalen said. “This is not grief, but anger.”

“Oh.” Myrin felt her fingers turn cold. “You know Sithe’s death was not your fault.”

“Sithe’s was not my fault, no,” Kalen said. “She left this world as she willed—destroying her enemy. But Rhett …”

“Rhett.” Myrin looked down at her hands.

Silence stretched between them. She joined him at the crenellations between the roof and open space. The Drowned Rat overlooked the bay, whose black waters seemed remarkably calm this dawn—almost like glass. Almost like Vindicator.

Myrin looked down at the sword, which lay on the edge of the roof. With the slightest push, it would dance through the air and scythe into the bay, to be lost forever. Would their lives be lessened or improved by such an accident?

The blade, now cleansed of blood, no longer glowed as it had in Kalen’s hand. The growing sunlight, however, danced off it in a particular way. She reached out and could feel the power in the sword—the source of such power she had not even dreamed of.

“Will you take the sword?” she asked. “I mean, wherever you go next?”

“If I never touch that blade again,” Kalen said, “it will be too soon.”

“Now that is royally stupid,” Myrin said sharply. Kalen looked over at her. “That sword has chosen you, whether you like it or not. You cannot simply ignore it.”

“Don’t I know it,” Kalen said.

Words trailed off again between them and they listened to the gulls ringing in the dawn. Myrin turned, her arms crossed, and leaned back against the wall, looking toward the east. There, outside the city, the Waterdhavians would be hearing that the plague had ended and they would lift the quarantine.

“Looks like Luskan survives another plague summer,” Myrin observed.

“More’s the pity,” Kalen replied, stepping away.

Finally, frustrated, Myrin seized Vindicator by the hilt—awkwardly, since it was too heavy for her—and rounded on Kalen. “Is that all?” she asked. “You’ll just give up? And—”

She stopped, seeing Kalen standing near the packs, fully dressed in his gray-black travel clothes. “We’re not giving up. At least—assuming you’re with me.” He leaned Sithe’s axe against his shoulder. “Ready to go?”

Myrin blinked, startled. Then she smiled.

Something deep inside her kindled and burned with blue fire.
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Several blocks away, in a forgotten graveyard called Yewblood, a block off Aldever’s, a small, cloaked figure sought shelter from the burning sun as it rose over the eastern mountains.

“Feh, death,” he said. “But at least it be but temporary.”

He looked down at his wound, which gaped but did not bleed. The flesh had turned to thick purple crystal laced with silvery veins and golden flecks. Flesh that was not that of a halfling. He thought that with enough blood, it would heal entirely.

Time to feed.

A rat scurried past his feet. Quick as a snake, he caught it in his crystal-coated hand. “A new power be rising in Luskan-town, no?” he said to his captive audience. “And we best be about that. But first—” His crystalline eyes twinkled. “Feed.”

He sank his fangs into the rat and sighed contentedly.

At least he had his morningfeast.
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DUST FLOWED THROUGH THE DARKNESS LIKE WAVES IN THE ocean. It swirled in the wake of flashing swords, catching the dim torchlight and dancing with reflected flame.

Shadowbane wondered how long the dust had lain in this chamber. The gray flecks gathered in a thick carpet might well be the accumulation of centuries. It was the ashes of ages past, of gods dead but not gone, the last legacy of thousands of creatures that must have fallen here.

Shadowbane pushed the thoughts away as a fist came at his face, moving slowly between the floating motes. The thieves he’d tracked through Downshadow held their own quite well in the fight, not afraid to mix slashes of the sword with the occasional brawler’s jab. That, and they fought in concert like longtime partners. He ducked the punch even as a thrusting short sword grazed his side: a cut he barely felt. He threw off his attacker and twisted right to parry downward, catching the next thrust low.

In his hand, the sword Vindicator beat with a dull, throbbing heat. He barely felt the slow burn through his spellscar, but it served as a constant reminder of his unworthiness. He could hardly sleep at night without reliving his failure over and over in his dreams.

He shook the image away and focused on the dust that swirled around him. Somehow, his perceptions refused to settle on one man or the other, but instead followed the eddies of grey powder. Fortunately, his quarry seemed just as distracted, or else the dust would have proved his undoing by now. Was it magic that bound his senses in this way, distracting him? That seemed likely: how else could so much dust linger in one place? It had to be a persistent ward that made footprints fade within heartbeats in this littleused chamber of Downshadow, while the dust remained, replenished by the flesh of the dead—of monster and man alike.

As he blocked a thrust and twisted around to strike his opponent in the chest with Vindicator’s pommel, Shadowbane wondered which he was: monster or man?

Ultimately, he would fulfill his quest—the one the Threefold God required of him—whatever it forced him to become.

“I will make of myself a darkness,” he murmured. “A darkness where there is only me.”

The recitation of his mantra calmed him at least enough to let him focus on the battle at hand. He parried one man aside with enough force to knock him staggering, and held the point of his sword up to the other’s face. Not willing to spit himself on the blade, that one backed off, and the three broke apart for several choking breaths.

Two foes gave Shadowbane a distinct disadvantage, and while they were hardly potent swordsmen, even the weakest warriors can overwhelm a single man.

“Shadowbane, mighty avenger of Downshadow, indeed,” said the half-orc with his pronounced underbite. “Just a man, seems to me. Aye, Cors?”

“Aye, Steb,” said Cors, a smaller, full-blooded human. “Not scared of just a man.”

Shadowbane hardly heard; instead, he watched their hands. The first held his sword firmly, while the second trembled. This sign of weakness determined his path: he pointed to the half-orc, his finger long and accusing.

“Aye?” Steb slapped his sword against the buckler on his arm. “Come’n then, and show old Steb what you’ve—Cyric’s Crimson Blade!”

Shadowbane lunged forward, his sword ablaze with sudden light and smashed so hard into Steb’s defense he sent the half-orc staggering. Clouds of dust boiled into the air. Behind him, Cors was so startled he hesitated to take the free thrust offered by the reckless assault.

Mistake.

Shadowbane leaped upon the weaker Cors, blade cutting left and right like a whip. The man thrust, but Shadowbane brought Vindicator sweeping down as part of the same movement.

Every parry an attack unfolding, every attack a parry.

Cors blinked as he stood open with his sword wide. Shadowbane had only to step forward to drive a hand’s-span of steel through his chest.

Dust drifted in a silent moment that stretched around them.

Then Shadowbane struck, burying the pommel of his sword in the man’s belly. Cors doubled, and Shadowbane slammed his knee into the man’s chin. The hapless man was unconscious before he hit the floor.

Shadowbane staggered half a step under a vague pain in his side. Steb had stepped forward and stabbed him, but the wound was hardly deep enough to pierce his accursed numbness. As though he had not felt it, Shadowbane stepped away, leaving Steb staring down in shock at his bloody steel.

They stood then, the half-orc and the avenger, in that chamber smothered in dust. “Old Steb” coughed and fought to steady himself amongst the gray clouds. His expression was fierce but his stance and eyes told a different story: the small man was filled with fear.

“Come on, then!” Steb raised his sword. “Unless that’s all you got, rutter!”

Shadowbane watched, silent. Flickers of radiance died around him as he allowed Vindicator to burn to embers. If his wound troubled him, he offered no sign.

Steb risked a mocking smile. “I heard of you, Shadowbane,” he said. “You used to be a watchman, is it? But the law in’t enough, so you hunt us scum of Downshadow by your own warrant. That right?”

Shadowbane made no reply. His gray cloak—tattered from hundreds of such scuffles over the years—swayed gently amongst the flaky carpet.

Steb’s smile widened. He came closer, confidence increasing with each step. “This where you rebuke me, eh?” he said. “Spout some rot about how you ‘own the night,’ and us scoundrels ‘best watch ourselves,’ and—”

“No.”

Shadowbane stepped forward and shattered Steb’s nose with the pommel of Vindicator. The man tumbled back and slumped to the floor.

Gray motes swirled around Shadowbane as he sheathed Vindicator at his belt. Two thieves lay squirming at his feet, offering themselves as prey for Waterdeep’s Watch this night. He would pass along word to Rayse or Bors Jarthay, the way he had for a year since he’d left behind his life in the surface world and become Shadowbane. By the time the Guard mustered an expedition into Downshadow, he would be long gone, off to take down another villain they couldn’t touch. But not yet.

First, he had business to attend to.

“If you’re going to talk,” Shadowbane said to the darkness, “then talk.”

The long-neglected chamber offered no reply.

“There’s little point in hiding,” Shadowbane said. “You called this meeting.”

Meanwhile, he took one knee at Steb’s side, and batted away the half-orc’s hands when he tried feebly to fend him off. Shadowbane had not come to kill him. The half-orc was going to choke on his own blood, and even though he and his partner had fought to kill Shadowbane, the creatures did not deserve to die in this awful place. First, he drew some of the last dregs of the Threefold God’s power into his hands and healed Steb’s ruined nose at a touch. Healing in this way caused Shadowbane wrenching pain, but at least it worked. He then took a length of silk rope from his rucksack and tied first Steb’s hands, then those of Cors as well. It would be inhumane to leave the two senseless and unsupervised in Downshadow, so he fashioned a leash to pull them along until he could find one of his hidden niches in which to secret them for collection.

“Talk. Or I’m leaving,” Shadowbane repeated.

Again, only silence and slowly settling dust greeted him.

“As you wish.” He started to go. “Whatever you had to say, it couldn’t have interested me.”

“Really, Kalen?” A feminine form wavered into visibility behind him. “Even if it regards Myrin?”

That name—one he’d not heard spoken in months but had never forgotten—stopped him in his steps and woke a whole chorus of memories Kalen Dren had tried so hard to bury. It had been months since Shadowbane had thought of himself by that name, but of course that’s who he was.

He raised his hand to a familiar, empty pocket just inside his leathers, over his heart. Until recently, there had been an item there: a folded-over, much-read scrap of paper stained with tears. He’d carried it for almost a year, letting it be a reminder of what—whom—he would seek out as soon his duty was finished here in Waterdeep. But then tragedy had struck, and in the chaos he’d somehow lost the note. In so doing, he’d also lost his anchor on who he had once been: Kalen Dren the watchman by day, Shadowbane the vigilante by night. Instead, these last three months he had set Kalen Dren aside entirely and become only Shadowbane, who ran himself ragged with his relentless quest.

Had it truly been three months? Had he spent all that time wandering these dark halls, beating down rogue after knave after murderer?

Much the way the note would have done, the sound of Myrin’s name drew Kalen back through the months of cold justice, back to himself.

“Speak, then.” He closed his fists and turned back toward the voice. “Fayne.”

At least she had not disrespected him by attempting a real disguise. She wore the face of a pretty half-elf woman with red hair and gray eyes, a look she had used when they met a year before but not one she wore regularly these days. If it were, he would certainly have found her at some point. But she had chosen to approach him with a familiar mask, and he suspected that was as close to Fayne as he was going to get. After that first night they had shared, in which he’d seen her true face, he was not about to make an issue out of what she wanted to hide.

“Speak, is it?” Fayne asked. “I’ve heard rumors of a plague up north … oh, did you want me to speak of aught else?”

“What of Myrin?” Kalen asked. “She made it clear she did not want to see me.”

“Tsk.” Fayne rolled her eyes. “You and I both know you jumped at the chance to counter her wishes and rush after her—at least at first. What changed, Kalen?”

Kalen remembered a young man he had met outside the Knight’n Shadow inn, where he had gone to face Fayne in a final confrontation a year ago. He’d left his sword with the boy, just in case: had the confrontation proved fatal, at least Shadowbane’s quest might continue. Afterward, he’d found Myrin’s note and been about to start a proper search for her when the lad found him. This he’d taken for a sign: Kalen should train him in the ways of the Threefold God, as the Eye of Justice had trained him.

Vaelis, he thought but did not say. I am so sorry.

The dust swirled, as though drawn to Kalen by his memory.

The boy had burned for training, and Vindicator had found him worthy. The Threefold God demanded Kalen do his duty and anoint a successor, and Vaelis was that man. At the time, Kalen had told himself he could seek Myrin later—finish his business when he no longer had a duty to fulfill. Then perhaps he could find a new path.

And then he had utterly failed Vaelis, and all was now dust and ash.

Fayne drew in a breath, as though she could read his dark thoughts. He saw something like remorse in her gray eyes. “Of course,” she said. “Forgive me. I did not mean to open old wounds. I would not have come at all, were it not needful.”

“Needful.” Kalen fixed his gaze on the disguised trickster. “Must you torment me with your intrigues?” he asked. “Murdering Cellica last year was not enough?”

“That was …” Fayne shivered. “Kalen, what happened to your adopted sister was Rath’s doing, not mine. She wasn’t supposed to be there, and the dwarf struck before I could stop him.” She laid her hand on his neck. “Please believe me.”

“How is that?” He wanted to pull away, but under her touch, his shoulders relaxed. She always brought out a duality in him—comfort and pain alike. “You are a liar and a thief. You used me, just like you use everyone to get what you want.”

“Yes,” Fayne said. “I am a liar and a manipulator and many other things you could name, but I am not a murderer.”

Kalen nodded. They could never see quite eye-to-eye, but he did know that.

“Do you want Myrin back, or don’t you?” She sidled closer, pressing her cheek to his. “Unless you want a different lass entirely.”

It was the same old Fayne. Just when she came close to soothing his wounds, she salted them with a jest. Disgusted, he shoved her away through the swirling gray.

Fayne righted herself, waving at the dust motes, and crossed her arms. Her smile was cruel. “Your loss.”

“Indeed.” He drew Vindicator, causing Fayne to raise an inquisitive eyebrow. Its flames set the dust gleaming. “Tell me where she is.”

“Haven’t had any of Tymora’s luck finding her yourself?” Fayne asked. “So you thought you’d try Beshaba, eh? Have a care. She’s a shrew and a bitch, I hear.”

“So are you,” Shadowbane said. “Tell me where to find Myrin, and I won’t beat you down, clap you in irons, and feed you to Jarthay’s dogs.”

“Ooh, I so love it when you talk naughty.” Fayne ran her fingers through her bright red hair with a contemplative expression. “It just so happens I bear a message for you. Myrin is in danger, and needs your help.”

He glowered at her.

“What?” She put her hands on her hips. “You don’t believe me? I’m hurt.”

She reached into her bodice, then paused, giving Kalen a wry glance. He shook his head and averted his gaze.

“Here.” She presented him a folded paper, which he immediately recognized. He drew in a rasping breath, and his lungs burned in his spellscar’s numbness. It was Myrin’s note, that he had kept all this time and lost three months ago, when Vaelis …

“How did you get this?” He fixed a suspicious look upon her.

“I stole it, of course.” She stepped back and raised her hands. “ ’Twas a moment of weakness, Kalen! I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.” Kalen closed the paper tight in his hand.

“She was taken this very night, and needs a hero to save her,” Fayne said. “Though I’ll have you know ’twas not my idea to give you the note—that comes from my patron who shall remain nameless.” She flashed a crooked smile. “I would never push you to leave Waterdeep—I’d much rather you stay, where I have you all to myself.”

Kalen was not convinced. “Your tongue is both silver and black, Ellyne—rich and treacherous.” He stepped toward her. “To you, lies come as easily as murder.”

“Aye!” She glared at him. “I resent that remark. Some things I’ve told you have been true. My name, for instance. And I didn’t lie when I said ’twas Rath that killed—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Kalen said. “What we had between us is over and done, whether you slew her yourself or merely watched.” He grasped her arm.

“Ooh, so forceful.” Fayne shivered with obvious pleasure. “I’d love to come along with you, dear man, but I am otherwise engaged this eve, so … if you don’t mind—” She gestured to his hand on her arm.

“Oh?” Kalen said. “You think I’m going to let go, do you?”

“I surely do,” she said. “Unless of course you think you won’t need both hands for what comes next. I came rather well … entouraged.”

A dozen men came out of the shadows and dust, shaking off the feywild magic that hid them like blankets. Fayne’s magic, of course.

“I could use you as a shield,” Kalen observed.

“My, my, that does sound exciting,” Fayne said. “Alas—”

The air rippled and she vanished in a puff of smoke that smelled both sweet and acrid. Her thugs, however, remained. They drew steel and waited for him to make the first move.

Kalen unfolded the paper Fayne had given him. Myrin’s words were all there, the same tear-filled letters he had read over and over for a year—the first missive, where she had told him not to follow, and the postscript where she had told him she had absorbed part of his spellscar and lengthened his life at the cost of some of her own. As ever before, the words filled him with hope.

Now there was one significant addition. Scrawled across the bottom half of the back of the paper, below Myrin’s postscript, was a single word written in blood.

LUSKAN.

Carefully, Kalen refolded the note and slid it into an inner pocket. He had a long ride ahead of him. But first, the dozen thugs—hard-eyed men with sharp steel and heavy cudgels—tensed, ready to fight.

The warding dust swirled as though in anticipation of the blood to be shed. He could feel it settling into his senses, seeking to distract him as it had with Cors and Steb. This time, however …

This time, Kalen had a single focus, and no ancient magic would draw his gaze away from what he had to do next: find Myrin and save her.

And all of Fayne’s minions stood in his way.

He smiled.
  

A READER’S GUIDE TO LUSKAN
 

The cesspool of the world, Luskan is a city stewing in its own rot. Once it was a thriving port anchoring the northern end of the Trade Way, but decades of social unrest and rampant crime have left it largely abandoned. Now Luskan is the exclusive territory of rival street gangs, monsters, and vermin. A middle-class citizen of Luskan would be a beggar in any other city in the North.


LUSKAN LORE

A character knows the following information with a successful skill check.

History DC 20: In the Year of the Haunting (1377 DR), Captain Deudermont of the pirate hunter Sea Sprite broke the stranglehold of a collection of pirates and evil wizards over Luskan to briefly serve as governor. Deudermont’s reign was short—the populace was too accustomed to the corruption-as-usual practices of the former city masters. The City of Sails ultimately fell back into the hands of the surviving high captains, who immediately began to fight among themselves. Within a decade all four had either been killed or run off.

Left without any central government, even a corrupt one, there was no hope left for Luskan. Rival gangs of thieves and pirates have been fighting, street by street and alley by alley, ever since. In the ensuing decades, numerous attempts have been made by master thieves, pirate captains, bandit kings, and monsters ranging from kobolds to beholders to take control of the city, but nothing resembling a government has stayed in power for more than a few months.

Streetwise DC 15: Huge tracts of Luskan lie in ruins—four thousand people inhabit a city built to accommodate ten times that many. The port is now useless, crowded with the half-sunken hulks of the last ships unlucky enough to tie up here, including the once-mighty Sea Sprite. No central leadership, and nothing even remotely resembling a city watch, exists. On a walk through the streets of Luskan, one encounters rats and other vermin the size of horses, roaming gangs collecting whatever meager spoils the rubble might still yield, and dead people and animals rotting in the streets or floating face down in the filthy, disease-ridden Mirar River.

Thieves and other outlaws who flee justice from places such as Waterdeep are never pursued past the gates of Luskan. No dungeon cell in another northern city could possibly be a worse fate. This sort of “immigration” is primarily how the population replenishes itself.


SITES AND FEATURES

Getting around in Luskan is an adventure. You never know if you’ll accidentally wander into the territory of a blood-crazed gang of thieves, wererats, or Shou yakuza.

The Broken Bridges: All three of the great bridges that once spanned the Mirar River are smashed. Attempts are occasionally made to repair them, sometimes with just a few ropes—so that the gang responsible for the repairs can charge a toll to cross. In the chaos of the City of Anarchy, these makeshift crossings never last long. Diving into the filthy, disease-laden, monster-infested river is attempted only by the desperate or the insane. Most Luskars content themselves with staying on their side of the waterway.

The Hosttower of the Arcane: Once the home of the Arcane Brotherhood, this strange ruin is haunted by undead. Lesser creatures roam the area around the structure; greater threats are entombed below. Few dungeons are more dangerous than this one, and the locals won’t go anywhere near it.
  

THE ABYSSAL PLAGUE:
BEHIND THE SCENES
 

In a dark dimension beyond the known planes of existence, the Chained God thirsts for freedom. Infusing his will into the residue of a long-dead universe—scarlet liquid shot through with veins of silver and flecks of gold—he sends this liquid crystal between worlds to prepare his way. But his will is not the only force that drives the Voidharrow.

Imbued with the power of the Voidharrow, the dragon Vestapalk creates a horde of demonic minions to spread the Abyssal Plague across the Nentir Vale. But the threat is not contained within a single world: Faerûn and Athas must contend with their own outbreaks of tainted demons and virulent disease. Will the Voidharrow consume the multiverse? Will the Chained God break free? Or will the heroes of the age put a stop to the Abyssal Plague?

The Abyssal Plague is an event that spans the geography of Dungeons & Dragons. Seven novels and a five-part novella tell its story across three worlds, and its insidious reach extends into roleplaying products such as Monster Vault: Threats to the Nentir Vale and future seasons of D&D Encounters.

With Shadowbane, the story of the Abyssal Plague is nearing its end. This is the second book (following Bruce Cordell’s Sword of the Gods) that tells the story of the Plague’s intrusion into the world of the Forgotten Realms, even as the central story of the Abyssal Plague has been unfolding in DUNGEONS & DRAGONS novels written by Bill Slavicsek, Don Bassingthwaite, and James Wyatt.

The Abyssal Plague story is something of an experiment. We at Wizards of the Coast wanted to see if we could create an event that would bridge our disparate novel lines, encouraging readers who are loyal to just one of our worlds to try reading books set in others as well. We also wanted to orchestrate a shared experience between novel readers and roleplaying gamers. The full fruition of that effort is yet to come, but it’s something we’ll be doing again in future years.


THARIZDUN: ORIGINS

As we set about looking for a story that could span the worlds of D&D without turning into one of those crazy comic-book mashups that pits Spider-Man against Superman in an event that strains credulity, we ended up drawing on elements that stretch way back in the history of D&D to the Chained God, Tharizdun. Created by Gary Gygax himself in the 1982 adventure The Forgotten Temple of Tharizdun, the Chained God clearly hearkens back to the malign ancient deities imagined by writers such as H.P. Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith. Monte Cook’s Return to the Temple of Elemental Evil adventure (2001) drew on the Forgotten Temple’s mythology and made Tharizdun, also called the Elder Elemental Eye, a central figure.

In 4th Edition, we gave Tharizdun a key role in the early days of the universe. As described in the Monster Manual, Tharizdun created the Abyss by inserting a shard of pure evil into the swirling maelstrom of the Elemental Chaos. As punishment for his crime, the other gods locked him away in an extraplanar prison.

And that’s the starting point for the Abyssal Plague event. As we plotted out the story, we decided that Tharizdun’s prison was actually the remains of a dead universe, where the Abyss had grown to consume the entire cosmos. In sort of a divine act of poetic justice, the gods locked Tharizdun away in a universe that symbolized the threat of his own crime.


THARIZDUN: ESCAPE ATTEMPT!

As described in The Gates of Madness, a cult of Tharizdun used a shard of the Living Gate to open the Vast Gate, creating a window into his prison just wide enough for him to send through the Voidharrow.

The Vast Gate first appeared in Bruce Cordell’s adventure The Gates of Firestorm Peak (1996), where it was described as the portal through which the Far Realm exerted its influence on the adventure’s dungeon. The Living Gate, though, was first described in Player’s Handbook 3 and The Plane Above (2010)—a strange Astral portal, also leading to the Far Realm, discovered by Pelor, Ioun, and Tharizdun near the beginning of time. The shattering of the Living Gate created the shard-mind race and proved a pivotal event in the history of psionic power.

So the cult used part of the Living Gate to open the Vast Gate, creating a tiny window into Tharizdun’s prison. Tharizdun sent the Voidharrow through that window with the idea that his cultists could use it to enhance the power of the Vast Gate and widen the portal so Tharizdun himself could emerge from his prison. But, as so often happens, a group of adventurers foiled that dastardly plan. Even as the Voidharrow transformed the unwitting cultists into demons, the adventurers came in and disrupted the Vast Gate. In the ensuing chaos, demons and other fragments of the Voidharrow were scattered throughout the cosmos.

The demon called Nu Alin, introduced in Mark of Nerath, was one of the cultists who opened the portal, transformed by the Voidharrow into a liquid being that inhabited mortal bodies. A vial of the Voidharrow substance itself came back to the world with the adventurers, where it ended up in the wizard Moorin’s tower in Fallcrest.


THE PLAGUE STRIKES

The Abyssal Plague gets underway in Don Bassingthwaite’s novel, The Temple of Yellow Skulls. Familiar characters introduced in Bill Slavicsek’s Mark of Nerath return in Yellow Skulls: the eladrin wizard Albanon, the human fighter Shara, the halfling rogue Uldane. Also back on the scene are the mysterious possessing demon Nu Alin and the green dragon Vestapalk, dual harbingers of the plague.

The Temple of Yellow Skulls picks up more or less where Mark of Nerath left off, but it puts the adventurers’ focus firmly on the threat of the Voidharrow. As the novel begins, three adventurers—Shara, Albanon, and Uldane—are in Fallcrest trying to decide what to do next. They’re quickly thrown into adventure, of course, and along the way they visit one of the most evocatively named places on the map of the Nentir Vale, which gives the book its name. They also meet an aging cleric named Kri Redshal, who claims to be the last surviving member of an order founded by the adventurers in the novella, the Order of Vigilance.

In Oath of Vigilance, by James Wyatt, these adventurers are joined by two old friends from Mark of Nerath: the dragonborn paladin Roghar and the tiefling warlock Tempest. Kri Redshal takes Albanon under his wing, Shara struggles to overcome her failure to avenge the death of her lover and finds comfort with a dashing drow warlock, and Tempest finally confronts the demon that possessed her.

The story of the Abyssal Plague in the Nentir Vale comes to a conclusion in The Eye of the Chained God, coming in April 2012. Don Bassingthwaite returns to wrap up the trilogy, and the DUNGEONS & DRAGONS world will never be the same!


THE PLAGUE SPREADS

Tharizdun’s escape attempt was so impressive that it couldn’t be contained to just a single world. And sure enough, when Tharizdun’s cultists opened the Vast Gate and created a tiny window into the Voidharrow, the multiverse trembled. And cracked.

When the adventurers featured in The Gates of Madness disrupted the cultists’ ritual, bits of the Voidharrow escaped through the Vast Gate and into other worlds. By the time the heroes arrived, with the Voidharrow already come through the gate and the ritual in chaos, the Vast Gate was flickering from world to world. When the heroes first appeared, they could see through the arch of the gate “an unfamiliar city with a tall black tower rising above it,” but moments later that scene was replaced with another. Soon, a cultist “stumbled through the arch. With a flash of crimson light, the man disappeared into a desert landscape under a dark red sun.” And so the Abyssal Plague spread to the world of Athas, the Dark Sun setting. The story of its infestation there is told in Keith R.A. DeCandido’s novel, Under the Crimson Sun.

Two demons—and one of the heroes—passed through the Vast Gate into the world of Faerûn. A demonic weaver of nightmares and a mass of crystalline spider-like creatures both fell through the portal to the Forgotten Realms, as did Demascus, the hero of Sword of the Gods. All that happened a few hundred years ago, and the seeds of the Abyssal Plague lay dormant in Faerûn for centuries.

In Sword of the Gods, Demascus must reconstruct his shattered memories even as he encounters the resurgent Abyssal Plague. Calling itself Murmur, the nightmare demon can infest the dreams of its host and tear the fears from its victims to clothe in pseudo-living flesh. But Murmur is not without all compassion—it seeks to revitalize a sibling Voidharrow fragment that fell with it, one whose “dispersed” nature has scattered its consciousness. If Murmur can resuscitate its sibling (called Scour), the two Voidharrow demons will move on to their next project: whelming the Forgotten Realms with demonic excess as happened in their own home fossil universe.


PLAYING THE ABYSSAL PLAGUE

Unfortunately for the worlds of DUNGEONS & DRAGONS, all these different outbreaks of the Abyssal Plague mean containment has been lost. The plague is wider than can be controlled in even seven novels.

If you’re a player of the DUNGEONS & DRAGONS roleplaying game, you’ll find statistics for some of the Abyssal Plague demons on the following pages, ready for introduction into your game. (These demons originally appeared in the Monster Vault: Threats to the Nentir Vale sourcebook.) And watch for The Elder Elemental Eye, coming in early 2012—a new season of D&D Encounters coming to a game store near you, bringing the story of the Abyssal Plague to an exciting conclusion. http://www.wizards.com/dnd/Feature.aspx?x=dnd/feature/abyssalplague
  

ABYSSAL PLAGUE
DEMONS
 

Alien entities from a dead universe, plague demons have the same chaotic and destructive nature as demons from the Abyss deep within the Elemental Chaos. Unleashed upon the natural world, they are a virulent infection that spreads like wildfire through a parched forest.

A ritual undertaken in ancient times released the exarchs of the demon lord of a dead universe, a universe where the demon lord succeeded in conquering its Abyss but also inadvertently destroyed the planes around it. Brought to the natural world, these exarchs planned to establish the Abyssal plague, unleash hordes of plague demons, and open the way for their demon lord to step into this existence.

Heroes of the age stepped forward to disrupt the ritual, and the threat of the plague demons seemed to have been dealt with. Recently, however, one of the exarchs escaped from its ancient prison, and the demon lord found a host in the natural world.

Now the Abyssal plague has ignited a fever that burns throughout the land. Plague demons of various forms have begun to appear, threatening civilized settlements across the Nentir Vale. The very touch of a plague demon can pass along a debilitating disease that can lead to death or even transformation in rare cases. The alien disease is capable of turning humans and other natural creatures into plague demons.


	Plague Demon
    Chaos Hound
	Level 5 Minion Skirmisher

	Medium elemental beast (demon)
	XP 50

	HP 1; a missed attack never damages a minion.
	Initiative +7

	AC 19, Fortitude 18, Reflex 17, Will 15
	Perception +3

	Speed 8
	Darkvision

	TRAITS

	Pack Attack

	The plague demon’s attacks deal 2 extra damage for each other plague demon that is adjacent to the target.



	STANDARD ACTIONS

	[image: ]Bite (disease) [image: ]At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature); +10 vs. AC



	Hit: 5 damage, and the plague demon can shift 1 square. At the end of the encounter, the target makes a saving throw. On a failure, the target contracts Abyssal plague (stage 1).



	Str 18 (+6)
	Dex 16 (+5)
	Ois 12 (+3)
	 

	Con 18 (+6)
	Int 5 (-1)
	Cha 10 (+2)
	 

	Alignment chaotic evil       Languages —



 

All plague demons so far observed share certain physical characteristics. A crimson crystal substance, either in liquid or solid form, is somehow incorporated into each plague demon’s body. The crimson substance contains strands of silver and flecks of gold, and it appears as either an oozing liquid or as hard as an ARMORED shell. The substance might manifest as veins of pulsating liquid crystal running between armored plates or undulating from cracks in the skin, solid crystal protrusions, or even crystalline weapons emerging from limbs.


	Plague Demon
    Chaos Hound
	Level 5 Minion Skirmisher

	Medium elemental beast (demon)
	XP 50

	HP 1; a missed attack never damages a minion.
	Initiative +6

	AC 21, Fortitude 19, Reflex 17, Will 15
	Perception +7

	Speed 6
	Darkvision

	STANDARD ACTIONS

	[image: ]Grabbing Claws [image: ] At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature); +10 vs. AC



	Hit: 5 damage, and the target is grabbed (escape DC 15) if the plague demon has no creature grabbed.



	[image: ]Bite (disease) [image: ]At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature grabbed by the plague demon); +10 vs. AC



	Hit: 8 damage. At the end of the encounter, the target makes a saving throw. On a failure, the target contracts Abyssal plague (stage 1).



	Str 18 (+6)
	Dex 14 (+4)
	Wis 11 (+2)
	 

	Con 18 (+6)
	Int 7 (+0)
	Cha 10 (+2)
	 

	Alignment chaotic evil      Languages —



 


	Abyssal Plague
	Level 8 Disease

	Those infected by this disease slowly develop oozing sores, blisters, and growths that appear as crimson crystal laced with veins of silver and flecks of gold. The crystal can be in either liquid or solid form.


 


Stage 0: The target recovers from the disease.

Stage 1: While affected by stage 1, the target exhibits sores and growths across 10 percent of the body and loses a healing surge.

Stage 2: While affected by stage 2, the target has sores and growths over 50 percent of the body and loses a healing surge. The target also takes a -2 penalty to AC, Fortitude, and Reflex, and is slowed.

Check (Stage 1 or Stage 2): At the end of each extended rest, the target makes an Endurance check if it is at stage 1 or 2.
11 or Lower: The stage of the disease increases by 1.
12-15: No change.
16 or Higher: The stage of the disease decreases by 1.

Stage 3: While affected by stage 3, the target has sores and growths over 90 percent of the body. The target also takes a -2 penalty to AC, Fortitude, and Reflex, and is slowed. In addition, the target becomes increasingly disoriented and chaotic as the demonic nature of the disease takes hold.

Check (Stage 3): At the end of each extended rest, the target makes an Endurance check if it is at stage 3.
11 or Lower: The target dies.
12-23: No change.
24 or Higher: The target transforms into a plague demon chaos beast.



 

[image: ]

 

KIERAN YANNER
Left to right: Plague demon chaos beast, chaos hound, chaos bender
 


	Plague Demon Chaos Beast
	Level 6 Skirmisher

	Medium elemental beast (demon)
	XP 250

	HP 76; Bloodied 38
	Initiative +9

	AC 20, Fortitude 19, Reflex 18, Will 17
	Perception +6

	Speed 8
	Darkvision

	TRAITS

	[image: ]Chaotic Growl (fear) [image: ]Aura 1

	Enemies grant combat advantage while in the aura.

	STANDARD ACTIONS

	[image: ] Bite (disease) [image: ]At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature); +11 vs. AC

	Hit: 2d8 + 3 damage. At the end of the encounter, the target makes a saving throw. On a failure, the target contracts Abyssal plague (stage 1).



	[image: ]Claws [image: ] At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one or two creatures); +11 vs. AC

	Hit: 2d6 + 2 damage, and the plague demon can shift 1 square.



	TRIGGERED ACTIONS

	Variable Resistance [image: ] 2/Encounter

	Trigger: The plague demon takes acid, cold, fire, lightning, or thunder damage.

	Effect (Free Action): The plague demon gains resist 5 to the triggering damage type until the end of the encounter or until it uses variable resistance again.

	Skills
Athletics +13, Stealth +12

	Str 20 (+8)
	Dex 18 (+7)
	Ois 16 (+6)
	 

	Con 20 (+8)
	Int 5 (+0)
	Cha 10 (+3)
	 

	Alignment chaotic evil      Languages —



 


	Plague Demon Chaos Bender
	Level 6 Controller

	Large elemental beast (demon)
	XP 250

	HP 72; Bloodied 36
	Initiative +8

	AC 20, Fortitude 17, Reflex 19, Will 18
	Perception +7

	Speed 8
	Darkvision

	TRAITS

	[image: ]Chaotic Field [image: ] Aura 2

	When any enemy ends its turn in the aura, the plague demon slides it up to 2 squares as a free action.

	STANDARD ACTIONS

	[image: ]Bite (disease) [image: ] At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature); +11 vs. AC

	Hit: 2d6 + 7 damage. At the end of the encounter, the target makes a saving throw. On a failure, the target contracts Abyssal plague (stage 1).



	[image: ]Frenzy of Claws [image: ] At-Will

	Attack: Close burst 1 (enemies in the burst); +9 vs. Reflex

	Hit: 1d6 + 2 damage, and the target is slowed and takes ongoing 5 damage (save ends both).



	TRIGGERED ACTIONS

	Variable Resistance [image: ] 2/Encounter

	Trigger: The plague demon takes acid, cold, fire, lightning, or thunder damage.

	Effect (Free Action): The plague demon gains resist 5 to the triggering damage type until the end of the encounter or until it uses variable resistance again.

	Str 17 (+6)
	Dex 20 (+8)
	Wis 18 (+7)
	 

	Con 16 (+6)
	Int 6 (+1)
	Cha 12 (+4)
	 

	Alignment chaotic evil       Languages —



 

[image: ]

 

KIERAN YANNER
Left to right: Plague demon chaos vanguard,
chaos footsoldier, chaos knight
 


	Plague Demon Chaos Knight
	Level 6 Soldier

	Medium elemental humanoid (demon)
	XP 250

	HP 78; Bloodied 39
	Initiative +7

	AC 22, Fortitude 21, Reflex 17, Will 16
	Perception +4

	Speed 5
	Darkvision

	TRAITS

	[image: ]Crimson Retribution [image: ] Aura 1

	Whenever an enemy in the aura makes an attack that doesn’t include the plague demon as a target, the enemy takes 5 damage.

	STANDARD ACTIONS

	[image: ]Slam [image: ] At-Will

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature); +11 vs. AC

	Hit: 2d6 + 7 damage, and the target falls prone.



	[image: ]Crystal Blade (disease, weapon) [image: ]Recharge
[image: ]

	Attack: Melee 1 (one creature); +11 vs. AC

	Hit: 3d8 + 7 damage. At the end of the encounter, the target makes a saving throw. On a failure, the target contracts Abyssal plague (stage 1).



	TRIGGERED ACTIONS

	Variable Resistance [image: ] 2/Encounter

	Trigger: The plague demon takes acid, cold, fire, lightning or thunder damage.

	Effect (Free Action): The plague demon gains resist 5 to thetriggering damage type until the end of the encounter or until it usesvariable resistance again.

	Str 22 (+9)
	Dex 15 (+5)
	Wis 13 (+4)
	 

	Con 22 (+9)
	Int 13 (+4)
	Cha 11 (+3)
	 

	Alignment chaotic evil       Languages Abyssal



 


	Plague Demon Chaos Vanguard
	Level 9 Soldier

	Large elemental beast (demon)
	XP 400

	HP 100; Bloodied 50
	Initiative +8

	AC 25, Fortitude 24, Reflex 19, Will 19
	Perception +6

	Speed 6
	Darkvision

	TRAITS

	[image: ] Crimson Retribution [image: ] Aura 2

	Whenever an enemy in the aura makes an attack that doesn’t include the plague demon as a target, the enemy takes 10 damage.

	STANDARD ACTIONS

	[image: ]Slam [image: ] At-Will

	Attack: Melee 2 (one creature); +14 vs. AC

	Hit: 3d6 + 6 damage, and the plague demon pushes the target up to 2 squares.



	[image: ]Sweeping Crystal Blade (disease, weapon) [image: ] Recharge
[image: ]

	Attack: Close blast 3 (enemies in the blast); +14 vs. AC

	Hit: 2d12 + 6 damage. At the end of the encounter, the target makes a saving throw. On a failure, the target contracts Abyssal plague (stage 1).



	TRIGGERED ACTIONS

	Variable Resistance [image: ] 2/Encounter

	Trigger: The plague demon takes acid, cold, fire, lightning, or thunder damage.

	Effect (Free Action): The plague demon gains resist 5 to the triggering damage type until the end of the encounter or until it uses variable resistance again.

	Str 24 (+11)
	Dex 15 (+6)
	Ois 14 (+6)
	 

	Con 20 (+9)
	Int 14 (+6)
	Cha 12 (+5)
	 

	Alignment chaotic evil       Languages Abyssal
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PROLOGUE
 

Vestapalk burned.

He burned with rage. He burned with fever, and fever led him into dreams. Deep within his burning mind, he knew he dreamed, but the tighter he tried to grasp that knowledge, the deeper he slid into delirium. His thoughts condensed and faded like wisps of his venomous breath.

Except for two memories that rose in him again and again.

One was of the faces of the lesser creatures that had dared—dared—to stand against mighty Vestapalk. An eladrin wizard and a tiefling warlock. A member of the debased race that claimed to be “dragonborn.” An undead thing that to dragon senses stank of ash and decay. A rat of a halfling.

The face that stood out most clearly in his fevered dreams, though, was the human female who had somehow slipped between his claws time and again. The human female whose sword had torn into Vestapalk’s belly, unleashing a pain like nothing he had ever known.

Vestapalk will kill you all, he promised the visions. Vestapalk will drown you in his poison. Vestapalk will feast on your flesh. Vestapalk will savor the stinging flavor of your tainted meat!

The other memory burned deeper, burned with the savage heat of betrayal. He had been promised power. He had been promised transformation. The signs and omens had been clear. The Herald walked the land with the promise of a new age and the ascendancy of Vestapalk.

The future written in the blood and guts of beasts had guided him to the place of ancient tombs to make the meeting that would raise him above this world. But the Herald had not come. Vestapalk had found only his own end. Death circled like a cowardly scavenger of carrion, waiting for him to falter.

Vestapalk would not suffer its approach easily. In his dream, he raised his head to the shadows of the crevasse that might yet become his grave and roared, “Vestapalk will not be forsaken!”

And in the darkness, the Elemental Eye opened.

The first time the Eye had looked on Vestapalk, he had been young, barely grown into maturity, his green scales still soft. Another dragon had claimed territory that Vestapalk desired. Vestapalk had triumphed, of course, but among the spilled organs of his enemy, he had seen the first hints of a future that was greater than a mere stretch of forest and hills. It had frightened him—before the Eye, even mighty Vestapalk could admit fear—but it had lured him as well. In the years since, he had followed those signs, catching glimpses of the Eye now and again in his dreams, each time thrilled and terrified by the power that it promised.

With the end near, there was no place for fear. Vestapalk howled his rage at the Eye, its dark pupil eternally consuming the fire and lightning, the crackling frost and the thundering earth, that swirled around it. “Where is the Herald?” he screamed. “Where is the new age?” He slashed his talons at the unblinking Elemental Eye, but came no closer to it than a worm might come to the moon. “Where is Vestapalk’s transformation?”

For the first time, the Eye answered him. “It has already begun.”

The voice of the Eye was as ponderous as thunder trapped in a cavern and as fine as the sharp edge of broken glass. It was hollow; it was full of the howls of a thousand lunatics. The voice fell on the dragon like a weight, pressing down Vestapalk between one breath and the next, leaving him no room to roar or scream or even mewl like a hatchling. Yet there was no anger in the Eye’s answer to his challenge, only a display of such vast might that Vestapalk knew instantly that whatever power he had ever hoped to gain paled beside it.

But the power was contained. Imprisoned. And so incredibly distant that Vestapalk could have flown for his entire life, could have soared among the silver clouds of the Astral Sea for the lifetime of a hundred dragons, and never reached it. The long gaze of the Eye was its only touch upon the world, and for now that gaze rested on Vestapalk.

If he could have preened, he would have. He, Vestapalk, was favored beyond all the creatures of this realm—

The weight of the Eye lifted from him. Disdain entered its voice. “There are others.”

Knowledge crept over Vestapalk, as if each word spoken by the Eye carried more information than a lesser voice could convey. The Eye had spoken to others in the past and might speak to others yet in the future. Its gaze swept the world. Vestapalk felt a fleeting awareness of beings, perhaps not so favored as him but still working as the Eye willed, whether they knew it or not. The Herald—a presence on the edge of Vestapalk’s awareness, closer than he might have guessed but like him brought low—was one. And another, too, drawing nearer. One that Vestapalk would meet.

“No,” said the Eye. “One that Vestapalk must meet. The One Who Gathers.”

The dragon felt himself swept up in the Eye’s gaze. The tiny section of the world that lesser creatures called the Nentir Vale whirled beneath him until he was looking down on a place of ancient ruins. For a moment, the Eye simply held him there—then it turned away, its great voice fading to an echo.

Vestapalk fell back into himself with the will of the Eye ringing through him. The vision of the ruins had been little more than a glimpse, but it was clearer than any the Eye had granted him before. Certainty thundered upon Vestapalk. He knew in his bones where he would find those ruins—and what he would find there. Among those ruins, the Gatherer would come to him. Among those ruins, the will of the Eye would be brought forth and a new age born.

Among those ruins, Vestapalk would come into the power that was destined to be his! Roaring with triumph and desire, the dragon spread his wings and launched himself into the air.

Or tried to. However clear his vision might have been, however strong his will, his body remained broken. Vestapalk shrieked as one of his legs collapsed beneath him and the muscles anchoring a wing tore apart. The dragon tried again, though, fighting to rise toward his vision.

He couldn’t. The rocky floor of the crevasse slammed into him. Pain seared his wounds. For the first time, the fever that consumed him eclipsed his rage. He felt a warm trickle as venom and perhaps blood dripped and pooled beneath his jaw.

But underneath the rage and the pain, something stirred—and spoke, not from across a vast distance but seemingly from within him, as if his fever had acquired a voice.

Vestapalk carries the seed. Vestapalk carries the Voidharrow.

“Who are you?” Vestapalk wasn’t certain if he growled the words aloud or merely thought them. Either way, there was no answer, only the burning that was slowly, inevitably consuming him.

Changing him.

New fire woke in the dragon’s belly. The Herald had not come, but the Herald’s purpose had been fulfilled. A transformation had been promised to Vestapalk. Perhaps it had not come as he had expected—but as the Eye had said, it had begun.

The new age had not yet been born, but soon it would be.

The seething anger that had burned in Vestapalk’s throat slid forward, emerging as a dry rasp of laughter.

“M-master?”

A thin hissing voice rose, tentative but concerned, and also, Vestapalk realized, entirely outside of his own mind. He opened an eye and fixed it on the cringing, reptilian form of a kobold wyrmpriest. His wyrmpriest, or so Tiktag had declared himself. Vestapalk’s laugh faded into a long, shuddering breath.

Tiktag stepped forward. “I will watch over you, master. I will care for you. You will be strong again!”

Vestapalk tried to snarl, to prove his strength, but it came out as a wracking cough. He settled back onto the rocky ground. The lord of the new age—watched over by a kobold. The transformation could not come quickly enough. Vestapalk’s eye sagged shut. Fever-sharp dreams of the world that would be his closed over him, whispering one last word into his mind.

Voidharrow.
  


CHAPTER ONE
 

Uldane hopped up into a chair and leaned over the table. “Have a look at what I found,” he said. The halfling held out a dagger, a fine weapon long enough that it verged on being a short sword. The steel blade had acquired a fine sheen from long and careful honing, but faint and elegant curves of Elven script inlaid into the metal were still visible close to the hilt. The pommel was elf-work, too, an intricate knot of carved ivory long since yellowed from age and handling.

The sight of it made a mist of ale spew from Albanon’s mouth. As other patrons of the Blue Moon Alehouse looked around at the sound—seldom heard in one of Fallcrest’s better drinking establishments—he threw one of his robe’s broad sleeves over the dagger. “Went down the wrong way,” he said by way of excuse, mopping at his mouth with the other sleeve. When they turned away again, he bent his head closer to Uldane’s. “Tell me you really just ‘found’ this,” he whispered.

“Of course I did.”

“And nobody else had it when you found it?” Albanon asked pointedly.

“Well, I suppose you could say that. It’s not like he was using it, though.” Uldane turned in his seat and pointed across the room. Albanon choked and snatched at his hand, but Uldane just twitched it out of the way. “Easy there,” he said. “Nobody likes a grabby eladrin.”

“I know who it belongs to.” Albanon looked around, allowing the long silver hair that he normally tucked back behind his pointed ears to fall forward over his eyes. Through its screen, he found a heavyset man with wolf-gray hair, a coarse face, and a so-far-unnoticed empty sheath on the belt that was looped over the back of his chair. “That’s Kossley Varn, one of the richest farmers around Fallcrest. He’s rich, influential, and not someone we want to have mad at us.” Trying to keep the dagger hidden, Albanon slid it back to Uldane. “You have to put it back.”

“But I just took it!” The halfling stared at him with big, pleading eyes. “At least tell me what the writing on it says. You can read Elven, right? If it’s on a dagger, it must be something good.”

Albanon had never figured out the vulnerability humans and other races had to the wide-eyed expressions of children and halflings—eladrin eyes were solid orbs of color without whites, irises, or betraying pupils—but faced with Uldane, he could almost understand it. He hardened his heart. “It says ‘Put me back!’ ”

Uldane made a sulking noise of disappointment and slid out of his chair, dagger tucked along the inside of his arm. He paused to look back up at Albanon. “I don’t see why you’re afraid of a farmer,” he said a little too loudly. “After all, you killed a dragon.”

He turned away and marched off into the crowd, leaving Albanon to face the stares of the townsfolk and farmers crowding the alehouse. “He’s … exaggerating,” the eladrin said. “You know halflings.”

Most of the audience turned away—revealing a number of halflings, traders from boats that plied the Nentir River. Albanon winced, but they just turned away, too. Whispers and furtive glances gave away traders, townsfolk, and farmers alike, however. They hadn’t lost interest in him, not by the length of an arrow’s flight on a windy day. He grimaced, picked up his tankard, and tried to lose himself in his ale.

If only they really were just curious at the idea that he’d killed a dragon. Or if only they actually believed it. Albanon had an unpleasant certainty that it was just one more suspicion for the people of Fallcrest to hold against him. Bad enough that he was one of the very few eladrin in Fallcrest or the surrounding area. Even after living in the town for seven years he still felt out of place. Bad enough that as a wizard, even one barely out of his apprenticeship, the dangerous spells at his command set him apart. Bad enough that he’d taken up with adventurers like Uldane. People liked hearing stories of wild exploits and they were eager enough for the help of adventurers when there were dangers to face, but to have them idle around the town was something else. As he’d overheard the baker telling her husband when she thought Albanon had been unable to hear, “Well, they’re just not normal folk, are they?”

All of that was bad enough without the additional suspicion that he’d murdered his master, Moorin of the Glowing Tower. Torn the old wizard apart and left pieces of him scattered around the chamber at the top of his tower, if some of the rumors his sharp ears had caught were to be believed.

The rumors were right about the manner of Moorin’s death—the town’s guards had loose lips—but Albanon certainly hadn’t been the one to do it. His master’s murder had, however, led him directly into the company of the band of adventurers he was now proud to call his friends. The tiefling, Tempest, and the dragonborn, Roghar, had joined him in the pursuit of the true killer, a weird crimson and silver blob of a creature that called itself Nu Alin and was capable of possessing the bodies of others. When Nu Alin had seized control of Tempest, Albanon and Roghar’s efforts to rescue her had brought them to Uldane and his companions, Shara, a warrior, and Erak, an undead servant of the god of death and fate, as well as the young cleric, Falon, and the old dwarf, Darrum.

All three groups had different quests. Albanon and Roghar pursued Nu Alin and Tempest, of course, while Uldane and Shara sought a green dragon, Vestapalk, who had slaughtered friends and family. Falon and Darrum, on the run from undead creatures intent on killing the cleric, were searching for a way to end the attacks. Erak was the lode-stone that drew their quests together, showing them how their goals intersected. In the tunnels beneath Thunderspire Mountain, they’d freed Tempest and driven off Nu Alin. Beyond the mountain, among the Old Hills, they’d descended into a vast, ancient necropolis. There, with Erak’s help, Falon and Darrum had fought a powerful undead wizard, a lich by their description, which meant that his defeat was no mean feat. Albanon and the others, meanwhile, had tangled with Vestapalk, ultimately sending the dragon plummeting to his doom in a deep crevasse.

And Uldane had been exaggerating: Albanon hadn’t killed the dragon. Shara had been the one to deliver the death blow. He had just helped. It had been exhilarating, though, an exhilaration that had lasted the entire journey back to Fallcrest—where he and Roghar were promptly thrown into the dungeons of the town’s keep for Moorin’s murder. They’d shivered in the dank darkness for nearly a week before their new friends had managed to persuade the Lord Warden of Fallcrest of the truth of the matter.

But the damage had been done. It was easier for the people of Fallcrest to cast suspicion on a disgraced apprentice and an unfamiliar dragonborn than it was to believe in a shapeless body-stealing blob of liquid crystal. Their whispers and glances had followed Albanon since the moment he was set free.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. Albanon looked deep into his ale and sighed. Only a week after his release from the town dungeons, his companions had started drifting away.

Erak had never made it back from the necropolis beneath the Old Hills. The revenant had seemingly vanished and all of them assumed that the god he’d served had granted him a return to the peace of the grave. Falon and Darrum had been the next to leave, departing Fallcrest for the northern lake town of Nenlast, where Falon said he had to take care of “family business”—the young cleric, they’d all discovered, was actually the last heir to the fallen Empire of Nerath. He had declined offers of assistance, however, insisting that it really was just a family matter and promising to return when it was concluded.

Roghar and Tempest had left a few days later. Albanon could no more blame them than he could Falon and Darrum. At first, Tempest had seemed to recover fully after serving as unwilling host for more than a week to the foul Nu Alin. But then the nightmares had started, memories of the thing that had taken control of her body. Nu Alin’s alien thoughts haunted her. “It was a person once, I think,” the tiefling had said one night. “It thought of itself as a man—or at least, male. But that must have been a long time ago. It was old.” She’d swallowed hard. “It is old. We didn’t kill it, did we? I feel like it’s coming for me. It’s going to come back and take me again. I’m sorry, I just can’t stay here. I need to put some distance between me and it before I can even think about finding peace.”

She’d cried, and Albanon couldn’t help but think that it was the first time he’d ever seen a devil-blooded tiefling do that. Roghar, her closest friend, had folded her in strong arms. The next morning, they’d boarded one of the riverboats and headed downstream for the distant city of Nera, ancient capital of the fallen empire of Nerath. Tempest had waved from the deck, already relieved at putting distance between her and whatever remained of Nu Alin.

And that had just left Albanon, Uldane, and Shara in Fallcrest.

But not for much longer, if they could help it. Albanon risked a glance up and was relieved to find that the patrons of the Blue Moon had finally turned away from him—for the moment, at least. He sat up straighter and brushed back his hair. Two weeks had passed since Tempest and Roghar’s departure. Shara and Uldane were growing restless. Used to life on the road as adventurers and swords for hire, they were starting to find Fallcrest claustrophobic.

And after another two weeks of glances and whispers, he had to admit that he was, too. Before Moorin’s death, he’d sometimes contemplated a life of adventure, but even now the battle with Vestapalk seemed almost like a dream. Something that had happened to someone else. It had taken those weeks for him to realize that it was time to look beyond Fallcrest. The town would still be his home. The tower that had belonged to Moorin—and now belonged to him, it seemed—could still serve as a base. After what he had experienced, though, he was no longer, as the baker had said, normal folk.

All they needed was a focus, a destination, and that’s where Shara was right now: following up leads in an attempt to locate something suitable to their skills. The warrior-woman was hardly much older than Albanon himself, but she had a certainty and experience that he couldn’t have matched. She had assumed leadership of their group even before the others had left. When she returned, she’d have a quest in hand, and then … then they would make preparations to put Fallcrest behind them.

The idea raised Albanon’s spirits. Soon they’d be leaving the normal folk to their normal lives and heading out in search of adventure, the stuff of bards’ tales. A smile spread itself across his face. He drained his tankard of ale and slammed it down on the table with a decisive, triumphant thump.

“You! Eladrin!”

Albanon looked up and flinched. Kossley Varn stood over him, one meaty hand gripping the ivory-handled dagger, the other clamped firmly onto Uldane’s shoulder.

The alehouse went silent. Albanon started to stand, but Kossley shoved his coarse face into the eladrin’s, forcing him back down. “This halfling,” he growled, “says you wanted him to give me this dagger.” He slammed the blade into the tabletop just past Albanon’s shoulder. To Albanon’s relief, he left it there, quivering metal flashing in the lantern light. “Is that true?”

Thoughts of adventure, fame, and fortune vanished from Albanon’s mind. The hero who had faced down a dragon disappeared, leaving only Moorin’s apprentice to fumble for words. “Well, yes, in a manner of speaking, I suppose you could say—”

Kossley thrust his face close again, close enough for Albanon to smell onions and ale on his breath. “And just how did you manage to come by my dagger?”

Albanon shot a glance at Uldane. The halfling was grinning, enjoying this little confrontation. Of course he would. He’d already done his best to weasel out of it. Albanon clenched his teeth and said through them, “You don’t have the whole story, Master Varn.”

“Don’t I?” the farmer said. He turned Uldane loose and leaned down with his hands on either side of Albanon. “Tell it to me then. What game are you playing? Were you hoping to get a reward out of me? Something for finding my ‘lost’ dagger?” The spells that he had worked for so long to master rose in Albanon’s mind. Spells to burn, to hurl arcane energy, to call down bone-chilling cold. Any one of them could have driven Kossley Varn back in a heartbeat and left him hurting as well. Moorin’s lessons had been about more than manipulating magic, though. They’d been about controlling it—and himself. Albanon sat back and drew a slow breath. Revealing Uldane’s theft of the dagger wouldn’t do them any good. He needed to talk his way out of this on his own.

“I had no intention of asking for a reward,” he said as calmly as he could manage. “I simply recognized the dagger and knew that you’d want it back.”

“Oh, and how did you happen to recognize it? Been sizing me up as an easy mark, have you? I know your type, boy.”

Albanon sat forward again, anger rising again. “I recognized your dagger because you show it off every chance you get, you foul-tempered—”

“Is there a problem here?”

Kossley stood straight and turned to face … Shara.

For a moment, his mouth hung open. Albanon had seen that reaction before from men confronting Shara for the first time. With thick red hair, a pretty face, and a subtly muscled, curvaceous body that was emphasized rather than hidden by her light armor, she was a stunning sight. She wasn’t afraid to take advantage of her appearance, either. Hands on her hips, she held Kossley in a strong, proud gaze, challenging him to challenge her.

Unfortunately, Kossley Varn was ornery enough to try it. The slackness left his mouth. “Stay out of this,” he said. He turned back to Albanon.

Shara put a hand on his shoulder and dragged him back around to her. Kossley’s mouth fell open for a second time. Shara’s muscles might have been subtle but her strength was very real. So was her resolve, as hard and sharp as the greatsword strapped across her back.

“These are my friends,” she said. “What seems to be the trouble?”

Kossley opened and closed his mouth several times, and his eyes darted around the room as if sizing up his options for dealing with this redheaded force of nature. A number of the other patrons of the Blue Moon were starting to look away and, leaning over the bar, the alehouse’s owner was having urgent words with a dwarf Albanon knew to be a sergeant of the Fallcrest guards. Kossley licked his lips, and Albanon could guess at the thoughts running through his head. He might have been rich and powerful but at that moment, he was the one shouting accusations and threatening a peaceful—if recently imprisoned—man for the slightly dubious crime of trying to return a lost dagger.

Albanon held back a smile as Kossley Varn gathered himself up and shrugged off Shara’s hand. “There’s no trouble,” he said. “Just a misunderstanding.” The farmer reached past Albanon, jerked his dagger out of the tabletop, and stomped back to his own table.

Sound returned to the crowd, though not quite in time to muffle the loud sigh of relief from the Blue Moon’s owner at a fight averted. Only Uldane seemed disappointed. “Nothing ever happens around here!” he said in complaint.

Shara’s hand caught him by the same shoulder Kossley had held and steered him to a chair. “Nothing that you don’t start,” she said. Uldane made a noise of protest, but Shara just glared at him. “I don’t want to hear it.” She turned her gaze to Albanon. “You kept your head. I’m glad I’ve got one person I can count on.”

“Thanks.” Albanon looked at the scar the dagger had left in the table and winced. “I think the sooner we’re out of Fallcrest for a while, the better. What did you find out?”

Shara sighed and took one of the other chairs. “We’re not leaving yet.”

“What?” Uldane yelped. He bumped his head against the tabletop. “No. No. No.”

Shara grabbed the back of his collar. “Calm down. It’s just temporary. Something’s going to turn up.”

Eventually, Albanon knew, something would turn up. It had to. Fallcrest stood at the center of the Nentir Vale, the largest town in the region. Under Shara’s brave expression, however, he could see the disappointment that haunted her face. She’d assumed leadership of their group, but she wasn’t filling the role. He’d learned enough of her background to discover that her father, killed by Vestapalk, had himself been an adventurer of some renown. He’d trained Shara. One of the others killed by Vestapalk had been a man named Jarren, a fighter of some skill. He’d also been Shara’s love.

She had a lot to live up to—in her own mind, at least.

“What did you find out?” Albanon asked. He knew a thing or two about trying to live up to expectations. The question would give Shara something to think about, a chance to remember what she had accomplished rather than what she hadn’t.

She shrugged and sat back. “Nothing new. Things are quiet just now,” she said. “There were bandit attacks not long ago east of Fallcrest, but they’ve gone to ground. There are goblins in the forest to the south, but they’re busy fighting the Woodsinger elves. The lizardfolk that hunt the Witchlight Fens are quiet. Even the kobolds in Kobold Hall over in the Cloak Wood are keeping their heads down.”

“Maybe they heard about what we did to Vestapalk,” said Uldane, looking up from his folded arms. “Maybe they’re afraid of us.”

“Wishful thinking,” Albanon pointed out.

“Killing a dragon has to count for something!”

“It does,” said a new voice.

They all looked up at the stranger who stood, a respectful sword’s length, back from the table. A big man, he stood at least as tall as Shara and maybe as tall as Roghar, with shoulders almost as wide as the dragonborn’s. His hair was dense and shaggy, touched with just a little gray at the temples. More gray like ashes stood out in the heavy stubble on his face. His eyes, sharp and focused, were gray as well, giving him the unnerving stare of the pale-eyed. Twin axes were slung over his hips, and although he wore no armor, he carried himself in a way that said he knew how to wear it. As he stepped closer to the table, Albanon caught the distinct odor of tar and muddy water that clung to him. The smells of a riverboat—one must have just arrived in town. The stranger met his curious gaze and held it for a moment, but his eyes moved on to Shara.

“Among those with the strength to test themselves,” he said, voice growling low in his chest, “fighting and besting a dragon will always be worthy of respect.”

“We didn’t do it alone,” said Shara. “We had the help of friends.”

“So I’ve been led to understand. One of the water rats on my boat coming upriver considered himself a bard, but he seemed more of a gossip. I’m happy to see he wasn’t just making it all up.” He smiled, showing startlingly white teeth. “Assuming you are, in fact, Shara, daughter of the ranger Borojon.”

Shara’s expression flickered at her father’s name, but her eyes narrowed as well. “If I am,” she said, “then you know my name but I don’t know yours.”

The stranger pulled out the fourth chair at the table and sat down without waiting for an invitation. “Raid,” he said. “Hakken Raid.”

His familiarity in joining them surprised Albanon for a moment, but there was something in Raid’s manner that soothed the irritation like salve on a burn. The broad smile, the piercing pale eyes, the confident voice—Hakken Raid, Albanon guessed, was a natural leader, born to take command. Not that Shara hadn’t been trying her best, but Raid was easy, almost casual about it.

“What brings you to Fallcrest, Hakken?” Albanon asked, only to be nearly drowned out by Uldane’s eager questions.

“Where are you from? Where were you before this? I bet they’re not the same place—you don’t look like you stay somewhere for long. Do you fight with both your axes at the same time or is one for throwing—?”

Shara reached around and stifled the halfling.

Raid chuckled, a soft, rich sound. “The gods gave us two hands, so I fight with both. They gave us two legs, so that we can walk away from places we don’t like or that don’t like us. I am a wanderer, from everywhere and nowhere. The place where I was born means as little to me as the place where I will die. And the reason I’ve come to Fallcrest”—he looked to Albanon—“remains my secret for now. But let’s just say that it’s something a group willing to take on a dragon might be able to help me with.”

Surprise and elation tingled along Albanon’s spine. “Legs to walk away from places that don’t like us. By the moon of the Feywild, I like the song you sing, Hakken.”

“Call me Raid,” the big man said. “I knew I’d find a kindred spirit here.”

Uldane’s squeals of excitement were audible even from behind Shara’s hand. He spluttered and forced her hand away. “He wants us to go adventuring with him.”

“I figured that out,” said Shara. She looked at Raid. To Albanon’s surprise, she didn’t seem to share in their joy at this unexpected opportunity. “So you knew my father?” she asked.

“Knew of him,” Raid said. “Stories of his adventures had spread beyond the Nentir Vale. He wasn’t my only choice to approach, but I was definitely considering making the journey north to Winter-haven to look for him. At least until the crew of the riverboat told me he was dead. Discovering that his daughter and her companions carried on his work in Fallcrest was an unexpected opportunity, so here I am.” He spread out hands scarred by battle and still dirty from his journey.

“Why here?” said Shara.

Raid paused with his hands wide. “What?”

“Why come all the way here on your own? Why not find your help wherever you were?”

Her voice was blunt to the point of being rude. Albanon raised his eyebrows. “Shara, is that any—?”

“It’s a fair question,” said Raid before he could finish. He folded his hands and met Shara’s gaze. “There wasn’t anyone suitable where I was. Nobody I wanted to pay to travel with me, at any rate. And anyway, I want locals. People who know the region.”

“We know the region!” Uldane stood up on his chair and stretched out a hand to Raid. “I’m Uldane. That’s Albanon. Where you’re going—is it dangerous? Because we live for danger.”

Albanon wasn’t so sure he would have gone that far, but he was willing to let the halfling’s enthusiasm take over for the moment. Excitement brewed like a storm in his chest. This was the opportunity they’d been trying to find for two weeks!

Shara pushed down Uldane’s hand. “Easy,” she said. She didn’t take her eyes off Raid. “I think I’d like to know a little more before jumping into danger with you, Hakken.”

The big man’s smile faltered just a little. “Call me Raid,” he said again. “And as I told you, my reason for coming to Fallcrest is a secret I’d rather keep to myself. I’m willing to discuss conditions, but you’ll have to take my word that it will be worth your time.”

“I wasn’t asking about your business in Fallcrest.” Shara sat back. “I want to know about you. You’re a wanderer. You’ve heard stories of my father. Where have you been? Would I have heard stories of you?”

“Not likely.”

“Then tell me some.”

Raid’s eyes narrowed as he studied the red-haired warrior. The storm in Albanon’s chest turned into a tickle. He started to open his mouth to say something, but Shara gave him a glance so hard he closed his teeth on his words. For once, even Uldane was silent.

Raid lifted his head. “Ask me what I am,” he said, “and I’ll tell you that I’m a hunter. That’s how I started. Name a creature and chances are I’ve tracked it. I’ve probably even killed it. With that kind of wandering, I think it was only natural I’d turn to an adventuring life. I practically fell into it. Between hunting and adventuring, I’ve probably been everywhere. The Dragon Coast and the Two Rivers Gulf. The ruins of Bael Turath. The cities of the south and the lands of the far west. Jungles, deserts, mountains. I had companions.” His gaze swept the table. “Until they were killed. Sole survivor, that’s me. After that, I left off adventuring—until now. One last adventure. One last mystery that I’ve spent years unraveling. It all comes down to this.”

Uldane looked like he might burst if he had to hold his curiosity in much longer. Questions buzzed in Albanon’s head, too, but Shara and Raid still held control of the table between them. Shara’s expression hadn’t changed. “You’re avoiding the question,” she said.

Raid drew a hard breath. “Maybe I don’t feel the need to open up to people I only know by reputation.”

“But you want us to do the same.” Shara tilted her head. “One question. Answer it square. Are you after treasure, secrets, or revenge?”

He hesitated for a moment, then said, “Treasure.”

“How much treasure?” Uldane asked. The words came out in an eager gasp. They brought a smile back to Raid’s face.

“Enough to get you out of Fallcrest and anywhere you want to go,” he said. “Enough to live like a noble when you get there.” He looked around at them again, then his eyes settled on Shara. “What do you say?”

She looked back at him. “No,” she said.

The storm inside Albanon dropped straight into his gut. He stared at Shara. So did Uldane, a little whine creeping up out of his throat. Shara, however, had her eyes solely on Raid.

The man with the twin axes sat perfectly still for a moment before repeating, “No?”

“No. We’re not the ones you want. Go try the Lucky Gnome Taphouse. It’s right off the Market Green.”

A dark look of anger flashed across Raid’s face. Before Albanon could say anything, he was on his feet. “I’m not used to having my offers denied,” he said.

“You didn’t offer us anything,” said Shara. “Consider it a frank assessment.”

Raid’s jaw tightened. “Then I thank you for your honesty. May your gods keep you.”

He turned and stalked off, sliding with angry grace through the crowd of patrons. Shara let out a long breath. Albanon rounded on her. “What are you doing?” he yelped. “That was what we wanted, wasn’t it?”

Eyes still on the crowd where Raid had disappeared, Shara shook her head. “No,” she said, “it wasn’t. I don’t think I’d go around the corner with Hakken Raid.”

“Are you insane?” demanded Uldane. “This was perfect!”

Shara’s lips pressed tight and a flush crept into her cheeks. “There was something about him I didn’t like,” she said. “He wouldn’t tell us where he wanted us to go.”

“You hardly gave him a chance to,” said Albanon.

“He traveled alone.”

Uldane slumped down his chair and crossed his arms. “Right now I can see why he’d want to.”

Shara looked between them. “Were you two that taken in? How much have you had to drink?”

“Not that much,” Albanon said hotly. “Maybe he didn’t want to tell a bunch of strangers all of his secrets straight out. What’s wrong with that? Why shouldn’t we have taken a chance with him?”

“For one thing, what would you have done if you’d agreed to help him, then didn’t like what he told you? Would you have walked away? Maybe keeping your word doesn’t matter that much to you, but it does to me.”

Her words stung. Albanon felt his cheeks flush. “I keep my word!” he protested, but Shara didn’t stop.

“He didn’t give us one piece of information of any significance. He dodged all of my questions, even when I gave him opportunities to answer openly. So he’s been a hunter and an adventurer. So he’s been to a lot of different places. He didn’t give us any specifics.”

“He said that he’d come to Fallcrest looking for treasure,” Uldane pointed out.

“And that’s all he said.” Shara looked straight at the halfling. “You should know that question, Uldane. It was one of my father’s favorites. Anyone who wanted to hire us, he’d ask that question. The answer doesn’t matter so much as what comes after it. Raid didn’t say anything about the treasure or why he wanted to find it—he just told us how rich it would make us.”

“Uldane asked how much treasure,” said Albanon. “Raid was just answering him!”

“What about how he reacted when I turned him down? He took it like a personal insult, as if I’d laughed in his face.”

“He came all this way looking for us and you said no. I’d be disappointed, too.”

“Would you be angry like he was?”

“Probably.” Albanon felt more than a little angry already.

“Trust me,” Shara said. “We’re better off staying right here.”

Albanon inhaled slowly and tried to call up the discipline that had kept him calm with Kossley Varn’s face shouting in his face. This time, however, it eluded him. A hot sense of disappointment burned in his belly. The feeling of isolation and displacement he’d managed to overcome only a short time before came crashing back over him. He looked back up at Shara.

“I don’t think we are,” he told her. “I think we need to get out of Fallcrest, but there’s nothing else to do unless we want to strike out on our own. You’ve just scared off our best chance at an ally.”

Shara scowled. “I don’t trust him,” she said curtly.

“Well, I liked him,” muttered Uldane. “I think Borojon would have felt the same. So would Jarren.”

Shara sucked air through her teeth and whirled on him. “You don’t know what my father or Jarren would have felt,” she said harshly. “You like everybody!”

Uldane flinched as if she’d struck him, but Shara had already turned to glare at Albanon. “And what do you know? You think being a wizard’s apprentice then falling in with a bunch of adventurers by chance makes you a good judge of anything? I know what I’m doing.” Shara thumped her chest. “My father taught me more than just how to swing a sword. He taught me what to look for when I’m choosing my allies.”

The declaration was too much. Albanon’s face burned hot. “I wish he’d taught me, then,” he said, “because I’ve clearly made a mistake in choosing mine.”

He stood up, his chair scraping across the floor. Shara finally winced in recognition of her harsh words, but it was too late. “Albanon, no—that’s not what I meant.”

“Really? I wouldn’t know. I’m not a good judge.” He turned away from her and from Uldane, curled down in his chair and watching them in sullen silence.

“Stop acting like a child!”

Albanon stiffened and looked back at her. A wide swath of the alehouse had gone quiet again, listening in on their argument. Shara’s face was taut and hard. Albanon raised his chin.

“Don’t bother coming back to the tower tonight,” he said. “I’m raising the wards behind me when I go in.”

He walked out through the staring crowd with his head held high and his heart beating like a running dog.
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A steep bluff cut through the middle of Fallcrest, dividing the upper town from the lower and creating the high cascade in the Nentir River that gave the town its name. The Blue Moon was in the lower town; the tower that had been Moorin’s was in the upper. Many times over the years of his apprenticeship, Albanon had used the climb up the crooked road along the bluff’s face as an opportunity to sober up after an evening at the alehouse.

Sometimes sobriety and second thoughts came whether he wanted them or not. By the time he was halfway up the bluff, his anger was already ebbing.

By the time he’d reached the top, regret was a gnawing hollow in his gut.

Albanon paused at the brow of the bluff and leaned against the well-worn rail that had been set there long ago for just that purpose. Fallcrest spread out below him, a few windows still lit here and there by late-night candles, but most of the town’s buildings were dark and quiet shapes under the moonlight. The Nentir River made a shining ribbon that rolled past the town wall and on into the shadowed countryside beyond.

There were adventures to be had out there—did it matter if the Lord Warden assigned them a task or Hakken Raid had some crazy secret plan? He and Shara and Uldane were a team. They’d find something for themselves. They’d beaten Vestapalk together. And maybe Shara was right. What did he really know of judging people? He’d gone straight from his father’s estate in the Feywild to Moorin’s tower. And in the wake of his master’s murder, he’d joined forces with Tempest, Roghar, and the others almost by accident. Shara had experience, even if she didn’t have tact. She knew what she was doing. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so eager to listen to Raid.

He screwed up his face, though, wrinkling his nose at his own weakness. Just because Shara was right didn’t mean he had to let her insult him. Let her spend the night somewhere else. Maybe even outside. It wasn’t going to hurt her. They could apologize to each other in the morning. Albanon turned away from the sight of the lower town. Farther along the brow of the bluff, the reflected brilliance of moonlight on white stone showed how the Glowing Tower had come by its name. Albanon tried to put Shara out of his mind as he walked, but it was hard not to dream of the morning; Shara, damp with dew and sleep-deprived, stinking of some cowshed where she’d taken shelter. It was almost a pity that the night was cloudless. A light shower of rain to add to the warrior-woman’s discomfort would have—

Albanon’s hand was on the handle of the tower’s door before he noticed something was wrong. He turned sharply and squinted into the moonshadows, searching for the subtle traces of magic. There were none.

But there should have been. Moorin had woven arcane wards around the tower long ago. Albanon took care to speak the ritual words that raised them whenever he went out.

The last time he’d come home and found the wards unexpectedly dispelled had been the night Moorin had been killed.

He hesitated before pushing the door open silently. Whatever had brought down the wards was probably inside. Only one suspect came to his mind: Moorin’s killer, the creature Nu Alin. Granted, they’d beaten it—him, if Tempest was to be believed—back deep in the tunnels of Thunderspire Mountain, but what if he had lived and managed to make his way back to Fallcrest?

On the other hand, what if there was no one in the tower? What if he had simply forgotten to raise the wards tonight? Or what if they’d only lasted so long without Moorin’s influence to maintain them? He hadn’t considered that possibility before. Either way, if he raised an alarm that turned out to be for nothing, his already damaged reputation would be completely shattered. He’d be laughed out of town.

Just a quick look, he promised himself. Just a quick look to be sure there really is someone. Then I’ll go get help.

He stepped inside.
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PROLOGUE
 

Vestapalk perched on the lip of the crater and stared down into the tumult below. A red glow from the bottom cast sickly shadows from the boulders and other debris that littered the slopes of the old caldera, but occasional lightning in the heart of the central shaft turned the rubble into stark silhouettes. Deep within the shaft, the Voidharrow was doing its work, slowly breaking the earth down into its component elements and infusing them with some distant echo of its malignity, creating a sinkhole of evil, a new Abyss that would spawn plague demons enough to overrun whatever was left of the world when its work was complete.

It was beautiful to Vestapalk, his creation as well as his source. He had poured himself into its genesis, vomiting forth so much of the Voidharrow that he was left little more than an empty husk at the rim of the volcano’s crater. He had lain there, spent, for weeks as the Voidharrow bored down toward the world’s core, birthing this maelstrom. Slowly, his exarchs and his minions had found their way to him, joining Nu Alin in keeping watch over him as he rested. As the new Abyss had grown, they had moved down into it, making it their home. They were its demons.

Vestapalk spread his leathery wings and leaped into the air. He circled the caldera a few times, riding the warm updraft from the sinkhole, then folded his wings and dived into the shaft.

His Abyss swirled and churned around him, bathing him in its chaotic surges. First lightning crackled and danced along his wings, then a jet of flame washed over the scarlet, crystalline scales that covered his head and neck. Mighty as it had been, the mortal body that was the dragon Vestapalk would have been destroyed if it had flown through the midst of the storm like this. Something akin to laughter rumbled in his chest.

He spread his wings to arrest his fall and circled again, gazing down at the bubbling pool that was the Voidharrow, the origin of his own transformation as well as this new Abyss. Wisps of steam rose from it and shone in its red glow like an aurora of blood, and at the edges, where it slowly ate into the earth, it unleashed flashes of fire and lightning, rumbles of thunder and cracking ice. Vestapalk circled lower until his claws trailed across the surface of the liquid crystal. It lifted slender tendrils to meet him, brushing them against him as he passed over, sending electric tingles through his claws.

With a splash that sent waves of viscous liquid sloshing against the walls of the cavern, Vestapalk settled into the pool. The Voidharrow embraced him, rising around him in a thin film that slowly spread to cover every scale of his body, just as it had when it first infused his mortal body and began his transformation. It crept under his scales and flowed into his veins, coursing through him and reinvigorating him.

He looked down at his body, shining like a distant, crimson star. He was the Voidharrow now—the dragon’s mortal body and the fragment of its mind that persisted within his own were nothing more than a framework for his power. He was the lord of this Abyss, master of the plague demons that walked and crawled and flew among the swirling elemental forces. He closed his eyes and extended his mind throughout the liquid pool, sent out a call to all those he had infused with its power, his exarchs. He summoned them, and he felt them respond, turning their steps toward the Voidharrow.

He closed his eyes and settled into the pool to wait for them as the Plaguedeep grew around him.
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The demons came quickly, gathering around the edges of the pool amid the churning entropy of elemental forces liberated from the earth. They prostrated themselves before Vestapalk, and he extended his mind to touch each of theirs, to ensure that no doubt or resentment or ambition had taken root in his exarchs. Satisfied, he lifted his head, sending a slow cascade of liquid running from his chin to splash back into the Voidharrow, and then he addressed them.

“Our time has come,” Vestapalk said, his voice filling the cavern and resounding from the walls. Beneath him, the Voidharrow whispered its echo of his words, and all around him his exarchs murmured their agreement. “The Plaguedeep has taken root in this place, and it grows with every passing hour. With it, our power grows, and the world’s destruction grows ever nearer.”

The murmurs around him grew louder with excitement, and he paused to let them quiet again.

“So now this one sends you forth to carry the seeds of annihilation beyond this place. You shall carry the Voidharrow to every corner of the world. The demons at your command shall spread terror and destruction everywhere. Our plague will spread until the world is gone and only the Plaguedeep remains.”

Now the murmurs rose to eager shouts. Vestapalk cast his eyes around at his exarchs and the other demons capering grotesquely near the edge of the pool. He saw one of his exarchs, hulking Churr Ashin, lash out with a massive claw to take the head off a lesser demon that pranced too close. The demon’s headless body twitched and danced for a moment more before it tumbled into the viscous pool and the Voidharrow dragged it down to fuel the plague.

“Wherever you go, this one goes,” Vestapalk continued, roaring above the noise. “As you spread through the world, you spread my power. This one is the Voidharrow, the plague, and the Plaguedeep. Go forth and consume the world!”

More violence erupted around the edges of the pool, and Vestapalk felt a slow surge of power as demon blood spilled into the pool and flowed into his veins through the Voidharrow. He let the excitement rise to a fever pitch, let the ecstasy of power build within him, until he felt that his exarchs were sated. Then he roared once more, “Go!” and the demons hurried to disperse.

Vestapalk settled back into the pool, the blood eddying around him. He closed his eyes and drank in the intoxicating flows of power within the Voidharrow for a moment before turning his gaze to Nu Alin.

The body thief stood calmly at the edge of the pool, a stark contrast to the bestial demons that had thronged the shore moments earlier. He looked almost perfectly human, though he made no effort to conceal the red liquid that welled in his eyes like bloodstained tears. He must have seized a new vessel only recently, shedding the battered corpse of the drow he had taken at the Temple of Yellow Skulls. Now he wore the body of a strong, fair-skinned man, perhaps one of the Tigerclaw barbarians from the northern forest.

“What is it, Nu Alin?” Vestapalk murmured. The Voidharrow’s echoing whispers were indistinct, like a susurrus of wind.

“There was another purpose that drove us once,” Nu Alin said. His voice was low and rumbling, and it echoed softly on the cavern walls and stirred gently in the Voidharrow. “Before you joined with the Voidharrow, you scoured the land for a sign of my presence, driven by visions of the Eye. And I …”

“You were a disciple of the Eye. What of it?”

“I was a disciple of the Chained God, and I sought to win him his freedom. Three hundred years have passed, and still he waits.”

“Let him wait,” Vestapalk spat. “We have no need of him. He and his disciples were a means to a greater end.”

“Even you and I?”

“Even the flesh this one wears. The flesh of your first host is long discarded.”

“Indeed.” Nu Alin gazed into the pool by his feet. “And yet …”

“You carry his memories. That is all.”

“Sometimes I think that is no small thing. Even you still speak as the dragon spoke.”

“Perhaps you are right,” Vestapalk said. He drew a deep breath, the glowing mist from the pool billowing around his nostrils. “The Elder Eye stirs,” he said. “Dreamers hear his whispers in the night.”

Nu Alin met his eyes. “I have heard them, too.”

“It does not matter,” Vestapalk said, making an effort to lend his words a finality he almost believed. “This one is the Voidharrow, the plague, and the Plaguedeep.”

Nu Alin bowed deeply and turned away, leaving Vestapalk to his dreams.
  


CHAPTER ONE
 

Albanon glared up at the center of the vague circle of lighter gray in the overcast night sky. A gentle breeze, laced with a hint of winter’s approach, did nothing to stir the clouds from the face of the moon.

“Looks like there’ll be no passage this month,” said a voice at his shoulder. The halfling innkeeper, Cham, set another glass of wine down in front of Albanon. “Will you gentlemen be extending your stay at the Cloudwatch Inn, then?” He tucked his thumbs under the straps of his filthy apron and smiled first at Albanon and then at his companion.

Kri let out a slow breath and opened his eyes. “Some say it’s ill luck to disturb a priest from his prayers,” the old cleric said. Cham blanched and the smile dropped from his face. “The night’s not over yet,” Kri added.

“Those clouds aren’t moving, Kri,” Albanon said. “Cham is right. There’ll be no moonlight to open the Moon Door tonight. We’re stuck.” A bitter taste rose in his mouth. Another month’s delay meant another month that Vestapalk’s demons could spread the abyssal plague, another month that Shara and Uldane would be fighting the demons without his help. He glanced over his shoulder at the inn building that had already been their home for a month’s time. A few other stranded travelers sat on the porch nearby, watching the sky with an equal mixture of hope and irritation.

“I’ve also heard it said it’s not wise to pretend you know what the gods intend,” Kri said, a smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.

“The priest is right.” A tall man swathed in an emerald cloak settled into a seat at the next table and spoke loud enough for the other travelers on the porch to hear. “Blessed Sehanine will open the Moon Door if it pleases her to allow us into the Feywild.”

Albanon noticed the moon-shaped pin that fastened the man’s cloak, identifying him as a devotee of the moon god, one of the deities traditionally revered by the fey folk. Then the man pulled his hood back to reveal the long, pointed ears and opalescent eyes of an eladrin.

“They say Sehanine and Melora must agree to open the Moon Door,” Cham said. “ ‘Sehanine swells the light of the moon and Melora parts the veil of cloud.’ It seems to me it’s Melora we’re waiting on.”

“When you should be waiting on me, innkeeper,” the eladrin said. “Bring me a glass of whatever my kinsman there is drinking.” He pointed at Albanon’s untouched glass.

“Of course, good master. I apologize.” Cham bobbed in a bow and disappeared back inside.

“My name is Immeral,” the eladrin said, reaching a hand toward Albanon.

“Albanon.” He clasped Immeral’s hand in greeting, then turned back to his wine.

“Heading home?”

A flash of annoyance stung Albanon. He had left his family estate years ago to study magic with a human wizard, Moorin. Now Moorin was dead, but the old wizard’s tower had become his home. The thought of returning to his family had never seriously occurred to him. “No,” he said after a moment. “My friend and I have other business in the Feywild.” On his shoulder, Splendid roused enough from her sleep to give an irritated chirp. Moorin’s pseudodragon was not at all pleased with Albanon’s plan to accompany Kri into the Feywild, and she had made her displeasure known frequently and loudly over the course of the last month.

Kri extended his hand to the eladrin as well. “I’m Kri Redshal,” he said.

Immeral shook Kri’s hand but never shifted his attention from Albanon. “In Celduilon?” he asked. Celduilon was the eladrin city closest to the other side of the Moon Door, and the most common destination for travelers from Moonstair. A longer journey through the Feywild was not something most mortals undertook lightly.

“No,” Albanon said, glancing at Kri. The priest’s frown was barely noticeable, but Albanon got the message. He didn’t trust Immeral’s curiosity. He fingered his wine glass, trying to decide how to deflect the eladrin’s questions. “Our business …”

“Our business is nothing anyone else would find interesting in the least,” Kri interjected, smiling broadly and shifting his chair closer to Immeral’s line of sight. “But what of you, my friend? No doubt you’re returning home to Celduilon.”

Albanon saw a look of annoyance flit across Immeral’s face, but the eladrin wrenched his mouth into a polite smile as he turned to Kri. “My home is not within the city, but yes. My lord’s business has kept me in Moonstair for entirely too long, and I am eager to rest in my own chambers tonight, Sehanine permit it.”

Albanon stared into the overcast sky again, grateful to Kri for distracting Immeral’s attention. He’d rarely spoken to another eladrin since leaving years ago, and he found the subject of his Feywild home distinctly uncomfortable. Kri led Immeral through a conversational labyrinth, to a range of topics safely distant from their business in the Feywild, and Albanon lost himself in the play of moonlight filtering through the shifting blanket of thick clouds.

He was dimly aware of the two men discussing the history of Moonstair when he realized what he was seeing. “The clouds are parting!” he blurted, interrupting Kri’s discourse on some ancient troll kingdom in the region. The moonlight was growing brighter, and as he glanced at the river he saw colored lights beginning to shift and swirl in the air over the rocky island that held the Moon Door. “The door is opening!”

His words sparked a bustle of excited activity on the porch and inside the inn as travelers gathered their belongings, settled their accounts, and said their farewells. Albanon lifted his pack to his shoulder, dislodging Splendid, who took to the air in a flurry of wings before settling back on top of his pack. He swallowed the last of his wine and hurried after Kri to reach the portal before it closed once more.

“You’re determined to go through with this, then?” Splendid said in his ear.

“Nothing has changed, Splendid. Moorin would have wanted me to do this.”

“Moorin was content to stay safe in his tower and teach you there. I still don’t understand how you can let it lie vacant like this. That tower should be yours.”

“If it’s mine, I can choose what to do with it. I’ll go back to it eventually. You’re free to wait for me there.”

“And eat what? The rats that are certainly crawling all over the place now?”

Albanon smiled. “Well, someone has to get rid of them.”

“I am not a mouser!”

“Oh, well, I’m sure you’re good for something.”

Splendid hissed and fell silent on his pack, sulking.

A gravel pathway led from the inn’s porch around the small keep that served as the mayor’s home and out to the series of rocky islets that gave the town of Moonstair its name. As they reached the rushing water of the river, the face of the moon appeared full and bright in the sky, and the aurora over the river blossomed into a riotous explosion of color.

Albanon helped Kri jump from one islet to the next until they reached the rocky slope of the last island. A well-worn path took them to a tiny plateau encircled by a ring of moss and dotted with flowers that retained their spring bloom despite the autumn chill. Silver and blue light danced in sheets and ribbons through the air above the faerie ring like a cascade of moonlight spilling from the sky. Where the light touched the ground at the center of the ring, it formed the faint outline of a doorway, the Moon Door.

Immeral rejoined them, now mounted on a dusky gray horse with dry brambles woven into its mane. “Well, Albanon,” he said, “perhaps I’ll see you on the other side and we can continue the conversation we never quite began.” He reached down to shake Albanon’s hand, then turned with a smile to Kri. “And Kri Redshal, your skill at diversion and misdirection is worthy of the fey. I salute you.” He clenched a fist over his heart, nodded to the old priest, and guided his horse to the Moon Door. The light danced and shimmered around him as he rode into the portal. He paused in the center, looked around with a broad smile on his face, then spurred his horse and disappeared.

Albanon and Kri fell into a vague line with the handful of other travelers and shuffled toward the portal, waiting their turn to cross into the Feywild. Albanon felt a gnawing dread and thought one last time about turning back, going to find Shara and Uldane. They could use him, he suspected. Vestapalk’s demonic exarchs and their bestial minions were rampaging across the Nentir Vale, carrying havoc and destruction with them and spreading the abyssal plague. After leaving the Temple of Yellow Skulls, they had decided to split up—Shara and Uldane, with the drow they had rescued from the dragon, were looking for signs of the dragon’s new lair while Albanon and Kri ventured into the Feywild in search of something—anything—that might help them defeat the dragon when they found it. One of the founding members of the Order of Vigilance, Kri had explained, had been an eladrin noblewoman, and they sought her tower and her library in the hopes that they might find some knowledge that hadn’t been passed down through the order. Albanon worried what might happen to Shara and Uldane without his magic, though, and without Kri’s power and guidance.

Well, Shara and Uldane could take care of themselves, and he’d see them again. He had made a commitment to Kri to stay with him and learn more of his Order of Vigilance. He wasn’t going to fail in that commitment just because it meant traveling dangerously close to his family home.

Stepping into the portal was like settling into a warm bath, though the chill didn’t fade from the air. At first everything muted—the roar of the river around the rocks below, the chirping of frogs and crickets on shore, the evening bustle of the town behind him, and even Splendid’s yowl of alarm. A moment later, the world erupted into vibrant life. Frogs and night birds sang a chorus; the air was awash with autumn scents; the moonlight painted the flowers in iridescent blue, silver, and violet; and the rushing of the river became a complex symphony. The pseudodragon leaped from Albanon’s pack and circled him in the air, surprised and excited by the new experience.

Albanon closed his eyes and took a deep breath, savoring the bouquet of pollen, leaves, moss, earth, and mushrooms. A sudden memory struck him. As a child, he’d been tumbling down a hill, laughing, with a giggling girl beside him. They landed tangled at the bottom of the hill, her hair tickling his nose and the pungent aroma of broken mushrooms surrounding them. He smiled as he cast about in his memory, trying to remember the girl’s name. Instead, Tempest’s face came to his mind.

“Come along, lad, you’re blocking the doorway.” Kri’s rough hand gripped his shoulder and drew him out of the dancing lights. “Is it good to be home?”

Albanon drew in another deep breath as he walked. “I wouldn’t call it home any more, but I never realized how much I missed it. Everything is so different, so much more alive.”

“It suits you,” Kri said. “You almost look like you’re glowing.”

Albanon laughed. “It’s possible. I can feel the magic everywhere around me, fueling my own power.” Drawing energy from the land and air around him, he casually tossed a burst of fire into the sky. “It’s so easy here.”

“Some say it’s an advantage to study magic in the mortal world,” Kri said, “because it’s harder to work magic there.”

Albanon nodded. “Magic comes so naturally to my people that they’re lazy about it. That’s why I wanted to study with Moorin.”

“You weren’t satisfied with the easy route.”

“I suppose not.”

Kri clapped him on the shoulder. “And that’s why I want you with me, learning beside me. You’re not going to settle for easy answers or look for shortcuts. That’s what I need, and it’s what the Order of Vigilance needs if it’s going to survive to another generation.”

Albanon swelled with pride. Since Moorin’s death, he’d been adrift. His adventures with Shara and Uldane and the others had been important, but Kri was beginning to show him hints of a greater purpose, as well as a goal for his own growth and learning. Kri would be his mentor as Moorin had been, and would teach him the things Moorin hadn’t been able to—starting with the ways of the order of which Moorin and Kri had been the last members.

The Feywild side of the Moon Door was like a distorted reflection of the world they’d left behind. Actually, Albanon supposed it was the mortal world that was distorted—the Feywild was the world as it ought to be, flowing with magic and unspoiled by the spread of cities and farms. The landscape around them was mostly familiar, but varied in a few details. A narrow strip of grassy earth replaced the rocky isles on the fey side of the door. An ancient grove stood in Moonstair’s place at the confluence of the rivers, but faerie lights weaving among the tall trees pointed the way to the pavilion that passed for an inn on the Feywild side of the Moon Door.

“I’ve been here before,” Albanon said, the memory dawning suddenly. “Midsummer’s eve, years ago now.” For a moment he could almost hear the music filtering through the trees, the laughter of the gathered fey. He laughed and shook his head clear. “This place is beguiling.”

“We’ll stay here for the night and set out at sunrise,” Kri said. “We should be able to reach the tower by the end of the day tomorrow, if we keep up a good pace.”

“Oh, it’s closer than I thought. Where is it, exactly?”

“Southeast,” Kri said. “Beyond the Plain of Thorns. You know the area?”

The smile faded from Albanon’s face. “I do.”

“We need to petition the local lord for access to the tower.”

“Indeed.” A chill dread gripped Albanon’s chest. “We should have discussed this earlier.”

“What’s wrong? You know this lord?”

“Of course I do,” Albanon said. “He’s my father.”
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SOMEWHERE IN FAERÛN
YEAR OF LIGHTNING STORMS (1374 DR)
 

THE CANDLES IN THE SECRET MAUSOLEUM FLICKERED, throwing monstrous shadows across the granite walls. Kalkan’s own wavering profile still surprised him. The silhouette of his head revealed an extended muzzle, rough fur, exaggerated catlike ears, and two curls of horn. If anything, the dreadful outline fell short of revealing the true horror of what he’d become.

But the shadow of his companion refused to resolve at all, except as a gloom of phantom skulls, swirling and mouthing lies. The fluctuating shape seemed to have little in common with the slim youth with dark eyes and pale skin. But Kalkan knew better.

“He’s in there?” asked the youth.

“His shell is,” answered Kalkan. “It’s moldering away to dust, as if he were mortal. But even as we speak, the nexus of his spirit drains toward its next incarnation.”

“Minus the memories of what he’s done,” said Kalkan’s companion, anger making his voice tight.

“Just so,” said Kalkan, and waited for his companion to get to the point. The youth knew perfectly well who lay in the stone grave. The epitaph chiseled on the sarcophagus spelled it out:


Agent of Fate, Emissary of Divine Judgment,
    Cutter of Destiny’s Thread.
You died as you lived, and will live again.
Demascus, Sword of the Gods.



 

A prickle ran up Kalkan’s spine. The epitaph was no boast. Demascus was a terrifying force when operating at the height of his powers. Kalkan recalled all too well the first time he’d tracked down Demascus.

Kalkan had spent tendays lying low in a small cave near the ravine where the abomination laired.

Waiting, at turns bored beyond belief, then terrified that the abomination had sniffed him out.

One day, a lighting bolt shattered the sky, and the thunder that followed threatened to pummel Kalkan senseless. From the charred spot where the lightning had touched, Demascus stepped forth. The man had bone white hair, bloodless skin, black eyes like pits, and elaborate designs like ashen streaks tattooed down both arms, as if charred into his skin.

Demascus didn’t notice Kalkan; the man’s entire attention was reserved for the creature that rose from the ravine at his feet. The creature was the monstrous offspring of a god and demon that should never have been. Demascus was there to make certain no one ever learned of a god’s indiscretion.

The thing undulated like a dragon in flight. Its scabbed head was wreathed in flailing crystal knives and its clawed hands seemed large as houses. Mist poured from it, hiding its lower expanse in a bank of roiling fog lit with a ghoulish flickering.

When Demascus and the beast came together, the resulting blast bowled Kalkan over. He mewled into the renewed crash of thunder, wondering just what he’d gotten himself into—there was no way he could ever hope to “handle” Demascus, as he’d agreed to. The man was so far beyond his power it was laughable to even think …

Quiet reclaimed the clifftop. Kalkan pulled himself upright and peeked around the new rubble of boulders, still hot from the blast that had plucked them from the ground and thrown them about like marbles.

The demi-demon’s head lay dripping in gore on the rock. The lower portion of its body was gone, apparently having fallen away into the misted ravine.

Demascus’s massive sword was thrust through the creature’s head, entering at the left eye, punching through all the way back behind the skull, and down through the rock.

The creature’s slayer, however, had fared no better. The man must have charged straight into the skin-flaying crystal knives to cut the demi-demon’s head free of the body, then nail it to the earth. In so doing, he’d sacrificed his life in a particularly grisly fashion. All the man’s famous implements and abilities hadn’t been enough to save him. Even as Kalkan watched with eyes wide as saucers, Demascus’s sword released a pulse of golden radiance, sweet as the sunrise.

As the glow faded, so too did the sword, the man, and all his storied magic artifacts.

All that had remained behind was the body of the thing Demascus had slain, and Kalkan.

Kalkan blinked away the memory, and curled his lip into a silent snarl. Here was where Demascus’s body had come to rest, as it did every time his deeds surpassed his frame. If only finding Demascus’s latest living incarnation was as easy as locating the failed husks.

“He had a free hand before he came to this world,” mused Kalkan’s companion. “No one watched over him. He gained more power than a being of his station should ever have been allowed.”

“But not on Toril,” said Kalkan, and bared his fangs.

“No, not here,” the youth agreed. “Thanks to you, Kalkan Swordbreaker, and the oath you swore. But it galls, doesn’t it? Your new … hungers? Your acceptance of the gods’ appeal has transformed you into something bestial and fiendish.”

Kalkan growled, half in anger, but partly with desire that brought saliva to his mouth, even as that yearning sickened what remained of his former self. A self that diminished a little more each day. The reality of what the gods required of Kalkan still burned like acid. Unlike Demascus, Kalkan remembered each of his deaths. It was a side effect of his … change.

“The gods made me this,” he huffed, his voice like a hunting tiger’s growl.

“And they name me guilty of crimes I did not commit! Life’s not fair, Swordbreaker. But we don’t have to just accept it. We can strike back at the ones who’ve wronged us. I promise you this—turn Demascus to the dark, and our reward will be sweet vengeance against the gods, and more.”

Kalkan nodded. “Does this mean you’ve decided to stop leading me along and give me the aid you promised?” He was taking a chance in addressing the youth so impertinently. When he saw his companion’s eyes narrow, he figured he’d just crossed the line.

But instead of blasting him to nothingness, or worse, banishing him to a millennial prison in some forgotten cyst, the youth held out his hand palm up. On it lay a slender metallic disk attached to a leather strap.

“This,” said Kalkan’s companion, “is called a damos. Only a few remain from the time of their fashioning in ancient Imaskar. It produces a poison of uncommon virulence. Which is just a side effect. The residue that collects within the disk’s cavity is the condensation of the future, distilled by the mind of an entity or principle even I don’t fully comprehend. To taste of it is to see hours or days forward. To drink it is to hear the far future described to you by the Voice of Tomorrow—but taking that much is lethal poison to mortal and god alike. Nothing can survive it.”

Kalkan took the damos. It was cold against his finger pads, and rough. He met the youth’s eyes. Instead of irises, tiny black skulls stared out of each white orb. But he smiled at his patron. “Death is hardly a problem for someone like me. If the limits of this damos are as you describe—”

“It has no limits other than its user’s resistance to poison.”

Kalkan tapped the disk. It opened like a dilating eye, revealing a cavity filled with oily fluid. He dipped a claw into the reservoir, barely wetting it, then licked off the clinging beads. It tasted like blood.

His cheeks warmed and sweat broke through the fur on his brow. The mausoleum was blotted out by a roar of light and noise. His eyes fluttered, beyond his conscious control. He collapsed, his breath suddenly coming hard.

A whisper broke from the cacophony. It was a voice, just on the edge of incoherence. The voice spoke of the future.

And as his life dwindled to a cinder, Kalkan listened.
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AKANÛL
THE YEAR OF THE AGELESS ONE (1479 DR)
 

INFINITIES CROUCHED ON HIS CHEST, STONE-HEAVY AND black as a tomb. Nothingness spiraling forever overhead like a burned-out galaxy reflected in murky water.

Something inexplicable shifted. A thread glimmered, beckoning him to follow its endless coils across the darkness …

He drew in a breath and opened his eyes.

Naked branches scratched jagged lines across a ceiling of clouds and drifting earthmotes. Mist gathered in shoals, dribbling chill gray across the sky.

He squeezed his eyes shut, and opened them, counting: one, two, three …

He waited for the memory of his situation to occur to him like a bolt sliding home.

 … and nothing.

What the Hells? he thought. Why am I sleeping outside? Only an idiot would camp in the open this time of year. Plus my bedroll is too hard.

More importantly, where was he? He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Burning dominions, had he been drinking?

He sat up. The light was pre-dawn dim, but bright enough to see he hadn’t been lying on a bedroll; it was a marble altar, thick with inscribed runes.

Uh-oh. Finding oneself spread out on an altar without the least memory of how one had arrived upon it rarely ended up being good news.

“Hey!” he yelped, pulling his leg toward his chest. Something had bitten him!

A squat, blubbery creature crouched alongside the stone platform, grinning at him with a nest of tiny fangs, its eyes solid masses of scarlet crystal. Its flesh was sickly, like unbaked dough, and red crystal scales and spikes crusted its upper shoulders.

He recoiled, rolling off the opposite side of the altar. He landed on hands and knees, jarring his wrists. A moment later he was on his feet with the altar between him and the creature.

He almost fell again; his legs were like deadweights. His vision narrowed, as if threatening to pinch off. He caught himself on the altar’s edge, saving himself from flopping face first back into the dirt. His legs were asleep; he could barely feel them.

His attacker held a severed human foot in one hand, gnawed bone clearly visible. His gaze jerked down to check the status of his own feet. Still attached … but why wasn’t he wearing boots? A more thorough and somewhat chilly realization shuddered through him.

“Where are my clothes?” he asked the thing weakly, fear and confusion fighting for dominance.

The thing grinned wider, its lips smeared red and its yellowed teeth crusted with gore. It tossed away the severed limb and looked at him speculatively.

He stamped experimentally, holding himself up with his arms on the cold altar. His legs went from numb to a fire of pins and needles.

The creature watched him a few moments more as if wondering what kind of dance he was doing. Then it launched itself, coming right up over the altar like a dog hurdling a low fence.

Muscle memory betrayed him; his smooth and unthinking motion to draw the great sword sheathed on his back was ruined by the fact he didn’t have a sword on his back. He was naked.

Then it was on him, and despite its small size, it bore him to the ground. In rapid succession it tried to bite out his throat, disembowel him, and sever the undefended femoral arteries that ran up his inner thigh. He jerked, shifted, and elbowed just enough each time to avoid each bite and slash, trading each attack for a lesser nip or gouge. But if he didn’t slow down its momentum, and give something back soon, it was going to overwhelm him—

With a desperate spasm, he gathered his legs to his chest, then released a tremendous straight kick.

His heels caught the creature across the jaw. It squealed as it flipped off and away.

At the apex of its trajectory, it almost seemed like time slowed. An illusion he supposed, but he took advantage of the interlude to scrabble to his feet, and steal a glance around.

Granite obelisks encircled the altar at a distance of about ten paces, forming a crude ring. People lay around the periphery of the ring, unmoving in a scatter of dropped weapons, silent and … dead.

Time snapped back to its regular breakneck pace. The creature traced the end of its arc, landed hard, then bounced onto its feet, apparently no worse for wear. It growled as it raised one hand to paw at its mouth, looking for all the world as if it were feeling for a sore tooth.

Good, he thought, I hurt it a little after all. It didn’t immediately rush him again anyway.

Which gave him enough time to snatch a long sword lying in the dirt near a corpse’s limp hand. The blade showed brownish streaks of corrosion and the hilt was mildewed, but the balance was acceptable. The damp weight of it in his hand was the first good thing that had happened to him since he’d opened his eyes.

He pointed it so that the tip lined up with the creature’s chest.

He said, “What’s going on here? In the name of Light and Shadow, what are you?”

The thing growled like a dog struck with foaming sickness, and charged.

He grinned despite the new surge of fear jackknifing through his bloodstream … or because of it. With the fear came a charge of elation that sang along every nerve. He lined up the blade to skewer his attacker on it.

The length of the blade seemed off. He tried to correct, but the creature swatted his sword out of the way. It lurched inside his guard and fastened its wide mouth on his unarmored forearm. He was momentarily distracted by the odd design running the length of his limb, ash gray like tattoos of ghosts—

The thing bit down hard. The pain was spectacular and he screamed.

Something hot ignited behind his eyes, and suddenly glimmers danced across the length of his borrowed sword, one line down each side. On one side they were white like the full moon, and along the other, red like the sun at day’s end. The glows flickered, gone one instant, back the next, suggesting some sort of half-remembered runes or glyphs that should have been clear …

The creature didn’t like the display, and its jaws relaxed. He wrenched his arm free from the thing’s mouth. It mewled when it lost its grip, and blood dribbled from between its teeth. His blood. He was lucky it hadn’t stripped any tendons.

He blinked when the creature shouted, “The Eye is watching! It always watches. It searches!”

“What eye?” he replied with a wit so sparkling he impressed even himself.

The nightmarish thing gazed at him like an avaricious peddler who’d just realized he’d come upon a village of idiots. Then it hurled itself forward again, lashing its clawed arms in mad frenzy. The light show with his sword hadn’t cowed the monster as much as he’d expected—

A claw clipped his temple. A spurt of blood turned everything red.

He slipped and nearly fell, and the beast screamed louder as its claws tore at him in earnest.

He desperately rubbed blood from his eye with his free hand. If I’m not careful, he thought, this minor dretch is going to kill me!

 … dretch? He suddenly realized it was a dretch, a demonic pest and among the very least of its kind. Why he hadn’t immediately recognized it, he didn’t know. Probably because of the odd crystalline encrustations across the thing’s upper torso, and a matching red glint in its eyes.

It didn’t matter. His fingers tightened into a surer grip on the sword hilt.

He angled his shoulders with a twitch and sidestepped a fraction out of the creature’s range. Then he feinted high, stomped on the thing’s foot as it tried to dance away from the blade, and struck its head from its shoulders in a spatter of ichor. The runes flashed with the death blow, then flickered out like lanterns in a windstorm.

The body collapsed. The head bounced a few times before lodging between two stones.

Quiet returned to the shrine. He stood for several heartbeats, marveling. It had felt so … good to dispatch the creature. Almost like drinking a draft of some alchemist’s elixir. Joy thrummed through him like lightning through the clouds.

He moved closer to inspect the body. The eyes on the decapitated head blinked at him.

“Dominions!” he cursed.

The head whispered, “The Elder Elemental Eye watches …”

His exultation billowed away like a cut sail.

The lopped-off thing said nothing else.

Get a hold of yourself, he thought, as his heart pounded in his ears. It’s just a dying beast, and you’ve got a sword.

He inched forward again, ready to plunge the blade straight through it at the first sign of anything suspicious.

But it was finally dead. Amazing it had been able to whisper at all, without any air to inflate its vocal cords. Or, maybe not. What did he know about demonic anatomy?

The head twitched. Before he could leap back or hew it, it slumped, as if transformed into running wax. A gelatinous, melting lump that bubbled and evaporated even as it lost all shape. Then nothing remained but a damp spot.

The headless body evaporated too. He was the only moving thing within the ring of stones.

Memory twitched, but maddeningly refused to come clear. That wasn’t how slain demons normally decayed. Right?

Why, he thought, does it seem like I’m trying to think through molasses?

He frowned and rubbed his head, wincing at the touch. The dretch had tagged him on the temple. That probably explained why everything seemed foggy. He needed to find some healing.

First things first, he thought. If I can remember how I got here, or even where here is, everything else should fall into place.

He went back to the altar and studied the marks chiseled all over its surface. The iconography was … some variety of divine runes? No, he realized; the glyphs represented spirits of the land.

Many of the carved sigils depicted animals: the predatory curve of a hawk wing, the inquisitive point of a fox nose, and the streaming mane of a galloping horse. All the figures were blurred by decades or even centuries of neglect. Dirt and time had nearly erased them.

He ran his fingers across the bend of the horse’s spine, racking his mind. But no. He’d never seen the altar before. He had no memory whatsoever of coming to the place.

Anxiety pressed a dagger-sharp point against his surface calm. Could he have been brought here against his will, unconscious? That seemed the answer that best fit the evidence. He swung his gaze around, trying to see everything at once. He ignored the whisper of dizziness that followed each motion.

The land beyond the ring fell away into the surrounding mist in a way that suggested he was on a hilltop or mountainside. Despite the cloud cover, something in the silence and texture of the air implied daybreak was nigh, not sunset.

He shivered, scanning the wide landscape. Nope, he thought. Never seen it before … He convulsively folded his arms across his chest, careful of his sword.

By all that was holy and sovereign, just what was going on here? Someone had laid him out on some kind of ancient altar, he was alone out in some godsforsaken wilderness, it was a miracle he wasn’t dead of exposure already, he didn’t have any clothes—

“Stop!” he said to the air.

Panic will get you nowhere. Everything will be fine.

“And now you’re talking to yourself. That means you’re probably crazy on top of being forgetful. And cold.”

At least he could remedy the last. Though they couldn’t answer his many questions, the dead wouldn’t be needing their garments anymore either. Besides, he should probably have a look through their pockets to see if anything rang a bell. He moved to the largest gathering of bodies and took stock.

Most of the fallen sported whorls tracing fine lines across skin the color of coffee, or sea foam, or dull silver. They weren’t exactly human, but …

“Genasi,” he said, suddenly recognizing that most of them shared a particular heritage. Genasi were people whose bloodline had long ago mixed with the elements. He’d known a woman once with eyes like distant storm-clouds … but had she been a genasi? No, maybe not …

The memory slipped away like fish in dark water. He returned to his task.

He couldn’t get an accurate count of the dead because several were heaped in a pile. More than ten, but probably less than twenty; to satisfy himself, he’d have to sort them out later to get a precise total.

He also found a few corpses that were definitely not genasi. More demons, apparently.

Multi-limbed, some with arms ending in pincers instead of hands or claws, and some with tentacles. They all sported red incrustations similar to the dretch’s. The comportment of the dead suggested the people and demons died fighting each other in some kind of fever of violence.

A sacrifice gone bad, probably. If so, he was incredibly lucky to have survived it, especially since evidence suggested he’d been the designated guest of honor.

He nudged one of the dead demons with his sword tip. That touch was all it took; the demon evaporated, as did the limp forms of all its fellows. A particularly foul wind ruffled his hair, and when it died down, only the genasi’s bodies remained.

He shook his head. He didn’t want to think about demons and evaporating bodies until he had put together an outfit.

Many of the genasi wore long leather coats, dyed various shades of red, with the insignia of a burning spike blazoned on one shoulder. He didn’t recognize the sign. Not that it mattered. He was so cold he’d wear anything. Luckily, at least in this one respect, he had a wide selection to choose from.

He sorted through the articles showing the least number of cuts and blood splatters. He bent to relieve a man of his boots, then paused. He was reluctant to disturb the deceased. It felt somehow disrespectful.

The breeze picked up, triggering a shivering bout.

He forced his qualms aside. His need outweighed their dignity.

He liberated boots, a long shirt, and a pack stuffed with clean articles, including smallclothes and pants. Everything fit well enough, though the pants were a little short. He didn’t care. He pulled on each piece of clothing in turn, until he was finally warm, and covered.

Maybe he couldn’t remember where he was or who hated him so much that they’d brought him to be sacrificed, but at least his privates were no longer waving in the wind, and that was worth something.

His immediate needs met, he planted his posterior on the edge of the altar as the day brightened. He took several deep breaths, and closed his eyes.

Just think. There has to be an explanation. Even if it’s not one you want to hear.

He cast his mind back, trying to summon up some sort of clue …

And remembered being in the crowded hold of a sailing vessel, lit by the open cargo hatch overhead. He was strangling someone! His hands clutched a long scarf that was looped twice around the neck of a man in priest’s garb. The priest struggled to get air, his mouth gaping like a fish pulled from the net.

The man made one last frantic effort, kicking, twisting, trying anything and everything to get free.

It didn’t make a bit of difference; he’d caught the priest by surprise, and it could only end with the man’s death. But just to be sure, he pulled harder on the free ends of the scarf, grunting with the effort.

The priest’s life whispered away. The man fell to the ground, eyes wide in surprise at finding so unexpected a death. They stared, empty, lifeless … dead.

The memory faded.

He gasped, taking in a huge breath of air as if in sympathy for the man in his memory. He looked at his hands. He could still feel the scarf’s parchment-smooth texture, the man’s panicked fingers as they brushed and clawed at his face, and finally, the way all the tension and volition eased out of the man in a flowing moment …

“Merciful gods,” he whispered. He had strangled a priest!

He struggled to control his accelerated breathing by counting each breath. One, two, three, four—What the Hells had possessed him to …

A new memory prowled forward.

He was in an entirely different place. He didn’t have the strangler’s wrap this time. Instead, he gripped a sword that sported glyphs white as snow on one side of the blade, and red as blood on the other, brighter and entirely more real than the ones that had flickered half formed during his battle with the dretch.

A creature stood before him. It was like a man in shape, save for its head, which bristled with fur striped with predator’s camouflage. Its ears were demonic flaps, and horns leaped askew from its head. It wore man’s clothing, and clutched a black dagger, like a piece of the sky between the stars, in one oddly jointed hand. The creature was laughing at him.

It said, “Demascus. Surprised? Don’t worry, you won’t remember seeing me. You never do. Though, even I have to admit, your sin is almost unforgivable this time. You’re getting so close …”

Demascus’s lips quirked to throw back a smart remark, and the creature moved, more quickly than he had expected by far, more swiftly than he could grasp the reins of time and pull them—

The creature slid its dagger into his stomach.

The memory tattered to nothing and he gasped. He slapped one hand to his belly. He pulled up the borrowed shirt and examined his flesh.

He saw nothing to indicate evidence of such a lethal wound in his ash-pale skin.

It must have happened so long ago that he’d recovered from the injury, though obviously with the aid of some powerful curative. Otherwise some tiny hint of a scar would remain.

And why had the thing called him Demascus …

“By all that’s holy and sovereign, who am I?”
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