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TH#13

Prel ude

Ni ght fell quickly in the Forest of Tethir, and the caravan guards cast wary
glances into the tall, dense foliage that walled either side of the trade

route. The sounds of the forest seemed to grow | ouder, nore om nous, as the
darkness closed in around them Overhead, the ancient trees met in a canopy
too thick for the waning noon to penetrate, but the nerchants pressed on
[ighting torches and | anterns when their horses began to stunble.

The dimcircle of firelight did little to push back the darkness or to assuage
the nmerchants' unease. Their own torch-cast shadows seened to taunt them
flickering capriciously and appearing as if they m ght at any nonment break
away and slip off into the trees.

There was an eeriness to this forest that made such things seem possible. Al
of the travelers had heard stories of the Watchers of Tethir, and there wasn't
a man or woman in the caravan who did not feel the unseen eyes. Chadson
Herrick, a grizzled sell-sword who'd nade
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the road his home for nore years than Ehninster had pipes, raised a hand to
rub away the tingle at the back of his neck. "My hackles are up. | feel like a

cornered wol f," he nuttered to the man who rode beside him

H s conpani on responded with a terse nod. Chadson noted that his friend-a
too-thin, nervous youth who at the best of tinmes seened as taut as a drawn
bowstri ng—was clutching a holy synmbol of Tynora, goddess of luck, in one

whi t e- knuckl ed hand. Chadson, for once, was not inclined to tease the lad for
his superstitions.

"Just a fewnore mles," the young man said in a soft, singsong tone that
suggested he'd been silently repeating those very words over and over, as if
the phrase were a charmthat could ward of f danger

Thei r whi spered conversation earned them dark | ooks from several of the other
guards, even though there was no real need to keep silent. The Watchers

al ready knew of the caravan and had probably followed it all the way from
Mosstone, the last human settlenment on the trade route that cut through the
forest. If anything, the travelers' tense silence seemed only to deepen the

i mpendi ng cloud that hung over the caravan

A sudden wi |l d inpul se cane upon Chadson. He was tenpted to | eap fromhis horse
and dance upon the path, all the while hooting and cursing and thunbing his
nose at their unseen escort. He imagi ned the reaction such an act would elicit
fromthe unnerved nerchants, and the nental image brought a wy grin to his
face.

He was still sniling when the arrow took himthrough the heart.

Chadson's body tilted slowy to one side and fell to the path. For a nonent
the men nearest himnerely stared, their faces registering horrified

recogni tion of the slender, ebony-hued staff protruding fromthe dead man's
chest. It was the dark-hued arrow of a wild elf, a bolt aptly known as "bl ack
[ightning" to the humans.

The silence exploded into frenzied action. Follow ng the shouted instructions
of the guards, the nerchants
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scranbl ed down fromtheir wagons and, heedl ess of their precious cargo,
overturned several of the wagons to forma nmakeshift shield wall. There was no
tinme to cut the traces, and sone of the draft horses went over with the
wagons, falling heavily into piles of withing, kicking horseflesh. The

ani mal s' shrieks of terror and pain mngled with the screans of dying nen as
t he bl ack arrows descended upon them |i ke stooping fal cons.

From behi nd the scant cover of the wagons, archers returned fire, but they
were shooting blind into the heavy foliage and had little hope of actually
finding a mark. Some of the nore intrepid—and | ess experi enced—ef the caravan



guards drew swords and crashed into the forest to take the of fensive. These
were sent reeling back onto the path, unarnmed, their eyes wide with shock and
their hands clutching at nortal wounds.

The fighting was over in nminutes. Many of the nen on horseback had fled at the
first sign of battle, and a few of the nmerchant wagons had escaped as well,
careening wildly along the path in the wake of the panicked horses. Fromthe
north canme the sound of fading hoof beats, and a nuffled crash as one wagon
tilted over.

When all was silent, several shadowy figures broke free of the forest and
crept onto the path. They fell upon the ruined wagons, cursing and bickering
as they pawed through the spoils. One of them taller and broader than nost
and clad in a dark, flow ng cape, strode fromthe forest with a slight, linp
figure slung over one shoulder. This he tossed onto the path to lie anmong the
bodi es of several of the slain nmerchants.

"Atorch!" he commanded in a deep voice. "Get some light on this mess!"

One of the forest fighters hastened to obey, funbling with flint and stee
until a spark took hold. The sudden flare of torchlight fell upon the faces of
t he dead, one of which was an angul ar, elven face painted in el aborate
patterns of greens and browns. A gapi ng wound sl ashed across the dead elf s
throat and chest, tracing a deep
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di agonal line that started behind one ear and angl ed down across his ribs. It
had |1 ong since bled dry. The dark-cl oaked | eader frowned and gl anced at the
fallen men that surrounded the elf.

H s eyes settled on a young man whose hand had been pinned to his side by an
arrow, apparently while he was in the act of reaching for his sword. Tangl ed
anong the ruined fingers was a | eather thong from whi ch hung the synbol of
Tynmora. Oddly enough, the arrow had struck the netal disk, skidding along its
I ength and | eaving a deep score before sinking into softer flesh. A silent
sernon, the killer observed with a bit of dark hunor, on the capricious nature
of Lady Luck.

"That one," he said with a wolfish smle as he pointed to the youth whose | uck
had run out. Take his sword and reopen the elf s wound—ake it look as if he
killed the elf in hand-to-hand conbat. |If necessary, splash a bit of the lad's
bl ood around to make the kill | ook reasonably fresh. There's a caravan due to
pass through tonorrow "

But as his assistant reached for the sword, the wounded fighter's eyes
flickered open, and his good hand cl osed around the grip of a w cked hunting
knife. Startled, the attacker fell back a step and reached for the bow on his
shoul der.

Snmoothly, swiftly, he sent an arrow hurtling into the young man's chest. This
time no lucky nedallion deflected the arrow. The youth fell back, instantly
dead.

The | eader, however, did not | ook at all pleased by this quick response. He
tore the arrow free and brandi shed it under the archer's nose.

"And what in the Nine bloody Hells do you call this?"

The man shrugged, his face apprehensive as he noted the branded shaft and

el aborate blue-and-white fletch-ing that marked it as an arrow of his own

maki ng. "Mista run out of elf arrows,” he nuttered.

"Dam you for a stinking ghast," the | eader swore in a | ow, om nous voice. "If
you weren't the best arche* this
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side of Zhentil Keep, Fd push this arrowinto your left ear and pull it out
your right! Search them" he ordered in | ouder tones, whirling toward the

| ooters and hol ding the bl oody arrow al oft so that all could see the error
"Make sure there are no nore mstakes like this one. Al of these nmen died at
the hands of wild elves. See to it!"

e

To the casual observer, Blackstaff Tower appeared to be little nore than an
enornous, tapering cylinder of black granite, a tower some fifty feet tall and



surrounded by a curtain wall nearly half that height. Stark and sinple, the
keep | acked the displays of magi c—either fearsone or fanciful —that were so
bel oved by the wealthy and powerful citizens of Waterdeep. No wat chf ul
gargoyl es peered down fromthe tower's flat roof; no ani mated statues stood
guard; no cryptic runes marred the snooth black surface of wall or tower. Yet
everyone who knew of the archmage Khel ben "Bl ackstaff" Arunsun—and in
Wat er deep, indeed, in all the Northlands, there were few who did not—egarded
the sinple keep with a m xture of pride and awe. Here, runor suggested, |ay
the true power behind the City of Splendors. Here was a gateway to nagica
wonder s beyond the imagi nati on of nost nortals.

It is arare thing when bardic tales fail to exaggerate the nmeasure of mght,
and when the specul ations »f tav-
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ern gossips lag tinmdly behind the truth. Blackstaff Tower was one such
excepti on.

In a chanber in the uppernost |evel, Khelben's consort, the archmage Laera
Arunsun Silverhand, stood before a mirror, a tall oval of silvered gl ass
surrounded by an el aborately carved and gilded frame. Fully six feet tall and
sl ender as a birch tree, Laeral possessed a strange, fey beauty that hinted of
faerie blood. Silvery hair cascaded to her hips, and | arge green eyes—the
deep, silver-green hue peculiar to woodl and ponds—searched the mrror's frane
with an intensity that seemed oddly out of place on a face so exquisite. She
ran her fingers along the carved and gil ded wood, seeking the ever-shifting
magi ¢ that few could perceive, and fewer still could naster. \Wen satisfied
that she had found the elusive trigger, Laeral spoke a strange phrase and then
stepped into the mrror

She emerged in a deep, forested glade. A few butterflies fed upon the flowers
that dotted the meadow grasses, and the ancient oaks that surrounded the gl ade
were robed in the lush green of early sumrer. It was such a scene as might be
found in the forests of many |ands, except for an aura of eldritch energy as
pervasi ve as sunlight. Laeral breathed in deeply, as if she could take in the
magi ¢ and the soul -deep joy that scented the air of Everneet, the island hone
of the el ves.

In the center of the clearing stood an elven lady, as tall as Laeral herself
and clad in a silken gown of dove-gray, the elven color of mourning. The elf s
vividly blue eyes had seen the birth and death of several centuries, yet her
face was yout hful and the flam ng luster of her red-gold hair was undi med by
time. Asilver circlet rested on the elf woman's brow, but it was her rega
bearing and the aura of power surrounding her that proclaimed her Lady of
Everneet, Queen of All Elves

"Greetings, Laeral Elf-friend," said Queen AMaruil in a voice |ike nusic,
i ke wind.

Laeral sank into a deep curtsey; the elven queen bid
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her rise. Having dispensed with the formalities, the two wonen indulged in a
burst of laughter, and then exchanged a sisterly enbrace.

Hol di ng hands |ike schoolgirls, they seated thenselves on a fallen | og and set
to gossiping as if they were carefree mai dens, rather than two of the nost
power ful beings on all of Toril.

But all too soon the conversation turned to matters that denmanded their
attention. "What news brings you to Everneet this tine, and with such
urgency?" the queen asked.

"It's the Harpers again," Laeral said in a dry tone.

Am aruil's sign came froma deep and ancient pain. "Yes. It often is. Wuat is
it this tinme?"

"It appears that sonme elves fromthe Forest of Tethir are attacking farns and
caravans. "

" \Npy 2"

"How many reasons would you like me to name?" Laeral replied. "As you know, in
atine not long past, all the elves who nmade their hones in the I and of



Tet hyr, including those who dwell in the Forest of Tethir, suffered greatly at
t he hands of the human rulers. To all appearances, the destruction of Tethyr's
royal family brought an end to this persecution. It is possible, however, that
the elves are retaliating for past wongs. Since the |land of Tethyr renains

| awl ess and chaotic, it is also likely that human settl enents, trade routes,
and trappers are encroachi ng upon elven |l ands. Perhaps the humans are pressing
the elves, and the elves are fighting back."

"As is only natural. Wat interest do the Harpers have in this?"

"They want to pronote some sort of settlenent, a conprom se that will end the
turnmoil and address—at |east in part—the concerns of both sides."

"Ah, yes." Am aruil paused for a grimsnile. "W made such an arrangenent in
the forests of Cormanthor, many years ago. How well was that agreenent kept,
ny
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friend, and for how | ong? Today, how many el ves live anong those trees?"

The question was not neant for answering. Laeral acknow edged the queen's
assessment of the matter with a slight nod. "I have argued that very point
with several of the Master Harpers, but the decline of the elven people is not
an issue the Harpers have traditionally addressed.”

"So much for their vaunted concern wth maintaining the Bal ance,"
nmur mur ed.

"What is Balance, to those whose lives are not as long as yours and m ne?"
Laeral pointed out. "The Harpers' concern is genuine, but the span of their
vision is decidedly shorter. They are nore worried about the disruption of
trade and the possibility of increasing the civil unrest in Tethyr."

"Can't you make them understand what these conprom ses nean to the el ven

Peopl e?"

"Gven a few centuries, yes," Laeral replied grimy. *Khel ben understands,
after a fashion, but his concern focuses upon the affairs of Waterdeep. And he
truly believes that a conpronise is the best solution, not only for his city's
trade interests, but for the elves thenselves. He sees it as their best chance
of survival. The humans of Tethyr are not so tolerant of other races as they
were even ten or twenty years ago. It would not take rmuch provocation to turn
t hem agai nst the elves. There are far too many anbitious nen in Tethyr,

| ooking for a rallying cause to aid their rise to power. | can easily envision
t he destruction of the elves becom ng such a cause. You know what happened
under the royal famly. Gven the general |aw essness of the land, it could be
far worse this time."

"Then there is only Retreat,"” murrmured the el ven queen. She sat silent for
several nmoments, as if letting the decision take root; then she nodded
decisively. "Yes, the Sy-TkrQuessir nust Retreat," she decreed, using the

t he queen

El vish word for the forest folk. "I will send an ambassador
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at once to offer thema haven in Everneef s ancient woods."

"And if they will not cone?"

The queen had thought of that, as well. Then they, |like so many of the Peopl e,
will fade fromthe land,"” she said with quiet resignation. "This is the
twilight of the Tel' Quessir, nmy friend. You know that as well as I, W cannot

hol d back the darkness forever."

"But may that night be long in coming!" Laeral said fervently. "As for the

Har pers, believe me when | say that sonetimes the best way of controlling
their enthusiasmis to work along with them" the mage added in a wy tone

t hat suggested personal experience with this tactic. "OfF one thing you can be
certain: the Harpers will act with or wthout your blessing." "What do you
suggest ?"

"Send a Harper agent to the elves' forest stronghold to bear your invitation—a
Harper who will work toward a Bal ance that will favor the elven comunity. In



this way, if the forest elves refuse to retreat to Evenneet, they will at

| east have an advocate. That is nore than they m ght get otherw se.”

Am aruil studied her friend. The hesitancy in Laeral's silver-green eyes
suggested that there was nore to this matter, things of which the nmage could
not easily speak. Seldomwas Laeral reticent about anything. Foreboding

ti ghtened Am anuTs throat, but she waited with el ven patience for the woman to
find her own way and tine.

"Let us say that | would agree to such a plan," the queen suggested calmy
"Have you an el ven agent anong the Harpers? A forest elf, one known to the
conmunity in question?" "No," Laeral admitted.

"Then | do not see how your plan could succeed. Most Sy-Tel' Quessir are

i nsul ar—suspi ci ous of all elves fromoutside their tribe. The People of Tethir
have not sworn allegiance to ne, and so they m ght not reeejye an

anbassador fromthe island. Pressed as they are, they would likely kill any
non-el f who ventured too near their hidden strongholds. No, it seens to ne
your Harper would have little hope of survival and even | ess chance for
success. "

Laeral did not answer at once, nor did the queen press her. Their silence was
filled by the sounds of the elven forest: the rustle of |eaves, the soft hum
of insects, the blithe call of carefree songbirds. This gl ade was a pl ace of
unparal | el ed beauty, surrounded and sustained by Everneet's ancient magic. The
i sland was the | ast haven of the elves, and its peace and security had sel dom
been breached. Knowi ng this, the mage consi dered her next words carefully.
What she was about to suggest trod cruelly upon the elves' painful nenories
and touched the queen's deepest sorrow.

"There is a half-elven Harper," Laeral said slowy, "currently stationed in a
city near the Forest of Tethir. She has passed successfully as an elf on other
assignments. She is very convincing, very resourceful. |I feel confident that
she could find a way into the forest community."

The queen's face was suddenly wary. Her eyes darted toward the shimrering oval
gate that had brought Laeral fromthe mainland to Everneet. It was a magi ca
bri dge between the worlds of the elves and humans, and it had been born with a
spark of life that had become a half-elven child—a child that Am aruil would
forever regret. That gate had cost Amaruil the life of her bel oved husband.
Gief is seldomreasonable. In AmMaruU s mnd, the child and the deadly porta
were as one.

"Yes," Laeral said softly, confirmng the queen's unspoken concl usi on. She
took Amaruil's tightly clasped hands between both of her own. "You know of
whom | speak. Half-elven by birth, but willing to do anything to serve the
good of the People, She has proven this again and again. Perhaps that is her
way of | aying
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claimto a heritage that has otherw se been denied her." The queen tugged her
hands free, her expression inplacable. "The half-elf bears Amestria's sword,"
she said coldly. "A noonblade is a greater inheritance than nost noble elves
can claimand nore honor than she deserves."

It seems to nme that steel is cold confort," Laeral observed. "And as for
honor, half-elven or not, she wields Amestria's sword, a weapon so powerful
that many an el ven warrior could not touch it and live. Think on it, ny
friend: what better argunment in the girl's favor?"

Am aruil turned away abruptly to stare with undi sguised hatred at the magica
gate that had cost her so nuch. Duty and grief warred on her delicate face for
| ong, agoni zed nonments. Finally, she lifted her head to a regal angle and once
again faced her friend.

"You truly believe that this . . . that she is the best person for the task?
That through her efforts the lives of the forest People mght be spared?”
Laeral nodded, her silvery eyes full of synpathy for the lonely elf wonan and
admration for the proud queen

Then so shall it be." Queen Am aruil rose, speaking the words in the manner of



a royal pronouncenent. "Everneet's anbassador to the Forest of Tethir will be
t he Harper known as Arilyn Monbl ade. "

The el f queen turned away and began to wal k toward the palace. "So shall it
be," she repeated to herself in a whisper that seened too fragile to bear the
wei ght of her bitterness. "But | swear before all the gods of the Seldarine,
the el ves woul d have been better served if the sword she carries had turned
agai nst her!"

Two

Tethyr was a |l and of many contrasts and contradictions. Ancient ways and
nodern notions, pretensions of royalty and egalitarian fervor conm ngl ed
uneasily in a |l and whose natural complexity only magnified her recent woes.
Tucked between the noors and nountains of Am and the vast desert ki ngdons of
the far south, Tethyr possessed a nmobstly northern terrain and a tenperate
climate. The | and was a hodgepodge of fertile farm and, deep forests, and
sun- baked hills that were as dry and forbidding as any desert. The custons and
interests of the peoples who settled each area were as diverse as the | and
itself.

But Zazesspur, the largest city of this troubled I and, |ooked firmy to the
south. A port city with an excellent deepwater harbor, it was set at the nouth
of the Sul duskoon River and on the path of inportant overland routes.
Zazesspur saw trade and travelers frommany | ands. Yet her current ruler, a
sout herner by the
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nane of Balik, did his best to limt the influence of outsiders. The grandson
of a Calishite trader, he styled hinself as pasha and cultivated an oriental
spl endor—and a distrust of northerners—that recalled the attitudes of his
forebears. Since Pasha Balik's rise to power sone dozen or so years before,
parts of the city had taken on a decidedly southern character. Both the best
and the worst aspects of the great city of Calinport could be found in
Zazesspur. Sleek pal aces of white marble, formal gardens filled with exotic

pl ants, w de boul evards, and open-air bazaars redolent with rare spices vied
for space with sprawling shanty towns and narrow, crinme-ridden streets.

Qddly enough, however, nost of the illegal activities of Zazesspur were
conducted fromthe better parts of town. The School of Stealth—-a school of the
fighting arts which was a thinly veiled front for the powerful assassins
gui | d—was housed in a sprawling conplex at the edge of the city. Intrigue was
al ways in fashion, and the going price for an assassin's services was high

So, however, was the price on an assassin's life. Arilyn Monbl ade wal ked
lightly down the narrow back-alley street that led to the wonmen's guil dhouse,
maki ng no nore sound than the narrow shadow she cast. She was a broadsword's
wi dth short of six feet tall, with raven-dark hair that hung in carel ess waves
about her shoul ders and eyes of an unusual dark blue flecked with bits of

gol d—beautiful eyes that m ght have inspired bardic odes, had they not been so
wary and forbidding. Pale as moonlight and alert as a stalking cat, Arilyn had
about her a tense, watchful air and the too-thin, too-taut | ook of one who

sel dom paused for either food or sleep. For an assassin, the choices were few
and straightforward: constant vigilance, or death.

The hal f-elf had been a menber of the assassins' guild for several nonths, and
she was no | onger considered an easy mark. Zazesspur's professional killers
were strictly ranked, and the sash of pale gray s”lk that

belted Arilyn's waist proclained her to be a fighter of the highest skill. But
there were still those who refused to believe that a woman—uch | ess a

hal f - el ven woman from the barbarous Northl ands—oul d defend the Shadow Sash
she wore.

The system for advancenent within the guild was sinple: an anbitious assassin
nerely killed someone of higher rank and took his sash. Arilyn had defended
her rank nore tinmes than she cared to adnit. Wen forced to do so, she fought



with an icy skill and an even colder fury that was becom ng | egendary anong
her associates. Not one of them however, suspected that the half-elf wanted
nothing nore than to be rid of her dark—and |argely undeserved—+eputati on. Nor
woul d they ever know. Solitary and cautious by nature, with each grim
chal |l enge Arilyn becanme nore intensely watchful and nore fiercely al one.
Thanks to several nmonths of hard-won survival, Arilyn's instincts were as
keenly honed as a bl adesi nger's sword. She didn't need to hear footsteps or
gli npse a shadow to know she was being foll owed. Nor did she expect such
things. Silence was the first |lesson taught to fledgling assassins, and the
faint light com ng fromthe high, narrow wi ndows of the women's guil d-house up
ahead cast all shadows behind her. Yet Arilyn knew she was bei ng hunted. She
coul d not have been nore certain of this if the stal ker had announced his
intent with blaring horns and the yappi ng of hounds.

Even so, several heartbeats passed before she caught sight of him Al though
hal f-el ven, Arilyn had in full measure the keen sight of elvenkind: sharp
detail, |ong range—and w de sweep. Behind her, at the outermnpst edge of her
peri pheral vision, she saw a tall, broad figure, cloaked and cowl ed into
anonymty, rapidly closing the distance between t hem

No one had reason to walk this particular path but Arilyn and her sole fenale
col l eague, for the tall, narrow tower that housed the women's guil dhouse was

t he
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hunbl est and nost renote building in the conplex. It seened likely, therefore,
that the man behi nd her had career advancenent in nind

But Arilyn wal ked steadily on, giving no sign that she was aware of the
assassin's presence. Just a few paces ahead was a wal kway t hat branched off
fromthe path, leading into the even narrower alley that ran between the high
courtyard walls of the opulent nen's guil d-house and the council hall. The
attack would surely cone there

When just one step renmi ned between her and the alley, Arilyn exploded into
action. In one fluid novement she whirled, seized the man's cloak with both
hands, and threw herself back into a roll. The startled assassin went down
with her. Before the man's weight could pin her to the ground, she tw sted her
body in a half-turn, brought her knees up to her chest, and kicked her feet
out high and hard. The nan sonersaul ted over her and | anded heavily on the
dirt.

Before his grunt of inpact died away, Arilyn rolled up onto her knees beside
him She stiffened two fingers into a weapon, scanned his cl oaked-and-cow ed
formfor a target spot that would render himtenporarily inmmobile, and drove
down hard.

Her fingers plunged into the side of the man's neck—too deep, and far too
easily! Arilyn grimaced as her hand di sappeared into the dark-cl oaked figure,
wi nced as her fingertips drove into the hard-packed earth bel ow

Mout hing a silent curse, the half-elf snatched her hand out of the

i nsubstanti al body. She jerked back the cow that obscured the apparition's
face. The faint nmoonlight fell upon strong features, dark hair both silvering
and recedi ng, and a bl ack beard distinctively streaked with silver.

"Khel ben," she nuttered with exasperation, settling back on her heels and
staring with dismay at the figure who, with a dignity astoni shing under the
Acircum
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stances, coolly rose to his feet and brushed the dust from bis cape.

At this noment Khel ben "Bl ackstaff" Arunsun—the archmage of Waterdeep, a
Mast er Harper, and her own superior—was hardly Arilyn's favorite person. The
Harpers had sent the half-elf and her partner, Danilo Thann, to Zazesspur on a
di pl omati ¢ m ssion, and alt hough Khel ben was not responsible for the grimrole
she had assuned as her cover, Arilyn found that she had little wish to face
himer, to be nore precise, to face the sending that he had conjured and sent



over the mles to speak in his stead. Arilyn assumed that Bl ackstafFs magica
doubl e woul d be as devoted to sol enn di scussion as the original nodel, and
this she sinply could not bear. She would do her duty by the Harpers, but
she'd be dammed if she'd sit around and chat about it!

"Ni ce sending," she said as she rose to face the arch-mage's double. "Mre
solid than nost."

There was a touch of regret in her voice. The inplication—+that she m ght have
preferred to attack an even nore solid target—did not escape the archmage. A
sardonic smle lifted one corner of his dark mnustache.

"Well met to you, Arilyn Monblade,"” he said with a hint of sarcasm "By

Mystra, | swear that with each day that passes, you grow nore |ike your
father! |I've seen that very expression on his face nore tinmes than | care to
count!"

Arilyn stiffened. Her relationship with her hunman father was a tentative and
fledgling thing, too new for confort and too personal for casual talk. And if
truth be told, although she found much to adnmire in the man, she did not care
to be remi nded of her m xed heritage.

"l doubt you conjured a sending nmerely to chat about your |ong-dead quarrels
with Bran Skorlsun," she observed. "We're both here on Harper business. If
it's all the same to you, let's get on with it."

The i mage of Khel ben Arunsun nodded and asked for
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her report. Wth a few terse words, Arilyn described the progress in her

m ssion to help defuse an attenpt by the guilds of Zazesspur to depose the
ruling pasha and establish guild rule. OF her presence in the assassins
guild, and the ever-growing toll this subterfuge was taking on her, she said
not hi ng. Fortunately, Khelben did not press her for details.

"You and Danil o have done well," the archmage said at last. "Pasha Balik is
aware of the threat, and your friendship with Prince Hasheth has gai ned the
Harpers a val uabl e contact in the palace. Now that the situation in Zazesspur
i s under control—at least for the noment—the time has cone for us to speak of
other matters. You are aware of the recent troubles in the Forest of Tethir?"
The Harper nodded, her face cautious.

Then you' ve no doubt heard of the | atest caravan attack. The el ves have been
bl amed for this atrocity, as well as for many others. In your opinion, is
there any truth to these reports?"

There m ght he," she said candidly. The green elves are a fierce,

unpredi ctable folk, and they were ill-treated by the old royal famly of

Tet hyr. They've anci ent grudges aplenty, and who knows what m ght have
provoked themrecentlyr

This we rmust know, " the archnage agreed. "lndeed, the Harpers have decided to
send you to the forest to seek out such answers and to try to bring about a
resolution to the conflict."

Arilyn's eyes went cold. "lI'mbeing sent into Tethir? In what capacity?"
"Meani ng?" the archmage inquired, his dark brows pulled down into a V of

puzzl enent .

"Am | being sent as an assassin?" she asked bluntly. Although the Harpers had
never required of her anything renotely like this, it struck her that cutting
down the | eaders of the troubl enaking el ven band could certainly be considered
one road to resolution
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"You know better than to ask such a question!" Khel ben scol ded her

It did not escape Arilyn's notice that the archmage's words coul d be construed
any number of ways. Not that she shoul d have expected anything different.

Khel ben had an annoyi ng habit of giving answers that were enpty of
information. Still, the wary hal f-elf would have been gl ad of an outright
deni al .

"So tell e,

she requested evenly.



"Find out what's going on—what the issues and grievances on both sides are. Do
what you can to pronote some sort of conprom se between the forest elves and
the humans. "

Arilyn received this information stoically, but her mnd reel ed under the

wei ght of her assigned task. Get the elves to conpromn se? Conprom se what?
Surrender yet another section or two of the ever-dwi ndling forest lands to
turnip farmers? Cut down a few hundred ancient trees to broaden the Trade Way?
Agree to do no nore than shrug hel pl essly when the fires of carel ess nmerchants
or adventurers raged out of control? Set a quota of how many forest creatures
could reasonably be taken in foot-hold traps or run down by hounds, both

abomi nati ons by el ven standards? Look the other way when the occasi ona
CaUshite or Amite slaving band cane to the forest to hunt elven youths and
mai dens to sell as "exotics"? Agree in principle to conprom se one of the |ast
stronghol ds of the forest elves, and thus to accelerate the dem se of the

el ven Peopl e?

"Conprom se?" Wth one word, Arilyn nmanaged to portray all the force, if not
the detail, of her unspoken objections.

Khel ben' s magi cal inage faced down the wathful half-elf. "What are the

al ternatives? What chance do the elves have if these conflicts continue and
per haps escalate into warfare? And what would such conflict do to the tenuous
bal ance in Tethyr? No, you must nmake these elves see reason! Live anpbng them
gain their trust."
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In Arilyn'"s opinion, this suggestion was nearly as ludicrous as the first. No
one, to her know edge, had successfully infiltrated a settlenent of forest

el ves. Most Sy-Tel ' Quessir were reclusive, distrustful even of other elves. To
be a noon elf was bad enough, but for Arilyn to reveal her half-elven nature
woul d be to court instant death. The forest elves of Tethir had anpl e reason
to hate and di strust humans, and among all of the elven subraces were many

el ves who regarded hal f-el ves as unspeakabl e abom nati ons. O course, Arilyn
had passed as an el f before, but never for the length of tine such a thing
woul d t ake.

At | east Khel ben was right about one thing: before a single word about her

m ssion coul d be spoken, she would have to earn the elves' respect. Arilyn had
| earned years ago that the best route to respect for soneone |like her—a

hal f-el ven femal e who could not lay claimto famly, |ineage, or nanme—was to
follow the point of her sword. As a fighter she was very good i ndeed, but

el ves were widely renowned for their fighting skills and thus were not easily
i npressed. Arilyn had taken on many difficult tasks for the Harpers, but this
was the first that sounded truly inpossible, the first she actually considered
r ef usi ng.

"I will need tine to think about this," she told the archmage's i mage.

"As | anticipated. The inpossible always takes a little | onger." Khel ben
responded with a wy snile as he quoted, of all people, his nephew and
apprentice Danil o Thann

Arilyn responded with a terse nod and then turned away. She did not want to
thi nk of Danilo just now, for her Harper partner would not be pleased to |earn
that she was being courted for a m ssion that wuld exclude him Not, of
course, that her departure—f indeed it occurred at all—aould conme any tine
soon. This mssion would require the type of planning and attention to detai
usual |y I avi shed on royal weddi ngs or whol e-scal e i nvasi ons.

Al'l thoughts of a night's sleep forgotten, the half-elf
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left the School of Stealth conplex and set out for a waterfront tavern. Wrd
had it that a certain Monshae captain, a forner pirate who liked to keep a
hand in his original trade, had docked in Zazesspur the day before. He had a
speci al fondness for val uabl e docunment s—bot h genui ne and contrived—and he
possessed a know edge of elven ways that far outstripped the understandi ng of



nost humans. Runor had it that one of his recent femal e passengers, a green

el ven druid, had become his friend, perhaps even his |over. Liaisons between
wild elves and humans were exceedingly rare, but Arilyn knew this man well and
saw how such might be possible. Indeed, runmor had it that his ship,

M st - Wal ker, was one of only a handful of human vessels ever permitted to make
port on the elven island of Everneet. In short, he was precisely what Arilyn
needed.

If she was to pose as a visiting moon elf, she would need sonme way to explain
and legitimze her presence in the Forest of Tethir. If anyone could provide
her with the needed forgeri es—and perhaps suggest a strategy that would gain
her acceptance into the forest comunity—t would be this sea captain.

The night was warmfor early sumrer, and the salty tang of sweat and the sea
hung heavy in the tavern. As usual, the Breaching Wale was crowded wth
hard-dri nking sailors out for a bottom ess nug and a bit of fun, and the
har d- eyed wormren who served up both for the price of a few silver coins. It was
fairly typi cal as dockside taverns went, exceptional only for the dozen or so
bedchanmbers over the taproom which boasted deep feather beds and pristine
linens, not to nmention a heavily arnmed guard at each door. Those who knew wel |
the ports of the Sword Coast cane to the Breaching Whale for a clean room and
a safe night's sleep, luxuries in any city and a rarity in Zazesspur
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Arilyn had no trouble picking Captain Carreigh Macumail out of the crowd. His
mass of curly fair hair, his long and neatly braided whi skers, the bright

bl ue- and- green weave of his trademark kilt, the extravagant |ace-trimed
ruffles at the throat and cuffs of his white shirt—all these things set him
apart from nost of the Breaching Whale's rough-clad clientele. He was al so by
far the largest man in the room Mre than three hundred pounds sat easily on
a frame that stood just a”™ handspan short of seven feet. Seated on a couple of
chairs, one nassive armdraped over the back of a third chair and his booted
feet propped up on a fourth, Macunail sipped at a foamcrested nug as he
happi | y exchanged war stories with a pair of Nelanther pirates.

As the half-elf nade her way across the crowded tavern, she noted whi ch heads
huddl ed t oget her over whispered plots, which fighters kept their hands cl ose
to their weapons. She declined an offer of entertainnent proffered by one of
the tavern's few nal e barhands, and net the neasuring stare of a young tough
with a cold gaze that sent himback to contenplating the contents of his nug
This was Zazesspur, and tonight all was business as usual

By way of a greeting, Arilyn kicked the chair out fromunder Macumail's feet.
The captain was standing, dirk held ready in guard position, with a speed that
seened inconpatible with his vast size. Wen his dangerously narrowed gaze
settled on Arilyn, his face registered first astoni shment, then pl easure.
"Well met again, Lady of the Moonblade!" he said happily in a cultured voice
made interesting by a lingering touch of northern Mbonshae burr. "Word travels
fast in this port. | hadn't thought to see you for another day or so!"

H s words brought a puzzled frown to Arilyn's face. "You sent for nme?"

"Aye, that | did." He paused and turned to the interested pirates. "It has
truly been a pleasure, lads. Hermt
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me to settle the evening's bill as a way of thanking you for the shared
tales.”

The two men took the hint. Picking up their half-finished drinks and bal anci ng
the large trencher of stewed nmutton between them they wandered off in search
of an enpty table.

Arilyn chose a vacated seat that enabled her to keep her back to the wall. As
Captai n Macumail sumoned a barnmaid and ordered wi ne, she turned the chair
around and straddled it, her arns fol ded over the | owrunged back. This
posture was not only confortable, but it provided her with a handy and
nonl et hal weapon to use in the event of a tavern braw . No seasoned adventurer



escaped her share of those, and Arilyn had learned to swing a chair as handily
as she wielded a sword

"So tell me," she said, to get matters rolling al ong.

Captai n Macunail wi nked and reached for the flat |eather pouch he wore
strapped over one shoul der. Tve some fascinating reading for you," he said as
he renoved a sheaf of papers fromthe pouch. "Have a look at this, if you
will."

The Harper glanced at the parchment that Carreigh Macumail thrust into her
hands. The captain had provided her with bogus docunents several tines before,
and each one had held up to the closest scrutiny. This sanple was especially
wel | done, fromthe delicate Elvish script to a reproduction of the seal of
the Moonfl owers, Everneet's royal famly. It was a masterful forgery.

Arilyn let out a | ow whistle of appreciation. "N ce work."

"And don't | wish | could take credit for it." Macumail touched the creany,

| um nous parchment with sone-tiling approaching awe. That, ny dear lady, is
the genuine article, and it's addressed to you."

The half-elf stared at him "You can't be serious."

"Read it," he urged. It |ooks serious enough to ne."
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"Retreat to the Island Honme ... find a welcone in the deep forests of
Evernmeet," Arilyn nuttered, scanning the pronouncement and automatically
translating fromEl vish to the widely used trade tongue known as Comon.

At length she lifted incredul ous eyes to Macumail's face. "This is from

Am aruil of Everneet. An official mssive, and a conm ssion nanming ne as her
anmbassador! "

"Aye, that it is," he agreed. "I took it fromher hand nyself. The Lady Laera
Silverhand was with the queen. There's a letter fromher in that lot, as
well."

Laeral Silverhand was one of the few magi c-users whom Arilyn trusted and
respected. Unlike nost arcane scholars, who all too often seened detached from
the world around themand indifferent to the inpact their spells nmght have on
others, Laeral possessed a refreshing streak of practicality. A former
adventurer and still a bit of a rogue, Lady Arunsun valued results over
protocol. She and Arilyn got along just fine, and the half-elf was usually
inclined to listen when Laeral spoke.

Still feeling stunned, Arilyn sorted through the pages until she found
Laeral's letter. It urged her to act on Queen Am aruil's behalf, to conbine
this mssion with a task that woul d soon be offered to her by the Harpers.

The half-elf let the parchment sheets fall to the table. She | eaned back and
dug one hand into her hair as she considered this unexpected turn of events.
In some ways, this was the answer she had been | ooking for. She didn't believe
the forest elves would entertain the idea of conprom se, but maybe— ust
maybe—they woul d consider retreating to Everneet.

But the question renmai ned: Wiy send her? Why had she been chosen as an

em ssary of Evermeet, she who had no claimto her elven heritage but the
nmoonbl ade strapped to her side?

A small, cynical smile tightened the half-elf s lips. Perhaps that was it,
Arilyn thought. Perhaps the” roya
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famly had finally contrived an honorable way to reclaimAmestria' s sword!
They'd wanted it sone thirty years ago, when Arilyn's nother—the exiled
princess Amestria—-had been nmurdered in distant Evereska, |eaving her

noonbl ade to her hal f-elven daughter. Amestria's famly had conme to her
funeral from where, Arilyn had no i dea—but she renenmbered w th knife-edged
clarity the elves' chagrin when they | earned of this bequest, their

i npassi oned clainms that only a nmoon elf of pure blood and nobl e heart could
carry such a sword. Although Amestria' s famly had discussed the matter in
Arilyn's presence, not one of themhad a single word to spare for the grieving



chi | d—ot one word of confort or even of acknow edgnment. The royal elves had
worn nmourning veils that obscured their identities. They had not given Arilyn
so nmuch as a glinpse of their faces. Now, all of a sudden, this al oof,

facel ess queen decided to grant Arilyn the honor of a royal nission? One that
was nost |ikely inpossible and, Arilyn noted cynically, possibly suicidal?

In truth, the half-elf didn't believe the elven queen was deliberately
contriving her death. But Arilyn could not fathom what the reasoning behind
this comm ssion mght be, and not know ng—onbi ned with her painful

nmenori es—ade her deeply angry.

Arilyn reached for the royal comm ssion. Slowy, deliberately, she crunpled up
the parchnent into a tight wad and dropped it into her half-enpty w ne goblet.
**| trust you will be so kind as to relay nmy answer to the queen," she said in
a parody of a courtier's respectful tones.

"That's your final word?" Carreigh Macunail asked, dismay witten across his
bewhi skered count enance.

The hal f-elf | eaned back and fol ded her arnms over her chest. "Actually, | have
a few nore thoughts on the matter. Repeat themor not, as you choose." She

t hen proceeded to
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descri be what the elven queen could do with her offer, at length, in precise
detail, and vividly enough to drain the color fromthe captain's ruddy face.
For a |l ong nonent the sea captain nmerely stared at Arilyn. Hi s barrel chest
rose and fell in a heavy sigh. "Well, it's been said there's no wind so strong

but that it can't change direction,"” he observed. "M st-Wal ker will be in port
for a ten-day or two, should you decide you want to do business."

"I wouldn't lay odds on it," Arilyn advised himas she rose to her feet. She
tossed a pair of coins onto the table to pay her portion of the tab and then
stal ked of f.

Macumai | wat ched the half-elf go. Atipsy female sailor rose to block Arilyn's
pat h, her hand on her dagger's hilt and a |l eer of challenge tw sting her |ips.
The half-elf did not even sl ow down. She backhanded t he woman, who spun on one
heel and fell face first onto a small ganming table. Dice and hal f-enpti ed nugs
went flying, and the sharp crack of splintering wood mingled with the startled
oat hs of the interrupted ganblers. The woman | ay groaning am d the weckage of
the table. Arilyn did not bother to | ook back

The captain's gaze shifted fromthe downed sailor to the w ne-soaked
parchnent. He regarded the ruined document with regret. Then he sighed again
and took a duplicate copy fromhis bag.

Upon Laeral's advice, the elven queen had had five copies of Arilyn

Moonbl ade' s conmi ssi on nmade. Laeral had warned both queen and captain that
persi stence would nost likely be in order

After witnessing the Harper's first rejection, Carrei gh Macumail sincerely
hoped five copies woul d be enough

Three

The bayi ng of the hounds was | ouder now, and the dogs were so close that the
fleeing elves could alnost snell the fetid scent of their fur and feel their
frenzy. They were |ike humans, these dogs, hunting __ not for food and
survival, but for the

sordid pleasure of the kill

It was not the first time such animals had been brought into the forest. G eat
mastiffs, they were, so powerful that two or three of them m ght bring down a
full-grown bear, yet fleet enough to run down a deer. They crashed through the
under brush on massi ve paws, slavering |ike nmoon-nmad wol ves as they closed in
on their prey.

The elven | eader, a young mal e known as Foxfire for his russet-colored hair,
shot a griml ook over his shoulder. Al too soon, the hounds woul d have them
in sight. The humans would not be far behind. It took little skill to follow
the trail of crushed foliage the hunting dogs |left behind Iike a thick and
jagged scar on the forest.
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Foxfire was not certain which of the intruders was the |ess natural —dog or
master. He'd seen what the mastiffs could do to a captured elf. Gaylia, a
young priestess of his tribe, had been herded by such dogs into the iron jaws
of a foot-hold trap and then worried to death. The humans had left her torn
and savaged body there for the elves to find. Left behind, too, were the
tracks that told Foxfire the humans had stood by watching as their dogs killed
t he hel pl ess priestess.

"To the trees," Foxfire ordered tersely. "Scatter, but do not let themfollow
you. Meet nme at dusk in the ash grove."

The elves, seven of them all armed with bows and quivers full of jet-black
arrows, scranbled up the ancient trees as lightly as squirrels. There they
woul d be invisible to the eyes of the humans and beyond the snapping jaws of

t he humans' four-Ilegged counterparts. They di sappeared into the thick canopy,
maki ng their separate ways fromtree to tree

Only Foxfire stayed behind, feeling unconfortably Iike a treed raccoon as he
wai ted for the human hunters to cone to the call of their hounds. The mastiffs
circled the giant cedar, baying and snarling and | eapi ng agai nst the massive
trunk. Foxfire was fully aware of the danger of his position, and never woul d
he have asked this of any elf under his command. There were answers, however,
that he must have.

The elf waited patiently until the humans canme into view. There were twenty of
them but Foxfire had eyes for only one. He knew this human by his massive
size, by the dark gray cloak that flowed behind himlike a stormcloud, and by
the iron-toed hoots he wore. The elf had found | arge, unusual boot prints very
close to the place of Gaylia's deat h—bl oodl ess prints upon bl ood-soaked earth,
prints that indicated the man had stood by and watched the elf woman's
horrible fate. And after a battle that had cost the lives of two el ven
fighters, Foxfire had glinpsed the swirl of that dark caps, as the
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human shoul dered the body of one of the elf warriors and bore hi m away—for
what purpose, Foxfire could not begin to guess. He knew only that in this man
the elves of Tethir had a form dabl e and evil eneny.

Carefully he conmitted the man's face to nenory. It was a face easily
renenbered, a visage that matched the gri mdeeds of its owner: bl ack-bearded,
with a scimtar of a nose and eyes as cold and gray as the snow cl ouds that
gat hered around the peaks of the Starspire Muntains.

The man stal ked toward the yappi ng hounds, his face a mask of fury. He kicked
out hard, and his iron-clad boot caught one of the mastiffs in the ribs. The
force of the blow lifted the large dog off its feet. It fell heavily onits
side and lay there, kicking and yel ping piteously. The others cringed away
with then- tails tucked tightly between their |egs.

"Usel ess curs!" the man swore and ki cked out again. This tune the dogs

must ered enough wit to dodge.

"Set the tree afire, Bunlap?" one of the men inquired. "That'd snoke the

| ong- eared bastards out!"

The | eader whirled on the fighter. "If you had the sense the gods gave a dung
beetle,” he said coldly, "you would know that the elves are |ong gone. They
leap fromtree to tree like Chultan nmonkeys."

"What, then?" another man denanded.

The man cal |l ed Bunl ap shrugged his massive shoulders. "W call the hunt a

| o0ss. Too bad. That farm south of Msstone—the one that grows

pi peweed—woul d' ve paid well for nore wild-elf slaves! Best workers they've
got, or so the man tells ne."

"Seens to ne those scrawny elves wouldn't be worth the trouble it takes to
break 'em" observed another nman, a thin, rangy fell ow who carried the bow of
a forest elf. Foxfire's eyes narrowed as he took note of that bow He had
little doubt how the nan had obtained it, for no elf would part willingly with



such a treasure.

Bunl ap responded to the archer's coment with an
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ugly smile. "Not if you' ve a taste for that sort of thing."

It was all Foxfire could do to keep from sending a stormof black arrows into
the tw sted and nurderous humans. He could certainly do it; he was accounted
the finest archer in the El manesse tribe. And surely, the world would be a
better place without such foul creatures! Yet he could not, for he was a

| eader anpbng his people and had nore inportant things to consider than his own
outrage. The humans were harrying the elves. This was nothing new, but there
was a taunting quality to many of the attacks that puzzled Foxfire. It was as
if these men were goading the forest folk, prodding themtoward ... Toward
what, he could not say.

"Leash the dogs, and let's head out," Bunlap ordered.

Foxfire waited until the mastiffs had been secured and the nen began to
retrace their steps out of the forest. As he'd expected, the tall |eader took
his place in the rear, as was his custom Foxfire noted that Bunlap was nore
alert and observant than nost of his conrades. This nade the nman all the nore
danger ous.

H gh overhead, the elf followed, creeping along the branches and sl owy,
silently working his way down toward the humans. The heavy-footed tread and

t he constant, boasting chatter of the nmen made his task an easy one.

When the nonent was right, Foxfire dropped lightly to the ground behind

Bunl ap. The man responded to the faint sound with a startled oath, but before
he could turn around Foxfire seized a handful of the human's bl ack hair and
reached around to press a bone knife to his throat. Fire-forged weapons were
rare in the forest, but this knife was | ong and boasted a keen, serrated edge.
The man seened to understand that the weapon was equal to the task, for he
slowy lifted both hands into the air.

"You are far from hone," Foxfire observed as calmy as if the two were sharing
wi | d-mead and di scussing the weat her. *,
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At the sound of his voice—a sound too nusical to have come froma human
throat—+the other fighters whirled. Their eyes went wide with fear and wonder
at the sight of the copper-skinned elf who had appeared in their mdst. None
of them had ever seen a wild elf up close—at |east, not one that was alive and
unharnmed—and this creature possessed a deadly beauty that conpelled both
dread and awe.

"Hold fast the dogs and | eave your weapons where they are," the elf advised
them "This is a matter between this man and nme—a council of |eaders, if you
will."

"Do as he says," Bunlap said coolly. "You speak the Comon tongue," he
observed, his voice as steady as the elf s.

"I am El manesse. My tribe used to trade with your people until the risks
became too high. But this is not atine for the telling of old tales. Wy have
you cone to the forest?"

"Justice," the man said in a grimtone.

Foxfire blinked. On the lips of such a man, the |lofty declaration seened
strangely out of place. "How so?" the elf denmanded, giving his knife a little
twitch to speed the nman's reply.

"Come now," Bunlap chided him "Do you claimto have no know edge of the
attacks your people have made upon human caravans and settlenents? The

| ooting, the hel pl ess people they have slain?"

This cannot be,"” the elf protested, although in truth he was not entirely
certain it mght not be so. The vast forest was hone to several small groups,
and there was little contact between them It was entirely possible that sone
of the nore reclusive and nysterious elven clans had decided to take up arns
agai nst the humans.



The hunman | eader seened to sense the doubt in Foxfire's voice. "I nyself have

done battle with wild elves,"” Bunlap asserted. "I stood beside the farmfol k
they tried to massacre. Some of the surviving marauders
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have been put to work, to take the place of the nen they felled with their
accursed bl ack arrows!"

"Forest People, enslaved?" the elf demanded incredul ously. Even anong the

| awl ess humans of Tethyr, there were strictures agai nst such things!

"Alife for alife," Bunlap said coldly. "Justice cones in many forns."

For a nonent Foxfire stood silent as he tried to assimilate the possibilities.
But even if the man's claimof elven attacks held some truth, they did not
begin-to explain all the things this particular human had done. Nor could
Foxfire overl ook the fact that these men had cone to the forest for the

pur pose of taking nore elves as slaves, perhaps to satisfy this bizarre and
illogical code of justice. Was it possible these humans actually believed that
the death or enslavenent of one elf could redress the grievances caused by
anot her ?

By the sky and spirits, he swore silently, if the forest People thought that
way, they would slay every human who ventured within reach of their arrows! In
truth, sone elves did think along these ternms, and at the monent Foxfire was
less inclined to disagree with themthan usual

"My tribe will not stand by to see the People enslaved. If you conme to the
forest again, ny warriors will be here to neet you," Foxfire said softly. "I
nmyself will be watching for you. | know your face, and | have seen your nark.
Know nme by mine."

The bone knife slashed up, tracing a tightly curved arch through Bunl ap's

thi ck beard and up onto his cheek. Wth astoni shing speed, the elf changed the
direction of the cut, curving the knife down and then lifting it for another
deft, curving slash. The man let out a roar of pain and rage as he cl apped one
hand to his bleeding face. Bringing his other armup, he |ashed back hard with
hi s el bow.

And met nothing but air. The elf was gone.

"Rel ease the dogs!" Bunlap yelled, and the nop. has-
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tened to obey, although they suspected it would do no good. The ani mals
dutifully put their noses down and circled and sniffed, but the wild elf had
wel |l and truly di sappeared.

The man with the elven bow pulled a wad of dirty cloth fromhis pack and
offered it to the | eader. Bunlap pressed the nakeshift bandage to his cheek
and glared into the silent forest.

"Think he took the bait?" the archer ventured.

A slow, grimsnile spread across the | eader's face, made ghastly by the snears
of drying blood. "I would wager on it. They will conme, and we'll be ready to
greet them But mark nme: that elf is nine."

"I thought you wanted to stir up their war |eaders, not take "emout!"

Bunl ap turned his cold gaze upon the archer. "My dear Vhenlar, this is no

| onger nmerely a business venture. This has becone personal."

The archer blanched. He'd heard those words before, nmany times, and each tine
as a prelude to serious trouble. The first incident had been several years
back, when he and Bunlap were soldiers stationed in the fortress of Darkhol d.
They' d been assigned to escort an envoy from Zhentil Keep through Yell ow Snake
Pass. One evening he, Bunlap, and one of their charges had entered into a

di scussion of the dark gods, one that quickly degenerated into a quarrel
Bunlap "took matters personally" and beat his opponent nearly to death. When
they learned that the injured man was a hi gh-ranking priest of Cyric, the new
god of strife, they did not stay around to see how the situation played out.
They' d headed south until Bunlap thought them beyond the reach of the Dark

Net work, settled down in Tethyr, and built a mercenary band of considerable



strength. But though Bunlap nmight have left the Zhentilar behind, his goals
and net hods had not changed for the better. In truth, there were tinmes when
Vhenl ar dearly wi shed he could be rid of the man. Hi s own | ove of profit,
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however, kept himat the side of the one person he feared and despi sed above
all others.

And profit there was! Vhenlar figured that in a few years, he would have
enough coin stashed away to allow himto retire in splendor. If the cost of
this was a few elven lives, he, for one, would have no regrets.

Vhenl ar fell into step beside his enployer. As they wal ked, he dreanmed of the
wondrous things his share of the profit would buy him and he stroked the
snmooth wood of his stolen elven boww th a |over's touch

Leavi ng Zazesspur behind, Arilyn followed the trade route north into the

sun- baked fiatlands that [ay between the city and the Starspire Muntains. The
nmount ai ns thensel ves were deeply forested, watered by nunerous | akes and
streans as well as an abundance of rain and even snow. And this was well,
Arilyn thought with a touch of dark hunor, considering the nunber of magica
confl agrations that had broken out in the area in recent nonths!

The Harper veered off the path to follow the base of the southernnost
nmount ai n. She reigned her mare in at a thick stand of conifers and swung down
fromthe saddl e. After securing her horse, Arilyn pressed through the trees to
the steep, sheer rock wall they conceal ed. A vertical crevice slashed through
t he noss-dappl ed rock

Arilyn slipped into the cave's nouth and nmade her way down the |abyrinth of
passages that led to a deep and soaring cavern. Here, hidden fromthe eyes of
t he skeptical —and the vengeful +abored t he al chem st known as Ti nker sdam of
Gond.

It was an odd-looking lair, vast and open, yet cluttered enough to give the

i mpression of bustling activity despite the fact that it had but one occupant.
Several book-Iaden shel ves were propped agai nst the cave walls, and

hal f-fini shed nmechani cal wonders littered a
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dozen or so long tables. Small cooking fires dotted the cave, and a muted
synmphony of hissing, crackling sounds rose from pots of bubbling, often

[ um nous, substances.

Arilyn lifted her eyes to the ceiling vent, taking note of the new | ayers of
vi scous bl ack substances staining the rocks around the overhead openi ng.
Expl osi ons were to be expected when dealing with Ti nkersdam Even the

resi dents of Zazesspur no | onger commented on the brief but spectacul ar

di splays of fireworks which lit the eastern skies fromtime to time, except to
take the occasional snide jab at newy rich nmerchants who apparently possessed
nore noney than taste. Arilyn had counted three such expl osions since her |ast
visit, and in truth was relieved to see that the alchenm st was still hale and
whol e.

No one could m stake Tinkersdam for anything other than what he was. A native
of Lantan, where Gond the Whndermaker, the god of inventors and artificers,
was wor shi ped al nost excl usively, Tinkersdam had the odd col oring typical for
t he Lantanna—enly taken to extreme degrees. Hi s sparse red hair approxi nated
the color and texture of copper wire, his sallow skin captured the exact hue
of yellowed ivory, and his large, rather bul bous eyes were a strange shade of
light green that did not occur el sewhere in nature. Qut of |ifelong habit,

Ti nker sdam wore a short tunic of bright yellow—the traditional col or of

Lant an—and sandal s on his bare feet. Hi s plunp, extrenely bowed | egs were
hairl ess, as was his face—no doubt the result of the many expl osions that his
wor k occasi oned.

A skilled inventor and a daring al chem st, Tinkersdam had a particul ar
fondness for |ethal gadgets that could kill or disable people in innovative
ways. He had been exiled from Lantan years ago when one of his experinents

bl ew up soneone influential. He had since been invited to | eave several other



cities for simlar reasons.
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Arilyn would be the first to acknow edge that Ti nkersdam although he was
undoubtedly brilliant, straddled the |line between eccentricity and insanity.

Yet the odd little nman had becone one of her nost valued allies. Theirs was a
symbiotic relationship. Over the years he'd provided her with any nunber of
gadgets and al chemically derived substances. She devised a practical use for
them in the process often finding new and unantici pated applications that
delighted the al chenist.

Arilyn's gaze swept the workshop, searching for the itenms she'd requested.
There was never any guarantee that Tinkersdam would conplete a project by the
requested date. Tine had little neaning to the man, and he was likely to
desert a given task to work on sonme new and wondrously destructive toy that
caught his fancy.

At the nmoment Ti nkersdam was standing before a snmall stove, his attention
whol |y absorbed with the concoction he was stirring. Steamrose fromthe iron
skillet, and with it the rich, earthy scent of cooking mushroons. It was a
honey enough scene, except for the agonized screanms that cane fromthe pan
and for the |arge brown nmushroons that lay on the table beside him tw tching
frantically and emitting shrieks of horror as they awaited their fete.

Under dar k mushr oons.

The realization sent a shiver up the Harper's spine. She'd heard tales of the
bi zarre fungi that grew in those deep tunnels. How Ti nkersdam had managed to
obt ai n sone—and what he planned to do with themwere matters she did not care
to contenpl ate.

"How i s the eye mask com ng?" she asked

The sound of her voice did not seemto startle the alchem st. |ndeed,

Ti nkersdam did not so nuch as | ook up. Arilyn was not certain whether he'd
been aware of her fromthe first, or whether her presence sinply didn't nmatter
enough to register with him e«
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Third table fromny right," Tinkersdamnuttered in a reedy voice as he picked
up a small, noldering tone. "Saute shriekers until silent; stir in powdered
effreet lungs; add two drops of congeal ed nanticore drool," he read al oud.
Arilyn shuddered again and went in search of the indicated item She poked
around in the clutter for several nonents before she found it: a half nmask of
some pal e, supple substance that | ooked remarkably like the skin of a nmoon
el f, except for the incredibly tiny gear-works packed behind the mask's

pai nted eyes.

A mirror hung on one wall of the cave. Despite his undeniable | ack of physical
beauty, Tinkersdam was quite particul ar about his groomng. Arilyn went to the
mrror and pressed the half mask onto her face. The thin material clung to her
skin, taking on color as it warnmed until it matched exactly the pal e hue of
her face, even to the faint blue highlights on her cheekbones. Even nore
remar kabl e were the eyes. Not only were they an exact replica of her
own—+arge, al nond-shaped, a distinctive elven shade of deep blue flecked with
gol d—but they even blinked fromtine to tinme in a nost realistic fashion. She
could see through them yet when she closed her own eyes and raised her hand
to touch the mask, she was pleased to note that the fal se eyes remai ned open
Most extraordinary of all was that Tinkersdam had managed to i nbue the mask
wi th an expression of dreany contenpl ati on—perfect for its intended purpose.
"How i s this done? Magic?"

Ti nker sdam responded with a derisive sniff. This was an attitude Arilyn could
appreci ate. She herself had nore faith in the alchemist's inventions than in
the caprices of magic. Besides, the forest elves would sense a magi cal
illusion nore quickly than a nechanical one. Arilyn had not yet decided

whet her or not to attenpt the mission into the forest, but of one thing she
was certain: if she succeeded, it would be in no small part due to



Ti nker sdanm s devi ces.

38

The Harpers

Posing as an elf was no problemfor Arilyn—at |east, not for short periods of
time. In many ways she favored her nother's race, fromher distinctively elven
eyes to the preternatural speed of her sword play. Her pearly skin and
raven- bl ack hair were conmon to noon elves, and her slender formwas that of
an el f—although at three inches short of six feet she was far taller than
nmost. The constant stress and struggle of her tenure in Zazesspur's assassins
guild had left her as finely drawmn as any noon elf alive. Wile elven faces
tended to be quite angular, hers was a snooth oval, but her ears were nearly
as pointed as those of a full-blooded elf, and her features were delicate and
sharp. There were little things, however, that could give her away. Not the

| east of these was the fact that'she slept. Elves, as a rule, did not.

Most of Trail's elves found repose in a deep, neditative state known as
reverie. Arilyn had never been able to enter reverie, and when passing as an
elf she had to go to extrene lengths to get the necessary rest. This mask was
such a ploy. Since no elf would approach another elf in reverie except in the
direst of emergencies, she could put on the mask and sl eep beneath it,
undi st ur bed.

A sharp pop interrupted her thoughts. Arilyn spun to see a tendril of black
snoke wafting toward the top of the cave. Ti nkersdam was neither hurt nor
perturbed by this devel opment. He regarded the snoking contents of his skillet
with satisfaction, then seized a funnel and carefully poured the liquid into a
gl ass vial.

"That should do the trick," he said happily. At last raising his eyes to
Arilyn, he inquired, "Do you sing?"

The Harper blinked. "I don't make a habit of it."

"A pity." Tinkersdam stroked bis bald chin and nused. Suddenly he snapped his
fingers. Reaching confidently into the general debris of the table behind him
he pulled fromthe pile the lid of a |large pot. He poured a single drop of the
still-steaming fluid onto the netal and then lifted the lid into a

shi el d-guard position®
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"Be so kind as to strike," he requested. \When she hesitated, he pointed out,
"The potion did no damage to a tin lid. It is unlikely to harman elven
sword! "

Seeing the logic in this, Arilyn drew her noonbl ade and obligi ngly smacked the
flat of it against the makeshift shield. Imediately a deep, ringing sound
rolled through the cavern, like the tolling of a giant bell mght sound to
someone who stood in the bell tower directly belowit.

The Harper swore and cl apped both hands to her sensitive ears. Tinkersdam
however, nerely beamed, even though the vibrations fromthe "shield" ran up
his arms and set his pair of chins aquiver.

"Ch, excellent! A fine result,” he shouted happily.

Still smling broadly, Tinkersdamtossed aside the lid, then stoppered the
vial with a cork and handed it to Arilyn. "You might find a use for this in
your travels. Don't drink it," he cautioned her loudly. "At |east, not on an
enpty stomach. Runblings, you know "

Since the rejoinder that came to Arilyn's nind pal ed before this |atest
absurdity, she nerely took the vial and gingerly tucked it into her pack. "The
ot her things?" she requested, shouting to be heard above the ringing in her
ears.

"Most of them" the al chemi st agreed in kind. He bustled over to the far side
of the cavern and took a | arge, paper-wapped bundle froma pile of simlar
packages. *This one is yours. | added a few new devices for you to test. Do
tell me how they turn out."

Arilyn noted the insignia of Balik—the fanm|ly name of Zazesspur's ruling
pasha—ador ni ng several of the packages. "Hasheth has been here, | see.™

Tes, indeed. Fine |ad," the al chenm st conmented.



The Harper was not so sure she agreed with that assessnent. G anted, the young
Prince Hasheth had proven to be a val uable contact. Through hi m Danil o had

gai ned access to the palace, and she herself had received nuch useful

i nformation about Zazesspur. It
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was Hasheth who had hel ped her set up Ti nkersdamin a wondrous wor kshop hi dden
in the nountains overlooking the city, and who continued to supply the

al chem st with needed ingredients, often at his own expense. Yet Arilyn could
not forget the particulars of their first neeting: Hasheth had been a student
assassin, and she had been his assigned prey. Al though the young prince had
opened a door for her into the closely held assassins' guild and had since
nmoved on to sanpl e several other professional endeavors, the half-elf did not
m ss the predatory gleamin his black eyes whenever he regarded her

O perhaps she was sinply becomng too accustonmed to expecting the worst

wher ever she | ooked. "Soon 111 be seeing ogres under every bed and drow in
every shadow," she nuttered.

"That happened to nme once," Ti nkersdam conmni serated. Apparently, his hearing

slipped back into the nornmal range with anazing speed. "Fumes, you know. | was
swatting at invisible stirges for days."
Arilyn sighed and shoul dered her package. "I was offered another assignment.

m ght be going away for a while."

"Ch? We're moving agai n?"

It was not an unreasonabl e question. An explosion in Suzail a few years back
had destroyed a hefty portion of a castle belonging to an influential nobl eman
and forced Tinkersdaminto hiding. Rather than hunt hi m down whenever she
needed him Arilyn found it worth her while to |ocate the al chem st near her
current base of operations. She paid nost of his expenses through the fees she
earned adventuring for the Harpers and consi dered every copper well spent.

Tou can stay here until | return. If you need anything, contact Hasheth."
"Fine lad," Tinkersdamrepeated. "Although | do hope he stays close to
Zazesspur. |'mnot precisely welcome in Saradush, Ithnmong, or Myratma," he

confi ded, nam ng
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the rest of Tethyr's major cities.

Arilyn sighed again. "Tell ne, Tinkersdam is there any city on Toril that you
haven't blown up at |east a portion of?"

"Zhentil Keep," the al chem st responded w thout a nonent's hesitation. "But of
course, that would take a far braver nman than I."

The conmment surprised a chuckle fromthe Harper. "Al npst sorry to hear it,"

she said with a wy grin. "If any city needs a bit of forceful housecl eaning,
it's that one."

"Well, soneone will get around to it sooner or later," Tinkersdam said
absently, his large green eyes roving to the gl owi ng substance poppi ng and
bubbling in a large caldron. "Now, if you will excuse ne ..."

Taking the hint, Arilyn left the cavern and began the ride back to the city.
She pressed her mare hard, for she wished to be in the School of Stealth's
council hall before noonrise. Wth the com ng of night, new comm ssions were
posted, and assassins cane to bid on choice jobs. At no other tine did Arilyn
recei ve so much useful information on the underside of Zazesspurian politics.
She rode through the main gate of the conplex at dusk. Tossing her reins to

t he stabl eboy who ran to greet her, she hurried to the council hall and
scanned the bits of parchnent nailed to the door. There was nothing of great

i nterest: some baker wi shed to avenge an insult dealt to his pastry; a harem
girl was willing to pay in trade for the death of a self-avowed and apparently
spurious eunuch; a wealthy collector wanted a piece of stolen property
retrieved fromthe treasure house of a rival

"Scant pickings tonight," observed a whispery voice at Arilyn's el bow.

The Harper turned to regard the only other female in the assassins' guild-an



exotic beauty who went by the name of Ferret. To Arilyn's way of thinking, the
assassin
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resenbl ed her nanesake. The woman was whi p-thin and sharp-featured, with bl ack
eyes that seemed not quite human, and a | ong sl ender nose that |acked only

whi skers and a twitch. Renorseless, relentless, she was ferretlike in
character as well.

To everyone in the guil dhouse, the Ferret was a bit of a nystery. She was
never seen w thout heavy makeup, a tightly wound turban, and gl oves. Nor was
she ever heard to speak above a whisper. Runor had it that she'd been

di sfigured in some accident, but apart fromthese idiosyncracies there were no
apparent flaws in her beauty, which she flaunted by dressing in scant silk
garnments so tight they appeared to have been painted onto her lithe form

Toni ght she wore a gown patterned in jewel-like colors that echoed the

respl endent plumage of a peacock. Earrings nmade fromthe eyes of a peacock's
tail feathers dangled fromher earl obes, the only part of her ears that were
vi si bl e beneath her cobalt-blue turban

The Ferret folded her arms and | eaned indol ently agai nst the doorjanmb. "So

whi ch job strikes your fancy? The baker, the whore, or the thief?"

"Not the baker," Arilyn said with a grimsnile. Tve tasted his baking. No one

should die for insulting it. | say long life to the critic, and rmay he do
better el sewhere."
"Ah, yes," Ferret sneered. "The gods forbid you should take the Iife of an

i nnocent man! By all neans, take the second job—watching a haremgirl at work
could do you nothing but good."

The Harper shrugged off the insult. It was not the first time Ferret had
nocked Arilyn's esthetics of solitude and chastity. In fact, the assassin's
favorite taunt for her half-elven coll eague was "hal f-woman, " spoken wth
scat hi ng i nnuendo.

Ferret, by all reports, had no such scruples. The woman was said to be

omi vorous, with an appetite and skills that astonished even those weal thy and
j aded
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Zazesspur an nobl enen who sought to inmtate the pasha by keeping extensive and
exotic harens.

Ferret was also very, very good with a blade. Arilyn had wondered nore than
once why the Ferret had never challenged her. O all the assassins in the
guild, Arilyn thought Ferret the one nost likely to successfully relieve her
of her Shadow Sash. But the bl ack-eyed woman seenmed content with her rank
preferring to spend her tinme and energy on fee-paying assignments.

And speaking of fees, Arilyn noted that the collector was paying very well for
the return of his stolen property. Her expenses had been high of late, so she
ripped the third posting fromthe door. Ferret let out a gasp of nock

ast oni shment. Renoving a choi ce assignment before other assassins had a chance
to bid for it was considered a severe breach of guild etiquette.

The only people here are you and I," Arilyn pointed out, brandishing the paper
under Ferret's long nose. "Do you want this?"

"It's a job for two, and the fee is certainly high enough to pay for both,"

t he wonman observed coldly, "but you're welcone to it all the sane. Fd sooner
take payment in the coin of the haremthan partner nyself to a half-elf!"
Arilyn bunked, surprised by the venomin the woman's voice. There were quite a
few hal f-elves in Tethyr, and for the nost part they were treated well.

Ani npsity that burned this bright was unusual

"Suit yourself," the Harper said as she turned to | eave. She had little energy
to spare the woman's prejudices, for there was nuch to be done: sending a
nmessenger to the collector with a tentative acceptance and a request for nore
i nformation, finding someone who knew the floor plan of the rival's pal ace and
who would be willing to sell this information, planning nethods of



circumventing the guards and magi cal wards that would certainly protect the
treasure. Fortunately, the requested itemwas small: a silver tiara studded
with pale anethysts. It was not always so. Once Arilyn had been
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conmi ssioned to steal back the stuffed and nmounted head of a basilisk. That
had not been her favorite assignnent. On the whole, it would probably have
been easier to hunt down and slay a fresh nonster

Tve no use for tiaras, but if you see sonme nice necklaces or pins, bring ne
back two or three," Ferret called after her in a penetrating whisper. "Il pay
you half the market cost of the gens and save you the trouble of finding a
fence!"

Arilyn did not answer, for she had no intention of taking anything but the
requested item and she knew from Ferret's nocking tone that the wonman
suspected as rmuch. This Arilyn found disturbing. The brief conversation wth
the exotic assassin had made it plain that, for whatever reason, Arilyn had
yet another eneny within the School of Stealth, one who had taken the trouble
to observe her closely.

Acting on inpulse, the Harper turned and strode fromthe conpl ex. She had

i ntended to go straight to the wonen's guil dhouse and make an early night of
it. The tasks ahead of her were many and difficult, and she had slept far too
little of late. Yet she doubted she'd get any rest this night if she stayed in
the Ferret's den. There were enough coins in her pockets to buy her a roomin
a nodest tavern, and a night's sleep would be worth every one of them

"Soon 111 be seeing ogres under every bed and drow in every shadow, " Arilyn
observed as she wal ked, softly repeating the self-nocking phrase she'd used in
Ti nkersdam s lair. But she found little confort in the exercise, for the
once-jesting words now held the ring of presentinment and the resonance of a
wel | -timed war ni ng.

The wary Harper took her own advice to heart. As she wal ked t hrough the
lanplit streets of Zazesspur, she weighed every shadow and kept a sword's
reach between herself and each passerby.

It was a lonely and exhausting way to |ive, perhaps, but Arilyn vastly
preferred it to the alternative®Death

was the constant conpani on of any adventurer. She had danced with it for
nearly thirty years without surrendering the |ead. Survival was a
straightforward matter: one nerely had to call the tune, know the floor, and
never mss a step

The anal ogy brought a faint smle to Arilyn's |lips. She would have to renmenber
that and pass it on to Danilo upon their next neeting. He would seize upon the
i nadvertent poetry and fashion it into one of his wi stful ballads—a song that
woul d never be heard by his frivol ous peers. The young man was a prolific

amat eur conposer with two distinct portfolios: a collection of hunorous, often
bawdy bal |l ads that he performed in the salons and festhalls of \Waterdeep, and
t he thoughtful songs and airs that were his gift to himself. And of hinself.
Arilyn was not unaware that she was the only person with whom he shared these
deeply felt songs. They had spent many eveni ngs besi de wi | derness canpfires,
Danilo singing to his lute while Arilyn contenplated the stars, receiving both
starlight and nmusic with silent, elven joy.

The neasured tread behind her snatched Arilyn from her nenories and returned
her to the streets of Zazesspur. The cadence of it matched her own quick and

| ong- | egged stride, which was usually a sure sign that she was bei ng stal ked.
Not an assassin this time—a cutpurse, probably, for the man was naking no
attenpt at silence. The best thieves strove to blend with the crowd, depending
upon cunni ng and qui ckness of hand for success.

Arilyn glanced to her left. Sure enough, a scruffy and ill-dressed man reel ed
al ong, holding a half-full bottle of rivengut and nuttering thickly to
hinself. But for all this drunken neanderings, he nanaged to keep pace with



her .

It was a conmon enough ploy: a pair of cutpurses chose a mark; then one
jostled the victimto distract her while the actual theft occurred from behind
The counter-strategy was al so sinple. Wen the "drunk" reel ed toward her

Arilyn
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sei zed his jerkin and spun himaround, then hurled himinto the outstretched
hands of his cutpurse partner. Both went down heavily, the first man cursing
with an articulate fervor that belied his inebriated state.

This "attack" earned Arilyn sone dark | ooks fromthe other passersby, but no
one bothered to challenge or berate her for it. She also noticed that no one
made any effort to help the fallen nen up, or to inquire after their

wel | - bei ng.

The hal f-elf continued on her way, and as she wal ked she tried w thout success
to recapture the dream of the wilderness, the starlight, and the shared
solitude. Such monents were becom ng harder to grasp with each day she spent
anong these | awl ess humans. Soon, she feared, they woul d be gone past recall
and with them the meager remmants of her elven soul

Four

Days passed, and yet Arilyn was no closer to fulfilling her l|atest contract
than she'd been the night she ripped the notice fromthe council hall door. As
luck would have it, the man from whom she was hired to steal was one Abrum
Assante, a nenber of her own alleged profession. Once a master assassin, he
had retired fromthe School of Stealth a few years back to enjoy his

har d- earned weal t h.

So far the preparations had been far nore difficult than Arilyn had
anticipated. Not that |ooting pal aces was ever easy—npst rich nmen | earned
prudence somewhere along the line. A wealthy assassin could be expected to
exerci se even nore caution. Assante had cocooned hinmself with enough | ayers of
intrigue, mght, and nagic to discourage all but the nobst persistent. In her
gquest to infiltrate the man's stronghold, Arilyn found herself stretching her
previ ous notions of perseverance beyond recognition
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Except for Assante's personal servants—all of whomwere carefully

sequest ered—there was no nan or worman alive who knew the pal ace's secrets.
Arilyn went so far as to search for a few dead servants, for dead nmen do tel
tal es, provided one could afford the services of a cleric powerful enough to
sumon their spirits. The Harper had never before considered such
tactics—elves were loath to disturb those who had passed fromthis |ife—but
there was little information to be found among the living.

A few wel | -pl aced bribes gave Arilyn access to the records of various slave
traders, which she checked for sales nmade to Assante over the |ast twenty
years or so. She | aboriously conpared these nanes to the records listing those
interred in the | owbudget crypts reserved for slaves. But none of this
paperwor k—a task Arilyn despised nearly as nmuch as she disliked the notion of
di sturbing the dead—yi el ded nuch insight. It seemed that none of Abrum
Assante's servants had ever been buried in or around Zazesspur. Either they
had somehow achi eved i mortality, or their bodi es had been di sposed of inside
t he pal ace grounds.

The latter explanation struck Arilyn as a distinct possibility. Assante's

pal ace, a wonder of pink marble and clever illusions, was a testament to its
owner's wealth and wariness, an enornous vault that held a thousand secrets.
The extensive grounds were surrounded by a very high, thick wall that | ooked
relatively easy to scale. This, however, was the first illusion. The wall
near the top, curved gently outward, then jutted straight up in a broad,
steeply slanted lip. There was absolutely no handhol d, no secure hold beyond



for a grappling hook. Arilyn |l earned that woul d-be thieves often fell to their
deat hs on the stone wal kways bel ow.

Nor did matters inprove inside the courtyard, which was all that nost of
Assante's guests ever saw of the conplex. After seeking out and questioning
many of these visitors—assunmng a different disguise fqgr each
interviewArilyn pieced together the disheartening details. Just inside the
wall's, lining all four sides of the courtyard, were |ong, shallow reflecting
pools. Runor had it that the placid-|ooking pools were filled not with water,
but a highly corrosive acid. Several visitors, however, reported seeing
gliding swans and flowering water plants in the supposedly deadly noat. After
considering all the avail able evidence, Arilyn was betting on the acid.

On one thing all agreed. Four graceful bridges, one on each side of the
courtyard, spanned the pools, and beyond each was a gl owi ng azure cloud that
di spell ed any magical illusions. No one could enter the courtyard w thout
ei t her wadi ng the pools or passing through the mst. This al one was enough to
convince the half-elf that the pools were deadly. And after a few nugs of ale,
one of Assante's visitors had confided that he'd seen one of the swans waddl e
into the mst and di sappear. The swan, apparently, was itself no nore than an
i I1usion.

Nor were the water plants and swans the courtyard's only surprise. Mst of the
garden's statues and gargoyles cane in matched pairs. It was runored that one
of each was either an animted construct or a living creature. No one was
certain which was which. The bridges, too, were each flankecl by a pair of
identical Calishite guards. This was another small ploy, meant to |ul

woul d- be chal l engers into believing there was but one guard and a nagi ca
reflection. In reality, each pair of guards consisted of tw n-born brothers,
carefully chosen and trained to mrror each other's nmovenents w th uncanny
preci sion—dntil the noment when it suited themto strike individually and
unexpectedly. Assante, as Arilyn had cone to know, possessed a very dark and
convol uted m nd.

The pal ace itself was a massive, smooth oval: no corners to hide |lurkers, no
cover of decorative plants around its base, no vines clinbing upon its pink
wal I s. Several stories high, it was fashioned after an ancient
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zi ggur at —a stepped pyram d of successively recedi ng, oval -shaped stories.
Towers and crenel ations there were in plenty, but only on the uppernost |evel.
A high, central tower rose fromthe top floor. The sentries posted there had
an unobstructed view of the grounds, the walls, and several blocks of the city
that |lay beyond. It was one of the strangest, yet one of the nost defensible,
fortresses Arilyn had ever encountered.

None of the usual assassin's tricks would work, for Assante knew themall and
had no doubt taken every precaution. Mgical disguises were useless, for al
who crossed the bridges had to pass through the gl owing m st that negated

magi cal illusions. There was no way over, around, or through. That, Arilyn
surmised, |eft under.

To her way of thinking, the palace had to have at | east one escape tunnel. No
assassin who'd lived to Assante's venerabl e age woul d have negl ected such a
basi ¢ precaution. The problemwas finding its point of exit and then finding a
way in. Mst escape tunnels were contrived to be one-way passages.

The answer came to her slowy, in small pieces. One of the few visitors to
enter the pal ace had spoken of a fountain that smelled of nminerals—a sure sign
that it was spring-fed. A watery escape route was unusual, but not inpossible.
But where was its source? Dozens of springs cane down to Zazesspur fromtheir
origins in the Starspire Muntains. Public bathhouses built over warm

ef fervescent waters were comonpl ace in the city.

It was this thought that finally provided the connection. Al though the wary
Assante woul d never set foot in a bathhouse hinself, he kept an establishment
for the entertai nnent of his friends and busi ness associates. This was hardly
common know edge. Arilyn spent the better part of two days tracki ng down the



scattered trail of documents that confirmed Assante's ownership of the posh
house of pleasure and healing. Along the
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way, she learned that the former assassin held an inpressive anount of rea
estate in Zazesspur. She tucked away this information for future use and then
got down to the business of finding the tunnel

M stress Penel ope, the chatel ai ne and nanager of the Foam ng Sands, | ooked her
new applicant up and down with a practiced eye. She had never enployed a

hal f -el ven wonman in the bathhouse, nor did any of her conpetitors. The sheer
novelty of it mght bring in new custoners.

This one was a |ikely-1ooking wench. A bit too thin, perhaps, but such

wonder ful pearly skin! After a few hours in the steamy chanbers, nobst of the
girls looked as red and di shevel ed as fishwi ves on washing day. Still, the
hal f-elf did | ook rather delicate. The job was not all beauty and pl easure;
there was real work to be done.

The chatel ai ne | ooked down at the references the half-elf offered. They were
i mpressive indeed. She had worked as a courtesan in the palace of Lord

Pi ergeiron in decadent \Wterdeep. That spoke well for her discretion and
know edge of courtly nores and manners. She had served as hostess in the

Bl ushing Mermaid, a luxurious festhall and water spa in the rough-and-tunble
Dock Ward of that same city. That indicated she knew the trade and coul d
handl e a wi de range of patrons. And finally, she had been set up in a private
househol d by a wealthy baron in the northern reaches of Am. That proved that
she was skilled enough to capture the attention of a man who could afford the
best of everything. The half-elf was al so an acquai ntance of the young Prince
Hashet h, and Penel ope knew t he wi sdom of maintaining cordial ties with

what ever ruling power currently prevail ed.

One test remained, for Penelope was entrusted with the safety of her patrons,
as well as their pleasure. She
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opened a carved wooden box on her desk and took fromit a pinch of yellow
powder. This she sprinkled onto the pal mof her hand and then blew into the
air. Ilmediately the ivory pendant that hung over the half-elfs heart began to
glow with azure light—a sure sign that the ornanent held magi c of sone sort.
The applicant did not look at all startled or chagrinned by this revelation
Penel ope wondered how the half-elf mght react if she knew that the sinple
spell also conpelled truthful answers

"What manner of device is that?" the chatel ai ne denanded.

A demure smile curved the half-elfs lips. "It is an amul et of water breathing.
In ny line of work, | have found that the ability to remain under water for a
length of time can be very .. . useful."”

Penel ope gaped, then closed her nouth with a faint click. She nodded

t houghtfully as she considered the possibilities. "Can you start tonorrow?"
Arilyn wal ked silently along the tunnel, counting her steps and concentrating
intently upon distance and direction. She could find her way on the open noor
or through the deepest forest as well as any ranger she knew, but her sense of
direction was badly skewed in this deeply buried passage. Fortunately, the
tunnel was short and relatively straight. There was little need for fal se
turns and multiple passages, for the tunnel was well and truly hidden. And, if
Arilyn's estimtions were correct, the tunnel did indeed go under Abrum
Assante's pal ace.

Suddenly the tunnel took a sharp downward slope. At the bottom of the incline,
Arilyn could see the churning warnmh of the mineral spring. This, she did not
doubt, would I ead her into Assante's pal ace. She was also quite certain that a
surprise or two lurked in the water.*.
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The Harper instinctively took a deep breath—al t hough the amul et of water



breat hi ng nade this unnecessary—and then slid down the hill into the water.
She plunged down, then flipped and began to swi m even deeper. The tunne
continued for what Arilyn estimated to be at | east twenty feet. On the rocky
wal | near the tunnel's floor was a hole, not quite two feet across and as
snoot hly rounded as a ship's portal

Arilyn peered through the opening into what appeared to be a large well.
Several sinilar openings dotted the rock walls. Al had been carved to simlar
size and shape. Arilyn took a small knife fromher belt and wedged it into a
crack near the opening. It would be exceedingly easy to wander from one porta
to another before finding the way out. And even with an anmul et of water
breathing, her time in that larger well was best limted. On the well floor
sone five feet bel ow her, several enornous crustaceans nmilled about in a
frantic search for food

Arilyn had never seen such creatures, had no idea what they m ght be called.
More than seven feet in length, not including their fanlike tails and | ong

ant ennae, they scuttled along on several pairs of small, curved |egs. Large,

t oot hl ess mout hs spanned the entire width of their heads, and their paired

ant ennae groped about constantly—ene sweeping the floor, the other flailing
about in the water. The creatures were arnored with a platelike, translucent
shell. It took Arilyn a noment to realize what the things rem nded her of To
all intents and purposes, they were gigantic shrinp.

One of the creatures swirled up into the water, |egs churning. As it passed,
cl ose enough to touch, the Harper realized what had become of Assante's fornmer
servants. The giant crustacean's innards were clearly visible, fromthe single
| arge vein pulsing along its curved back, to the partially digested halfling
inits stonmach.

Arilyn glanced down at the floor of the well. It was
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littered with large rocks, a few bits of rope, and nothing el se. Qbviously,
anyone Assante wished to be rid of was wei ghted down and tossed into the well.
The bottomfeeding shrinp devoured anything and everything that came their

way.
But Arilyn felt safe enough where she was. The crustaceans were too wide to
squeeze through the openings in the wall. She watched the creatures for a

while, learning their patterns of novenent and judging their speed. After a

ti me she drew her noonbl ade and waited. \When one of the creatures again
ventured within reach, she | ashed out and severed three of its legs. The |inbs
drifted down. The other crustaceans were upon theminstantly, their antennae
flailing each other Iike whips as they fought over the norsels. The wounded
creature, unable to swim spiraled down toward certain death.

Assured that the giant crustaceans woul d be occupied for sone tinme, the Harper
shot out of the tunnel and swamfor the light. There was precious little of

it, which indicated that she woul d probably energe in sone darkened—and
hopeful | y deserted—ehanber.

Even so, Arilyn eased her head out of the water slowy, silently, taking
careful stock of her surroundings. The well was in a round, dark roomwth a
low ceiling and a dozen arched portals |leading off into |ong corridors. There
was a deep, earthy snmell and an intense noisture in the air—dnusual for

t enper at e Zazesspur —whi ch suggested that this was a dungeon perhaps two floors
bel ow ground |l evel. Yet the entire room$fromceiling to fl oor—was of the sane
exqui site pink marble that graced the outer palace. Nor was it w thout |uxury.
A tangle of pipes led fromthe spring to a low, curved bath, and a nearby
table held the expected sybaritic accoutrenments: a heap of towels, severa
candles in silver holders, a jewel ed decanter, and a pair of goblets. Arilyn's
keen eyes noted the faint sheen of dust on the table, and she suspected that

t he | uxurious set-up was
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nostly intended to distract the eye fromthe well and its true purpose.



When she was certain she was alone, Arilyn clinbed carefully onto the marble
rimof the mneral spring. She unstrapped a tarpaulin bag from her back and
took out a large linen square; with this she quickly dried herself off. She
wanted to | eave not hi ng—not even a danp footprint—+that woul d enabl e Assante's
mnions to trace her back to the bathhouse. The thin silk garnents she'd
chosen to wear for her first day at the Foam ng Sands were ideal for this. Not
only did they dry quickly, but they were of a sandy pink hue, one especially
woven and dyed to blend with the marble of Assante's pal ace.

The dungeon's silence was broken by distant footsteps that echoed though the
marbl e corridors like large hailstones on a slate roof. Behind the | abored
tread was the scrape and clatter of sone |arge, heavy object being dragged

al ong. Soon the sound of a disgruntled nale voice joined in the genera
racket. Arilyn got the gist of the situation fromthe muttered conplaints and
t he occasi onal resonant clang that occurred whenever the servant stopped and
ki cked what she surmsed to be a water-filled cl eaning bucket.

The Harper crouched behind the fountain and waited. This was precisely the
type of opportunity for which she had hoped.

Her optim smwavered for a noment when the servant entered the room a nop
over one shoul der and the bucket dragging behind him He was a male dwarf,
with a formthat resenbled nothing so nuch as a squat, two-legged nmushroom and
a face that brought to nmnd an i mage of storm clouds over a craggy nountain.
The dwarf was young by the measure of his peopl e—seventy or eighty, judging

fromthe I ength of his dun-col ored beard—and not nore than four feet tall. Yet
the Harper, for all her skill with the sword, was hesitant to tangle with the
obviously ill-tenpered little man.

On the other hand, what choice did she have?
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Arilyn watched as the dwarf di pped and wung the nmop, then turned away and
fell to scrubbing the marble floor, nuttering inprecations all the while. She
rose and silently came up behind him her sword in hand. A well-placed kick
overturned the bucket and sent a tide of soapy water racing toward the dwarf.
He spun to face the sound, saw the battle-ready elf, and instinctively kicked
into a running charge.

The dwarfs booted feet shot out from under bom before he'd taken three steps.
After a brief, airborne noment, he |anded flat on his back. H s shaggy head
hit the marble with a thud so resonant that Arilyn could feel it in her bones
and teeth. Wiile the dwarf was still trying to uncross his eyes, she strode
forward and plunged the tip of her sword through his beard until it pressed
hard agai nst his throat.

"Take me to the treasure room" she demanded.

"Roons," the dwarf corrected her in a deep runble. Arilyn noted that the
gravel -filled voice had nore in common with rain felling on a kettledrumthan
wi th human speech. "More'n one room there be. Lots of "em But they're
guarded by armed nen the size of me nother-in-law s tenper, and | ocked up
tighter'n a gnome's navel. Don't have a key. Ain't none of the servants got
keys."

"I don't need keys,
could match nmine."
Since the sword in question was still pressed against his throat, the dwarf
had opportunity to consider this claimand the fighter who made it. H s gaze
slid thoughtfully up the shining | ength of the blade and stopped at the
Harper's resolute face.

"You got a lotta brass fer an elf woman,"” he admitted at last. "Mght it be
that you al so got a way outta here?"

"Same way | got in,"

A light kindled in the dwarfs eyes. "I'ma good hand at fighting, if you'd
care t' pass over one of them knives you carry. Take me with you when you go,
and FIl do fer you what | can. By Morodin's beard," he swore fervent-
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ly, *fer the chance to get outta this place, I'd be tenpted to help you | oot
me own ancestors' burial chanbers!”

Arilyn hesitated only a noment; it was not in her to |l eave any intelligent
creature in slavery. She slid her noonbl ade out of the thicket of Iight-brown
beard and backed off a few steps. The dwarf scranbled to his feet. She tossed
hi m a dagger, which he ninbly caught. He took off down one of the corridors,
beckoning her to follow. Arilyn noted with relief that he could walk silently
when he chose to do so.

True to his word, the dwarf led her to a nmassive | ocked door, before which
stood three enornmous nen, all of whomwere armed with wi ckedly curved
scimtars. Also true to his word, fighting was sonething the dwarf could do
well. In record time, the unlikely pair of conspirators stood over the downed
guards.

The dwarf ran the back of one hand across his danp forehead and then regarded
it, his bearded face twisted with disgust. "Sad state of affairs," he
muttered. "Must be gittin' soft-shouldn't a broke a sweat on those three!™
Arilyn suppressed a smle. She and the dwarf dragged the guards to the well
and tossed themin, then returned to the treasure roons. Wth the dwarf

| ooking on, the half-elf went to work. From her waterproof bag she took a
smal | wooden box—dnwittingly provided by her new "enpl oyer," Madane

Penel ope—and tossed a bit of the yell ow powder at the door. There was no
telltale blue |light—no magic at work. Mbdtioning the dwarf to stand back, she
bent to exam ne the lock. It was trapped, of course, not once but thrice over,
and it took her the better part of two hours' work to disable the |etha

devi ces.

At | ast the door swung open on noi sel ess hinges. Arilyn edged into the first
room the dwarf followi ng on her heels like a squat shadow

The treasure rooms were utterly silent and darker than a noonl ess night, but
both the dwarf and the half-
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el f possessed eyes that were keenly sensitive to heat and neither felt the
need of torch or candle. As they passed fromone roomto another, the dwarfs
eyes wi dened into avaricious circles, his nouth fixed in a permanent "ooh!" of
wonder. H's awe was not m splaced, for this was beyond doubt the nmpbst unusua
collection Arilyn had ever seen. Many of the itenms were pricel ess; nost were
extremel y val uabl e; some were nerely odd.

There were rare nusical instrunents, including, a six-foot harp with a
soundboard that had been carved into the shape of a woman whose gil ded fingers
were poi sed over the strings. Magical, Arilyn surm sed—awaiting a comand to
set it playing. Paintings, sculpture, and carvings frommany lands filled
several chanbers. The art of taxiderny was al so represented: rare beasts, sone
of which had not been seen alive for several generations, filled an entire
room There were piles of coins fromevery land Arilyn had ever heard naned,
and enough rare books to satisfy a dozen voraci ous scholars. There was an
entire shelf of brilliantly col ored vases, fashioned by fire sal amanders from
nel ted semi preci ous gens. There were jewel -encrusted swords, crowns of

| ong- dead nonarchs, court gowns enbroidered with silk thread and seed pearl s,
and a gol den scepter inscribed with the runes of sonme far-eastern | ands. Anobng
these treasures of gens and gold Arilyn finally found the item she sought: a
delicate, filigreed tiara set with a nultitude of pale purple anethysts.

The Harper carefully wapped the crown in a soft cloth and tucked it into her
bag. Tinme to go," she said, turning to her dwarven shadow.

"That's it? That's all we're taking outta here?" the dwarf demanded. Wen
Arilyn nodded, he inmedi ately began to snatch up small itens and stuff them
into his pockets. "Back wages," he said in a defensive tone. "Been working
here for nore'n ten years. Fm owed."

Arilyn didn't begrudge the dwarf his due, but gold was heavy, and she worried
about the wei ght ha was
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adding to his already considerable bul k. "W're sw nmm ng out,"'
hi m

The dwarf abruptly ceased his looting and stared at her, his face grow ng pal e
above his beard. "Not the well spring?"

When t he Harper nodded, he groaned and then shrugged. "Ah, well. Al ways knowed
I'd be a-goin' out that way sooner or |ater—suppose it's better to go it

alive! But tell me this: what's waiting fer us in there?"

Arilyn told him The dwarf pursed his |Iips and considered, then he enptied
some of the booty fromhis pockets and sel ected a curved, jewel-encrusted
dagger as his principal treasure.

They retraced their steps to the exit. The door to the first chanber was in

si ght when one of the treasures—a |ong case pushed up against the far

wal | —eaught Arilyn's eye. The case was covered by a | ow, rounded done of dusty
gl ass, and through the filmshe glinpsed sonething that | ooked suspiciously
like a woman's form Curious, the Harper wal ked over and used the sleeve of
her shirt to wipe clean a small circular wi ndow. She bent and peered in.
Wthin the case was the body of a beautiful elven female, not alive, but not
exactly what Arilyn understood as dead, either. The elf | ooked—enpty. There
was no other word for it. The essence of the elf wonan was gone, |eaving her
body behind in sonme formof deep stasis. How | ong she had stayed so Arilyn
could not say, but the elf's ornanents were of ancient design, and the chain
mai | that draped her slender formwas finer and ol der than any Arilyn had ever
seen.

The elf was also disturbingly familiar. A single thick braid the color of spun
sapphires |lay over one shoulder. It was the rarest hair col or anbong noon

el ves, a color Arilyn associated with her |ong-dead nmother. The elf s face was
al so sonehow familiar, although in truth she resenbl ed no one whom Arilyn

coul d nane or renenber.

The Harper's troubl ed gaze roved downward and

she cauti oned
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stopped abruptly. Resting on the elf s thighs was a small shield enbl azoned
with a strange elven sigil: a curving design made of mrror imges reaching

out to each other, but not quite touching.

Arilyn's heart mssed a beat. She knew that mark. An icy fist seened to clutch
her gut as she slowy pulled her sword fromits sheath. N ne runes were cut
into the ancient blade; one of them matched exactly the mark on the el f
woman' s shi el d. %

"Well, 111 be a one-headed ettin," the dwarf nurmured, his eyes round as he
peered into the case. "A sounder sleep than any |'ve ever had, and that's a
feet! |I heard tell o' such a thing. Didn't believe the stories fer a mnute,

t hough. "

Arilyn didn't know which story he referred to, but it hardly mattered. She
hersel f had heard many such bedtime tal es—of sleeping princesses or heroes who
I ay hidden in deathlike slunmber until a tine of crisis brought themforth—and
never had she given any of them a speck of credence. There was sonet hi ng about
this slumbering elf, however, that made all the old | egends seem possi ble. For
once Arilyn rued her |ack of know edge of elven ways, and her near-ignorance
of the sword she carri ed.

"You go ahead to the well," she urged the dwarf. "There're several openings

| eadi ng out. The dry tunnel is due east and marked with a knife, ni be al ong
inabit."

The dwarf grinned, and a spark of battle lust set his red eyes aflane. "Put
the pot on f boil and start chopping up horseradish fer the relish—there' Il be
plenty o' shrinp fer dinner tonight!" he proclained gleefully as he took off
for the exit at a brisk clip. Arilyn heard his gusty intake of breath, then a
m ghty splash as he dove into the water.

Left al one, the Harper turned back to the macabre coffin. Acting on inpulse,



she touched the nmoonbl ade to the glass. A flare of magical power welled up
within the
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sword, like lightning that could not find rel ease. Because Arilyn and the
sword were linked in ways she did not understand, she felt the nonent of
recognition as the al nost-sentient sword acknow edged its forner master. There
was no doubt in the half-elf s mnd: she was | ooking upon one of her
ancestors, one of the elves who had once wi el ded the sword in her hand. But
how coul d this be, and how had this elven warrior conme to such a fate?

Arilyn knew little of her sword' s history, beyond the names of the elves who'd
wielded it and the powers with which they'd i mbued it. Her nother had died
before telling Arilyn of her heritage, and her mentor—the traitorous gold elf
Kym | Ni nesi n—had been nore interested in exploiting his young charge than
educating her. As the half-elf pondered the sleeping elf woman, the vague
dread she had always felt for her noonbl ade—but coul d never expl ai n—envel oped
her like a suffocating m asna.

She got a firmgrip on her enotions and quickly reviewed what little she did
know of the nmoonbl ade. Nine people, including herself, had w el ded the
noon- bl ade since its forging in ancient Myth Drannor, and each had added a
magi cal power to the sword. Although Arilyn knew what these powers were, she
could not match each one to a rune, or each rune to the elf with whomit had
originated. She did not know the name of the elf woman who sl ept here, but
per haps the answer to this could be found in the glass that entonbed her.

Most humans did not realize that glass was not a solid object, but rather an
extremely viscous liquid. Its flow was too slow to be measured, much | ess
noticed, in a human's lifetime. After many years, a pane of gl ass thickened
near the base as the slowy flow ng substance settled at the | owest point.

El ves knew that in tine, all w ndows would open—fromthe top. The probl em was
how to neasure this flow w thout actually breaking the glass. This Arilyn did
not wi sh to do, for
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fear of disturbing the elf woman's unnatural sl umnber.

But as she examined the coffin, she realized that this was not a concern. The
glass lid was not seal ed, but rather hinged on one side. And a | ong,
nmeanderi ng crack had al ready begun working its way downward fromthe top of
the lowrising done. Arilyn pulled a knife fromher sash and rapped the hilt
sharply along the crack, then again not far away. A second fissure rippled

t hrough the glass, and a curved shard fell onto the sleeping elf. Arilyn
carefully lifted the Iid and picked up the shard. She nmeasured it with a bit
of twi ne, then broke off a piece fromeach end. These she wrapped securely and
tucked into her bag. Tinkersdam could probably estimte the age of the glass
with a quick glance. That done, she turned one |ast searching gaze upon her
ancest or.

The elf was much smaller than Arilyn, with finer features and nore delicate
bones. Her |ong-fingered hands |lay at her sides, palnms facing up. The Har per
noted that the elf had the deeply callused fingers and pal mof a
swordmaster—but only on the left hand. This told her the elf had likely been
an early wielder, before the noonbl ade had acquired the speed- and
power - enhanced stri ke that denanded a two-handed gri p.

Qutrage, cold and deep, filled the Harper as she slowy |lowered the glass |id.
It was not right for the noble elf woman to be part of some rich man's
"collection," displayed as if she were just one nore curious and beauti ful

obj ect !

It would not always be so, Arilyn vowed as she slipped fromthe treasure
roons. She would return, and she would take the nmoonbl ade's unknown w el der
away to a nore fitting rest. But tiiis was not sonething she could do now, or
al one.

Setting her jawin a grimline, the Harper nmade her way back to the well and



dove in.

The dwarf, it seened, had been busy. The split and enptied shells of two giant
crustaceans swirled thVough
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the churning water, and the contents had been hacked into bits the size of
finger food. The surviving creatures were hi a feeding frenzy and, by the | ook
of things, would continue to eat well for days to cone.

A glow of lingering heat drew Arilyn's eye toward the bottom of the pool
There, its translucent carapace bul ging and heaving with some interna
conflict, was the largest-shelled nonster Arilyn had yet seen, one |arge
enough—and stupid enough—+to swallow a live dwarf. The creature would have
already died for its mstake had the dwarf not dropped his new dagger in the
struggl e. The Harper caught a glinpse of the jewel ed weapon, which skittered
about like a frantic squirrel as the crustacean's nmany feet kicked it this way
and that.

Arilyn pulled her knife fromher sash and dove deeper. The nonster did not
noti ce her approach, for it was well and truly distracted by what was
certainly the worse case of indigestion it had ever suffered. The gi ant
crustacean whirled and tw sted, occasionally toppling over and then scranbling
upri ght again. Although the dwarf couldn't |ast nuch | onger w thout air, he
was still putting up Nine Hells of a fight.

Arilyn drove the knife deep between two plates of the nonster's shell.
Straddling the creature and gripping its shell with her knees, she began
hacki ng her way through to the dwarf. As soon as she'd cut through the
surprisingly tough and el astic stomach |ining, he expl oded upward.

Stubby | egs and arms churning, the dwarf instinctively headed for air. Arilyn
foll owed, quickly passing the nmuch-sl ower swi mrer and darting into the narked
portal. She turned, seized a handful of beard and dragged the dwarf into the
openi ng.

They shot up through the water-filled tunnel and bobbed to the surface. The
dwarf grabbed a handhold on the blessedly dry rocks that littered the tunne
floor, and dragged in several |ong, ragged breaths. Arilyn craw ed past him
and rolled onto the rocky ground. For
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several moments she was content nmerely to lie there and wait for her pounding
heart to resune its usual pace.

At length she noticed that the dwarf, who was still half submerged in the
water, was regarding her with a baleful stare. "You pulled ne beard," he

poi nted out. "You shouldn't ought to do that."

"You're welconme," Arilyn returned pleasantly.

"That too," he nuttered. "Nane's Jill, by the way. -

It was nore thanks than the half-elf had expected, even without the

i ntroduction. Dwarves often declined to give any nane, even one as abbrevi ated
and obviously spurious as tins. Arilyn rose to her feet and extended a hand to
hel p drag her new friend out of the water.

"Jill?" she repeated in an incredul ous tone.

"That's right. Gotta problemwth itr

"Well, no. | was expecting something a bit... longer, | suppose. Mre earthy.
And possi bly masculine.”

" Twas ne nother's name,"” the dwarf proclainmed in a reverent tone that |eft
very little room for discussion.

There was one nore thing on Arilyn's mind, however. "Now that youVe seen the
treasure, | suppose youTl be back for it?" It was a |ogical question

consi deri ng that dwarven people generally rivaled dragons in their |ove for
hoarding treasure. Arilyn wanted to return to the treasure hold soneday, and
while the loss of a single tiara and one dwarven servant night go unrenarked,
t he ravages caused by a band of dwarven |ooters would al nost certainly ensure
that her hard-won entrance to Assante's pal ace woul d be ascertai ned and



secured agai nst future incursion

But Jill merely huffed. "Been in that pink prison fer ten years. Don't plan on
goi ng back, not ever. Ifn there's anything you want in there, elf, yer wel cone
toit. Just don't git yerself caught. There ain't nothing in there worth
that."

As he spoke, his eyes roved toward the east—and to the Starspire Muntains
that were bis home. Arilyn
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was inclined to believe him

As they scranmbled up the steep hill, she told him briefly, what awaited them
at the other side of the tunnel. The rapt expression on Jill's face as he

contenpl ated these wonders far outshone his treasure-inspired greed.

"I thought you were eager to be back under the Starspires,"” Arilyn said. Even
as she spoke, however, she slipped Jill a handful of silver coins. It would
not do to have himpay Mstress Penelope's girls with coins taken from
Assante's treasure trove

The dwarf shrugged and pocketed his loot. "Been gone fromthose tunnels ten
years, and |'ma-conin' back with pockets full o' treasure. Ain't no one gonna
begrudge nme a coupla hours nore, or ask ne how | spent yer silvers!”

Lord Hhune held the tiara in his plunmp hands, eying it with satisfaction as he
turned it this way and that.

"The relic of a |long-gone age," he breathed reverently. "This was the brida
crown of young Princess Lhayronna, who becane queen to her cousin, King

Al ehandro Il1l. A rem nder that those who wear a crown nust face the sword!" he
sai d piously, quoting a common Tet hyrian proverb.

A rem nder that he hinself was unlikely to heed, Arilyn noted in cynical
silence. Lord Hhune was a powerful man in Zazesspur. Not only was he a wealt hy
nmer chant and head of the shipping guild, but he was al so a nenber of the
Lords' Council, which carried out the edicts of Pasha Balik. It was therefore
likely that he'd been part of the recent attenpt to organize a guild takeover
of the city. Arilyn m ght not have persisted in her furtive assault upon
Assante's stronghold, but for the prospect of neeting Lord Hhune faee-to-face
when the task was conmplete so that she might take his neasure.
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Wth each monent she spent in Hhune's presence, Arilyn's distrust of the man
deepened. Runor had it that this man had killed a red dragon. Arilyn was ready
to accept that, provided that the dragon in question had still been in the egg
at the tinme. Hhune was a | arge nman, but he | ooked as if he spent nore tine
downi ng pastries than wielding a sword. Even so, a |ess observant person m ght
t hi nk hi m di stingui shed, even lordly. H's dark, costly garments were carefully
tailored to disguise his bulk, and his hair and thick black nustache were
neatly groomed and just beginning to take on a bit of gray. His small black
eyes were filmed over with a veneer of civility Arilyn, however, had known
many col dly avaricious men and was not fooled by this one. Hhune was not a nan
likely to be content with his current |evel of power. Nor, she suspected, was
the tiara merely a treasure to be adnired. Arilyn knew enough Tet hyrian
history to suspect what Hhune had in m nd

Wth the fall of the royal famly of Tethyr, many of the royalists had fled to
Zazesspur. For several years there had been a quiet underground novenent to
restore the nmonarchy, perhaps with a new royal famly. Balik seened well on
the way to becom ng just that, but Arilyn doubted the self-proclainmed pasha
woul d enjoy the royalists' support for |long. Pasha Batik's southern synpat hies
wer e becom ng nore and nore apparent, and his inner circle was increasingly
made up of men from Cali mahan and even Halruaa. It would not be long, Arilyn
suspected, before Pasha Bati k was deposed and yet another powerful man or
worman sought the crown. That was no doubt where the tiara came in. Possession
of an item of such significance to the old royal famly could hel p Hhune
endear hinself to nearly any faction or fanmly that happened to rise to power.



He might even use it as a prop in making his own bid for royalty.

And why not? Arilyn's mare possessed a nore nobl e
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pedi gree than the man seated before her, yet Hhune was accounted a lord for no
better reason than the country estate he'd purchased a few years back. Nor was
Hhune an exception. In Tethyr, |and was val ued above all other forms of
weal t h, and possession of enough of it granted instant nobility. In the years
follow ng the destruction of the royal famly—as well as the deci mation of
many of the ancient nobl e houses that possessed royal blood ties—anori al

| ands, counties, and even duchi es changed hands tike trinkets at a country
fair. Men and wonmen who had enough noney to purchase | and—er sufficient m ght
to seize it—earned thenselves instant titles. Tethyr was peppered with ersatz
barons and count esses.

This offended Arilyn's elven sensibilities, her deep respect for tradition
and her unspoken longing for famly. But what disturbed her nost about this
trend was that even petty nobl es were beginning to show signs of anbitions
that reached far above their newy purchased stations. The threat of a guild
t akeover had been thoroughly, even ruthlessly, suppressed, but already
Zazesspur buzzed with whispers of this baron or that |ord gathering strength
and supporters.

Ambition counted for a lot in Tethyr, and Hhune had it in abundance. Arilyn
saw dreanms of glory in his eyes as he regarded the anethyst tiara. She noted
that it would be wise to watch this man and, if necessary, curb his anbitions.
At | ast Hhune placed the crown on his desk and turned his full attention upon
the half-elf. "You have done well. | wll pay you half again your original fee
if you tell me how you got into Assante's pal ace!™"

Arilyn had expected this. To refuse might earn her the same sort of fate that
had befall en Assante's servants, so she had prepared a credible hal f-truth.
She manufactured a smle that was both cold and seductive—a useful expression
she'd copied from Ferret—and turned the full force of it upon Hhune.
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"Assante has new wonen brought in fromtime to time. It was a small matter to
i ncl ude nyself anong them™

Hhune's bl ack eyes gave her an appreciative sweep. "Yes, | can see how that
woul d be so," he said gallantly. "But tell ne of the treasure room"

This, Arilyn had not been expecting. But she marked the greed in Hhune's eyes
and decided to exploit it. Wth a little encouragenent, perhaps he m ght offer
to fund' her next expedition!

"What other itens did you take?" Hhune continued before she could speak. "I
woul d be nmost grateful for the opportunity to viewthem"

Arilyn spread her hands in a gesture of regret. "There is nothing nore. The

cl othes of the harem provide few hiding places for plunder! But | destroyed
some of the things | could not take!" she said, suspecting that Hhune woul d
appreci ate any blow dealt a rival

The guil dnmaster chortled with delight. "Splendid, splendid But not too many,
| trust!"”

"I could not begin to describe the wonders that remain," she said truthfully.
"Then, perhaps another expedition?"

"Not soon," Arilyn said softly. "When next | enter Assante's palace, it wll
be to tend to a personal matter."

Hhune hel d her gaze for a long nmonent, then nodded. "Such things require nuch
pl anni ng," he said casually, no doubt assum ng—as Arilyn had intended himto
assune—that she planned to chall enge and oust the naster assassin. "You wll
have expenses. Please send all bills to ne—discreetly, of course. In exchange,
| ask only that you give nme first refusal on any treasures you mght acquire."
Al but one, Arilyn agreed silently. Al but one.

Fi ve

The day was nearly spent. Foxfire knew this, even though in the deep



forest no sun-cast shadows procl ai med the hour. Her e the shade was coo
and deep, the only sky a thousand | ayers of |eafy boughs and vel vety pines
that filtered the sunlight until the very air lie breathed seemed green and
alive.

The elf was many niles from  Talltrees, his tribe's hidden settlenment, but he
and his two conpani ons wal ked easily through the thick foliage, as silent and
invisible as a trio of deer. This forest—all of it-was the elves' home. Its
rhyt hns coursed through their blood and sang in their souls.

Foxfire led the way steadily westward, to a grove perhaps a half-day's wal k
toward the east fromthe trading settlenment known as Mosstone. In tines
past—+n happier, safer times—the elves of the El nanesse tribe had traded with
the humans who lived in this forest-side town. Then came the brutal reign of
the Tethyrs, the
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fam |y of human royals who seened determined to drive the elves fromthe | and.
The El nanesse had withdrawn into the forest shadows and procl ai ned their own
government via the Elven Council. For many years, all who ventured into the
forests had lived and died by the judgnents handed down by this council. But
in these troubled tines, even the wise, collective voice of the council had
faltered and fallen silent. The elven alliance had splintered, and each clan
had gone its own way. In particular the Sul dusk tribe, always chary of
alliance with their El manesse brothers and sisters, had all but di sappeared
into the deep shadows of the southeastern forest. No one knew for certain how
many el ves remained in the anci ent wood.

Even so, a settlenent of elves remained in the Council d ade, and the el ders
who lived there were still the best source of news and information in the
forest. Foxfire hoped to find answers that woul d nake sense of what was
happeni ng to his people.

Elves had lived in the Forest of Tethir fromtinme beyond nmenory—and el ven
menories were long, indeed. But for the first tine hi his nine decades of
life, Foxfire feared that the days of his people in this |Iand m ght be
nunbered. Too many changes had come upon the elves, too quickly for themto
assimlate or adjust. It was Foxfire's nature to find the good in every
situation and to expect that success would be his in all things. It was his
gift to inspire those around himwi th the sane confidence. Yet even he could
not disregard the fears that a new shadow had fallen upon Tethir. Recent
events suggested that the Tinme of Tyranny m ght soon return.

Nor were the elves hel ping thensel ves. Foxfire could not disnmiss fromhis mnd
the insinuations placed there by the human, Bunlap. Was it possible that sone
clans really were attacking farns and caravans? And if this were so, what
further trouble might this bring to the tribes of Tethir? v
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"Not far now," comented Korrigash, a dark-haired hunter-warrior who was
Foxfire's closest friend. The taciturn elf sel dom spoke, and the fact that he
did so now was a sure neasure of the gravity of their quest.

Though Korrigash was nearly as dour as a dwarf, there was no one under the
stars whom Foxfire | oved better or trusted nore. The two were friendly rivals
and had been since |long ago when, as toddlers, they'd pelted each other with
what ever weapons they coul d nmuster, whether pebbles found on the forest floor
or the npss that lined their nappies. These days their rivalry took the form
of contests of arms or archery, or the good-natured conpetition finl an eh7
maid' s snmile. But when they were on patrol or doing battle, Korrigash fel
naturally into place at Foxfire's back, instinctively deferring to the
flame-haired warrior. Likew se, Foxfire had |earned to hear the unspoken

t houghts that |ay beneath his friend' s few words.

"Council d ade is beyond those cedars." Foxfire pointed with his bowto a
thick stand of conifers. The elders will know whether there is any truth to
the human's tales.”



Korrigash merely sniffed, but his brother, a stripling youth known as Tansin,
had no shortage of opinions on the matter

"How can there be truth, where there is no honor?" he blurted out. "Hunmans
have no know edge of either! And if perchance the Peopl e have been pushing
back the invaders, what of it? If |I had ny way, every human who stepped
beneath the trees of Tethir would be greeted with a bolt through the heart,
and may the silver shadows gnaw upon their bones!"

"Spoken with typical restraint,” Foxfire told Hmlightly, but instinctively
he lifted one hand and forned the traditional elven sign for peace. One never
knew when the silver shadows m ght be watching. Only a very rash elf would
speak lightly of these mysterious beings or risk incurring their rare but

deadly ire.
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The El nmanesse and the Sul dusk were not the only elves in the forest. There
were, anong these trees, People even nore fey and secretive. The lythari
shapeshifting creatures who were nore wolf than elfj had been living in Tethir
when Foxfire's ancestors still wal ked beneath the trees of Cornanthor

Al though it had been centuries since anyone in the Talltrees tribe had seen a
ythari in elven form fromtime to time they caught a glinpse of silvery fur
or heard the lytharis* haunting songs soaring upward in search of the unseen
noon.

"You are anong friends, Tansin, but | would take care before casting those
seeds to the wind." continued Foxfire. Think what m ght occur if such words
took root, and the People cane to regard all hunans as enenies!"”

The young el f shrugged and turned aside, but not before Foxfire noted the

snol dering flane in his eyes. Suddenly he understood the true nature of his
friend s brother. Wat Foxfire had taken to be yet one nore outburst fromthe
i mpul si ve youth was sonet hing much nore deadly: hatred, blind and unreasoni ng
and i npl acabl e.

For a nonent the elven | eader was stunned by the sheer force of Tansin's
enotion. Foxfire did not like to think what m ght result should the hearts of
too many of the People's young follow that narrow path.

"Less tal k, nore wal king," Korrigash suggested grimy. "Night's not long to
cone. "

The words were not neant as a distraction, but as a sinple statenment of fact.
Al t hough the three elves could see as well in darkness as in daylight, there
was a certain practical need to reach Council d ade before nightfall. The
forest was full of dangerous creatures: ogres, giant spiders, wolves, stirges,
wyverns, and even a dragon or two. Many of these grew hungry with the com ng
of darkness, and there was every possibility that the elves, thenselves
hunters, mi ght becone prey. *e
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"By the stars and the spirits,"” Tansin swore in a choked voice. The young el f
ki cked into a run, dashing through the ferns and vines w thout regard for
silence and wi thout thought for the trail his passing left.

Foxfire's reprimand di ed unspoken. A dagger gleaned in Tanmsin's hand. The
yout h often sensed dangers that ol der and w ser elves nmissed, and though he
was inpul sive, he did not enter battle lightly. Foxfire and Korrigash
exchanged a qui ck, dismayed gl ance and drew their own weapons.

The elves ran lightly through the crushed foliage, pausing at the torn curtain
of vines that had veiled Council dade fromtheir sight. Before them stood
Tamsi n, his copper-hued face strangely ashen, and beyond himlay a scene of
utter devastation.

What had once been a lush forest gl ade now resenbled the remants of a

carel ess nerchant's canpfire. A large circle of ground was bl ack and barren
tittered with piles of charred sticks. The sw ngi ng bri dges—wal kways that had
linked the trees and the hones and chanbers hi dden anong them-Aow hung agai nst
t he bl ackened trees. The el ven hones were gone, as were the inhabitants.



Foxfire's throat tightened as he noted bl ackened bones |ying anong the remains
of trees.

The hone of the Elven Council had been utterly destroyed, and with it the best
hope of unity anmong the bel eaguered Peopl e.

A tight touch on his shoulder tore Foxfire fromhis grimthoughts. He turned
to face the hunter, who handed hima bl ackened arrow shaft.

Took it frombetween two naked ribs. Look at the mark," Korrigash advised him
The el f glanced at the shaft. The mark on it was fam liar: three curved tines,
conbining to make a stylized foxfire, the bright flower from which he had
taken his nane. The arrow was unm stakably his, yet how had he lost it? He
hadn't m ssed a chosen target since boyhood!
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He lifted incredul ous eyes to his friend' s face. "But how?"

"The humans." Korrigash pointed to the shaft. "Note the length.”

Foxfire nodded, understanding at once. The arrow shaft was shorter than it
shoul d have been by a width of perhaps two fingers. It had been broken off,
the jagged edge trimed snooth, and the arrowhead reaffixed. Since the forest
elves retrieved and reused all arrow s used in hunting, this one could only
have been torn fromthe body of an enemy. It was possible that this arrow had
been plucked froma wounded ogre or bugbear, but such creatures | acked the w't
to plant it here for others to find. This was the work of the elves' hunman

f oe.

Tri be against tribe," the hunter commented grimy.

Agai n Foxfire nodded in agreenent. The marks of the best elven hunters and
warriors were well known in the forest, and not every elf who stunbl ed upon
the razed el ven settlenent would see the ploy for what it was. Wile it was
possi bl e that soneone was attenpting to turn the elven tribes agai nst each

ot her, the purpose behind this grimact was utterly beyond Foxfire's ken
There was one human, however, who mght well have the answers. Foxfire
renenbered his conversation with Bunlap, and suddenly he knew where he mi ght
find the human.

He wal ked up to Tanmsin and put a hand on the young elfs shoul der. A surge of
guilt filled Foxfire as he noted the haunted | ook on the fighter's face.
Tamsin was fey, even for a green elf. It was likely the youth was seeing the
carnage as clearly as if it was happening before him Such gifts were as nmuch
torment as blessing, but Tamsin's was needed. The elf was tw n-born, and he
had a bond with his equally fey sister that enabled themto speak

m nd-t o- m nd.

"You nust send word to Talltrees at once," Foxfire told him "The tribe nust
send a war band with all possible speed to the border trees south of Msstone.
"Shirty
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el ves, armed wi th unmarked green arrows."

This last comrand was unprecedented, for the elf arrows known as "bl ack
[ightning" were crafted through a | ong and mystic process. Green arrows were
raw and unfini shed by el ven standards, deadly enough when | aunched from el ven
bows, but lacking the rites that inbued the weapons with forest nmagic and
linked the elven hunter-warriors to their home in ways that no human—and few
el ves—oul d fully understand. Yet Foxfire knew his request woul d be honored,
and he understood that this was a neasure of the high regard his tribe had for
his | eadership and judgnent. He only hoped that with this decision he would
not betray his people's trust.

"I'f there were no elven raids before, there will be soon," he added softly.
"W will attack the farmwhere the elves are held as slaves."

At these words the haunted | ook faded from Tanmsin's eyes, burned away |ike
nmorning nmist by the rising sun of his hatred. "In that case, | will send your
words to Tamara with pleasure,” he said grimy. "And | will tell her to urge
the warriors to hurry!"



"So how s the farm ng going?" Arilyn inquired casually.

Her words seened to irritate her young host, as they were intended to do.
Prince Hasheth cast her a bal eful |ook, then quickly conmposed his hawklike
features into a lofty, lordly expression so studied that Arilyn was certain
he'd practiced it before a mrror

It seened that Hasheth, a younger son of the ruling pasha, was having a great
deal of difficulty finding a life-path suited to his anmbitions and his exalted
sense of self. Arilyn had nmet the young man several nonths before, during his
attenpt to gain fame and wealth as an assassin. He had been charged with

killing another assassin, namely Arilyn. She and Danil o had managed,
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just barely, to convince the proud youth that this assignment was actually a
deat h sentence handed down by guil dmasters who wanted Bati k's son out of the
assassins' guild. Since then, Hasheth had beconme an ally, helping to insinuate
Arilyn into the assassins' guild and sponsoring Danilo in the social life of
the palace. And in doing so, he had finally found an activity that suited him
The rol e of Harper informant appealed to, the young man, for intrigue was a
skill highly valued in Tethyr. Yet his Harper activities did not bring himthe
overt wealth and status he craved. Since he'd left the assassins' guild, he
had tasted of a dozen occupations. The |atest, apparently, was no nore to his
liking than any of his previous choices.

N have scraped the dung and the rmud fromny boots and | eft the nanor house in
the hands of a steward," Hasheth announced with disdain. The life of a country
lord is deadly dull. Wat need have | of lands or title, I who amthe son of a
pasha?"

Actually, Arilyn observed silently, lands and title would be a big inprovenent
over Hasheth's current lot. As a younger, haremborn son, his status was
roughly that of a skilled tradesnman, and his prospects were considerably |ess
prom sing. At last count Batik had seven sons fromhis |l egal w ves; his harem
had produced an additional thirteen or fourteen. Hasheth had at |east a dozen
ol der brothers. Even if he had perfected the assassin's art, it would have
taken him many years to work his way up to the head of the tine.

The hal f-elf nodded synpathetically. "Land is inportant, but Zazesspur's

weal th comes largely fromtrade. Have you consi dered becom ng a nerchant ?"

The prince sniffed. "A greengrocer? A canel salesman? | think not."

"How about apprentice to the head of the shipping guild, a man who al so sits
on the Lords' Council ?" the Harper countered. "Trade and politics work
together tike a paired dagger and sword. In no place is this nore
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true than in Zazesspur. You could | earn much and gather the tools needed to
carve out a place for yourself. Those who control trade will always have a

power ful hold upon the rulers. And Insel mHhune is an anbitious man. You m ght
to do well to hitch your cart to his star.”

Hashet h nodded, his bl ack eyes regardi ng her thoughtfully. "And the

Har per s—they endorse this Lord Hhuner

H s tone was casual, but Arilyn could al nost hear the gears of Gond churning
in his mnd. dearly, he understood that she had sone purpose other than his
career advancenent in mnd. The Harper suppressed a rueful smile. Hasheth was
good and getting better

"No, of course not," she said bluntly. "As |'ve said before, Hhune is
anbitious. It would be wise for the Harpers to keep an eye on such a man. But
there is no reason why you cannot do this for us and advance yourself at the
sane tine."

This notion seenmed to pl ease the young man. Picking up a jewel-encrusted
bottle, he | eaned forward and added a bit nore wine to Arilyn's goblet. She
obligingly drank deeply, noting as she did so the glint that entered Hasheth's
eyes. It was a comon ploy, one he had used tinme and again in the hope that a
quantity of potent Catishite wine would | ower the half-elfs form dable reserve



and deliver her to his bed. Arilyn knew w thout vanity that she was consi dered
beautiful, and she was well accustoned to masculine attention. Hasheth's both
anused and exasperated her, for the young man al ways expressed his admiration
in a manner that suggested he was conferring upon her a great honor. Arilyn
was an expert at sayi ng no—her repertoire ranged fromgracefully feigned
regret to a disenbowel i ng backstroke—but it was becom ng increasingly
difficult for her to turn down Hasheth's advances whil e keeping a straight
face.

Fortunately for Arilyn, the young man seened to be nore interested in his
future prospects than his
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i medi ate |ibidinous inmpulses. "I will ask ny father to place nme in Lord
Hhune's service," he agreed.

"You do that, but first you should know t hat Hhune was probably involved in

t he pl ot against your father," she cautioned him "It is even possible that he
had something to do with the guilds' attenpt to have you killed. Even now,
you'd do well to watch your back."

Hashet h shrugged as if these past offenses were unworthy of consideration. "If
Lord Hhune is truly an anbitious man, he will take whatever path he nust," he
observed. Hi s unspoken words, And so will I, rang sharply in Arilyn's ears.

The young man's attitude did nothing to reassure Arilyn. At best, Hasheth was
overly pragmatic. He woul d do whatever needed to be done to advance his
anbitions. As long as Ms interests lay along the same path as those of the
Harpers, all would be well. Arilyn was not certain it would al ways be so. Yet
honor demanded that she give the young man one nore warni ng.

"I hope | am wong, Hasheth, but fromwhat | have seen and heard, it seens
likely that the end of your father's rule draws near. It cannot be otherw se,
when he slights so nmany anbitious Tethyrians in favor of southern courtiers.”
The prince received this dire prediction with yet another shrug. "Wat is that
to nme? | stand too far fromthe throne to mourn its | oss and have | ong known
that | must seek ny fortune el sewhere. But | thank you for your words. Now, on
to other, nmore pleasant matters. Mre w ne?"

Arilyn declined with a delicate wave of her hand and a small, hard-edged
smle. Hhune and Hasheth were well matched, and she wi shed themthe joy of
each other's conpany! "I would, Hasheth," she purred in a courtesan's creany
tones, "but in conpany such as yours, | dare not drink too freely. | couldn't
trust nyself to behave!"
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The shops of Zazesspur closed at twilight, but in the back roomof Garvanell's
Fine G ntments busi ness conti nued apace. Behind the |avish shop that offered
scented oils and spurious potions to the city's wealthy, behind the counting
room where the clerks |labored to tally the day's wealth, Garvanell kept a
smal | private room where he received paynent of another, nore personal sort.
Garvanel | had been born to farmhands who | abored in the distant reaches of the
Purple Hills. But froma very early age it was apparent that he woul d not
remain in such renote and hunbl e surroundi ngs. The gods had gifted himwith a
handsome face and a certain smarny charm He had done well wth these nodest
attributes, trading themfor the benefits that cane along with the favor of

ol der, wealthy wonen. Step by step, he worked his way up in society, until at
last he married a well-to-do wi dow of Zazesspur

Hs wife was a good twenty years ol der than he, as well as stout and
exceedingly hormely. Yet all things in life had conpensati ons. The wonman
possessed a thriving business and an ever-increasi ng passion for playing at
cards. Since she won nore often than she lost, Garvanell was pleased she'd
found something other than himto occupy her tine. He took over the perfune
shop and did a thriving business. Al though | ess than half of his earnings were
paid in coin, he still managed to turn enough of a profit to maintain

appear ances.



A soft tap at Garvanell's door, then a whi spered password, announced that his
| at est paynent had arrived. His aging wi fe had her indul gences; he had his.
The perfune nerchant opened the door and surveyed the young wonman his favorite
client had sent him He'd often expressed a preference for novelty. This woman
was nore exotic than nost—-her al nond-shaped bl ack eyes and bright silk turban
suggested a far-eastern heritage—but he doubted the client would have gone to
such trouble. Ganted, G| of Mnotaur Miusk was not an easy
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commodity to cone by, not even the imtations fashioned by unscrupul ous

Lant anna al chemi sts.

Then the woman stepped into the c-oom and the l[anplight glistened upon pale
skin, the rare color of Shou porcelain. The nerchant's pul se qui ckened. This
was the genuine article! For a nmonent, Garvanell al npst wi shed the sane could
be said for the G| of Mnotaur Misk that had purchased her! /

As Garvanell bolted the door, the bells of flmter's tenple began to ring out
the m dni ght hour. The merchant grimaced. The tenple was but a bl ock away, and
at night the bells seemed deafening. He turned to the woman, intending to
pant om me an apol ogy. He froze, and his eyes wi dened with astoni shnment and
fear.

The wonman had renoved her turban and gl oves. Slowy, deliberately, she raised
a slender finger to her cheek and wiped a bit of the ivory-col ored oi ntnent
fromher skin, revealing the ruddy col or beneath. Before Garvanell could nove,
she pulled a dagger fromthe folds of her gown and | eaped at him

Smal | and sl ender though she was, the speed and fury of her attack sent the
mer chant tunbling backward. The wonman straddl ed his chest, her knees pinning
his arms to the floor. She buried one hand in his hair and jerked back his
head, then slid the edge of her dagger against his throat. She | eaned down to
press her lips directly to his ear

"You should be flattered," she said. "I bought all my ointnents and cosnetics
at your shop. They rub off on the bed linens, | find, but so far no man has
lived to conplain of it!"

At last the paralysing fear that gripped Garvanell gave way, and he began to
scream for hel p.

Ferret let himscream for the bells of Urater's tenple nore than drowned out
his cries. Mckingly she counted off the chinmes of nmidnight into his ear. Wen
the final peal cane, she rolled aside, dragging the dagger down and across as
she went. *,
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The assassin rose to her feet and stared down at the dead nmerchant. She felt
no elation and no regret. Another tattling tongue had been silenced. It was a
needed thing, as necessary as the hunt that provided food. This kill had been
easy, but then, so were nost. In this soft and decadent city, Ferret was |ike
a hawk anong doves.

Passi ons ran hot anong her people, yet few who knew of Ferret's m ssion and
nmet hods approved. Regardl ess, she did what she could. Yet as time passed and
matters grew increasingly troubled, she'd begun to realize the futility of her
chosen path. Ferret's skills were considerable, but they were not equal to the
| ayers of intrigue, nor was her mind fashioned to conprehend the conplexity of
pl ot and counterplot that was Tethyr. If she was ever to find and destroy the
one she sought, she needed hel p.

"I need help,"” she murnmured angrily, for the adm ssion did not cone easily to
the proud and fierce female. The very idea was repugnant, but Ferret was
conmitted to doing anything that m ght serve her people.

Unfortunately, finding help would be even harder than accepting it. Ferret had
| earned nmuch about Tethyr and its people, but she had no idea where to turn

no know edge of anyone in whom she night place a degree of trust.

Frustrated beyond words, the femal e picked up her gloves and turban fromthe
floor and donned both. Next she snoot hed the makeup on her cheek to hide her



true skin color. Wen her disguise was once again firmy in place, she slipped
fromthe shop and nmade her silent way to the nearest tavern. One of the things
she had | earned during her stay in Zazesspur was that useful information was
nore likely to be found in a festhouse than in a council hall. Perhaps tonight
she would find the inspiration she needed to conplete her chosen task.
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Morni ng broke over the hills, casting | ong gol den shadows over the |ush and
fertile landscape. Wth deep satisfaction, Lord |Insel mHhune gazed at the
scene spread out before him H's country nmanor was set atop a high hill, and
the view fromthe bal cony outside his private study was vast and spectacul ar
Hhune's estate was an oddly shaped little kingdom, a collection of small,

wel | -tended farnms that stretched al ong both sides of the Sul duskoon river for
several mles—not coincidentally, giving hima certain degree of control over
trade on that section of the river. To the north Hhune coul d see the narrow

ri bbon of hard-packed earth that was the Trade Way, and farther still, the
rooftops of Zazesspur.

Though it was yet early sumrer, the fertile farnm ands of these | ands and the
Purple Hills region to the south were lush and green. To the west lay the sea,
and Hhune coul d just make out the glimrer of sunlight on the distant waves. He
drew consi derable wealth fromthe | abors of the farmng folk and nore stil
fromthe sea. His labors as a nerchant, and as guil dnaster of Zazesspur's

i nfluential Shippers' @uild, had won Hhune power and wealth that far surpassed
his early goals. But what had once been distant dreans were now nerely

m | estones on Hhune's road to ever greater things.

"It is remarkabl e how anbition nanages to keep apace of one's success, 1* the

| ethyrian nused al oud. "On such a day, all things seem possible.”

A firmknock at his door pulled the lord fromhis confortable thoughts. A
frown dented Hhune's brow for a nmoment as he considered the possible source of
this interruption. Then he renmenbered, and a slow snmile lifted the corners of
hi s vast nustache. Hi s new apprentice was to report to himtoday, bearing
gifts, as was the custom Hhune was very interested to | earn what gifts a son

of Pasha Balik m ght deemworthy of his new master. *
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"Come, " he commanded, and in response the door was flung open with a force
that sent it thuddi ng against the far wall

Two arned men, clad in the purple tunics and | eggings of the Balik house
guard, strode into the room They held between them a sl ender, gol den-haired
worman whose slightly pointed ears proclainmed her a half-elf. She was sinmply
clad in a gown and kirtle, but the small silvery lyre she clutched to her
chest was both old and val uable. It was clear she had not conme of her own
will. Her lovely race was frozen, her eyes so dilated with terror as to appear
al nost bl ack.

Bef ore Hhune coul d speak, young Prince Hasheth pushed past the trio and made
his bow. There was a haughti ness about his manner that bordered on disdain;
this insol ence was not | ost upon Hhune. Wth difficulty the lord swall owed his
first, angry response. Hhune was | owborn, and he bitterly resented anythi ng
that m ght be construed as a slight. But with him profit ever cane before
pride.

"You see before you ny gift," the young man began, gesturing toward the

hal f-el ven musician. He lifted a hand in a quick, perenmptory gesture. "I do
not offer you the woman. Those you no doubt have in plenty. My gift to you is
somet hing far nore val uable: information.'

"Go on," the lord said in an even voice. Despite the young man's | apse of

j udgrment —+t was never wi se to anger or mistreat a bard of any sort—this struck
Hhune as a proni sing beginning, for he dealt in nmany commodities, not the

| east of which was information.

"Just last night, | heard this woman singing a song recently brought down from
the Northlands. It seened inportant to nme that you hear it," Hasheth



procl ai med.

Hhune nodded to the men, who released their hold on the woman's arns. She
stunbled a bit. The lord | eaped forward, catching her before she could fall
Wth a solicitous air that would have done honor to a countess, he hel ped her
into a nearby chair.
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"My sincere apol ogies, ny dear |ady, for the ungraci ous manner in which you
were brought to ne. By all neans, | would hear the song of which ny too-eager
apprentice speaks. But first, | pray you, rest and enjoy a bit of refreshment.
The ride from Zazesspur can be very tiring, can it not?"

The lord chatted on as he reached for an enbroi dered bellpull, speaking

lightly of inconsequential things. The bal mof social anmenities had the
desired effect. The tension began to dramfromthe half-elf s face, slowy to
be repl aced by pleasure, even pride, as she came to understand that she was
not a prisoner, but an honored guest.

In nonents a servant appeared, bearing a tray laden with wine, fruit, and
sweet breads. Lord Hhune waved the servant away and served the refreshnents
hinself. He then offered brief and perfunctory prayers to Silvanus and Sune
and Il mater—the preferred deities of the | and—and proposed a toast to the

heal th of Pasha Bal ik, Hhune m ght not have been born into the nobility, but
he had made a point to learn the proprieties and, |ike many newrade nobl es, he
adhered to themwith a near-religious zeal. It would not be said of himthat
he was unmannered and common!

The hal f-elven bard warnmed to Hhune's courteous treatment, even flirting a bit
bet ween sips of her spiced wine. Through it all, Hasheth bore hinself with the
pati ence of one well accustomed to courtly manners. But as soon as propriety
al  owed, the young prince turned to business.

"M ght we now hear this song?" he asked.

Hhune bit back an inpatient retort and turned to the woman. "If you feel ready
to sing, we would be nost honored to listen.”

Wth a coy snile, the half-elf reached for her Iyre and checked the tuning on
the strings. She played a few silvery notes and then began to sing.

The song was a ballad, and as the story unfol ded Hhune began to understand why
hi s new apprentice
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was so eager for himto hear it. It was a story of betrayal and treachery, and
of a heroic young bard who uncovered a plot to destroy the Harpers from

wi t hi n.

The Harpers. The very nention of this secret organization of meddling
northerners was enough to set Hhune's teeth on edge. There had been runors
that the Harpers were courting Pasha Balik, but the city's ruler had spurned

t heir advances, as he did those of any northern courtier.

O had he?

Hhune often wondered how and why the guilds' plan to oust Pasha Balik had
failed. It had been so carefully planned, so flaw essly executed. Yet the main
conspirators had been found slain, and the pasha hinmsel f had sponsored | aws
that severely limted the powers of the guilds. Cearly, word of the plot had
reached his ears, yet try as they mght, no one could | earn who m ght have
turned traitor.

Hhune settled back in his chair and regarded the hal f-el ven bard thoughtfully.
Harpers, at work in his Zazesspur! He shuddered at the thought of adding this
canny society to the ever-growing list of those who sought to seize power or

i nfluence events in Tethyr. Their agent nust be renoved at once, before nore
of Hhune's long-1aid plans were di scovered and brought down.

When the last silvery notes of the lyre shimered into silence, the lord
turned a smile upon the bard. "Thank you for this song, my dear |ady. My
steward will compensate you for your performance and for the troubles of your
journey. But first, can you tell me where you heard this nmpst interesting



story?"

<<ln a tavern, ny lord, just as did your young apprentice," the half-elf said.
It is widely sung. But it is said that the ballad was brought to Tethyr by the
Har per bard who wote it."

"And can you nane this Harper?"

1 cannot, ny lord. But they say that in his song, he
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has named hinsel f."

Understanding jolted through Hhune |ike a dagger's thrust. Indeed, now that he
considered the ballad, the identity of this "bard" becane achingly clear
Surely the conmposer and the hero were one—the ballad was too
self-congratulatory for it to be otherwi se! And the description of the hero
was very |ike soneone Hhune-knew, not well, but far too well for his liking.
The lord carefully hid his response. Again he sumoned his capabl e servant and
pl aced the half-elf into the nman's care, instructing himto treat their guest
with all courtesy and have her escorted back to the city.

That settled, Hhune shut the door and took a chair directly across fromhis
wat chful apprentice. The lord knew, of course, who the Harper agent was. It
was soneone whose identity should have been apparent all along. A newconer, a
northerner, a wealthy young man nobly born into one of Waterdeep's powerful

nmer chant clans—all of these things were anple grounds for suspicion. But with
an audaci ous nerve worthy of master thieves, the Harpers had hidden their
agent in plain sight. Wi woul d have suspected that the frivol ous young nman
who' d conposed this ballad—+to all appearances a fop and a fool—was in reality
a viper disguised by a jester's notley?

In short, who woul d have suspected Danil o Thann?

What Hhune wanted to know now was how this know edge had come to Hashet h.

"The pasha will be interested to |l earn that these neddl esone northerners are
at work in his kingdom" Hhune began, feeling his way a step at a tine.

"He knows already," the young man stated coldly. "This so-called bard sings

his tales directly into ny father's ear. Wrd of it came to nme. | do not
approve. "
"Yet it is a wise man who will take a valuable gift, even froman eneny," the

| ord observed cautiously. He could hardly voice his agreement with Hasheth's
harsh sentiments. For all he knew, this could be a trap, and it would not do
to have the young upstart run to his father
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wi th word of Hhune's di sapproval

"The gift is given. W have no nore use for this man," Hasheth conti nued.

AR 2"

Hhune [ et the question hang in the air, observing his apprentice closely as
the young man fornul ated a response. There was much in the youth's eyes that

i nterested Hhune. Whatever Hasheth's talents m ght be, the prince had not yet
| earned to hide his enotions. There was a personal matter between himand this
Har per, of that Hhune was certain.

"I amnow in your service," Hasheth said, speaking with careful enphasis. "It
seens to ne that you would not be well served should a Harper remain within
the guilds."

Wl |, that answered many questions, Hhune thought wyly. The pal ace was aware
of the guilds' plot against Balik. It was even possible that young Hasheth had
been pl aced here, in Hhune's service, to act as an informant, perhaps by the
Har pers thensel ves. Well enough—nformation could flow both ways.

Hhune settled back in his chair. "I consider nyself a fair judge of nen. You
know t hi s Harper. You have sonething against him something of a persona
nature."

An i mage of Danilo Thann flashed into the lord' s nind: a handsome bl ond yout h,
dancing at a recent party and charning the |adies of the court.

"A woman, perhaps?" Hhune concluded slyly, and was rewarded by a flash of
sullen resentnment in the prince's eyes. "A worman, then. And you want the rival



for her affections renoved."

"It is not so sinple a nmatter. And even if it were, as your apprentice | would
not act w thout your approval,"” Hasheth said stiffly.

"Ah. Let us say you have obtained it. What would you do?"

"I would hire every assassin in the guild to hunt himdown with all possible

haste,” the young man said col dly.
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"This is nore than a personal matter. Any anmount of gold needed to buy the
death of this particular traitor would be well spent!"”

But Hhune shook his head. "Wait three days," he said. "The young fool has
powerful friends in Waterdeep, and there would be grave repercussions should
we in Tethyr nove against himtoo quickly. Gve the ballad time to do its work
before we strike. The Harpers can hardly avenge an agent who betrayed hinself
with a song!"

"This bal | ad—=

"WIl be sung in every tavern in Zazesspur," Hhune finished firmy. "You may
believe ne when | say this." Wth these words, he took a large gold coin from
his pocket and flipped it to his apprentice.

The young man deftly fielded the coin and studied it. The proud, stiff posture
of his shoulders nelted, and the eyes he lifted to Hhune's face were wide with
wonder —and t he dawni ng of true respect.

"I see that you know the marks on that coin,” the lord said dryly. "And it is
wel | that you do, for the Knights of the Shield were |largely responsible for
your father's rise to power. If you are to enter ny service, you should al so
understand my position with this powerful group, and your worth to nme. That
coin may mark me as an agent of the Knights, but information is the true
currency. Wth this currency, an anbitious man can purchase power. Do you
under stand me?"

"Yes, ny lord," Hasheth agreed eagerly.

"Good. You should al so understand that very little happens in these southern

| ands that the Knights have not planned, and by which we do not profit. It is
not so in the north. This could change, if we had agents who could infiltrate
the ranks of the Harpers and bring us information gathered by those northern
nmeddl ers. Could such a thing be done, do you think?"

"It can, ny lord."

Hhune noted the confidence in the prince's voice, the proud, determned tilt
of his chin. So there was anot her
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Har per besi de that Thann nui sance, Hhune nused, and one whom Hasheth knew.

Per haps the woman for whose affections Hasheth was willing to betray a fornmer
ally.

"She is very beautiful, this Harper?" Hhune asked casual ly.

"A goddess, ny lord," the prince blurted out, and then bit his lip as he
real i zed what he had reveal ed.

The I ord chuckled. 1 care not how you amuse yourself Nor do | wi sh to know the
nane of this other Harper—not yet, at least. Do all that you can to gain her
trust. Prove yourself a competent informant. In doing so, you will serve ne
well."

"As you wi sh, Lord Hhune," he agreed.

Hhune, who was in feet a rather astute judge of nen, did not doubt that al
woul d be done as agreed. He recognized the fires of anbition, and sel dom had
he seen them burn so brightly as they did in Hasheth's black eyes. This youth
woul d do whatever he could to further his own cause

The lord rose to his feet, signifying that the interview was at an end. "You

will return to the city at once. My scribe, Achnib, has been instructed to
teach you of ny shipping affairs. Learn well. W will speak nore when
return.’

"Return, ny |ord?"
"Each sumer | travel to Waterdeep to attend the m dsumer fair and to receive



the report of our agent there, a countrywoman, Lucia Thione, who is highly

pl aced both in business and society."

The young man | ooked i npressed, as Hhune had i ntended. The Thione fanmly was
related to the royal house of Tethyr. Few nenbers had escaped the sword after
the fall of the royal famly. That one of these survivors was allied with the
Kni ghts of the Shield gave an additional luster to the secret society.

Al'l things, including loyalty, had a price. As Hhune sent the young man on his
way, there was no doubt in his mnd that he was now the proud owner of a

pri nce—
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a prince who al so happened to be a trusted ally of the Harpers. It was, in his
estimation, a bargain well nade.

The night passed slowy for Arilyn, for try as she mi ght, she could not banish
fromher mnd the i mage of the elven warrior she had seen in Assante's
treasure roons. \When at |ast she slept, her dreanms were haunted by the face of
her unknown ancestor and by a chorus of Elvish voices that denanded that the
di shonor done to the swordnistress be redressed. Arilyn woke before dawn with
the voices still ringing in her ears and the conviction that there was nore to
the night vision than the pronptings of her own outrage. The dream had an
eldritch intensity of a sort Arilyn had not experienced in over two years.
Instinctively her eyes went to her noonbl ade, which |ay bared and ready on her
night table, within easy reach. Arilyn reached out a tentative hand to touch
the sword. As she expected, a surge of restless magic jolted through her

The Harper snatched back her tingling hand. Then, with a sigh, she reached for
the weapon and slid it back into its ancient sheath. She kicked off her covers
and rose, buckling on her swordbelt with practiced fingers.

Baref oot and clad only in her |eggings and under tuni c—and, of course, the
nmoonbl ade—Ari |l yn wal ked over to the window. The city below still lay sl eeping,
except for those who, like herself were nost likely to do business under the
cover of night.

For a long tinme Arilyn stood at her tower w ndow, staring at Zazesspur's
rooftops with eyes that did not see, struggling to accept what she knew to be
true. After a silence of nore than two years, the el fehadow, the essence of

t he noonbl ade, was growi ng restless. Once again the spirit of the magic sword
was demandi ng sonething of the half-elf who conmanded it. *-
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The last tine this had happened, twenty and nore Harpers | ay dead before
Arilyn finally recogni zed the voice of the sword. She knew the cost of

i gnoring the noonbl ade's warnings, yet the sunrise colors had faded fromthe
sky before she was able to deci de upon a course of action. The norning was
nearly spent before she was ready to proceed.

The half-elf did not consider herself a coward. Froman early age she had
battl ed arned nmen, fought nonsters of al nbst every description, net the Tuigan
hoard in the lingering horror that was war. There was only one thing under the
stars that Arilyn Moonblade truly feared: the unknown powers hidden in the
anci ent sword that was strapped to her side.

There were aspects of the noonbl ade's nmagic that Arilyn understood and w el ded
with skill. The noon-bl ade warned her of danger, struck with preternatural
speed and power, enabled her to take on a nunber of disguises, and gave her a
resistance to fire that had spared her life nore than once. It was the

el fshadow, her own mirror image, that Arilyn dreaded. Yet what el se could she
do but summon the el fshadow and learn fromit what she coul d?

The Harper placed her hand on the moonblade's hilt and drew a | ong, steadying
breath. The el ven sword hissed free of the scabbard and glittered in the
bright nmorning light as Arilyn held it high in her two-handed grip.

"Come forth," she called softly.

In response, a faintly azure mst rose fromthe sword and swirled into the
air, taking on a famliar, yet ghostly form The Harper's arns |owered unti



t he noon- bl ade's point rested on the wooden floor. But Arilyn hardly noticed,
so intent was she on the image taking shape before her

For a nonent she had the feeling she was | ooking at her own reflection in sone
moonl it pond. Then the el fshadow stepped out of the m st and stood before her
as
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apparently solid and nortal as Arilyn herself. Unlike the Harper, the

el f shadow was dressed as if for the road, in the worn but confortable boots
and breeches that Arilyn favored when left solely to her own desires.

For a long nonment the half-elf and the el fehadow regarded each ot her sol emmly.
A strange inpul se—the urge to scratch her nose just to see if the el fshadow
foll owed suit—flashed into Arilyn's nmind. The absurdity of this brought a tiny
smle to her I|ips.
"Well again, sister,’

t he el fshadow sai d, speaking in an exact duplicate of

Arilyn's contralto tones. "I had hoped you would call ne forth long ere this."
The Harper folded her arnms over her chest and glared. "I've been busy."
A sad smile crossed the el fshadow s face. "You still blane yourself for the

death of those Harpers, though the hand that slew themwas mine."

There's a difference?" Arilyn asked bitterly.

"Ch, yes. For the time being, at least."

The hal f-elfs brow furrowed wi th puzzl enent. She had many questions; this one
seened a logical place to start. "I don't suppose you want to explain that."
"No nore than you want to hear the explanation," the el fehadow responded with
an unexpected touch of dry hunor.

Arilyn lifted an inquiring brow That's something | mght have said," she
observed. "What are you? Are you the noonbl ade, or are you ne?"

"Both, and yet neither." The el fshadow fell silent, as if carefully neasuring
her next words. "You know that each wielder of a noonbl ade inbues the sword
with a new power, but you do not understand the source of that power. Unlike
any ot her noonlighter who cane before you, you were not told of the

nmoonbl ade' s secrets before you clained the sword. "

"So tell ne."

"It is not so sinple,"” the el fshadow cautioned her. The mponbl ades are anci ent
elven artifacts, arid the
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nmysteries that went into their Grafting cannot be adequately descri bed—o nore
than | could convey to you with mere words a nel ody you have never heard or a
col or you have never seen."

"Noted. Go on," Arilyn said tersely.

*Pirst let nme point out that the noonbl ade accepted you when you were but a
child, not to mention the first half-elf ever to inherit such a sword! This
decision was not lightly made, for it was foreseen that you would do a great
service to the People/"

The elfgate,"” Arilyn murrmured, nam ng the magi cal gateway to Everneet that she
had di scovered and then fought to protect.

That and nore," the el fehadow agreed cryptically. "Once accepted, you slowy
becanme attuned to the sword. That is how | cane into being. For lack of a

better description, | amthe personification of your union with the sword."
"I see. Do all nponbl ades have people |ike you?"
"By the sea and stars! No, not at all. The ability to formand sumobn an

el f ehadow was one of the powers added to the noonbl ade you carry. By
Zoastria," the shadow added in a | ower voice.

Sonething in the el fshadow s tone convinced Arilyn that this was the nane of
the sleeping warrior. "So that's why |Ve been having these dreans. Not since
the tine of the Harper assassin have | had such visions! But why would finding
Zoastria's body stir them if you are the personification of nmy union with the
swor d?"

"Li ke the el ves who have gone before you, you added a power to the noonbl ade, "



t he el fshadow continued softly. "A power that reflects your character and your
needs. "

Arilyn shrugged, inpatient for the el fshadow to nove on to something she did
not al ready know.

"Moonbl ades contain great nmagic, and they grow in power with each wi el der. But
as with all magic, the cost is high." The el fshadow paused and spread her
hands,
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as if inviting Arilyn to observe in her what that cost m ght be. "My nane is
chosen well, for I amthe shadow of what you will becone."

Arilyn stared at her image, not wanting to understand. Yet she suspected that
she knew what the el f-shadow nmeant. Suddenly, she realized that in sonme snal
way she had al ways known.

"Then when | di e—* she began

"You will not die, strictly speaking. Your life essence will enter the
nmoonbl ade. This is the ultdmate source of the sword's nagic."
Arilyn turned abruptly away. For a |ong nonment she stared at the wall, her

face frozen as she struggled to control her roiling enmotions. "So what you're
saying is that this sword is full of dead elves," she said at |ast.

"No! That explanation is sinplistic and crude, not to nmention entirely

i naccurate. Except in unusual cases, elves are inmortal. We pass fromthis
world on to the real ms of Arvandor wi thout tasting death as humans know it.
But yes, each elf who accepts a noonbl ade understands that his or her passage
to Arvandor will be del ayed, perhaps for thousands of years, until the
nmoon- bl ade' s purpose is fulfilled. Wen a sword fells dormant, the elves are
rel eased. It is an enornous sacrifice, but one that certain noble elves take
on gladly for the greater good of the People."

"But what of me?" The words poured fromArilyn in an agonized rush. "I am

hal f -el ven\ The gates of Arvandor are closed to such as I, and nost of the

el ves Fve known believe | have no soul! VWat will become of ne? O us?" she
amended bitterly.

The el f shadow nerely shook her head. "I do not know. None of us know. You are
the first half-elf ever to wield such a blade. At the risk of sounding like a
t wo- copper cleric discussing the afterlife, you will have to wait and find
out."

"But your best guess would be eternal servitude, cooped up like sone genie in
a cheap bronze | amp?"
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Arilyn said with cold rage. "Thanks, but I'Il pass."

**You cannot."

"The hell 1 can't. | didn't sign on for any of this!"

"Your fate was decided when you first drew the sword," the el fshadow i nsi sted
But Arilyn shook her head, her eyes blazing. "I'll accept that when |I'm

drinking tea and swapping stories with Zoastria's shade! There has to be a way
out! Wiere would | find sonmeone who knows it?"

"Arvandor," the shadow replied grinmy. "And, possibly, Everneet."

Arilyn threw up her hands. To her, one was about the same as the other. She
woul d never be accepted on. the elven island. And not even for the sake of her
soul —+f indeed she had one—woul d she take sonethi ng unearned fromthe hands of
her not her's peopl e!

Unear ned.

Suddenly the furious Harper remenbered the missive fromthe Queen of Everneet,
and she knew what she must do. She woul d accept Am arui Ps inpossible m ssion
and she would find a way to succeed beyond the el ven nonarch's hi ghest
expectati ons, and she would do it in her own way and on her own termnms! And
once that was acconplished, the queen would pay dearly for services rendered.
Arilyn lifted the sword and faced down her el fshadow. "In you go," she said
grimy. "Where |I'm headed, the patrons are already seeing double."
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"It's been days, and no sign of themelves," Vhenlar fretted, and not for the
first time. "How re we to know when they're com ng? You'd sooner hear your own
shadow com ng up behind you than one of them unnatural things. Like ghosts,
they are! For all we know, every nman on patrol is |lying under some bush right
now with a second snile under his chin!"

Bunl ap threw a queui ng gl ance toward the nervous archer. "Mybe so, but well
know," he said shortly. TU know."

As the mercenary spoke, his hand lifted to touch the livid scar on his cheek
three curving lines that conbined in the sinple but distinctive design of a
woodl and fl ower of sonme sort. Bunlap had seen that nmark el sewhere, and since
the day the red-haired eh7 had marked hiip, he had done his dead-I| evel
dammdest to nake sure other people sawit, too—people who wouldn't think
kindly of the elf it identified. And by extension, tfie rest
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of Tethir"s elves. Bunlap's hatreds were nothing if not inclusive.

They were a scrappy bunch, the wild elves of Tethir, even if they were short
and scrawny. The half dozen that Bunlap's nen had captured fromthe forest

gl ade had put up a fight all out of proportion to their size and nunber. And

t hese were but wonenfol k, and hal f-grown elf-brats! The mercenaries kept these
few around as bait for a trap, but there were nany other elves in the forest
who might well blanme the red-haired elf whose arrows Bunlap had strewn
judiciously around the ravaged el ven settl enent.

Bunl ap liked the idea of angering some of the El nanesse border tribes and
turni ng them agai nst the elven warrior who had mai nred him and who had el uded
himfor too long. Keep the | ong-eared bastards busy—that was what he was
getting paid to do. But when it cane tine to kill the red-haired elf, Bunlap
want ed the honor for hinself.

The nercenary propped his boots up on a bale of dried and cured pi peweed. From
his left boot he pulled a small knife, with which he began to carve sonme of
the dirt fromunder his fingernails. Fromthe small w ndow across fromhim he
had a clear view of the field that stretched between the drying barn and the
forest's edge. Sunset colors spilled into the small, w nding creek that
separated field fromforest and provided water for the thirsty crops. In the
dyi ng light the shadows were deep and | ong. Even so, nothing, and no one,
woul d be abl e sneak past him

Most of the men in the barn's loft seened to share Bunlap's confidence. A
dozen men sprawl ed about throwi ng dice, whittling, or otherwise killing tine.
Several days had conme and gone since their last foray into the deep shadows of
Tethir, and as tine passed their dread of elven retaliation had faded into
nonchal ance.

Vhenl ar, however, was still as nervous as a nouse in
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a hawk's nest. The archer paced the barn's loft, watching the w ndows but
keeping well out of the Iine of fire. In the field directly bel ow them six
bedraggl ed el ves were chai ned and staked amd the rows of aromatic plants. It
was Bunlap's plan that the el ves appear to be field slaves—a plan that was
about as effective as hitching three wild deer to a plow and expecting a
straight furrowto conme of it. The strange little folk adamantly refused to
cooperate with their captors. Even the smallest child would rather take a
beating than harvest a single |eaf. Wakened by [ ack of food and sl eep and by
the frequent |lash of the whips, the elves nonethel ess showed a fierce,
stubborn resistance that Vhenlar al nost admired.

The archer watched as one of the nercenaries on guard duty drew back his whip
to punish a recalcitrant slave. His intended victim an elven | ass not yet old
enough to bed, faced the man defiantly as the whip flashed up and forward.

Up cane the girl's arm noving with a speed that rivaled that of the flailing
| eat her thong. Even as the whip curled around her wist, the elf maid expl oded



into action. Myving faster than Vhenlar woul d have believed possible, the girl
seized the whip with both hands and threw herself into a backward roll

The sudden tug worked with the whip's nomentumto pull the mercenary

of f - bal ance. He stunbled forward. Before he could recover, the elf was on her
feet. Wth the speed of a striking hawk, she was upon him A quick flash of
her bl eeding arm and the now sl ack whip was | ooped around the mercenary's
neck.

Darting around him the fierce elf child | eaped up high and pl anted both bare
feet on the small of the human's back. She kicked out hard, |aunching herself
back and pulling at the whip with all her mght. Vhenlar w nced as the
nmercenary' s head snapped back sharply. He fancied he could actually hear the
di stant cracking of bone.
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"Anot her man down," he noted | aconically, watching as three of the guards
rushed in and westled the girl to the ground.

When Bunl ap nerely shrugged, the archer turned back to the scene bel ow. He
felt oddly ill at ease in the barn's loft. Trapped, alnobst. Yet Vhenlar was no
stranger to the task before him During his years stationed in the fortress
known as Darkhol d, he'd often hidden in the rocks above sone nearby nountain
pass, picking off travelers. Wen woul d-be invaders chall enged the Znentish
stronghol d, Vhenlar was always called to the walls to help pin down the
attackers. Hi s aimwas al nost | egendary, and he had over two hundred confirnmed
kills to his credit. But compared to the uncanny skill of the forest elves,
Vhenl ar felt like a clumsy-handed novice. Not even the extra neasure of

preci sion granted himby his elven bow evened the score to his satisfaction
Suddenly the mercenary captain | eaped to his feet, his gray eyes blazing in
his elf-scarred face. "There it is, men!** hissed Bunlap. "Take your pl aces.
Movel "

Al t hough Bunl ap's men exchanged uncertain glances, all did as they were told.
Kneel i ng beside the small wi ndows that vented the loft, they gathered their
weapons, fixed then- eyes upon the tree line, and waited.

"What d'you hear, Captain?* Vhenlar nurnured as he nocked an arrow-ene of his
own, this tine, steel-tipped and fletched with the bl ue-and-white striped
feathers of a bird that brightened the bl eak | andscape of his native Cornmyr.
The arrow felt good in his hands, not at all like the black-shafted arrows he
had pillaged fromthe quivers of slain elves or torn fromthe bodies of his
own conrades. There was sonething unnatural about those elven bolts. Vhenlar
couldn't pick up such an arrow wi thout the strange feeling that it mght at
any noment turn against him

"The call of a wood thrush,” Bunlap returned with grimsatisfaction. "A sort
of bird that never ventures
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fromthe forest to the fields. It would appear that our elven friend has |ess
sense than the bird he imtates!”

Vhenl ar squinted into the trees, but he could see nothing. He nodded toward
the captured elves in the fields below. "If you recognize that birdsong, so do
they," he pointed out.

This, Vhenlar thought, was the weakest point of Bunlap's plan. Surely the

el ven sl aves realized they-were bait for an anbush. If they had bothered to
count, they would have to know there had been nore humans in the raiding party
that destroyed their homes than the few who now guarded them But the elves
al so knew enough about their human captors to realize that they thensel ves
woul d probably not survive a rescue attenpt. Vhenlar had no i dea whether the
elves would try to warn away any woul d-be rescuers or whether they'd keep
qui et and hope for the best.

Then a pale bolt arched up high over the field, followed by two nore. The
arrows descended upon the three guards who were busy subduing the elf girl

wi th considerably nore force than was needed. Startled oaths and shouts of



pain floated up toward the barn as the guards | eaped to then- feet. The nen
whirl ed about, pawing at the arrows enbedded between their shoul der bl ades.
"Just out of reach, just above the heart,” murrmured Vhenlar with admration

It was an astonishing feat of skill. Even nore remarkabl e was the range at

whi ch the shot had been nmade. Not even a crossbowfired arrow coul d have taken
the guards with a level shot. To reach the humans at all, the elves had had to
shoot upward at a sharp angle, trusting that the arrows would fall in
precisely the right place.

Before he had tine to marvel at this feat of marksmanship, the unseen el ves'
pur pose becanme apparent. The elf maid, suddenly freed, seized a hand-axe from
the belt of one of the distracted nen and with one fierce bl ow severed the
chain that tethered her. At once a 3ec-
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ond barrage of arrows exploded fromthe forest and took all three of her
tormentors through their throats. She ninbly dodged their falling bodies and
ran |i ke a deer for the trees.

Instinctively Vhenlar dropped the elf bow and snapped his | oaded crossbow up
into place. Before he could bring down the elf maid, Bunlap seized his wist.
"Fool! You'll give away our position!"

"And she won't?" Vhenlar retorted.

For once Bunlap had no argunent. He released the archer's wist and nodded
grimy.

Vhenl ar pulled the crossbow s trigger. The arrow streaked toward the fleeing
girl, and though she was at the outernpst edge of his range, he saw his aim
woul d be good.

But while the arrow was still hurtling downward toward the elf maid s back, an
answering flash canme fromthe forest's edge. There was a sudden bright spark
clearly visible against the darkening forest, as Vheniar's steel arrowhead net
one of stone. Both arrows fell to the ground, and the elf naid di sappeared
into the trees.

"Bane's dark blood," the archer swore in an awed tone. Had he not seen it with
his own eyes, he wouldn't have believed any nortal being could shoot
accurately enough to hit an arrowin flight, point-to-point.

Bunl ap seermed to be having simlar thoughts, for he edged away fromthe open
wi ndow. He cupped his hands to his nouth and bellowed instructions to the nen
bel ow. The guards unchai ned the captured el ves and, hol ding them as shi el ds,
began to drag them back behind the barn

"Lot of good that will do," Vhenlar nuttered. "Elves are small; there's stil
too much human target exposed. Those el ven archers could put a bolt through a
hunmi ngbird's eye! ™"

"So we mght | ose a few guards,
Enough men remain to bring the

the captain returned coldly. "What of it?
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captives out of range—and out of sight. The wild elves won't stand and fight,
but we'll give them sonmething to think about. Every now and again we'll cut

one of their wonenfol k. They can sit there and enjoy the nmusic while we kil
off their people, bit by bit, or they can | eave the shelter of the trees."
The archer responded with a derisive sniff.

"An easy choice for themto nmake, is that what you” think?" inquired Bunlap
"Mark me: that fox-haired elf will come. Hells' dungeons—+'d cone, if for no
other reason than to take up the gauntlets weVe been | eaving all over the
forest!

"But more than that, he wants me," the nercenary captain continued with dark
satisfaction. "lI've looked into that elf s eyes. He's the sort who likes to
think of hinself as a noble | eader, but deep down he's the same as | am For
both of us, this has becone personal ."

The el ven maiden stunbled into the forest and into the wailing arns of Tanara
OGakstaff, the only female in the war party. The young fighter steadied the



child, then held her out at armis length. Tamara's expert gaze slid over the
girl, measuring her hurts.

These were many and considerable: welts and gashes dealt by the whip, skin
rubbed into raw, angry wounds by rusted chains, a frail body weakened by | ack
of food and water and rest. There were unseen hurts, too, apparent only to
Tamara's fey eyes. For a nonent the elf woman flinched away fromthe terrors
the child had endured. But any thought of pity died when Tamara's gaze reached
the girl's fierce eyes. The ol der femal e nodded approval. This one woul d not
only survive, but fight!

"Gve the little hawk sone water,'
bow and quiver!"

But the elf maid waved away both and pointed to the retreating humans. "Too
late for that," she said. *-
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They are beyond range," Foxfire agreed.

As the | eader handed the girl a watersih and indicated that she nust drink
his eyes searched the wi ndows placed high on the | arge wooden structure that
stood at the far side of the field.

There archers lay in wait for them As he'd expected, this was an anbush. Wat
he hadn't bargai ned on was that Bunlap would use elven children and females to
lure his opponents into the trap. Silently Foxfire berated hinself. He should
have foreseen sonething like this, given what he knew of the man.

Tell us of our foe. How many humans do we face?" he asked the elf maid,
speaki ng as one warrior to another.

This show of respect brightened the child' s eyes. She bit her lip,
concentrating, nodding off the count as she silently tallied their foe. "Mre
than a hundred nmen attacked Council d ade; of that nunber, perhaps half
survived. We six managed to kill a few nore since we were brought here, but
there were far too many for us!"

"Afamliar story, when dealing with humans,” nmuttered Tansin, Tamara's

twi n-born brother.

"And in the barn?" Foxfire pressed.

Ten, maybe nore," she said. "There were twelve guards in the field, and two
patrols of ten each in the forest."

Tou needn't worry about them" Tansin assured her in a tone that left little
doubt as to their fate.

"A score of humans. W outnunber themthree to two," exulted Tanara.

"And in the forest, that would be overwhel ni ng odds," the | eader said. "But

t he humans have turned this battle around, forcing us into a stupid and
sui ci dal charge while they fight fromcover as forest people do!"

"It is not our way, but if you say it nust be done we will follow you," one of
the warriors said. The others, thirty in all, nodded and rai sed their hands in
a silent gesture of assent, as the elves of Talltrees pledged their lives to
their war | eader.
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Foxfire thanked themwi th a nod, then turned back to study the unfamliar
battl eground. For a long noment the warriors at his back remained silent in

t he shadows, waiting with elven patience for his decision. As the darkness
around t hem deepened, the only sounds were the night songs of birds and the
qui ckening chirp of crickets.

Then the quiet twilight was rent by the sound of a female's scream high and
pi erci ng and angui shed. The el ves tensed, their dark fingers curving around
their bows and their nuscles tensing as they prepared to sprint through the

she said with a smle, "and then give her a

deadly field.

"Do not," Foxfire said softly, though his own face was twi sted with distress.
"They are baiting us, and their archers will pick us off |ong before we reach
our people. Your deaths will only speed theirs!"

"What, then?" demanded Korrigash, coming up to his friend s side.



Wth a strange smile, the | eader pulled his bone knife fromhis belt and cut
the thong that bound his forehead and hel d back his fox-colored hair. Fromit
hung a nunber of ornanents that hel ped his bright russet |locks to blend in
with the forest: feathers, cunningly woven reeds, a dried cattail he'd cut
that spring fromthe Swanmay's gl ade.

Foxfire's hands noved deftly as he slid the cattail onto an arrow s shaft.
Murnuring a quick prayer of explanation and apol ogy, Foxfire slashed at the
bark of a scrubby pine until it bled thick sap. He scraped up the pine pitch
with his knife and pressed it into the cattail, then called for the |l oan of a
fire-forged knife.

Wor dl essly Korrigash handed one over. The horrified expression in his black
eyes was echoed on the face of every elf in the conpany as Foxfire struck
steel against stone. Wiat the | eader proposed to do was unthinkable to the
forest elves, for in their world no force was as feared or as destructive as

the one Foxfire prepared to unl eash. *
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"The plants in that field are green and fresh," he said softly as he struck a
second spark. "And water runs between the barn and the trees. The barn will

burn, but fire will not reach the forest. Wen the humans are forced fromthe
building, we will attack. They force us into the open; we will do the sane."
"But they will not let our people live that long!" protested Tanmsin.

"They will," Foxfire said with absolute certainty. "They will keep them alive,

and in tornment, for as long as it takes to bring us to them There is much
about the humans | do not understand, but this thing | know their |eader wll
not rest easy until he has washed his pride with nmy bl ood."

Anot her scream pierced the night. Foxfire winced and bent over his fearful
task. Again he struck steel to stone; this tinme the spark fell upon the
pitch-coated cattail. The elf blew softly upon it, coaxing the makeshift torch
into flame. When the arrow was ready, he quickly fitted it to his bow Wth a
strength far beyond that suggested by his slender frame, the elf pulled the
arrow back to its flam ng point. For a nonent he held it, drawing up strength
fromthe forest floor beneath him Then he | oosed both the arrow and a
hawkl i ke cry.

The fire-bearing arrow streaked through the night Iike a falling star
plumreting into the dried weeds, crushed and matted by the passage of nany
feet, that surrounded the wooden building. As snmoke spiral ed upward toward the
stars, elven arrows kept at bay all those who tried to quench the gathering

fl anes.

Vil e oaths and shouts of anger and fear poured fromthe building |ike snoke,
but at last the hunmans were forced to stagger fromthe burning barn into the
ni ght .

"Shoot while you can, fight hand-to-hand when you nust," Foxfire said tersely.
"Have ready a second weapon; as soon as possible we nust arm any of the
captives who are still able to fight. You, little sister, bide here and await
our return."
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But the rescued elf mmid seized the steel knife fromhis hands. "For ny

nmot her," she said before he could protest, and she showed hi mthe bone dagger
Tamara had al ready gi ven her

"You are a brave and bl ooded warrior, but you are hurt,

he said gently.

"I can still fight," she insisted. Her eyes glowed with intense fervor as she
sei zed his hand and pressed it to her lips. "And I will follow you to death
and beyond!"

Wth these words, the elf naid darted out into the field, her thin, dark form
sil houetted agai nst the |eaping flanes. The other elves followed suit at once,
fanning out as they went, running as silently as a pack of wol ves.

Foxfire and Korrigash exchanged a wy glance and then kicked into a run. "I
used to wonder why, of the two of us, you ended up as war |eader," the



dark-haired el f observed. "Especially seeing as how | can outrun, out-shoot,
and outfight you."

A fleeting grin softened Foxfire's grimface. "Il remenber that challenge, ny
friend, and disprove it another day! So what is this secret?"

"You know when to follow " Korrigash said.

The el ven |l eader's black eyes settled upon the child warrior. She was the
first to reach the humans. Her frail formwas barely visible in the roiling
snoke, crouched as she was astride a fallen nan, but her armrose again and
again as the steel sank hone.

Foxfire nodded, recognizing the truth of his friend s observation, though he
hi nsel f had never thought long on the matter. Korrigash had a gift for saying
much with few words.

"Hi gh-sun and two," Korrigash gritted out, naning a tinme of day and a
direction.

Refl exively, his friend snapped up his bow and | oosed an arrow ahead and to
his right. The swirling snoke parted to reveal a human fighter, an elf-bolt
buried in his gut and a | ook of surprise on hie face. In his bland
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was a length of chain-still whirling—that he'd been preparing to | aunch at
Foxfire. The inpronptu weapon wrapped around the human's armwi th a sickening
thud and a crack of bone. Wen the human opened his nouth to scream all that
energed was a sudden bright gush

Foxfire turned away fromthe sight, for the death of his enem es gave himno
pl easure. He touched the other elf s armin silent thanks and pulled his
dagger. Suddenly there was no nore tinme for words. The battle cl osed around
themw th a hellish cacophony: a roaring of flanmes, the shrieks of rage and
pai n, and the deafeni ng pounding of their own bl ood against their ears. The
two elves spun and stood back to back to confront together a horror that both
had | ong feared and neither understood:

A war agai nst the humans.

The door of the Breaching Wal e tavern slamred open, sendi ng shudders through
t he many- paned wi ndows that fronted the dock. An elf woman burst into the
taproomas if she'd been thrust through the door by the winds of a freak
sumer storm She was uncommonly tall for an el f, white-skinned and
raven-haired—a startling coloring common to the noon people. Vivid blue eyes
flamed like wizard fire as she stal ked across the suddenly silent room
Sandusk Truffl edigger, the halfling barkeep, watched warily as the elf woman
descended upon himwith the force of a funnel cloud.

"Where is Carreigh Macunai |l ?" she demanded, punctuating her question by

sl amm ng bot h hands upon the polished wooden counter

The halfling was gratified to note that her voice, a nelodic alto despite her
anger, was definitely that of a haff-elf—ot as flat as a human's tones, but

| acki ng the
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musi ¢ and magi ¢ of an el ven voice. Elves and human? both were trouble, but to
Sandusk's way of thinking ai L elf-human hybrid was to be preferred over a

pur e- bl ooded version of either variety. Half-elves were treated well enough in
Zazesspur, but they wal ked a thin rope and nost of them knew it. The
ever-increasing racial conflicts of Tethyr put half-elves in a tenuous
position that pronpted themto watch their manners and mnd then-own affairs.
Thi s one, however, seened determned to be the exception. Wen the barkeep did
not answer fast enough to suit her, the half-elf seized his tunic with both
hands and pull ed himup over the bar until they were eye-to-eye.

"I know and appreciate the Breached Wale's reputation for protecting its
patrons, and | assure you | have no intention of harmng Captain Macunail,"
she said softly. "You, however, are another matter entirely. Now talk."

"He's gone!" the barkeep squeaked. "He left!"

Arilyn gave hima sharp shake. "I know that. | also know that he routinely



i nforns you of his next destination. Tell me, or 111 skewer you like a
roasting rabbit!"

"But 1'ma halfling,"” Suldusk protested in a piercing whine that carried to
every corner of the tavern. He had |long ago | earned that those |arger than he
could easily be shanmed, and |like nost halflings he doled out guilt with a
 avi sh hand. "Fm but half your sizel"

The half-elf smled coldly. "So Til use a short sword,"

Sul dusk considered the grimpracticality of this solution. "He's not gone
far," he said in tones nore nodul ated toward discretion. "M st-Wl ker raised
anchor just this norning. Captain Macunail said sonething about hooki ng up
with some pirate-hunters. Mght be that you could still catch him"

Arilyn stared at the halfling for a nonent; then she gave a curt nod and
lowered himto the floor. She turned and strode fromthe tavern. Wt hout
pause, she w& t to

Si | ver Shadows

109

t he edge of the dock and dove cleanly into the water

One of the bemused patrons shook his head and snorted. "By the wounds of
I[lmater! What's the fool elf wench thinking of? Swi mming out to Macumail's
shi p?"

The hal fling heard in these words the voice of opportunity. He snoothed his
tunic back into place and then topped off his customer's nug froma foaning
pitcher. "My dear sir. that wouldn't surprise me in the slightest. And if
you're a wagering man, |'Il happily lay odds that she'll have himback here by
sunrise. "

Arilyn dove deep and began swinming steadily toward the west. As she did, she
bl essed Bl ack Pearl, an old friend and a half sea elf, for the enchanted
amul et of water breathing that allowed Arilyn to enter her world. The Har per
was not fond of nmagic or magi cal devices, but she'd kept the talisman for many
years in honor of her friend. O late, she'd had need of it so often she'd
gotten into the habit of wearing it.

As she swam she kept a keen watch for threats fromthe many dangers in
Zazesspur's coastal waters. Col onies of sahuagi n abounded; there were even
runors that the creatures had managed to capture several ships, which they
used to engage in piracy. These runors were unconfirmed. Lost ships were not
uncomon, but survivors of pirate attacks were rare, and so far none could
establish the truth of the strange buccaneers. But Arilyn knew what she knew.
Where there were sahuagin, there were al so sea elves, and she had | ong been on
better terns with the People who dwelt bel ow the sea than those who wal ked
beneath the stars. She probably knew nore about the sea folk's affairs than
did the insular elves of Tethyr's forest.

The Forest of Tethir was vast and ancient, stretching fromits easternnost
point in the foothills of the Snowfl ake Mountains to the Starspire Peninsul a,
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al nost to the very edge of the sea. But few elves lived on this swanpy western
armof forest land, a part of Tethyr that had | ong since been abandoned to the
humans and their clandestine activities. Poachers cut down the ancient trees
for mast poles; pirates docked in fingerlike coves. Even the sahuagi n had
bases on the Starspire. So, therefore, did the elves. And not just the Sea
Peopl e. Once the sea creatures had taken to ships, the elven nation of
Everneet had sent in vessels of its own to even the bal ance.

In a deep cove near the tip of the peninsula, shielded fromdiscovery by
jagged rocks both real and illusion-ary, was a snmall outpost of the elven
navy, cloaked with concealing magi c and commanded by noon-elven sailors from
the royal fleet. Macurail had confided this to Arilyn a couple years back
right after he'd first been named elf-friend and all owed to nmake port on
Evermeet. The captain had returned fromthe elven island overbrimrng wth



stories of elven wonders and glowing like a noon in the reflected glory of
Queen Amlaruil. Although Arilyn had little patience for his stories about the
el ven queen, she'd listened and | earned what she could. Since Macumail could
stay in Zazesspur for only so | ong w thout raising suspicions about his
intentions, Arilyn guessed he was bound for the elven port. She did not doubt
that he would stay close at hand until he had done Am aruil's bidding.
Promthe corner of her left eye Arilyn glinpsed a femliar shape in the dark
water: an elven form smaller than that of |and-dwelling People, and al nost

i nvi sible behind the withing strands of seaweed he used as cover. If not for
her infravision, Arilyn wuld not have seen himat all

The elf was clearly part of a patrol. Atightly rolled net was tied to his
belt, and he wore several sharp weapons and a wary expression. Arilyn had ho
doubt that another elf, sinmlarly arned, closed in on her fromthe right.

*Q

She rai sed both hands high and to her sides to show that they held no weapons.
Then she slowy turned to fece the first elf. Using the hand gestures she'd

| earned from Bl ack Pearl, she |aboriously spelled out her need to find
Macumai | . Grudgi ngly she added that she was on an errand for Am aruil of

Ever neet .

The sea elf s eyes brightened with adoration at the nention of the elven
gueen, an expression Arilyn had seen far too often on the fece of Macumail, or
for that matter anyone el se who knew of Queen Amlaruil. Even Elaith

Craul nober, a rogue noon elf of Arilyn's acquai ntance who' d spent his many
years away from Evermeet honing his reputation for battle prowess and cruelty,
grew positively msty at the mention of the queen's name. The Harper gritted
her teeth and focused her attention upon the sea elf's gesticul ati ng, webbed
fingers.

Macumai | Elf-friend has spoken of you, Arilyn Monflower. The Peopl e have been
charged with watching for your approach, though we expected you to cone by
boat. He lifted one hand in the directional inflection that indicated hunor.
Arilyn, however, was in no nood to be amused. *Moonfl ower" was the nanme of the
royal family of Everneet—-her nother's nane, and one that Arilyn had no thought
of claimng for herself. A sinmple error, no doubt, but one that grated on her
Moonbl ade, she corrected him spelling out the word with enphatic

del i beration, but the elf had already turned away and was gesturing excitedly
to his partner, a female distinguished by her close-cropped green curls and
the gleaming trident she carried. The two carried on a brief discussion, their
fingers flashing with a speed Arilyn could not follow Then the elves gestured
that she should follow them

The Harper sighed, sending a rift of bubbles floating upward, and then began
to swmafter the sea folk. Arilyn was a strong swi mer, but there was no
possi bl e
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way she coul d keep pace with these elves. Time and again her escort forgot her
l[imtations and | eft her behind, only to circle back

Fortunately, M st-WAlker had not gone far into the bay. By noonrise the trio
had the ship in sight. The sea elves bid farewell to their charge and

di sappeared into the black waters, leaving Arilyn to approach the human

vessel al one.

To Arilyn's surprise, the ship had dropped anchor. That was risky, for even so
cl ose to Zazesspur piracy was far fromuncomon. She clinbed the anchor's rope
and quietly pulled herself over the side of the vessel. As she shook the water
fromher ears, she heard behind her the unm stakabl e hiss of steel sliding
free of a scabbard.

Her own sword fairly leaped fromits sheath. Monblade held firmy in her

two- handed grip, Arilyn whirled to face the chall enger

The swordsman was young—a son of one of the western Monshae Isles, if his



bright red hair and broad, blunt-nosed countenance spoke truth—-and he was
armed with a two-edged bl ade and mat ched dagger conmon to that area. Arilyn
adjusted her grip slightly to prepare for the expected attack. Sure enough
the man feinted |l ow, a conmon nove that would no doubt be foll owed by a dagger
feint and a sweeping overhead sword cut. There were nany styles of swordpl ay
anong the humans of Faerun; Arilyn was acquainted with themall

She parried his sword feint with a hard downward swi ng that forced the point
of his blade to the deck. Before he could bring his dagger into play, she
swept the nmoonbl ade up and to her right with a force that sent the snaller
weapon spinning. At the same tinme, she stonped down hard on the nman's
down-turned bl ade, wenching the sword fromhis hand. The whol e exercise took
per haps ten seconds.

For a nonent the youth nerely stood ~there,

unarmed, too stunned by the pace of the battle to assimlate its results. Then
understanding of his fate dawned in his eyes, and he drew breath to shout an
al arm before he di ed.

Arilyn sl ammed the noonbl ade back into its sheath and plunged both of her
hands into the young nan's bright hair. She yanked himforward, drove her head
hard into his forehead, then thrust himaway as she pivoted hard to her left.
Up cane her right knee, slamming hard into his gut. As he folded with a soft
"oof I" of surprise and pain, Arilyn changed directions and spun again,
bringing her right forearmdown hard on the back of his neck. Down he

went —sensel ess, but with no lasting damage.

"A shame," observed a deep, faintly anmused voice behind her. "And ne having
such high hopes for the lad. He hasn't his father's luck with the I adies,
that's for sure and certain.”

Arilyn spun and | ooked up into the bewhi skered face of the captain. "Ch, no.
Not your son?"

"Mai den voyage," agreed Macunail with a wy grin, "and you shoul d pardon the
expression. Don't ook so worried. The lad is well enough, though hell have
Urberl ee's own tenpest raging in his head come nmorning. Let himsleep it off,
whil e we speak of other matters. My cabin?"

Arilyn nodded and allowed the captain to lead her into an usually |large and

| uxurious cabin furnished with an enormous bed sufficient to Macunail's size
and girth, a brass-bound chest, a small witing table, and a pair of chairs.
As Arilyn took a seat, she was suddenly conscious of the puddl e her dripping
clothes left on Macumail's Turm sh car pet.

"Drink this. It'll help stave off the chill,"” the captain said cheerfully as
he handed her a gobl et of w ne.
She accepted it and sipped, then placed the goblet on the sea chest. "l've

reconsi dered your offer."
"I was hoping you m ght,k"
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and then grinned. "You charmed word of ny where  abouts fromour little Mend
Sul dusk, | take it?"

Arilyn shrugged away his teasing. Her nethods had been abrupt, even by her
standards, but the stakes in her quest were too high, and too personal, to
allow roomfor regrets or time for diplonacy.

"Wl d you carry ny answer—and ny ternms—to Am aruil of Everneet? And can you
duplicate her commssion? I'min a hurry, but 111 need as good a forgery as
you can nmanage."

"No need for that," Macumail said. He took a sheet of parchment fromthe pile
on his witing table and handed it to her. Arilyn scanned the Elvish script;

it seemed to be a duplicate of the document she had destroyed.

The genuine article,"” the captain avowed. "Lady Laeral insisted that | carry a
spare copy or two. And as for terns, the queen has authorized me to pronise,
on her behal f, any paynment you m ght request."

"Such wi sdom and foresight,” Arilyn nurnured dryly, still studying the
parchnent in her hands. Tin seldompaid wth blank prom ssory notes, though

he said with equal candor



the benefits of time saved should be apparent to all."

When she was satisfied that the el ven queen's offer was genuine and that al
was in order, Arilyn put the parchment on the table and lifted her eyes to her
host. "Can you take nme back to Zazesspur? At once?"

In response, Macumail rose fromhis chair and tugged at the bell pull hanging
agai nst one polished wall. "My dear lady, | amentirely at your service. You
know, of course, that the docks are chained off until dawn."

"Dawn' s good," Arilyn agreed.

There is a cabin next to mine. It is enpty this voyage, and you are nore than
wel cone to rest there. You nmight find sone dry garments in the |arge sea chest
that will do until norning. If you need anything el se, you' ve only to ask."
Arilyn's face relaxed into a grateful smile, one that transforned her face and
br ought an answeri ng—and
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fam |l iar—spark to the captain's blue eyes.

The hal f-elf suppressed a sigh. Perhaps the captain was acting at the behest
of the elven queen, but by all reports his fondness for elf women did not
begin and end with Amaruil. It did not surprise Arilyn to hear that the guest
cabi n boasted a femi nine wardrobe, and she did not doubt that she would find a
nunber of garnents that would fit her elven frame. Runors suggested that the
green elf druid was not the only elf wonman who had found a place in Macumail's
heart. Furthermore, the glint in his eyes suggested he would not be averse to
adding a half-elf to his collection of fondly held nmenories. Not wi shing to
pursue this path, Arilyn thanked her host and rose to follow the cabin boy who
cane pronptly to the ring of Macumail's bell.

The captain watched her go and waited until he heard the bolt of her cabin
door slide shut. Then he seated hinself at his witing table and took up the
parchnent Arilyn had left there. Slowy, |aboriously, he read the Elvish
script to the place where the queen's anbassador was naned.

Macumai | opened a snall drawer beneath his table and took fromit a tiny
bottle of ink. It was of elven make, a rare deep-purple hue fashioned froma
m xture of berries and flowers that grew only on Everneet. Carefully he

unst oppered the bottle and dipped a quill into the precious fluid. Wth

pai nst aki ng care, he added a few tiny curves and lines to the Elvish script.
It was fortunate, Macumail thought as he sprinkled the parchment wth drying
powder, that the Elvish words for Monbl ade and Moonfl ower were so simlar in
appear ance.

The captain had heard from Laeral the tale of the elf-gate and the deep sorrow
it had brought to Queen Am aruil. Having w tnessed the sadness in the queen's
eyes and nmourned it for |ove of her, Macumail was loath to do anything that

m ght bring additional pain to the wondrous el ven nmonarch
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Yet Macummil also held the half-elven fighter in high regard, and he
understood the inportance of the task before her. And he knew, as well as any
human alive, the difficulty that would face Arilyn in the shadows of Tethir.
He hinself had | oved a woman of the forest, a green elf druid whose strange,
fey ways had left himnystified much of the tinme. But fromhis elven | ove he
had | earned enough about the forest folk to suspect that the People of Tethir
woul d reject a half-elven anbassador and perhaps even slay her. Passing as a
full-blooded el f was never easy for the half-elven, not even for one as
resourceful as Arilyn. Macumail had therefore devised a strategy that m ght
hel p her do just that.

El ven nam ng custons were endl essly conplicated. Although it was not unusual
for an elf to take on a surname that spoke of a particular skill or weapon—
nanes such as Snow unner or Cakstaff or Ashenbow—these descriptive titles
were for conmon use: a nanme to use during travels, or to give acquai ntances or
out si ders, especially dwarves and humans. Anong thensel ves, however, elves
considered the giving of a famly nane and the recitation of lineage to be a



vital step in formal exchanges. For Arilyn to identify herself to an elven
tribe by only the sword she carried woul d be an egregi ous breach of protocol

It would al nbst certainly shout that her claimas Everneet's anbassador was
spurious. In her case this was particularly true, for noonbl ades were known to
be hereditary swords, and a refusal to identify herself by famly would be
regarded by the elves as a blatant, arrogant adm ssion that she was not what
she claimed to be. And that, Macumail noted wyly, would go over in elven

soci ety about as well as an ogrish daughter-in-I|aw.

Wth this in mnd, the captain had decided to give Arilyn a fam |y nane and an
ancient lineage—all with a few small strokes of a quill pen. His opinion that
t hese honors were truly hers to claimeased his mnd sone-
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what. Nor did he doubt that the borrowed gl amour of the royal famly would
drape a protective mantle over the half-elven woman and sil ence many questions
before they were spoken. And after all, it was well known that of all the
races of elves, noon people were nost |ike humans!

The elves of Tethir's forest were insular, but they knew that no hal f-elves
were all owed on Everneet, and it would not occur to themthat a half-elf would
be permitted to carry the name of the royal famly. A mssive from Am anuTs
own hand, claimng Arilyn as her descendant, would settle the matter. It was
not a ploy that would enter the proud half-elFs nind, nor would she agree to
it if the captain explained his intentions.

To Macumail's way of thinking, they were nuch akin, the el ven queen and the
not - qui t e- el ven swor dmi stress.

"Forgive ne, nmy ladies," he nurnured as he rolled the parchment and slipped it
into a tube. "And may the gods grant that broad and storny seas |lie between ne
and either one of you when you | earn what Fve done!"

* *

True to his word, Captain Macumail had Arilyn back in Zazesspur before
sunrise. Her last day in the Tethyrian city flew by, for there was still nuch
to do before she left for the forest. Arrangenments long in the making had to
be confirmed, mnmessages sent, materials gathered.

There was one personal detail, however, that Arilyn left off attending for as
| ong as she could. She could not |eave Zazesspur w thout word to her Harper
partner, nor would she inform himof her going by note or nessenger Yet she
was reluctant to face the young nobl eman. Danil o woul d understand at once the
danger of her m ssion, and he would not accept lightly what mght well be a
final |eave-taking between them Wbrse, the stubborn fool mght even devise a
way to follow her!
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But when the hour of evenfeast approached, Arilyn prepared herself to enter
Danil o's world. She dressed herself in her one fine gown, a sinple shift of
deep blue silk with an enbroi dered overgown that was draped and sashed in a
manner that hid her weapon belt, yet gave her quick access to her noonbl ade.
Arilyn arranged her hair so that it covered her pointed ears and applied a bit
of rosy ointnent to add a nore human tint to her white skin. As a final touch
one that would give her an aura of wealth and grant her instant adnission to

t he posh festhouses and taverns that her partner frequented, Arilyn slipped
gol d- and- sapphire rings onto several of her fingers and fastened a matching
jewel ed pin onto her bodice.

Danil o had a passion for fine gens and an apparent desire to see her covered
with them After nearly three years, Arilyn had amassed quite a collection

She had declined his first few offerings, but he'd nmade it a point to |earn of
el ven festivals and special days so that he could press his tokens upon her
when it was hardest for her to refuse. Anong Danil 0o's annoying traits—and

t hese were numerous—was his ability to circunvent, if not forestall, nearly
any fem nine objection. Nor did it escape Arilyn's notice that she possessed a
much sterner resistance to his charns than many of the women of Zazesspur did.



O the wonen of Waterdeep, for that matter. O Baldur's Gate, or .

Wth a sigh, Arilyn banished this unprofitable Iine of thought. She clinbed
into her hired carriage and settled down for a |long evening. Danilo
customarily took his evening nmeal at one of several festhalls or taverns—at
her insistence, never in any predictable pattern. Thus it m ght be sone tine
before she would find him

The first stop was the Hangi ng Garden, a tavern fashioned to reflect the
tastes and preferences of Zazesspur's current ruler. Arilyn was not fond of
the place—+t was too rmuch like being in Calinport for her |iking—but Danilo
cane here frequently to enjoy ttie
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quality of the wine and the nusic. Traveling bards, as well as |loca
musi ci ans, performed nightly.

As a hostess dressed in filny silk draperies ushered the disguised Harper to a
table, the strains of a harp mngled with the sounds of soft conversation. As
was the current fashion, the harpist played the nelody of a ballad through
once before joining the strings in song. There was sonething vaguely faniliar
about the tune. Arilyn was not one to give nmuch heed to tavern perforners, but
she listened carefully when the singer—a young wonan with the olive skin and
dark hair comon to natives of Tethyr—began the ball ad.

The nel ody was catchy but conmon enough, the rippling chords of the harp

pl easant but not especially clever, the singer's voice a clear but

unr emar kabl e soprano. In all, the nusic deserved to be no nore than an
agreeabl e backdrop to conversation. Yet by the time the ballad entered its
third stanza, the Tethyrian wonan sang into conplete and utter silence.
Arilyn was no bard, but she understood full well the inpact of the song. It
told a story she knew all too well, even though the facts had been changed to
conceal certain secrets and to glorify the alleged hero of the ballad, a

nobl eman and a bard who had done a great service to the Harpers by bringing to
justice—single-handedly, if the ballad was to be believed—the gold elf
assassin who caused the deaths of twenty and nore of Those Who Harped. As
Arilyn watched the |istening patrons, she had no doubt that their synpathies
fell firmy on the side of the gold elf killer!

Harpers were not welcone in troubled Zazesspur, and Harper heroes were hardly
an acceptable subject for tavern tales. A visiting bard m ght possibly be
forgiven for a social blunder of this magnitude, but Arilyn could think of
only one reason why a Tethyrian-born singer would risk perform ng such a

ball ad: as a dramatic prelude to exposing a Harper in their mdst.

Arilyn carefully painted an expression of disdain on
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her face and rose fromher table. She slowy left the tavern, forcing herself
to nove with the languid stroll of a wealthy |ady who had no nore conpelling
pur pose than to renove herself froma performance that did not suit her tastes
and political inclinations.

She hel d her sedate pace until she'd reached the dimy lit side street where
her hired carriage awaited her. Arilyn tossed a couple of coins to the driver
and cut the traces that held her own mare to the carriage. She hiked up her
skirts and | eaped onto the horse's back. The mare seemed to sense her

m stress's urgency, for she fairly flew over the streets that led to the
assassi ns' guil dhouse.

Normal Iy Arilyn would have gone back to a safe roomto change from her

di sgui se and woul d have made several additional stops to distract any who

m ght make a connection between the rarified world of high society and the
guild of hired killers. She dared not take time for such precautions now. At
dusk, the assassins of Zazesspur gathered to bid on the new assi gnnents that
were posted nightly. If this ballad had been wi dely sung, Danilo's nane m ght
wel | be anong them

Seven



Arilyn left the assassins' Council Hall with a large gold coin clanped in her
fist and dread chilling her heart- The situation was worse than she had
feared. The damming tavern song had spread through the city like lice, and a
conmi ssi on had been placed upon the life of the bard nmentioned in the ball ad.
Unl i ke nost assignnents, this one offered a fee to all and sundry who w shed
to take up the challenge. A half-dozen fighters had been hired to ensure that
no single assassin renoved the paper and hoarded the assignnment for hinself.
Apparently speed was of nore concern than noney. There were many weal thy nen
and worren in Tethyr who would pay dearly to swiftly elimnate even the
possibility of Harper involvenent in their nulti-layered affairs.

Dani |l o' s nane had not been nentioned on the pronouncenment, but Arilyn knew
that the highly skilled assassins of the guild would not need nuch tinme to
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di scover his identity. The fact that she had been the first to read the
pronouncenent did little to ease her m nd

She hurried to her roomin the wormen's guil dhouse, changed i nto her working
cl ot hes, and quickly packed her saddl ebags with the things she needed for her
mssion. It was unlikely she woul d have an opportunity to return.

Wthout a backward gl ance at the conplex that had been her home for severa
months, Arilyn rode as swiftly as she dared down the streets that led into the
city's nost fashionable quarter. Even so, she took a fewtwists and turns to
make certain she was not being foll owed. Each one took her closer to the
Purple Mnotaur, the finest and nost costly inn in all of Zazesspur

The half-elf reined her mare to a stop several blocks away from her
destination, for she could hardly ride up to the white marble walls that
surrounded the garden courtyard and present herself at the arched gate.
Assassins were heartily respected in this city, but that regard did not extend
to social settings. Many of the Mnotaur's guests were wealthy and powerf ul

men—I i kely recipients of an assassin's blade. The guards posted at the inn's
gate were about as likely to give Arilyn access to these guests as poultry
farmers would be to invite a fox to dine at will among their hens.

And so Arilyn left her horse—and a handful of silver pieces—at a public stable
in the care of an enterprising |lad who had a talent for averting his eyes at
precisely the right monment. While the boy tended to her mare, Arilyn clinbed
the ladder that led into the stable's hayloft. A large pile of straw | eaned
agai nst one wall; this she clinmbed to the top. The half-elf studied the rough
ceiling carefully, then she pulled her sword and used it to push open the
nearly invisible trapdoor. She | eaped up and grabbed the edge. Quickly she
haul ed herself up and crawl ed out onto the flat, tiled roof of the stable.
After replacing the trapdoor, Arilyn stood and surveyed the many | evels of the
city laid out before heUThe
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rooftops of Zazesspur offered a | andscape of their own. Here were paths
wel I -worn by the feet of those who did business in darkness. Although she had
been in the city but a few nonths, Arilyn knew these pathways as well as npst
of Zazesspur's citizens knew the streets.

Bet ween her and the soaring pal ace known as the Purple Mnotaur lay a
festhall, two taverns, the homes of several shopkeepers, the stables that
served the posh inn, and the hunmble dwellings used for the servants and sl aves
who tended the panpered guests. Wth practiced ease, Arilyn nmade her way from
rooftop to rooftop.

As she neared the Purple M notaur, she glanced toward the upper floors of the
inn and noticed that Danilo's wi ndow was flung open to admit the sunmer
night's breeze—and possibly in the hope of an unexpected visit. Promthe open
wi ndow wafted the gentle strains of a lute acconpanying a well-trained tenor
voi ce.

Arilyn's first response was relief. Danilo was yet safe. For a nonment she
paused to listen to the faint song and the carefree singer who seened far



renoved fromthe sordid reality of the squalid streets.

For sone reason, this solidified Arilyn's resolve. Wat she intended to do
this night would not be easy, but it was a needed thing.

A sliver of new noon rose high into the sky as Arilyn crept across the roof of
the Purple Mnotaur, but its feeble tight was veiled by the thick sea m st
that settled in with the comng of night. On the street far below, dimcircles
of light clung to the street lanterns, and faint light spilled fromthe

wi ndows of the festhalls and ganbling parlors on the |lower floors of the
buil di ng. But where she trod, all was darkness. Danilo's chanber was only two
floors down fromthe roof, a location chosen to allow Arilyn to make her
infrequent visits with discretion

I ndeed, her slender figure was barely discernible against the dark sky. The
pal e skin of her face had been snudged with dark ointnent, and she wore the

garb of
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an assassin: |leggings and a | oose shirt of an indistinct dark hue that seened
to absorb shadow. In the mist-laden air her black curls clung to her head in
danp tendrils, and her only ornament was the sash of pale gray silk at her
wai st .

Arilyn took a rope of spider silk fromher pack and affixed one end firmy to
t he nearest chimey. She crept to the roofs edge and counted carefully down
the rope's knotted |l ength. Holding the rope firmy, she backed up, took a few
runni ng steps, and flung herself as far out into the darkness as she coul d.
As she dropped, she braced herself, accepted the jolting tug that came when

t he rope snapped taut. Then she swung |like a pendul umtoward the open w ndow,
shifting her weight a bit to adjust her course. At the | ast possible nmonent,
she pulled up into a tight tuck

The agile half-elf cleared the window. In one snoboth nove she rel eased the
rope and pulled a dagger from her boot, and then landed in a crouch. Her blue
eyes swept the room checking for danger. Satisfied that all was well, she
stood and faced her Harper partner.

The young nobl eman had apparently expected her, for he stood facing the

wi ndow, a snmile of welcone lighting his gray eyes and a gobl et of elverquisst
in each hand.

Arilyn had known Danilo Thann for al mbst three years now, but she had yet to
reconcile herself to the disparity between his public persona and the man she
had come to know. Few saw himas anything nore than the youngest son of a

Wat er dhavi an nobl e, a dandy and a dilettante who dabbl ed in nagi c and nusic.
It took a keen ear to hear the artistry beneath the bawdy little ballads he
conposed, a sharp eye to note the ease with which he tossed off his "m scast”
spell's. But few people were inclined to seek deeply, and as a handsone char ner
bl essed with a noble's rank and a nerchant's heavy purse, Danil o was wel coned
in circles that a half-elven assassin could not hope to enter. Although j”~ilyn
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recogni zed the worth of this disguise, the contrast between Danilo's
appearance and his true nature did not, for one nonent, cease to irritate her
As was his recent custom he was clad entirely in shades of purple—the
traditional color of Tethyr—and bedecked with a small fortune in

gol d- and- anet hyst jewelry. Arilyn had told himnore than once that this

af fectati on nade himl ook Iike a wal king grape, but in truth the opul ent col or
suited himwel .

Everyt hi ng about the young nman and his setting bespoke weal th, ease, and
privilege. The room behi nd hi mwas vast and | uxurious, although a bit
cluttered with the trappings of his public and personal endeavors. One |ong
table was heavily |laden with goblets and bottles of fine wine—a testament to
his current role as a nmenber of Tethyr's guild of wi ne merchants. Spell books
were scattered across a reading table of Chultan teak, and the small crystal
scrying globe on the table near the wi ndow was but one of many magi c devices



that protected the roomand its occupant. The chanber's hand-knotted

car pet —+endered i n shades of purple, of course—was heaped with tapestry
pillows. Lying anong themwas the lute Danilo had set aside, an exquisite
instrument inlaid with darker woods and not her-of -pearl. Beside the |lute was
his swordbelt, which held not only his rapier, but an ancient sword in a

bej ewel ed scabbard. A magi c weapon, Arilyn guessed, noting the distinctive
curved pommel that marked it as a sword of Hal ruaan make.

Al this she took in with a single sweeping glance. Noted, too, was the sudden
i ntense flash, quickly hidden, that came into the young nan's eyes as his gaze
swept over her. Arilyn knew her partner's perception and attention to detai

at | east equaled her own, and for a nmonment she wondered what he saw in a

di shevel ed, too-thin, half-elven assassin that could kindle such a flane.
"Lovely night for second-story work," Danil o observed
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in a casual tone as he handed her a goblet. "That junmp was nost i npressive.

But tell me, have you ever m scal cul ated the rope's | ength?"

Arilyn shook her head, then absently tossed back the contents of her goblet.
"We're | eaving Tethyr," she stated, plunking her enpty goblet down on Danilo's
tabl e.

He pl aced his own gobl et beside hers. "On?" he asked warily.

"Someone has placed a bounty on your head," Arilyn said in a grimtone as she

handed hi mthe heavy gold coin. "These were given to any assassin willing to
take on the job. One hundred nore to whoever makes the
km "

Danil o hefted the coin in a practiced hand and then let out a long, |ow

whi stle. The coin was about three times the normal trade weight. The anobunt
Arilyn had nanmed was a substantial sum one likely to tenpt even high-ranking
assassins to take on the assignnent. But the young Harper did not seem
concerned by the danger. He exam ned the gold piece with the detachment of a
coin collector, running adnmiring fingers over the enbossed pattern of runes
and symbol s.

"It would seem Fm attracting a better class of enenies these days," he
observed wyly.

"Listen to nme!" Arilyn snapped, clasping both his forearnms and giving hima

little shake. "I heard someone singing your ballad about the Harper assassin.”
"Merciful MIlil," he swore softly, and Arilyn saw understandi ng dawning in his
eyes.

Danilo had witten the ballad about their first adventure together. He hadn't
performed it in over two years and certainly had the sense not to sing it in
Tethyr. Although the song did not identify himas a Harper, even a nention of
t hose "meddl i ng Northern barbarians” could create a good deal of resentnent
and suspicion in this troubled | and. Wven into the ballad were hints
concerning Danilo's identity, and the careful listener could soon ascertain
that the hero and the
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poser were one. He had witten the song to convince Arilyn that he was a vain
and vapid courtier, and it had effectively served its purpose. But the fact
that it was being sung here in Tethyr would force a rapid end to their

m ssion. The young Harper contenplated the loss of all this work with a rueful
smile.

"The | ocal s express their nusical preferences rather forcefully, wouldn't you
say?" he commented lightly.

Before Arilyn could draw breath for an exasperated rejoinder, Danilo silenced
her with an apologetic snile and an uplifted hand. Tin sorry, my dear. Force
of habit. You're right, of course. We nust ride north at once."

"No. "

She reached out and touched one of Danilo's rings—a magical gift fromhis
uncl e, Khel ben Arunsun, that could teleport up to three people back to the



safety of Bl ackstafF Tower, or elsewhere if the w elder so chose.

Arilyn hated magical travel; in her mind, it was a choice of last resort. The
know edge of this was witten clearly in Danilo' s eyes. Understandi ng her
urgency, he quickly donned his swordbelt and affixed to it the magi c bag that
hel d his wardrobe and travel supplies. He added three spell books to the bag
and then absently dropped in the assassin's coin. Wth one hand he snatched up
his lute; with the other he reached out to Arilyn.

She took a step backward and shook her head. "I'mnot coming with you."
"Arilyn, this is no time to be squeani sh!"

"I't's not that." She took a deep breath, for the words were harder to say than
she had i magi ned possible. "Wrd cane from Wat er deep. | Ve been assi gned
another mssion. | leave in the norning."

Danil 0o's eyes wi dened. For a monment, Arilyn glinpsed in themthe poignant

| ongi ng that he was so careful to hide fromher. Then, deftly, his expression
changed to portray the pique of a spoiled nobl enan who was unaccustoned to
events that strayed fromthe path
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of his preference. H s eyes betrayed nothing but incredulity that the Master
Harpers woul d presune to separate them It was a fine performance. Arilyn,
however, was not fool ed

But before she could speak, the alarmon Danilo's magical scrying gl obe began
to pul se again. The half-elf snatched up the crystal and peered into it. The
scene within showed three shadowy figures nmoving toward the edge of the roof
just two stories above them Some of Arilyn's coll eagues were conming to
collect their prize.

She tossed the al arm aside and cast a gl ace toward the open wi ndow and the
nearly invisible rope outside. "There's no tine to explain,"” she told him
"ol

But Danil o, who had al so taken a good | ook into the crystal, shook his head.
"And | eave you to face them al one? Not bloody likely."

Arilyn attenpted a smile and touched the gray silk sash that proclainmed her
rank among Tethyr's assassins. "I'mone of them renenber? Til say that you
were gone. No one will challenge ne."

"Of course they will," he snapped, for he well knew how Tethyr's assassins
rose through the ranks. Arilyn was aware that her partner had paid out |arge
sunms to keep apprised of her dark and solitary path. She'd been able to keep
news of many of her adventures fromhim but he knew she'd been forced nore
than once to defend her reluctantly worn sash from anbitious fell ow assassins.
There were three of themnow, and if she was al one, they would al npst
certainly seize the opportunity to attack her. \Wich of them would eventually
possess her Shadow Sash would be a matter they'd settle anmpong thensel ves at a
later tine.

The rope she'd I eft hangi ng outside Danilo's wi ndow began to sway as soneone

i nched down it toward his room "Go," Arilyn pl eaded.

"Come with nme," he demanded in an inplacabl e tone.

The hal f-elf shook her head, cursing the streak of steel that hid behind
Dauil o' s foppi sh persona* She
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knew it well, and knew also that there was little chance of reasoning with him
once his mnd was set.

Predi ct ably enough, the Harper tossed aside his priceless lute wthout thought
or care, and pulled her into his arns.

"I'f you think I'd | eave you, you're a bigger fool than I am" he said quickly,
angrily, his words raci ng agai nst the approachi ng danger. "This is hardly the
nmonent |'d have chosen to nention this, but damm it, woman, | |ove you."

"I know," Arilyn replied softly, clinging to himin turn. For a single

i ntense second, she let her eyes speak her heart. Then she eased out of his
arnms and lifted one hand to stroke his cheek. It was the first such



acknow edgnent, the first caressing gesture, she had ever offered him H s
eyes darkened as he cupped her hand in both of his and pressed her fingers to
his lips in a fervent kiss.

Leavi ng his mdsection conveniently unguarded.

Arilyn doubled her free hand into a fist and drove it hard into a point
slightly below his rib cage. Danilo fol ded and went down |ike a felled oak

As the w nded nobl eman struggled to draw breath, the half-elf stooped and
twisted the ring of teleportation on his hand that would send hi mback to
Wat er deep and safety.

He lunged for her wist, obviously intending to drag her along, but Arilyn was
al ready on her feet. The noon-bl adej glow ng the intense blue that warned of
approaching battle, hissed free fromher scabbard as Danilo faded from view,
one hand outstretched for her and naked anguish witten on his face.

Al t hough she'd seen no other way to save her woul d-be lover, Arilyn's
necessary act of treachery left her feeling shaken and strangely enpty. She
took a |l ong, ragged breath and turned to face the trio of Tethyrian assassins,
feeling a certain grimconfort at the thought of inpending battle.

That, at |east, was sonething she understood.

Ei ght

The spider-silk rope swayed as Ferret worked her way down toward the Harper's
open wi ndow, cursing silently as she went.

The fenal e assassin had encountered many frustrations during her soj ourn
in Zazesspur, not the least of which was the odd fact that under Pasha Balik's
rul e, men enjoyed social donminance. It was, in her opinion, a folly beyond
conprehension. Ferret only hoped this bit of stupidity didn't cause her to

| ose her quarry! Had she gone first, she'd be down already, and her task woul d
be done. But no—the two nen had to proceed her

For a nonent Ferret entertained the idea of stonping on the head of the man
bel ow her and knocki ng himoff the rope. She would have done so gl adly, but
for the fact that he was unlikely to oblige her by failing to his death in

si | ence!

I ndeed, only the need for stealth had kept her frombattling the two other
assassins who had converged, on
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the rooftop with such inconvenient speed. Al three had realized the folly of
such action, and they'd agreed to cooperate for a quick kill and a share of

the reward. But once they were all within Danilo Thann's chanber, Ferret would
gladly turn her blade against themto defend the man she had been hired to
kill. Perhaps doing so would pique the Harper's interest and convince himto
listen to her tale and perhaps to help her

Seeking aid from humans and Harpers! Ferret could think of no surer sign of
her desperation than this.

But what el se was she to do? Her skills were many and consi derable, but there
were things at work in Zazesspur that she sinmply could not conprehend. A
chance- heard tavern song had sparked an idea: who better to solve this puzzle
than a Harper, a nenber of that |egendary tribe of spies, informants, and
meddl ers? It was unfortunate that a contract had been placed upon this
particul ar Harper, for if Danilo Thann bred true to type, he would surely be
able to find his way to the source of the problem That was all Ferret needed.
She knew what had to be done, but she needed to know who to do it to!

At last the first of the male assassins ducked in through the Harper's w ndow.
Ferret heard his startled oath and then the first bright clash of steel on
steel. She prodded the man bel ow her with her boot.

"Hurry, or Samir will make the kill by hinmself and claimthe full reward," she
demanded, apwkittg the words npst likely to coax haste fromthe assassin.

Her reasoni ng was sound; the avaricious man slid the rest of the way down the
rope and virtually dove into the room

Wth her way now clear, Ferret let go of the rope and fell the | ast severa
feet. As she passed the open wi ndow, she grabbed the sill and pulled herself



up to it with all her mght. She tunbl ed through, tucked her head down, rolled
into the room and cane up on her feet, a |ong dagger already in her hand.
Ready—er so she thought —for anyt hing.
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The sight before her stole her breath and froze her feet to the lush carpet.
An eldritch blue light filled the room tossing the danci ng shadows of three
fighters against every wall of the chanber. The source of the light was a
living noon-blade, and it was held in the two hands of a half-elven assassin.
Li ke a hero from sone ancient elven |l egend, Arilyn stood firm agai nst her two
attackers, beating back every thrust and slash of their w ckedly curved
scimtars. Her magi cal sword flashed and spun, |eaving dizzy ribbons of blue
light to mark its path.

A moonbl ade, Ferret thought dazedly. A true, |iving noonbl ade!

She knew the half-elf carried such a sword and even presuned to take her nane
fromit, but Ferret had assuned the weapon had been dormant for centuries, and
that Arilyn had purchased it from sone ignorant peddler, or plundered it from
some anci ent el ven tonb. Monbl ades were hereditary swords of fearsonme magic,
and according to | egend, none but noon elves of true blood and noble spirit
could wield them To see such a weapon in the hands of a half-elf-—and a hired
killer—raised inplications that staggered Ferret's inmagination.

Just then Arilyn's blazing eyes settled on the new intruder. Instinctively
Ferret lifted her dagger into a defensive position

Just intime. Wth the speed of a striking snake, the half-elf whirled on the
nearest man and feinted high. As he lifted his blade, she spun away in a
quick, tight circle and then ducked in under her opponent's defensive parry.
She | unged past himtoward the femal e assassin, her glowi ng sword | eading with
deadly intent.

The el ven sword struck Ferret's parrying dagger with a force that sent bright
sparks of pain dancing up her armto explode in her head |like festival
fireworks. The half-elf s intent was apparent: in a battle against greater
odds, it was wise to elininate the npost danger-
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ous opponent first, and quickly. In some corner of her mnd, Ferret rem nded
hersel f that a noonbl ade coul d not shed innocent bl ood. She was not, however,
convinced of her safety. The path she had taken was a need- j ed thing

but it may have tarni shed her in the sentient ' sword's perception
Fortunately for her, the two nmen recovered fromtheir surprise and closed in
on the half-elf. They charged at her, scimtars aloft, fueling their attack
with yells of bloodlust. Wthout turning, Arilyn lifted her moonbl ade high
overhead and net the first downward strike. At the same tinme she kicked
forward; her booted foot caught Ferret in the gut with a force that fol ded the
smal l er femal e over and sent her staggering back into a table. In the next
heartbeat the half-elf pivoted, using the nomentum of her turn to press the
joined bl ades toward the second attacker. The three swords net with a ringing
clash. Arilyn pulled hers free of the tangle and danced back. Her gaze again
settled upon the female.

Ferret saw her own death in the half-elf s eyes and knew t hat her next action
woul d either be brilliant, or it would be her |ast.

The ache in the assassin's |lower ribs gave her inspiration: she bit down hard
on the inside of her cheek, hard enough to draw bl ood.

Pressi ng one hand against her rib cage, Ferret let out a groan. As she did,

bl oody foamspilled onto her lips. She wiped it off, regarded her hand with
dawni ng horror, and then fixed a venonmous glare upon the half-elf. Slowy, she
slid down, the table's edge scraping her back, until she lay crunpled on the
floor, clutching her ribs and npaning softly. Seeing that the femal e was down
for good, Arilyn turned away to face the other assassins.

Ferret was not surprised that the half-elf accepted her perfornmance as
genuine. In her time as an assassin, Ferret had seen enough nen die, in enough



ways, to know exactly what the process |ooked like. A kick like that could
have broken a rib, which in turn could have
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pierced a lung. Death by drowning was the inevitable, albeit slow result of
such an injury. But what did surprise Ferret was the flash of conpassion that
cane into Arilyn Monbl ade's eyes as she realized the manner of death she had
dealt. It was just as well for Ferret that the half-elf was ot herw se engaged,
or she mght well have granted her fallen adversary a quick and merciful end.
Better die quickly, Ferret adnoni shed herself with a touch of grim hunor.

Lying as still as she could, the assassin closed her eyes to nmere slits and
wat ched the battle frombeneath the thick curtain of her |ashes.
Ferret had to admt that her half-elven eneny was brilliant in battle. She had

never seen anyone who possessed a surer know edge of the sword. Yet nuch of
what Arilyn did seened to be pure instinct. She seened to sense when and how
the next strike would conme, and she was qui ck enough to keep a step ahead of
bot h her opponents.

In fact, the speed and force of her strike seened all out of proportion with
her size. Granted, the half-elf was tall, and her slender formhad an elf s
surprising resilience and strength, but those things could not account for the
power of her fighting. Ferret wondered what secrets |ay behind the gl ow ng
aura of the half-elf s noonbl ade.

Just then Arilyn's sword dove in past Samir's guard and buried itself in his
throat. She pulled the nmoon-bl ade down hard, thrusting deeper as she went,
sweepi ng t hrough bone and sinew with terrifying ease. Ferret suppressed a

wi nce as the elven bl ade cl eaved the man from gi zzard to groin.

Seeing an opportunity in his conrade's death, the other man grinned wol fishly

and raised his scinmtar high overhead for the killing strike. To add force to
t he bl ow—and perhaps in unconscious imtation of his half-elven foe-he gripped
the blade with both hands and began the downward sl ash. A
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But his intended victimhad other plans. Arilyn tore the blade free of the
assassin's body and continued its dowward cut. The sword gai ned nmonment um as
she traced a sweeping circle back and around. As the elven sword reached the
zenith of its swing, Arilyn spun to face the surviving assassin and stepped
hard into the attack

The two bl ades met with a shriek of netal. Arilyn ducked aside instinctively
as jagged shards flew fromthe man's ruined scimtar

Wth a hiss of rage, the assassin lunged at her with the ragged stub of bl ade
that remained to him apparently hoping to catch her while she was stil

of f - bal ance.

The half-elf ninmbly side-stepped the attack. She pivoted in a quick circle and
brought the flat of her sword down hard on the man's outstretched arm
striking himjust below the el bow. |nmediately she dropped to one knee, using
t he noonbl ade as a |l ever and forcing the man's el bow to bend down. The jagged
end of his blade turned upward; the nomentum of his charge did the rest. The
assassin stunbled forward as the broken scimtar plunged through his own

t hr oat .

Arilyn rose, sliding the bl oody noonbl ade fromthe crook of the dead man's
arm The sword's magical blue fire slowy faded away, apparently quenched by
the blood it had shed. The half-elf stooped and wi ped the bl ade clean on the
fallen assassin's shirt, then slid the sword firmy into its ancient scabbard.
W thout a backward gl ance, she turned and strode to the open w ndow. She
clinmbed up the rope, hand over hand, and disappeared into the night sky.

For several silent nonents Ferret |lay where she had fallen, busily sorting
through all she had seen. Very little of it nade sense to her

Arilyn was hal f-elven, yet she possessed a noonbl ade. She had taken an
assassin's path, yet the sword continued to do her bidding. Was it possible
the sword's magi ¢ had sonmehow been perverted to evil? O was Arilyn,
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like Ferret herself, something very different fromwhat she appeared to be?
And what of Danilo Thann? According to the intelligence Ferret had gathered,

t he nobl eman was in the Purple Mnotaur. M nutes before, she herself had heard
his voice lifted in song. \Were, then, had he gone? And what part did Arilyn
play in this nystery?

O one thing Ferret was certain: she needed the Harper, and if he was stil
within her reach she would find him It grated on the proud fenmale that the
key to her success seened to be in the hands of the half-breed fighter

When she judged the tine to be right, Ferret rose and crept silently to the

wi ndow. The rope was gone, of course, and so was the half-elf.

No matter. Ferret was no stranger to clinbing, and her slender, ninble fingers
could find a hold in nearly any surface. She was also a hunter who could track
a hare through the densest thicket or follow a squirrel's path through the
forest canopy. No nmere half-elf could elude her, not even in the relatively
unfam liar terrain of this crowded human city.

Setting her jaw in a deternined angle, the female slipped fromthe w ndow and
followed Arilyn out into the night.

"A dream" muttered Prince Hasheth, trying to dismss the faint, insistent

t hunping that roused himfromslunber. He rolled over and buried deeper into
his pillows, inmperiously willing sleep to return and the annoying dreamto
vani sh.

But no, there was that sound again, and it was com ng fromthe secret door
that led into his chanber. Hasheth listened and recogni zed the rhythm of an
agr eed- upon si gnal

Gunmbling and still drowsy, he batted aside the fi]ny
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curtains surrounding his bed. He stunbled over to the hearth and pressed the

[ atch hi dden anong the stones. As he expected, the half-elven Harper burst
into the roomas the heavy door swung open. Judging fromthe |look in her eyes
and the grimset of her face, Hasheth doubted that she had conme to take himup
on his offer of an evening' s entertainment.

"If s time," Arilyn said. "I |eave Zazesspur now. "

"First thing in the norning," Hasheth agreed, responding to the urgency in her
Voi ce.

"No. Now."

The prince threw both hands into the air and cast an exasperated glare
skyward, but he knew better than to argue with Arilyn Monbl ade. Young though
he m ght be, he was quickly learning how to nmeasure the nen—and the
worren—around aim Hasheth would no sooner try to reason with this headstrong
worman than he would attenpt to di scuss phil osophy with a canel.

And he had agreed to help her-he'd even seen to nost of the preparations.
Honoring his word was inportant. Hasheth knew that the measure of a man was
not necessarily the sharpness of his blade or his wit, not the sum of the

weal th he possessed or the rank he could claim The true nmeasure of a man was
the weight his word carried. Someday, Hasheth planned to w el d enough power to
send nmen into frenzied conpliance to his every command. For the present, and
with this woman, he wi shed to be known as a man of honor, a trusted and

i mportant part of her interesting, clandestine plans. And besides, Lord Hhune
had bid himto gain the trust of the Harpers.

Hashet h reached for a bellpull and gave it an inperious tug. A young servant
appeared pronptly at the door, rubbing sleep fromhis eyes. The prince handed
the lad a seal ed note. Explanations were not needed; the servant had been
school ed at great |ength and knew preci sely what nust be done. The note woul d
go to another contact, who would set in nmotion a well-planned chain
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of events. Hasheth had been a willing apprentice to the Harper, and he had



| ear ned much.

"The boat ?" she demanded.

"Al'l is in readiness," the prince assured her. "I will slip fromthe pal ace,
get one of the horses |'ve boarded at the public stable, and ride for the
southern gate. Wien it opens at dawn, we will both join a certain trade
caravan and ride south to the Sul duskoon River, | as a representative of
Hhune's shipping interests, you dressed as a courtesan enployed to sweeten ny
journey. Wien we reach the river you will slip away. After the caravan's

al l eged business is conpleted, | will see your nare safely to the tinker's

hi dden lair while you travel upriver to a destination that you have not seen
fit to share with your trusted ally."

Arilyn responded to this recitation only with a curt nod of approval. To
Hasheth's pointed attenpt to pry information from her, she responded not at
all.

"At dawn, then," she said and ducked through the | ow doorway.

Hasheth listened to the faint sound of her boots on the narrow stairs and
marvel ed anew that she did not stumble and fall in the darkness. The door was
hi dden in the stone of the hearth that warned his roomon chill nights, and
the tunnel itself was chiseled into the thick walls of the palace. He wondered
what his fattier, the pasha, would say if he knew that an assassin of Arilyn's
rank could enter the palace alnost at will.

Not hi ng good, Hasheth concluded with a tight snile. He closed the door and
began his hasty preparations for the journey ahead. O late, the pasha had not
had many good words to spare the restless young nman and had not been pl eased
wi th Hasheth's request to enter the service of Lord Hhune, yet in time he
agreed to arrange it sinply to silence his troubl esome younger son

It amazed Hasheth that his father could not see the inportance of such nmen as
Hhune, or the potential threat that their anbitions posed. He renenbere” the
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warning Arilyn had given him and he nodded his head in grimagreenent. Pasha
Bal i k's short but spectacul ar reign would soon cone to an end.

And that was as it should be. Fromhis first encounter with Arilyn he had

| earned an inmportant |esson: know your enemies. If Balik could not recognize
his, then he deserved to fall from power.

And he, Hasheth, would find a way to benefit fromthis eventuality. Perhaps,
he concl uded as he slipped beyond the pal ace gates, he would even help to
bring the inevitable to pass.

In the lush gardens that surrounded the pal ace grounds, nearly invisible anmong
t he branches of some exotic flowering tree, Ferret watched as the half-elf
crept along in the shadow of the pal ace wall

Arilyn lifted the vines that sheltered a section of wall and ran her fingers
over the snmooth stone. A door opened where none had been a nmonent before,
sliding noiselessly to one side. It closed after her, and the vines fell back
into place. Even to Ferret's keen eyes, there was no apparent outline, no sign
that the hidden door was there.

Perched in her tree, Ferret waited patiently until the half-elf had finished
her meeting and slipped away into the night. And then she waited a bit |onger
The nystery that was Arilyn Monbl ade could not be solved in direct
confrontation. Ferret would have to piece it together as best she could. She
wanted to see who el se energed fromthe pal ace

To her surprise, the half-elfs contact was not a pal ace guard or a half-elven
mai dservant, but one of the |esser sons of the ruling pasha. Ferret renmenbered
the lad fromhis ill-fated attenpt to | earn the assassin's trade. Now that she
t hought of it, she remenbered that Arilyn had entered the guil dhouse shortly
after Hasheth had
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left. She had not nade a connection between the two; apparently, she should
have.



Ferret crept along after the young prince. Follow ng himwas easy, for in this
part of town | avish gardens were the norm and the exotic flowering trees that
lined the broad streets were so closely planted that their branches entw ned.
She was able to follow himfor several blocks without her feet once touching

t he ground.

At length he turned into a stable, emerging in nonents on the back of a fine
Ami sh stallion. Ferret grinmaced. She herself did not |ike the idea of riding
upon horses, but if the boy had far to go, follow ng himon foot m ght prove
to be difficult.

The assassin clinbed down to the street and crept into the stable. She
silenced the stabl ehands, then quickly selected a |ikely-looking mare. She

wr apped the animal's hooves to nmuffle the sound, and then, as quietly as she
could, she led the horse fromthe stable. She clinbed onto its bare back. She
would ride if she had to, but no power beneath Hi e stars could conpel her to
shackle an intelligent creature with saddl e and bridl e!

Ferret seized the horse's mane and | eaned forward, whispering a few words to
her in the centaur |anguage. Apparently the mare understood the gist of it,
for her ears went back and she set off at a brisk pace in pursuit of Hasheth's
stallion.

*kkk*

As the long night slipped away, the deep shadows of the forest began to fede
to green, heralding the com ng of dawn. The elven warriors who had survived
the raid picked up their pace, for the death that pursued them would travel
nmore swiftly with the com ng of light.

Exhaust ed, heartsick, bearing the marks of battle ae well as their dead and
wounded conrades, the elves retreated into their forest home. Their progress
was slow, for they would not abandon their wounded
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take to the trees, and they feared what use night be made of the slain elven
fol k. Wrd had reached themthat Sparrow s body had been pl aced anong the

sl aught ered humans of a northbound caravan and that his arrows had been used
agai nst the merchants.

The di stant yappi ng of hunting hounds lifted into a triunphant, baying how .
They have found a blood trail,"” Korrigash noted grimy. He shifted the I[inp
body of an elven nmale that he carried across his shoul ders, as a hunter m ght
carry a slain deer.

Foxfire nodded, and his eyes fell upon the face of the girl he carried in his
arnms. Hawkwi ng, her nanme was, a new nane Tamara had bestowed upon the girl to
mar k her acceptance into a newtribe. It suited her well; she had fought |ike
a cornered fal con and brought down several of the humans before a coward's
dagger took her through the back—fromthe back

She woul d survive, Foxfire repeated silently, staring into her pain-bright

bl ack eyes and willing her to live. The tribe had need of courage and spirit
such as this child possessed. Tamara had cl ai mred Hawkwi ng i nto t he Cakstaff
clan. She would raise the girl, but Foxfire would train her. He knew a war

| eader when he saw one.

Hawkwi ng stirred in his arms and net his intense gaze. "Put nme down," she said
in a barely audible whisper. "Fleel W are too fewto fight, and the People
cannot bear to |l ose nore this night than have already fallen."

"She is right," Korrigash said softly.

But Foxfire shook his head. Quickly he took stock of the forces remaining. The
prospects were not good. Twenty-and-four of the elves from T Talltrees could
still run or fight, but only two of the rescued el ves could wal k wi thout

assi stance. The elves carried three dead and several who were gravely wounded.
There was not one anong them who had escaped injury entirely. They coul d not
stand and fight. Not as they were.

He turned to Tamara. "You are the fastest anong us.
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Take word to Talltrees. W need as many warriors as can be spared to neet us
in the fen lands south of here.”

The fenal e nodded, seeing at once the wi sdomof this plan. The el ves needed to
rest and treat their wounded, and no nearby haven was better for this than the

lowlying fens. Always dark and cool, in this valley the forest |lay under a
thick mantle of mist. The massive trunks of several ancient cedars—trees that
no |l onger lived and grew, but whose roots still held firmhad been hol | owed

out to nake emergency shelters. Healing plants grew in abundance. And if the
humans foll owed them so far, they would find a battleground not at all to
their liking. The soil was soft, in sone places dangerously boggy, and the
ground was densely covered with large, fernlike plants | arge enough to reach
an elf s shoul der.

"W nust do what we can to hold back pursuit,"” Foxfire added. "You, Eldrin,
Sontar, Wndell eu—+take to the trees and circle back. Hunt down the dogs. Stop
them and you have stopped the humans. Harry the nen and herd themtoward the
north. Green arrows only," he adnoni shed t hem

"And you, Tansin," he said, turning to the young fighter whose | eathers were
dark with bl ood, none of which was his own. Foxfire dared not send this one
after the humans—after this night's battle, Tansin was as bl ood-ravenous as a
troll. "Go straight north, into the caves that |ie beyond the ashenwood.
Awaken the young white dragon who slunmbers there and lure her out after you.
Lead her to the humans; see that she is fully engaged with them Then take to
the trees and return to us."

A savage grin spread across the younger elf's face as he visualized the
results of his leader's plan. "And | will |eave bundles of wintermnt in the
dragon's lair, that she may | ater cleanse the foul taste of the humans from
her tongue!"

The el ven warriors nelted into the forest to do hei r
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| eader' s bidding. Korrigash turned to his friend. "Good plan. But is this
enough to stop then"

"For now? Perhaps," Foxfire said in a lowtone. "But not for long."

N ne

Each norning at dawn the massive gates of Zazesspur swung open to admit the
flow of commerce that was the city's lifeblood. The city's coffers benefited
fromtariffs placed on exotic goods that passed through on their way north
from Caii nshan and points east. But the markets of Zazesspur were nuch nore
than a stopping place for merchant caravans. The people of Tethyr took great
pride in their craftsnmanship, and their goods were in great demand in lands to
the north and sout h.

Into the city poured the raw materials that ships and overland caravans
brought fromall over the known world. Chultan teak and Maztican rosewood were
fashi oned into the carved wooden boxes for which Tethyr was fanmed, and
delicate contraptions of gears and tiny chinmes canme fromLantan to transform
some of these boxes into wondrous mnusical toys. Fine nmetals fromthe icy
Nort hl ands were brought into the city to be worked into vessels and arnor and
jewelry, gens to be set into
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sword hilts or ladies' rings. Tethyrian furniture was prized for its
durability and el egant |ines. For sheer practicality, Myratman fabrics were
consi dered second to none. A cloak woven fromthe wool of the sheep that
grazed the Purple Hills often lasted | ong enough to be handed down from fat her
to son, and few were the weavers outside Tethyr who could spin thread so fine
that the results were nearly waterproof.

Anot her form of comerce, also inportant to the city's well-being if somewhat
| ess gl anobrous, was the trading for foodstuffs grown in the fertile Purple
H1lls south of the city. Daily caravans travel ed between Zazesspur and
Marakir, the farnmers' market located at the intersection of the Trade Way with



t he Sul duskoon River, to purchase fruit and grain and nutton. It was an

i mportant task, but a routine one, and therefore one that seldomfell under

cl ose scrutiny.

And so it was that Quentin Llorish, the captain of one such caravan, was none
too happy to be awakened from his slunber and informed that Lord Hhune's new
apprentice would be riding along on the day's trip.

Not that Quentin had anythi ng agai nst Hhune—far fromit! The lord and

gui l dmaster paid well, and he treated the nen and wonen in his enploy with a
degree of fairness unusual in Tethyr, which nade himquite popul ar anong the
peopl e and purchased | oyalty nore surely than would coin. At |least, fair
treatment worked that way with nmost nen; Quentin, frankly, preferred hard

sil ver.

Quentin was not a man overly constrained by the bounds of loyalty or by a
conpul sion for honest dealing. He was not above skinmm ng a thicker |ayer of
creamfromthe caravan's daily profits than that to which he was strictly
entitled. The thought of a young and eager apprentice |ooking over his

shoul der and t hunbi ng t hrough his books rmade Quentin's stomach burn with the
pai n that was becom ng his constant conpani on

And so, as he watched over the caravan's predawn
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preparations and waited for the city's gates to open, Quentin sipped at a
large flask of goat's milk mxed with sone chal ky m neral that he could not
identity. It was a vile concoction, but according to the |Iocal alchem st it
would in tine soothe his sour stomach. If it did not, vowed Quentin grimy as
he downed the last of the swill, he would gladly spend every copper of this
day's profit to have the wetched al cheni st slain, preferably death by
drowni ng in goafs mlKk.

"Captain Quentin?" inquired an inperious voice to his left. "I am Hashet h,
here on behal f of Lord Hhune."

The man let out a mighty, chal k-scented belch and turned to regard his dreaded
passenger. Hhune's apprentice was a young man, probably not yet twenty years
of age. Maybe a by-blow of the lord hinself judging fromthat dark hair,

t hough the |l ad's curved nose and sun-browned skin suggested a bit of Calishite

bl ood. Well, that was conmon enough in Zazesspur these days, what with the
pasha and all. It was fashionable anong society folk to keep a southern wonman
as nmistress, or so Quentin had heard tell. He hinself Lad to nake due with a

wi f e—his own, unfortunately.

"Wl come aboard, lad!" he said with a heartiness he certainly did not feel
"Well be on our way with the dawn. Pick any horse that catches your fancy,
then H show you what's what."

That will hardly be necessary," Hasheth said, his lip curled with disdain. He
gestured to a covered carriage pulled by paired chestnuts, beautiful
fine-boned ani mal s whose gl ossy red-brown coats had been groomed to the sheen
of fine sable. The carriage horses were all the nore striking for the fact
that they were nearly identical, even to the white stars on their foreheads.
To add excess to opul ence, a magnificent black stallion and a | ong-1|egged gray
mare were tied behind the carriage.

"As you can see, | have brought my own conveyance as well as additiona
horses, should |I choose to ride. As for your business, you do it well enough
to suit myjord
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Hhune, and that is good enough for ne," the lad continued coolly. "I am
required to be here as part of ny education, so let us strike a deal. If you
are asked, you will report that | observed you closely. If | amasked, | will
say that all | observed was in order."

There was a slight edge to Hasheth's voice, a shrewd, al nost snug nuance that
hi nted the young man al ready knew far too nuch about the caravan's affairs.
Quentin darted a |l ook at the | ad, hoping he'd heard wong. In response,



Hasheth lifted a single eyebrow in unm stakabl e chal |l enge.

The banked flane in Quentin's gut flared up hot and hi gh, sending a surge of
acid up into his throat. "Agreed," the captain nuttered, w shing mghtily that
he could spit wthout offending the lordly young nan.

Hashet h nodded again to the carriage and to the veil ed woman who peeked out
from behi nd one curtain. "You need not bother yourself with ne. As you can

see, | have brought a diversion to sweeten the journey. Wich brings us to
another matter. The |l ady has a delicate skin and a desire to see the

mar ket pl ace before the heat of highsun. | understand this requires an
unusual ly brisk place, but my own desires would be well served by indul gi ng
hers. May | tell her that you will accomodate us?"

Quentin merely nodded, for this throat was feeling too raw for speech. He

wat ched as the inperious youth clinbed into the carriage and pulled the
curtain firmy shut; then he shook his head and strode away to tend to the
caravan. He was not at all certain what to make of this strange encounter or
of the young apprentice who saw far too nuch.

When at |ast the norning sun broke over the distant peaks of the Starspires,
the mghty gate swung slowly inward. By the tine the caravan started off on
its journey—at an extrenely brisk pace, as requested—Qentin was feeling nmuch
better. Quite chipper, in fact!

He'd often worried about discovery, but now that it
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had come he found it to be a relief. Although Quentin took his orders from
Hhune's peopl e, he had no window into the lord' s affairs and no way of know ng
how his own actions m ght be percei ved—er which of them nmi ght have cone before
Hhune's eyes. This Hasheth was bright enough to uncover Quentin's

enbezzl ement. Surely he could al so manage to keep it from prying eyes. And
better still, the lad was ready to deal. Quentin felt certain that he could
per suade Hasheth to provide hima bit of protection, plus maybe pass along a
bit of information fromtine to tine that would help the caravan captain gild
the inside of his pockets.

Yes, he concl uded happily, Hhune's newest apprentice was someone with whom he
could do business, to the profit of both!

"Did I chose nmy man wel | ?" Hasheth inquired in a snug tone.

Arilyn nodded, perfectly willing to give the young nman his due. Fromall that
she had seen and heard, Quentin Llorish was a perfect choice, one who would no
doubt continue to serve Hasheth in a dependable, if dishonorable, fashion

In fact, her departure from Zazesspur had gone nore snmoothly than Arilyn would
have t hought possible. Every step of the agreed-upon plan had been flaw essly
execut ed. Hasheth was good and getting better by the day.

Why, then, did she feel so ill at ease?

Wth a sigh, Arilyn | eaned back into the cushions and steeled herself for a
long norning's ride. She was none too happy about spending several hours in
inactivity, with nothing to absorb her but her own troubled thoughts. Too nmuch
had happened of late, too nmany revel ati ons had been thrust upon her—ore than
she coul d possibly sort through between Zazesspur and the Sul duskoon. *e
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Arilyn liked to deal with problens as they arose: quickly, cleanly,

decisively, with diplomacy if possible and with swift viol ence when necessary.
Yet she had been forced to ignore her nature, her accustoned nethods, and her
own better judgnent to tend to the el ven queen's comm ssion

So here she was, bound for the elven forest and burdened with soneone else's
probl ems, while her own Iife was in utter disarray. Her ancestor slept in sone
rich man's vault, and Arilyn had done nothing to redress this dishonor. Danilo
had decl ared his love for her, and she had decked hi mand sent hi m packing

wi t hout so nuch as taking time to consider what her own eventual response
shoul d be. Then there was the matter of the elfshadow, and the bl eak future
that it foretold



Arilyn could not forget for a nonent the destiny inherent in the noonbl ade she
carried and the unwitting vow she had nmade so many years ago when first she
drew the elven sword. The half-elf had never before feared death, but she
could not help but feel her nortality. She was headed toward an extrenely
dangerous nission, bearing a sword that would, in all likelihood, claimher in
eternal servitude. To say that this added a note of urgency to her quest,
Arilyn concluded dryly, was sonething of an understatenent.

Al told, the half-elf was in no mood to parry Hasheth's inevitabl e advances
wi t h anyt hi ng approachi ng di pl omacy. Indeed, it would take every shred of
self-control that she possessed to keep fromtossing the young man out onto
the roadside with his first manipul ative conplinent, his first double

ent endr e.

But either the gods took pity upon her, or Hasheth was beginning to learn in
this matter, as well. The norning passed w thout incident. |Indeed, Hasheth
kept Arilyn so busy with his questions that she had no time to contenplate the
troubling path before her

The young prince was full to overbrimmng with questions about Harper ways and
the foes that the
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Harpers faced. He was al so eager to |l earn everything of Tethyrian history and
politics that Arilyn had to share, and was curious about the affairs of other

| ands, as well. Apparently the palace saw no need to include matters of state
in the education of a thirteenth-born son.

Arilyn gave each question a terse but conplete answer, and she noted that
Hasheth |istened well—an inmportant skill for a Harper informant. It was plain
that the young man enjoyed taking part in the activities of this clandestine
group, and that he reveled in intrigue and secrecy. He was al so justly proud
of his growing skill in devising and putting into place conpl ex plans. But
Arilyn was al so aware that Hasheth's main tie with the Harpers was not

personal conviction or even a respect for the Harpers and their ideals, but a
sense of obligation to her and to Danilo. Now that they had both left the city
behi nd, she was not so certain that Hasheth would continue in this role.

"And what will you do with all this know edge?" she asked himat |ast.

Hashet h shrugged, taking her question at face value. "Know edge is a tool;

will use it for whatever task conies to hand."

A good answer, Arilyn admitted, but hardly a reassuring one. In all, she was
not sorry when the distant clanmor of voices and carts announced that they were
nearing Marakir.

Sli ppi ng away fromthe caravan was an easy matter. In her skirts and veil

with her well-draped travel packs adding a matronly bulk to her frane, Arilyn
blended in with the matriarchs and chatel ai nes who cane to purchase supplies
for their families or their business establishments. For a while she wandered
anong the busy stalls, tapping nelons and pinching cherries with the best of

t hem

Finally she found the place she sought: Theresa's Fine Wolens, a | arge wooden
stall that offered ready-nade clothes. The establishnent had a prosperous #ir,
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as well as a prinme location right next to the river, but Theresa's reputation
for high prices kept away all but the nost affluent buyers.

I nside the shop, Arilyn found an assortnment of serviceable but quite

unr emar kabl e garnments: wool en cl oaks, trews, gowns, and shawls, as well as
shirts of linen or |insey-wool sey. The cost of the garnents, Theresa insisted,
reflected the quality and the service. The casual patron m ght assune that by
"services" she neant the hel pful shop clerks who of fered advice and
refreshments, or the curtained booths, each walled with silvered gl ass, that
enabl ed the patrons to dress with privacy. Wat was not conmonly known was
that the mirrors were actually hidden doors that allowed well-informed patrons
to slip out the back.



Leavi ng her cunbersome skirts—as well as a small bag of silver coins—n the
changi ng booth, Arilyn left Theresa's and slid down the steep incline of the
river-bank. A small skiff awaited her there, further evidence of the discreet
servi ces Theresa offered.

The Harper settled into the boat and nodded to the two burly servants who
manned the oars. One of themflicked | oose the rope that secured the craft to
a post driven into the shoreline. Then the nmen | eaned into the oars in

wel | -practiced unison, and the little boat |lurched out into the river.

Arilyn noted with approval that the oarsnen displayed an adm rable | ack of
curiosity. They spared her hardly a glance, so intent were they on maneuvering
t hrough the heavy river traffic. It took all their considerable skill to dodge
the many skiffs and flatboats and small, single-sailed boats that thronged the
busy waterway. Once they were beyond the crush and turmpil of the marketpl ace,
the nmen settled in and set a straight, hard-pulling course upriver.

The Sul duskoon was Tethyr's largest river, stretching nearly the entire
breadth of the country. Fromits origins in the foothills of the Snowf I ake
Mount ai ns, the river
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travel ed over five hundred miles until finally it spilled into the sea. Not

all of the Sul duskoon was easily navigated. There were stretches of shall ow,
rapi d waters, deep pools inhabited by nixies and other troubl esone creatures,
and treacherous, rock-strewn passages that clained a toll of nearly three
boats out of ten

But here the river was deep and broad, the water relatively calm and the
current not strong enough to inpede their progress. Arilyn guessed they woul d
reach the fork in the river—where a second boat awaited her—by nightfall. From
there, she would travel up a large tributary that branched northward past the
Starspires, close to the part of Tethir that she sought. In the southern parts
of the forest lived an old friend. Arilyn's plan rested heavily on his
friendship and on his ability to convince his people to conme to her

assi st ance.

From what she knew of the | egendary silver shadows, Arilyn realized this would
not be an easy task.

Ei | eenal ana bat Ktheelee stirred and grinmaced in her sleep as the first arrow
struck her. It was a fearsonme expression, appearing as it did on the face of a
young white dragon, yet the dreans that envel oped her were not entirely

unpl easant .

The sl umbering dragon dreamed of a hail shower and the pleasures of flying
high into the churning sumer clouds. Hail storms were a rare treat in this

| and, which was far too hot for a white dragon's confort, and in her dream

Eil een was enjoying the swirling, icy winds and the tingle of fornulating hai
agai nst her scal es.

Suddenly a particularly sharp hail stone struck her neck. Eileen's head reared

up, and through her still-sleepy haze two simultaneous and contradictory
concl usions occurred to her: the stormwas nothing but a pl easant

sl unber-fantasy, and the sting of the hail stones seenmed all too real. %
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In an effort to rouse herself the better to contenplate this puzzle, the young
dragon roll ed over onto her belly and unwound her tail from her pile of
treasure. It was a small pile, to be sure, but how rmuch could a dragon hoard
in a nere century of Iife? And how many opportunities did she have, she who
was reduced to a few short bursts of activity? The Forest of Tethir was cool
but hardly cold enough to provide confort to a dragon of her kind. Eileen
spent nmuch of her tine in her cave, in a stuporous |etharagy.

She dared not venture out too often. Though she was nearly thirty feet |ong
and al most full-grown, there were still creatures in the forest who could give
her a good fight. These enemies could find her far too easily; with her
enornous size and glistening white scales, Eileen didn't exactly blend into



t he I andscape. Unl ess forced by hunger into hunting, she stayed in the cave,
for she felt dangerously conspi cuous except on those few days when a dusting
of snow touched the forest, or when stormclouds turned the sky to a pale and
pearly gray.

Al'l things considered, Eileen |Ionged for the frozen Northlands of which her
parents had spoken—and to which they had returned when she was barely nore
than a hatchling.

Eil een had been too small to keep pace with the |arger dragons, but she had
managed to fly fromher birth-place on the icy peaks of the Snowfl ake
Mount ai ns as far as Tethir. Soneday, she would fly to the far north along with
the forest's other white dragons who shared her plight. A flight of dragons,
and she its | eader! How glorious! Al she needed was an extended cold snap and
favorabl e winds....

Anot her sharp, stinging bl ow brought Eileen back to the matter at hand. The
dragon yawned widely, then set-tied back on her haunches to consider the
situation. The air was moist and fairly warm even down here hi the cavern
Yes* it was early sumer, the nost reasonabl e
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time for a hail storm yet she was in her cave, which meant that actual hai
was highly unlikely.

The dragon canme to this conclusion, not so much with words, but with the

i nstinctual awareness that even the slowest-witted creature nust have of its
surroundings in order to survive. O all Faerun's evil dragons, whites were
the smallest and the least intelligent. And even by the nodest neasure of her
kind, Eileen was hardly the sharpest sword in the arnory.

Swi ngi ng her crested white head this way and that, the dragon | ooked about for
the source of the disturbance. Another stinging slap to the neck—+this one
dangerously close to the base of one of her |eathery wi ngs—canme fromthe
direction of the eastern passage.

Eileen squinted into the tunnel's darkness. A shadowy form | urked there. She
could make out a two-legged shape and the | oaded bow in its hands. But whet her
t he bowran was hunman, or elven, or something nore or less simlar, she could
not say, for the tantalizing aroma of winterm nt masked his scent.

The annoying creature |let | oose yet another arrow. It struck tile dragon
squarely on the snout and bounced off wi thout penetrating the plate arnor of
her face. Even so, it stung!

For a nonent, the dazed and cross-eyed dragon stared at the pair of hunanoid
archers that had invaded her lair. She gave her head a violent shake, and the
two nel ded back into one. Still, that was one too nany.

Eileen let out a roar of pain and anger and exploded to her feet. The archer
turned on his heel and ran down the tunnel, with the dragon in hot pursuit.
Wl |, maybe warm pursuit; Eileen's last nap had | asted several weeks, and
since she had a habit of sleeping on her side—plate-arnmored cheek pill owed on
scal y paw-ene forel eg was nunb and uncooperative. Therefore what she had

i ntended to be a fearsone charge was in feet reduced to an uneven, | oping,

t hree-1 egged hop. .
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Ei |l een skidded to a stop and plunked herself down on her haunches. She lifted
both forel egs and regarded them After a nonent's thought, a solution
presented itself, one she thought quite ingenious. The dragon sucked in a |ong
breath of air, held her good |leg up close to her fanged jaws, and bl ew upon it
along, icy blast. This, Eileen's breath weapon, could put out a raging fire
or freeze a full-grown centaur to solid ice in mdstride. It could even
slightly benunb her own flesh, despite her natural arnmor and her uncanny

resi stance to cold.

Ei | een dropped back onto all fours and tested her front |legs. Yes, they were
both equally nunb now. Wth her equilibriumrestored, the dragon resuned her
charge, slowy, to be sure, but with a nore even and dignified gait.



Her two-|egged tornmenter was well out of sight now, but Eileen easily foll owed
the scent of mint. Although her wit was about as sharp as a spoon, she
possessed a keen sense of snell—not to nmention a particul ar fondness for

Wi ntermnt.

As the dragon trotted through the cavern's tunnels and out into the forest,
two things happened. First, both of her front |legs gradually returned to
normal and her pace accelerated into a dizzying, plant-crushing charge.

Second, it began to occur to her that she was very, very hungry and that
perhaps this interrupti on was not such a bad thing after all

Ni ght was falling upon the Forest of Tethir, and Vhenl ar eyed the deepening
shadows with an intense and growi ng dread. In the days that followed the
battle at the pipeweed farm the mercenaries had pursued the el ven raiders
deep into the forest—far deeper than ever they had ventured before, and nuch
too deep for Vhenlar's peace of nind

The anci ent woodl and was uncanny. The trees had a
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wat chful, listening men; the birds carried tales; the very shadows seened
alive. There was magi c here—prinmal, elenental magi c—ef a sort that put even
the hired mages on edge, even the high-ticket Halruaan w zard i n whom Bunl ap
put such store.

O her, nore tangi bl e dangers abounded. Since daybreak, unseen elves had been
clipping arrows at the humans' heads and heels, nipping at themlike sheep
dogs gathering a flock for spring shearing. Beyond doubt, the mercenaries were
bei ng herded—toward what, Vhenlar could not say.

But he had little choice other than to nmove the band as swiftly northward as
they could go. He'd tried to keep on the trail of the southbound el ves, and
lost five good nen for his troubles. And so they headed northward, as their
unseen tornenters intended. They would pick up the trail later, after

what ever .

Nor were the wild elves the mercenaries' only unseen foe, or their unknown
destination their only worry. There was troubl e enough to be found al ong the
way. Not even the best woodsmen anpong them-and these included foresters, hired
swords who' d knocked about in a dozen | ands, and a couple of rangers gone
bad—oul d identify all the strange cries, roars, and birdcalls that resounded
through the forest. But all of the nen had seen and heard enough to know there
were creatures here that were best avoided. They'd stunbled upon a

particul arly unsubtle piece of evidence shortly before highsun. It was an

i mge that stuck in Vhenlar*s mnd: a pile of dried scat in which was enbedded
the entire skull of an ogre. Watever had killed that ogre-which had been an
ei ght-footer, by the | ook of the skull, a creature probably as strong as any

t hree nen—was bi g enough to bite off the nonster's head and swallow it whole.
Qgres were bad enough, in Vhenlar*s opinion, and he didn't even want to
contenpl ate a creature big enough—and hungry enough—+to eat such grimfare.
Monsters had always lived in the forest, but if tavern

tales and | ost adventuring parties were any fair neasure of truth, the sheer
vari ety and nunber of such creatures was spiraling into nightmarish
proportions. To Vhenlar's way of thinking, this was partly the result of the
troubles the elves were currently facing. Their attention had been diverted
fromforest husbandry to the nore pressing matter of survival. This was, of
course, precisely what Bunlap and the mercenary captain's nysterious enployer
had i nt ended.

"Bunlap just had to order us to follow themelves," nuttered Vhenlar. "Don't
matter to him what with his being snug behind fortress walls with nary a tree
in sight, and no damm wild elves planting arrows in his backside!"

" Speaki ng of which," put in Mandrake, a mercenary who al so doubl ed as the
conpany surgeon, "how s yours?"

It was not an unreasonabl e question, considering that the surgeon had pl ucked



two arrows fromthe back of Vhenlar's lap since sunrise. The unseen el ves who
harried them had sl ain the hounds, but they apparently had a nore |ingering,
hum liating fate in mind for the nercenaries.

"I't's in a Beshaba-blasted sling, that's howit is!" Vhenlar said vehenently.
"Along with yours, and his, and his, and his, and every dammed one of us in
this thrice bedammed forest!"

"Big sling," agreed Mandrake, thinking it best to humor Bunl ap's
second- i n- conmand.

The archer heard the condescendi ng note in Mandrake's voice but did not
respond to it. He grinaced as a new wave of pain assaulted him Wl ki ng was
exceedi ngly painful, what with his new and huniliati ng wounds. The el ven
arrows had dealt him shallow and gl anci ng bl ows, but sonehow Vhenl ar coul dn't
find it in his heart to be grateful for small nercies. Nor could he continue

wal ki ng nmuch | onger. The danp chill that heral ded the com ng night was making
his legs stiffen and
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wasn't doing his aching butt one bit of good.

"Send Tacher and Justin to scout for a canpsite again," Vhenlar said.

"And let those wild elves pick us off while we sleep?" the surgeon protested.
"Better to keep noving!"

Vhenl ar snorted. If the man was such a fool as to think those deadly archers
woul d be chall enged by a nmoving target, there was no sense in wasting breath
telling himotherwi se. "A canpsite? Now?" he prodded.

The nercenary sal uted and qui ckened his pace so he could catch up to the nen
Vhenl ar had naned.

He mi ght have di sobeyed, Vhenlar noted resignedly, but for the fact that
Bunl ap had nade it plain they were all to follow Vhenlar's orders. People
tended to do what Bunlap said, and not nerely for fear of reprisal—although
such was usually harsh and swift in coining—but because there was sonet hi ng
about the man to which people responded. After years in Bunlap's comnpany,
Vhenl ar thought he had this elusive quality figured out. The mercenary captain
knew preci sely what he wanted, and he went about getting it with grim focused
determ nation. Men who | acked a direction of their own—and Tethyr was full of
these—ere attracted to Bunlap like netal filings to a magnet. So when Bunl ap
told themto pursue the elves into the forest, they went. And they were stil
goi ng, and they would likely die going, Vhenlar concluded bitterly.

Their task was inmportant, Bunlap had insisted, though he hinself had taken off
for the fortress to gather and train nmen for the next assault. The captain had
left right after the failed anbush, for he realized they were unlikely to
catch up to the elven raiders, nuch | ess engage themin pitched battle.
Vhenlar's task was to follow the elves, kill a fewif he could, and collect as
many bows and bolts of black lighting as he could get. H s nen were al so
supposed to retrieve the bodies of the elves slain in battle, as well as any
who mi ght die of their wounds and be discarded al ong the way, fot such

woul d be useful in turning still nore people against the forest elves.

The el ves, however, seened determ ned that Vhenlar woul d get none of these

t hi ngs. They apparently carried their dead and wounded, and they used green
arrows that, although finely crafted, were of little use in Bunlap's plans. If
the nercenaries did not have hounds to sniff out the nearly invisible trail of
bl ood, the elves would have eluded them altogether. It was a stroke of genius
for the fleeing elves to send a party of archers to circle back and slay the
hounds. Even Vhenlar had to admt that. But what else the elves had in nind,
he could not begin to say.

A distant roar sent a spasmof cold terror shinmering down the Zhentish
archer's spine. The two scouts hesitated, |ooking back at Vhenlar as if to
protest their assignment. In response, he placed a hand on his elven bow and
narrowed his eyes in his best nenacing glare.



"I"'mfor lighting torches,"'
goi ng, otherw se."

Vhenl ar shrugged. Tales were told of the fearsone reprisals the forest folk

t ook agai nst any who dared to bring fire into the forest, but he doubted their
el ven shadows would kill the scouts—teastwi se, not until they'd herded themto
t hei r unknown destination! And Justin had a point: it was dark, for in the
deep forest not even the faint |ight of nmoon and stars could penetrate the

t hi ck canopy.

So he watched as the scout took a torch fromhis pack and struck flint to
steel. A few sparks scattered into the night like startled fireflies, and then
the flame rose high. Vhenlar blinked at the sudden bright flare of light. Hs
eyes focused, and then wi dened. There were not two, but three figures standing
inthe circle of torchlight!

Awildelf, ayoung male with black braids and fierce black eyes, haul ed back
a waterskin and prepared to douse the flame. O so Vhenl ar assuned. He

wat ched, as
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transfixed as the two dunbfounded scouts, as the elf hurled the contents of
the skin. Not at the torch-wi elding Justin, but at Tocher.

And then he was gone, before any of the nercenaries could unsheathe a bl ade or
nock an arrow.

Justin sniffed, and his face screwed up into an expression of extreme disgust
as he regarded the other scout. "You snell |ike sonething ny nother drinks
outta painted teacups!" he scoffed.

The anal ogy was apt. Tacher had been doused with a strong infusion of mnt.
Vhenl ar, who could see no reason for this action, turned to one of their
rangers—a tall, skinny fellow fromthe Dal el ands. Once a nobl e ranger—what ever
the Nine Hells that meant—-he'd fought the Tuigan horde and seen his illusions
about humanki nd burn to ash in the inferno that was war. Since then, he'd
taken to | ooking out for hinmself and had devel oped a real talent for it.

"You know nore about the forest than nmost of us," Vhenlar said. "Why'd the el f
do that? He coulda killed Tacher and Justin both, easy."

The ranger shook his head inpatiently and held up a hand, indicating a need
for silence. The others fell quiet and |listened, but their ears were not as
sharp as those of the Dal esman. To Vhenlar's ears, there was only the constant
hum and chirp of insects, the occasional shriek of a hunting raptor, and the
whi spering of the night wi nds through the thick forest canopy. A whispering,
Vhenl ar noted, that seened to be grow ng | ouder

Suddenly the ranger's eyes went wide. "Wnternmnt!" he nuttered and then took
off at a frantic run

The ot hers wat ched, benused, as the ranger crashed off heedl essly toward the
south. Before they could follow suit, a roar rolled through the forest—a
fearsone sound that was both shriek and runble, a cry of rage such as few of

t hem had ever heard before. Yet there was not a man anmong t hem who did not
know instinctively what it neant: v
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Dr agon.

Vhenl ar had heard nmen speak of dragonfear, the paralyzing terror that comes
fromlooking into the eyes of a great wrm He now knew that the very sound of
a dragon's cry could root a man's boots to the soil and turn his legs to

st one.

The dragonfear |asted but a nonent, but that was | ong enough. Wth the speed
of a wizard' s transformation, the dragon's passage through the forest changed
froma rustling murmur into a deafening crash. Like a tidal wave, the dragon
cane on. Vhenl ar woul d never had guessed that sonething so | arge could nove

wi th such speed!

Then he caught a glinpse of it through the trees, still a couple hundred feet
away but closing fast. It was a white, and it glittered |Iike sone enornous,

Justin said defiantly. "Can't see where we're



reptilian ghost against the darkness of the forest. The creature stopped, fel
back on its haunches, and inhal ed deeply.

The trees parted, the | eaves cringing away and falling in brittle shards as an
icy winter wind tore through the forest. Wdening as it came, a cone of
devastation bl asted everything in its path and reached icy, grasping hands
toward the nercenaries.

Wth the clarity of absolute terror, with a heart-stopping fear that made
everything around himseemto slow down to a speed of a drifting snowf | ake,
Vhenl ar watched it cone.

The dragon's breath reached the scouts, so quickly that it froze Justin's face
inits derisive sneer, so suddenly that it caught Tacher in the act of turning
toward the onrushing sound. It |eached all color fromtheir skin, coating
their hair and clothes in a thick |ayer of frost. To all appearances, the nen
were as conpletely frozen as if they'd been turned to ice statues by a
vengef ul sorceress.

Then the cold hit Vhenlar, bitter, searing, but not quite enough to i mobilize

him Quite the contrary, like a slap to the face, it tore himfromhis
monmentary terror. He
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realized the dragon's breath weapon had reached its outer limts with the
unfortunate scouts. Even so, he did not intend to stay around in case the
nmonster could repeat its trick

"Run!" he shrieked, and he kicked into the fastest gait his benunbed Iinbs
coul d manage.

Bunl ap' s secondhand authority was not needed this tine. The nen foll owed
Vhenl ar wi t hout pause or question. As they fled wildly into the forest, their
steps were spurred by the sound of cracking ice, a horrid crunching, and the
faint and deadly scent of wintermnt.

Ten

From the pal i sades of his fortress, Bunlap had a splendid view of
Tethyr and its varied | andscapes. To his east lay the Starspire Muntains,
their jagged and | ofty peaks snowtipped even nowin early
sumer. On the western side of his land were the rolling foothills, and just
north of himthe sudden, dense tree line that marked the southern edge of the
Forest of Tethir.

A brisk wind ruffled his black beard and sent his cloak swirling up behind
him Bunlap caught the flying folds and wapped t hem around hinsel f, folding
his arms to keep the garnent firmly in place. Mornings were chill, even this
time of year, for the western winds cane straight off the Starspires, as did
the icy waters that spilled into the river bel ow+the northern branch, nost
called it, but Bunlap liked to think of it as "his" river

Located as he was, on a cliff overlooking the plain where a dozen or nore
smal | wat erways converged into a single flow, he could exact a tariff from
every small-tine
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farmer or trapper who floated down the tributaries to paddle his goods
downriver to the Sul duskoon, and thence to Zazesspur

It amused Bunlap that his demands were never chall enged. The people of Tethyr
were too accustoned to paying tariffs and tributes and out-and-out bribes at
every turn, for petty noblemen bred like rabbits in this land. Not a single
travel er questioned Bunlap's right to tax their cargo. He held this renote
territory with a fortress and nen-at-arns. In the mnd of the Tethyrians, that
made hi mnobility.

"Baron Bunlap," he said aloud, and a wy snile twisted his lips at the irony
of it. Not a man alive was nore lowy born than he, but what did that matter
in Tethyr? In the few short years since he'd left his post at Darkhold, the
former Zhentish sol dier had amassed nore | and, wealth, and power than was
possessed by nobst Cornyran | ords. Bane's bl ood, how he |oved this country!



"Two-sai |l ed approaching!" called a man fromthe southern | ookout.

Bunl ap' s mood darkened instantly. He'd received word of this ship's approach
the night before, for he kept runners and horsenen stationed along the river
to bring himnews of water traffic. It was an organi zation nearly as swift and
efficient as the town criers of any city a man could nane, and as a result
Bunl ap knew t he business of nearly everyone who travel ed Tethyr*s main
wat er way.

VWhich is why this particular ship disturbed him Shall ow keeled as a

Nort hman's rai ding ship, single-masted but flying a jib as well as a mainsail,
the ship was built for speed and stealth. She was small enough to escape the
noti ce of everyone but the npbst observant and suspicious of nmen, small enough
so that two or three might sail her, yet |arge enough to hold a dozen nmen or
stow a consi derabl e anount of contrabandvlin short, it was the sort of ship
that carried trouble and a
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prime exanple of what his informants had been trained and paid to notice.

Yet his man at Port Starhaven, one of the few towns that lay along the
northern branch, had been the first to note its approach. Bunlap had checked
the fortress's log the night before. Recent entries indicated that there were
no reported sightings of such a ship on the Sul duskoon, not on either side of
the place where the northern branch net the main river. It was as if the ship
had fallen fromthe cl ouds.

O, anore likely possibility, and even nore disturbing, it had been carted
overland to a point on the northern branch and kept hidden hi dry dock unti

it was needed. But why, and by whon?

Bunlap well knew the difficulty and expense of overland shippi ng. Woever had
gone to such trouble must have deep pockets and a conpelling notivation. Wl
enough; he would enpty those pockets and demand to know t he reasons.

"Rai se the chain behind her, bring it up fast and pull it as tight as it'l
go," he bellowed, raising an eyeglass and peering down at the swiftly sailing
craft. "On nmy mark... now"

Several men hurried to a massive crank and began to turn with frantic haste. A
huge chain, nearly as thick as a dwarfs wai st, began to wi nd around a

gat hering spool. The other end of the chain was tethered to the far shore,
bolted and welded to a platformthat was itself pile-driven into the rocky
bank. Once the chain was raised, no ship—rot even this shall ow keel ed

phant om—eoul d escape downriver

As Bunlap anticipated, the sail boat tacked sharply, heading straight toward
the eastern shore. This was the response nost ships nade, and it was the nost
| ogi cal . Put sone distance between the ship and the apparently hostile
fortress—a reasonabl e dodge. But what nost travelers did not realize until too
late was that the raising of the chain alerted men who were stationed on the
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eastern shore and al ong each of the tributaries. These nen poured fromtheir
hi dden barracks, those on the east shore seizing arns and those al ong the
north putting small, swift craft into the water and rushing toward the

pi nned- down ship. They would surround it, capture it, and escort the ship and
crewto Bunlap's fortress. It was a well-planned maneuver, put into practice
of ten enough to have becone al nost routine.

But to Bunlap's surprise, the sail boat continued straight for the eastern
shore and the forces that awaited her there. Several sets of |ong oars flung
out over the side, and unseen oarsnen pulled hard as they rowed w th breakneck
haste for the beach

The nercenaries assenbled at water's edge scattered as the shall ow boat thrust
up out of the water. A dozen or nore fighters |eaped fromthe boat onto dry

l and and hurl ed thensel ves at Bunlap's nmen. One of them a minor nmage of sone
sort, sent a tiny ball of light hurtling toward the sails. The canvas had been
treated with some kind of oil, for inmediately flanmes | eaped outward in al



directions to engulf the entire ship.

Dark billows of snmoke forced the battle back fromthe shore. Bunlap squinted
into his eyegl ass, peering through the gathering cloud of snmoke and trying to
find some clue that woul d hel p hi m make sense of this ship and these tactics.
What he saw t hrust hi meven deeper into puzzl ement.

Most of the crew of the strange sailing craft were clad in tunics and | eggi ngs
of a distinctive dark purple which marked them as hired swords of the pal ace,
nmercenaries who reported to the | esser menbers of the Balik famly. This was
an oddity, for Pasha Balik and his pleasure-loving kin were not known to
venture beyond the walls of Zazesspur. Qdder still was the sol e exception
anong these purple-clad fighters: a female, and an el f!

She was not one of the forest people, of that Bunlap was certain. The el ves of
Tethir were copper-hued and
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tended to be small in build and stature. This one was raven-haired and tall as
nost nen. Bunlap caught a glinpse of her face—+t was as pale as a pearl, a
shade that was peculiar to noon el ves. These were conmon enough in Tethyr, but
nost were fairly recent arrivals who had settled in the trade cities and

farm ands. Bunlap hadn't a clue as to what mi ght bring pal ace guards and a
moon el f wench to this part of the country.

What ever her purpose, the elf woman was a sword-master of rare ability. The
nmercenary captain watched in hel pl ess rage as she cut through his hired nen
with dizzying speed and terrifying ease. Not a man anmpong them coul d stand

bef ore her sword. Bunlap was not certain that he hinmself could match her. Then
the snmoke grew too thick for himto see nore, and there was nothing to do but
wai t .

The clang of battle and the cries of the wounded drifted up to himacross the
expanse of water. Bunlap noticed that the chorus of steel on steel was rapidly
thinning out. The battle was w nding down faster than he woul d have thought
possible. At this rate, it would be over before any of his other boats could
reach the eastern shore

At | east he had the satisfaction of knowing that the elf wonman and the purple
nmercenaries would soon be in his power. Wth their ship destroyed, they could
hardly escape. They had nowhere to go—except to Bunlap's fortress!

Even as this thought forned, Bunlap noted a flurry of novement several hundred
yards south of the battle. Two small boats, bottons up, energed fromthe thick
snoke and scuttled toward the river |ike bugs—arge bugs that boasted three
pairs of purple-clad | egs each

Several nore Balik guards hurried al ong behind these boats, sonme carrying
pilfered oars, others brandi shing their curved swords and watching their backs
for pursuit. There was none. Bunlap's nen were lost in the snoke, battling a
deadly el f wonman who, unlike
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them could see in darkness better than any cat. For all he knew, by now she
had them fi ghti ng each ot her

A surge of rage swept through the mercenary captain as the escape strategy
became clear to him Using the snbke as a cover, the guards were stealing

Bunl ap' s boats, wal ki ng portage around the chain, and nmaking their escape
downri ver!

There was not hing he could do to stop them not even if he had the chain

| owered so his other boats were able to give pursuit. He had no way of getting
new orders to the nen. Nor woul d they take such action on their own, for the
strong westerly wind was blowing the dark, oily snoke across the river in a
thick and effective screen. It was unlikely that any of the nen who fought on
the eastern shore or who were still on the river could even see the escapi ng
boat s!

As he waited for the battle to end, Bunlap's rage and frustrati on deepened. He
could not vent his spleen upon the nmen, for he would need every one of them



for the comng battles. And he was fairly certain he would get no satisfaction
fromthe elf wench. Bunlap was ready to bet big noney that when the snoke

cl eared, there would be no trace of her

He was also fairly certain of her destination. It would not be the nountains,
whi ch were cataconbed with dwarven tribes, but the elven forest.

This was not a heartening thought. A noon-elven warrior, smart enough to el ude
him powerful enough to claimassistance from Zazesspur's ruling fanmly? As if
he hadn't probl ens enough in that thrice-blasted forest!

Bunl ap spun away and stal ked down the steps that led fromthe palisades to the
courtyard. For several nonents he stood, watching as his |lieutenants took the
new recruits through their norning weapons training. They were good, this
batch, and as he watched Bunlap felt his rage cool —but not dissipate, never
that. Bunlap's anger was |ike a forge-heated sword: it only got harder and
sharper as the heat slipped away.
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He' d counted on the reclusive nature of the forest elves for his plan's
success, and so far it had served himwell. If this noon elf had a notion to

join forces with the wild folk, she'd likely find they had ideas of their own!
And even if she did, what of it? One nore sword would not turn the balance in
favor of the elves of Tethir. And when the tinme was right, he, Bunlap, would
take great pleasure in ending the career of this elf woman. She would have to
wait her turn, of course, but she'd be just as dead for the delay. There was
enough elf-hatred in Bunlap's heart to sink Evenneet into the sea.

The captain's hand instinctively lifted to his cheek and to the still-fiery
brand the wild elf had left there. Wth each day that passed, his |atest

assi gnment was becomi ng nmore and nore a personal crusade.

Ferret pressed her stolen horse as hard as she dared. It was no easy task,
keepi ng pace with a swift-sailing boat and yet staying out of sight. To nake
matters still nmore difficult, this terrain was unfanmiliar to her. The
nmount ai ns were dwarven territory.

But the fermal e assassin had earned her reputation as a tracker. She made her
way to the river's nouth in tine to witness the battle between the half-elf's
hired men and the | ocal s—she m ght even have joined in, had the river not lain
bet ween her and the fight.

Ferret watched with keen interest as Arilyn engaged the nercenaries, sent her
own nen southward, and then slipped away in the confusion. Despite her
personal opinion of the half-elf, Ferret could not help but admre the

snoot hly executed plan. She needed to know nore about this half breed's

tal ents—and her notivati ons.

When the fight was over, the female urged her tired nount into the hills, for
she had to give wide berth to the fortress. Although she had not known of the
strong-
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hol d's exi stence and knew nothing of its lord, she'd had anple experience with
petty nobl emen and knew what to expect fromthem even if she hadn't seen the
attenpted anmbush of Arilyn's ship.

Thr oughout that day and nost of the followi ng night and the day after that,
Ferret pursued her half-elven quarry. By late afternoon she caught her first
glinpse of Arilyn—ust as she was slipping into the edge of Tethir.

The assassin shook her head in disbelief. To cover such a distance, the

hal f-el f rmust have run the entire way, with very little pause for rest. El ves
could do this, when pressed, but Ferret never would have credited that a

hal f-el f coul d manage such a feat. She herself had travel ed even farther, but
she had done so on four |egs.

Ferret swung down fromthe horse and grasped the animal's tangled mane in both
hands. She drew down the horse's head and spoke for several minutes in the
centaur tongue: an apology, as well as instructions for the journey ahead.
The mare seenmed to grasp the gist of it, for she turned southward and set off



at a jog in the direction of the fortress. There, Ferret reasoned, the horse
woul d be fed and cared for. However ill the local lord treated passing

travel ers, he would be unlikely to disdain such a valuable gift. And the horse
could not survive otherwise. It had become an unnatural creature, stripped of
its instincts and made dependent upon humans.

The fenmale set off for the forest with an easy, running stride, confident she
could pick up the half-elf s trail and have the wench in her sights by
nightfall. And then, she would | earn what had brought a hal f-el ven assassin
into the shadows of Tethir.

The waxi ng noon rose high over the forest's canopy, but only a few stubborn
shafts of moonlight worked their way through the thick |ayers of |eaves.

Ferret found that Arilyn's trail was harder to follow than she had

antici pated. Sonewhere along the line, the assassin who wal ked the streets of
Zazesspur with such grim
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assurance had al so | earned a consi derabl e amount of woods craft!

At | ast Ferret caught sight of the half-elf, down on one knee exani ni ng what
appeared to be wol f sign. She placed her palmdown on the soil as if nmeasuring
the print, then nodded in satisfaction. Wth a quick, fluid novenrent she was
back on her feet. She set a brisk, silent pace toward the north, stopping from
time to time to examine the soil, or to pick a tuft of fur froma branble.

To all appearances, she was tracking a wol f.

Why, Ferret could not say, but she could easily guess Arilyn's destination
There was a small gl ade not too far away, a place with lush grasses and a
spring pool that did not dry up until |ate summer. Deer and other aninmals cane
there to drink. If the half-elf was indeed tracking a wolf, this is where she
woul d likely find one.

Ferret hesitated, and then ninbly clinbed an ash tree. Fromthis perch she
could follow the half-elf, unseen, and yet remain beyond the reach of any wol f
Arilyn m ght encounter

Not that forest wolves posed a serious threat. They were shy, intelligent
creatures who kept to thenselves and killed only what they needed for

survival. Only in the borderlands, where human poachi ng had stripped the
forest of the wolves' natural prey, had they becone a nuisance. Fromtine to
time, hungry wolves ventured out into the fields and farm ands. Mst of these
contented thenmselves with the mce and voles that were plentiful in cultivated
| ands—wol ves could live solely on such prey—but a few devel oped a taste for
mut t on.

If cornered by an indignant shepherd, a poaching wolf would defend itself. It
was possible that just such a wolf had wounded or even killed someone who had
rel ati ves weal thy enough to purchase the half-elf s services. There were other
possibilities, however, that dictated a certain amount of caution on Ferret's
part. Extremely rare, although nmore common in these troubled tinmes, was a
rogue wol f, one that either through sickness or despair
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had left its nature behind to becone a raveni ng beast, Mst often the
atrocities attributed to themwere not committed by wolves at all, but by

| ycant hr opes—hunmans who' d been cursed with a wolfs formand an unnatural | ust
for blood. Although Tethir's ancient magic acted as a barrier to many such
abomi nations, it was possi bl e—possible—that the half-elf had been hired to
track and slay such a nonster. Best to keep a distance fromthat battle!

From her | eafy perch, Ferret followed Arilyn toward the glade. At the

hal f-el f's approach, a pair of deer lifted dripping nmuzzles fromthe pool and
bounded off into the trees. There was no sign of any wol f, however, nor did
the half-elf seem concerned by this lack. She shoul dered off her pack and
began to remove several itenms fromit, including a small, shinmrering nound of
what appeared to be liquid silver

The hal f-elf removed her green cape and stripped off her clothing—+the dark



nondescri pt garments of a Zazesspurian assassin—all the while wearing an
expression of extrene distaste. She stuffed theminto the hollow of a tree and
then waded into the pool, splashing and scrubbing herself repeatedly as if to
wash of f some invisible taint.

Arilyn's pal e skin appeared al nost luminous in the tree-filtered noonlight.
Even to Ferret's critical eyes, she was as pale and sl ender as any noon el f—-an
apparent sister to the white-linbed birch trees that ringed the forest gl ade.
At length the hal f-elf waded back and began to dress herself in the garnents
she'd taken from her pack: |eggings, under tunic, shirt—all of which were dyed
in practical shades of deep forest green. Then she picked up the fluid silver.
It fell like a waterfall into the shape of a fine hauberk, a long tunic of
elven chain mail finer than any Ferret had ever seen. This the half-elf
slipped over her head; it nolded i mediately to her formand noved with her
like water. Arilyn belted on her ancient
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sword so that the moonstone-hilted bl ade was promi nently displayed. She raked
bot h hands through her still-wet curls, tucking her hair behind her pointed

ears and then tying an el aborate green-and-silver band around her forehead to
hold it in place. In nonents, the hal f-breed assassin was gone; in her place
stood a noble warrior, a proud daughter of the Mon People.

Ferret shook her head in silent disbelief. Had she not seen the transformation
hersel f, she would not have believed it possible. Ch, she knew that Arilyn had
a knack for disguises, but this went far beyond an assassin's tricks.

Before Ferret could assimlate this, the half-elf took a small wooden obj ect
fromher pack and lifted it to her lips. An eery, wavering cry floated out
into the forest and froze the watchful Ferret to her perch. She had heard that
sound before, but never froma nortal throat!

There was a nonent's silence, and then an answering call came fromthe trees
beyond. Arilyn blew again, a |long high call followed by several short,

i rregul ar bursts—sone sort of signal, no doubt—and then she waited calny

The vines on the far side of the gl ade parted, and an enormous silver wolf
padded into the clearing. It was twice as |arge, perhaps even three tines as
|arge, as any wolf Ferret had ever seen. In truth, it could be said to
resenble a forest wolf only insofar as a unicorn could be |likened to a horse,
or an elf to a human. The creature's blue eyes were large and intelligent,

al nrond- shaped li ke those of an elff and its ears were |long and poi nted above
its sharply triangular face. There was a fey grace to its step, and lingering
about it was an eldritch aura that seemed to capture and enbody the essence of
the forest's magic.

Lyt hari .

Ferret formed the word with silent, awed lips. Al her life she had heard
tales of the lythari, an ancient race of
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shapechangi ng el ves, the nost elusive and nost magical of all the forest
Peopl e. Few knew of their existence beyond those who dwelt in the forest.
Those who spoke of the Silver Shadows did so with reverence—and dread.

The Iythari were usually as reclusive as the wolves they resenbl ed, but from
time to time they noved with incredible ferocity against some eneny of the
forest. Even the wild elves, who—ext to dryads and treants—were the nost
attuned to the ways of the woodl ands, did not understand the ways of the

I ythari and occasionally fell under their swift wath. Few forest dwellers had
caught a glinpse of a lythari, and never in elven form

As if to mock Ferret's unspoken thoughts, the Iythari's wolflike form

shi mrered and di sappeared. In its place stood a young el ven nal e, beautiful
and fey even by the neasures of elvenkind. Ferret bit her lip, hard, to keep
fromcrying out in wonder. The lythari was taller than the half-elf and just
as pale, and his hair retained the shimering silver color of his wolflike
form He called Arilyn by nane, speaking the conmon El vish tongue, and



enbraced her warmy. But try though she might, Ferret could nake out nothing
of the | ow, earnest conversation that followed.

She watched in wonder as the lythari slipped back into his wolf form and stood
patiently, allowing the half-elf to clinmb onto his back. Thus mounted, Arilyn
Moonbl ade slipped beyond the forest gl ade—and beyond Ferret's reach. No one,
not even a tracker as skilled as she, could follow a |ythari who did not w sh
to be found.

To Ferret, this could nean only one thing: the Iythari intended to take Arilyn
to his den and wi shed to renmove all possibility that soneone could trace her
to this hidden place.

As Ferret slipped down fromthe tree, she pondered the mystery that was Arilyn
Moonbl ade, a hal f-woman who bore the sword of an elven warrior and had earned
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the friendship of a Iythari. Yet Ferret knew of several tinmes that Arilyn had
killed for no other apparent purpose than the coins the deed would place in
her pockets. The other assassins appl auded her col d-bl ooded skill and accepted
her as one of their own. But having seen both sides of Arilyn, Ferret sinply
could not reconcile the two hal ves.

The Iythari mal e apparently knew the better part of Arilyn Monbl ade, the
nobl e el ven warrior, the identity that Ferret had just now glinpsed.

Unf ortunat el y—and herein | ay a danger beyond reckoni ng—the |ythari also knew
all the secrets of the forest.

Did this young nmal e know that he was about to betray themto a half-elven
assassi n?

Si | ver Shadows

177

El even

There was not hi ng, Hasheth was comng to learn, that could lift the heart and
enflame the pride Iike a good plot successfully executed. Not even the
grindi ng, mind-nunbing chore of copying piles of receipts into Hhune's | edgers
could dimthe young man's inner glow of excitenment. He had done wel | —even
Arilyn Moonbl ade, Harper and Shadow Sash, had admitted as much.

And in truth, Hasheth did not nmind his apprenticeship so very nuch. In a way,
these bits of parchnent and paper were |ike pieces of a puzzle, and there was
little that he enjoyed nore than a good puzzle. The Harpers, what a life they
had—traveling the world, tracing convoluted plots to their source. The only
thing that could possibly be nore interesting would be devising such a plot,
one so tangled that not even the best anong the Harpers mght unravel it!
Despite his pride, the young prince possessed enough sel f-know edge to know
that he hinmsel f was not capable

of such a thing. But in tinme—-why not? And what better training could he have
than learning at the foot of the conplicated and anbitious Hhune?

As guil dmaster, nerchant, |and owner and nmenber of the Council of Lords, Hhune
possessed consi derabl e power. Yet already Hasheth's sharp eye had found hints
of other, clandestine affiliations and shadowy outlines of plots that were as
anbitious as they were intriguing. A busy man, was Lord Hhune!

"Not finished yet?" demanded a nasal, querul ous voice. "The other clerks have
already entered their allotments and gone out to take their m dday neal."
Hasheth set his teeth and lifted his gaze to Achnib, Lord Hhune's scribe. "I
amnot a clerk, but an apprentice,” he rem nded the man, and not for the first
tine.

"It is nmuch the same," the scribe said in a tone neant to dism ss the younger
man. He turned away and strutted off in search of someone else to intimdate.
Hashet h wat ched hi m go, marveling that a man as astute and anbitious as Hhune
woul d suffer such a fool. Achnib carried oat his lord s instructions well
enough, but if a single original thought should ever enter his head, it would
surely die of |oneliness!

Yet Achnib was a born sycophant, and such nen often enjoyed a degree of
success. The scribe curried favor with his master in the nost shanel essly



obvi ous ways, even to imtating Lord Hhune's appearance. He sported a thick
nmust ache and snoot hed back his black hair with oils as did Hhune. He

patroni zed the sanme tailor and went so far as to mimnmc the lord s manner of
speaking, his gait, and his neticulous attention to social niceties. Wat
Achni b | acked, however, was Hhune's apparent |ove of intrigue and his
under st andi ng of the nuances of power. Unlike Hhune, the scribe nade no
attenpt whatsoever to ensure the loyalties of those in | esser positions,

i nstead seeking only to bask in the reflected Iight of greater nmen.

A fool, Hasheth surm sed. He was but half the scribe's
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age, and already he sensed that power flowed in all directions—dpward as well
as down, for even the greatest lord was in sonme small part dependent upon the
efficiency and the goodwill of his lowiest servants. Those who w shed to | ead
nmust know how to control and manage that flow

As soon as Achnib was well beyond sight, Hasheth slipped a | arge gold coin
frombeneath a stack of papers. It was identical to the one Lord Hhune had
shown him and Hasheth had gone to no little trouble to procure it so that he
m ght study its markings. Some of them he knew. H dden anong the designs was
Hhune's guild mark, a secret symbol known only to ranking menbers of the
various guilds. Hasheth had purchased this information during his brief
sojourn in the assassins' guild, not realizing at the time how inmportant it

m ght becone.

The ot her Harper, the northerner Danilo Thann, had been keenly interested in

t hese symbol s and had committed themall to nmenory. Hasheth had followed suit,
and now he bl essed the northerner for his foresight. Young Lord Thann was not
such a bad sort, and for a noment Hasheth was al nost gl ad the bard had escaped
Hhune's hired assassins. For without such know edge as Lord Thann had insisted
Hashet h acquire, the prince would not have been able to nmake the connection
between his new master and the other nenbers of the mnysterious group known as
the Knights of the Shield. And if he was to take his place anbng these nen, he
nmust know t heir nanes.

Hasheth ran one fingertip over the circular pattern of runes around the edge
of the coin and the shield in its center. He knew that mark well, for his own
not her had worn this synbol upon a pendant until the day she died. It marked
her, she said, as one under the protection of the Knights. She had brought it
with her from Calinmshan and had worn it always until the night she died
birthing yet another son to the pasha.

Hashet h had been weaned on stories of this wecret
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soci ety, which was apparently as active in the southern | ands as the Harpers
were in the Dalelands far to the north. Their power was runored to come froma
conbi nati on of great wealth and the ability to gather and hoard val uabl e

i nformati on. What the ultimte ainms and goals of the Knights were, no one
could say, but it was known that they had no | ove for northerners and bore a
speci al dislike for Waterdeep and her Lords. Hasheth had | ong suspected that
his father had sonme involvenent with these shadowy fol k. Lord Hhune's words to
hi m had renoved all doubt. O one thing Hasheth was certain: affiliation with
t he Knights would al nost certainly be a step toward the sort of power he

i ntended to w el d.

"Where did you get that?"

Hasheth jolted. He had not heard Achnib's approach, so intent was he upon his
study of the coin. The scribe pounced on himlike a hunting cat and tore the
coin from his hand.

"This bears Lord Hhune's mark. \Were did you get this?" the man denmanded in an
accusi ng voi ce.

"At the Purple Mnotaur," Hasheth said, honestly enough. The mere nention of
Zazesspur's nost luxurious inn set the scribe back on his heels and stole sone
of the indignhation fromhis face. In fact, Achnib | ooked so nonplused that



Hasheth could not resist the urge to continue.

"As you no doubt know, Lord Hhune engaged the services of assassins to rid the
city of a suspected Harper agent. Two of these assassins were slain at the inn
where their mark resided; one of themcarried this coin. Since the hired man
failed at his assigned task, | took the liberty of renmoving the coin fromhis
body so that | might return to it Lord Hhune. If you wish to check out the
particul ars," Hasheth continued in a casual voice, "the chatel aine of the

M notaur will happily vouchsafe ny tale. You mght al so wander by the
assassins' guild-house, if you like."
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The scribe's eyes narrowed, for Hasheth's seemingly innocent words held a
triple insult. First, Achnib did not know of this matter, and the fact that
Hasheth did placed himsubtly higher in the hierarchy surrounding Lord Hhune.
Secondl y, since Achnib was neither wealthy nor well-born, he would not find a
wel cone, much less the offer of information, fromthe lofty chatel aine of the
exclusive Purple Mnotaur. And finally, an invitation to stop by the
assassi ns* guil dhouse was tantanount to wi shing a person dead. Yet since
Hasheth hinmsel f had briefly tasted the assassin's path and had lived to speak

of this adventure, he could mask this curse in the garb of a casual, if
boastful, suggestion. Even so, it was beyond bearing!

"Hhune will hear of this," the scribe warned.

Hasheth inclined his head in a parody of gratitude. "You are kind, to offer to
speak of ne to my Lord Hhune. | had planned to give himthe coin nyself, not

wi shing to trouble you with matters outside of your duties, but of course it
is better so. It is unbecom ng of a man to put hinmself forward in such a
manner . "

Achni b's face turned deep red. "You meant to do no such thing! You would have
kept it for yourself!".

In response, the young man reached for the cash | edger and thunbed to the
day's page. He held up the book so the scribe could see that the entry had

al ready been nmde.

"I will let your insult pass, for it is beneath me," he said in a soft,
dangerous voice. "As a son of the pasha, | have little need for gold. But now
that the coin is in your hands, perhaps you should sign for it as well?"

The scribe sputtered angrily, but no suitable response cane to his mnd. Nor
could he refuse the proper procedure that Hasheth had suggested. At |ength he
shut his nouth, snatched the quill fromthe apprentice's inkwell, and scraw ed
his mark next to the neat entry. He spun on his heel and stal ked fromthe
room *

Only then did Hasheth permit hinself a sneer. The
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fool had no idea what he held in his hand! Achnib saw a piece of gold, no

nor e.

Very well. He would cone to knowin time, to his sorrow.

In the young prince's nind, the lines of battle had been clearly drawn.

* *

Foxfire stood in respectful silence as the body of yet another elf was | owered
into the bog —the last of then-nunber who had sustained nortal injuries in
the farm ands to the east —and he listened as the songs were sung that marked
the return of yet another forest spirit into the great caldron of life. The
others stood with him—the survivors of the raid, the reinforcenments from
Talltrees, even the volatile Tanmsin —all taking solace and direction from
their |eader's dignified nmourning.

But Foxfire was far fromfeeling as cal mas he appeared. Nor did he accept the
deat hs of his people w th anything approachi ng resignation

He was young, by the measure of elvenkind, not long into his second century of
life. Yet he had seen nmuch death —too nmuch death, and too much change. Life
in the world beyond their forest's boundaries swirled past themat a dizzying



pace; events cane and went too swiftly for the elves to absorb, nuch | ess
assimlate. During the short span of Foxfire's years, kingdons had risen and
tunbl ed, forests had given way to farm and, whol e human settlenents had sprung
up |i ke nushroons after a spring rain.

It often seemed to Foxfire that humans were rather |ike humm ngbirds: they
whi zzed past and were gone in a nonment's tine. Suddenly, unaccountably, the
el ves of Tethyr had been caught up in this pace, dragged along in the wake of
this headlong flight. He did not know howto stop it. He did not knowif it
coul d be stopped.

Tansi n, however, was not beset with such doubts. The
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young fighter, along with the three archers who had been sent northward, had
found his way back to the fen | ands nonents before his kinsman's body was to
be returned to the forest. After the songs had been chanted and the rituals
conplete, the elf sought out Foxfire and asked to give his report.

"I did as you said," he stated bluntly. "W all did—El drin, Sontar

Wndel | eu. They pushed the humans northward with their arrows, making sure

al ong the way that the hounds would not live to betray us to their masters.
awoke the white dragon and led her to the humans. By now she is probably back
in her lair, sleeping, with a belly full enough to keep her through the rest
of the sumer. O the warriors who pursued us, perhaps ten are dead."

"You did well," Foxfire told him "But for your efforts, the People would not
have reached the safety of the fen | ands."

"Yet we could have done nore!" Tamsin burst out. "Wy let any of them escape?
Qur lives would be better if we killed every hunan that ventures into the
forest!"

Foxfire was silent for a long nonent. "Not all," he ventured at last, "for
there are humanfolk in the forest who actually do good—the druids, rangers,
even t he swanmays."

Tamsin's eyes flashed with excitenent as he regarded his | eader, neasured the
meani ng of his hesitation. "But the nmen who pursued us—

"WIl not stop," Foxfire concluded grimy. "It is tine to turn hunter."

The young el f nodded eagerly. "As before? Small parties of archers?"

"No. We are rested now, and all those who yet live are ready to fight. W have

al so six fresh warriors fromTalltrees. | say we strike hard and have done
with them"
"I will scout," Tansin offered i nedi ately.

For once Foxfire did not try to tenmper the young elf s
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i mpet uous nature. "You know the way; you will lead the first group. Find the
humans, take to the trees, and pass over them then attack fromthe north.
Korrigash will lead fromthe east, Eldrin will take his archers to the west,
and Wndelleu to the south.”

"And you?"

Foxfire placed a hand on the younger elf's shoulder. "I will fight beside you,
or el sewhere as | am needed, but the command of the northern band will be

yours. Now go, and gather your fighters."

H s eyes sparkling at the thought of his first conmand, the younger elf spun
and raced back toward the main canp. The news came as no surprise to the
others. In noments the camp was gone as if it had never been there, and the
el ven fighters were ready to nmove northward fromtheir fen-1and refuge.

They foll owed Tamsin's confident |ead, traveling throughout the day and well
into the night. Shortly before dawn they came upon the humans' canp, not far
fromthe place where the white dragon had fallen upon them By al

appear ances, the humans did not realize this. Their panicked trails had taken
themin wide circles, and they had wandered still farther in an attenpt to
gather their scattered nenbers. Yet it seenmed they had nade a good recovery.
The canp was neat and orderly, and three alert sentries circled the site.



Tamsin pointed to the sentries, then to hinmself, to Sontar, and young
Hawkwi ng. Al'l were good choices, Foxfire acknow edged silently as the three
el ves slipped up into the trees and noved into position, though it pained him
to see a nmaid as young as Hawkwi ng in battle. But war had chosen her, and she
did not flinch fromthe burden that had fallen her way.

At a signal from Tansin, the three elves dropped silently to the ground,
directly in front of their chosen marks. Before the humans coul d nove or cry
out, three bone knives slashed forward and dealt swift and silent death. The
el ves caught the falling humans and eased
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themsilently to the ground—a difficult feat for the tiny Hawkw ng, who used
her own body to nuffle the sound of the falling human. Foxfire w nced, but the
elf girl crawl ed out fromunder the dead sentry and signaled that all was
wel I .

Foxfire nodded to the group | eaders, and the elves scattered into the forest.
He followed Tansin into the trees. As they crept through the canopy over the
canpsite, he took careful note of the men who slept below. There were a total
of three-and-forty humans—a | arge band, far nore than Foxfire had anti ci pated.
More, in fact, than had pursued theminto the forest. Sonehow they, like the
el ves, had managed to send for reinforcenments. The inplications of this did
not bode well for the elves.

Al t hough he knew little of humans, Foxfire understood that they did not
possess the elven gift of rapport, that nystical closeness that enabled el ves
to share thoughts and feelings, even across |ong distances. Rapport was
strongest anong the tw n-born—Fansi n and Tamara shared such a bond with each
other and a strong enpathy with other el ves—but npst often rapport occurred
bet ween el ven | overs who forged a bond strong and bright enough to weld their
spirits together for all time. It was the deepest conmtment known to el ves,
rarely undertaken and never done so lightly. Foxfire knew that humans coul d
not send nmessages through rapport; they could do so through use of nagic.
Suddenly a sharp crack split the silence of the night—+he heart-chilling sound
of a metal trap springing shut. There came another, and a third, and then a
qui ck brutal crackle that cane too quickly to count. The sounds roused the
humans, who | eaped fromtheir bedrolls and seized their weapons: wooden
shields, small crossbows, swords, and daggers.

Tamsin's body contorted in a spasm of agony as the backl ash of the trapped

el ves' pain swept through him Foxfire reached out to steady him then
captured the
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younger el fs angui shed eyes with his own. It was clear that Tansin not only
felt the elves' suffering, but blamed hinself for it. Had he not been so
focused on the hunt, he m ght have sensed the comi ng danger

"Shield yoursel f?' Foxfire said sternly. "Wat's done cannot be undone; you
will not help them by sharing their deaths."

"How coul d this happen?" demanded Hawkw ng, her bl ack eyes w de w th horror
"Why coul d they not see the traps?"

"The humans have a w zard," Foxfire replied as he nocked an arrow. He el bowed
Tamsin, for the young elf s gifts were needed. O all of them Tansin had the
best chance of discerning the deadly foe.

The young fighter shook hinself, scattering his borrowed enmptions |ike an
otter casting off droplets of water. He put aside his grief and his guilt and
took a deep, steadying breath. Swiftly, surely, he focused on the unseen
threads that tied himto the forest and to the web of magic that was its
essence.

Tamsi n knew the pattern—they all did—-but nore than nost elves, he felt it in
his blood, traveled its gossaner paths whenever he rested in reverie. And thus
he sensed quickly and surely the ugly, gaping tear in the fabric of life that
i ndi cated that a human wi zard was at work



"There," he said, pointing to one of the men crouched bel ow—an easy target,
for he was one of the few humans who did not hold a shield.
Foxfire swng his bow into place and | oosed his ready arrow. The bolt tore
t hrough the layers of |eaves, straight toward its mark ..

and burst into flane.
Blue fire flashed down the length of the shaft, and a thin line of black ash
drifted to the ground at the w zard's feet.
The ot her humans were not quite so lucky. The archers under Wndelleu's
command bonbar ded t hem
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with a small stormof arrows; nost clattered harm essly off the wooden
shields, but a few got through. No humans sustai ned nortal wounds, but at
| east a few of them would be slowed during the battle to cone.
Undeterred by the cries of his conrades and the arrows that flamed and fizzl ed
around him the w zard began to move his fingers rapidly in sonme sort of
silent, arcane | anguage. He concl uded by bangi ng both hands together. The
result was like a sumer storm like lighting and thunder conbined into one
killing stroke.
A thunderclap rolled outward from his hands and through the forest; every
arrow that was in flight at that monment flared with brilliant white light. A
bolt of energy sizzled back fromeach glow ng arrow, follow ng an invisible
path through the air and back to the archer who had sent it forth.
Foxfire watched in horror as five of his people were blasted into ash.
He drewin a breath to call for retreat, but the sound died in a strangled
gasp as all the world seenmed to burst into flame. There was no heat, just a
sudden, searing light that was nearly as painful
The elf dug both fists into his eyes, trying to rub away the painful sparkles
that danced and whirled behind his eyelids. Wen at last his eyes adjusted to
t he unnatural brightness, the possibility of retreat vanished fromhis
t hought s.
The humans had dragged the captured elves into the clearing. There were seven
of them and all were alive, though the foot-hold traps—elearly visible now
that they had been sprung—had inflicted terrible wounds upon them A few nen
guarded them | oaded crossbows |eveled at their hearts. And surrounding them
was a circle of human nercenaries, swords drawn.
One of these men waved his weapon at the trees overhead and shouted sonet hing.
Foxfire and Tansi n exchanged hel pl ess shrugs—either of them spoke the
| anguage of Tethyr's humans. Before Foxfire could call
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down a request for parley in the Common trade tongue, the human found anot her
nore visual way to get his neaning across.
He spun and lunged in a single, quick novenent, sinking his sword deep into
one of the helpless elves. Then he turned to the forest and brandi shed his
crimson bl ade. The chal |l enge was clear, as was the price of refusal
The first to respond was Hawkw ng; she dropped to the ground with the speed of
her namesake, her dagger gl eam ng talon-bright in her hand. Wt hout
hesitation, all the elves who could still fight followed the fierce elf nmaid
into the circle of w zard-1ight and deat h.
In another part of Tethir, far fromthe clash of weapons and the scent of
death, Arilyn clung to her friend's silver fur as he carried her swiftly
toward the hidden den of the lythari
She had known Gananmede from chil dhood, but nothing in their shared experience
could have prepared her to enter the hidden world of the lythari. The den of
t he shapeshifting el ves was not in an underground cave, as Arilyn had
anticipated, but in some mddle realm an unseen world.
There was no vi si bl e passage, no nagical gate; one nonment they were in Tethir,
t he next, they were not.
Al t hough the journey m ght have felt seanl ess, there was no mistaking that a



nmonent ous change had taken place. She and Gananede were still in a forest, but
one quite different fromthe dense, cool shade of Tethir. The trees were
taller, nmore majestic, and like nothing that Arilyn had ever seen before. The
air was warmer, nore alive. But the nost conpellingly apparent change was that
t he wani ng ni ght had been replaced by the | ong gol den shadows of |ate
afternoon. This was the tinme of day Arilyn |l oved nost, the nonment near the end
of a
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perfect spring day that was al nost heartbreaking in its beauty, a tine that
was al nost, but not quite, twlight.

Al most twilight.

Suddenly Arilyn understood why Gananede had insisted she cling to his back: no
nortal could nake the passage to these fabled real ns unassisted. She slid from
the Iythari and rose slowy to her feet.

"Faerie," she whispered, naming the |and which | egend clained to be the elves
first home, a land left behind in a tine far beyond nenory. According to elven
nmyth, Faerie was a place of incredible beauty that would | ast for a single
day, albeit one nearly imeasurable in its length. Some of the elves, know ng
that then-day here would eventually end, had ventured beyond Faerie into other
worl ds in hope that they might find a way to escape the coming night. O so

| egend claimed. Arilyn had al ways assumed that Faerie was an allegory and not
a literal place. She seized Gananmede's face between her hands and repeated the
word, this time as a question.

The Iythari's wolflike form shimrered and gave way to that of the otherworldly
el f, Gananede sniled at his awestruck friend, his blue eyes gently indul gent.
"Faerie? Well, not quite. This is a place between the worlds—quite fitting for
peopl e such as you and | who are neither wholly one thing nor another. But
cone—you wanted to neet the others."

Too stunned to give voice to the thousand questions that whirled through her
mnd, Arilyn followed as Gananede set off toward the sound of felling water.
There, by a waterfall in a glade the color of an enmerald' s heart, the |ythari
made their hone.

After one glance, Arilyn understood that her quest was futile. She could think
of nothing that could entice the lythari into the conflict of war. The peace
and beauty of this place made the very thought of it an unspeakabl e obscenity,
as was the notion of disturbing the serenity and joy of these magi cal beings.
*
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Several adults in elven formdanced to the haunting nmusic of a bone pipe,

pl ayed by a lythari woman so delicate she seened carved of noonlight. Two nore
el ves bathed in the splashing waters of the falls, |aughing as they watched
the antics of a trio of wolflike young that tunbled and played at the edge of
t he pool .

An involuntary smle curved Arilyn's lips. This was how Ganamede had | ooked
when she first met hi m—al though not nearly so carefree and joyful

The young lythari had ventured into the outer world too soon, only to be
caught in a snare. Arilyn had been a child herself at the tine, willful enough
to ignore the warnings about venturing alone into the wild Greycloak Hlls

t hat surrounded Evereska, young enough to be charned with the idea of keeping
a pet wolf. Her nother, Zlwyl, had had other ideas. She sent word to the
lythari's tribe—exactly how, Arilyn had never |earned—and a stern

pal e-haired male el f canme the next day to whisk away the errant cub. But it
seened that the young lythari had a contrary streak to match Arilyn's own.
Many times over the next several years he slipped away to seek out his

hal f-el ven playmate. Wen Arilyn |l eft Evereska after her mother's death,
Gananede had gi ven her a sumoni ng pi pe and a know edge of the "doors to the
gate" where she might find him Only now did Arilyn understand what that

meant. Al though there was but one gate to the Iythari's lair, they could



probably energe at will in Tethir or Evermeet or Cormanthor. But why woul d

t hey choose to do so, other than to hunt?

"The lythari will not come,"” Arilyn said softly.

"No," agreed Gananede, "but | had to show you, else you would not have
under st ood why."

He took her arm and drew her away fromthe peaceful glade. "But | myself will
take you to the nearest settlenent of the green elves, a place known as
Talltrees. It lies a day's walk to the north, but I can get you there in a
matter of hours. | wish there were nore | could do for you."
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Despi te her di sappointnent, Arilyn couldn't help but smle as she pictured the
i npact Ganamede' s appearance woul d make. "That's nore hel pful than you know, "
she said in a wy tone. "If an entrance like that doesn't inpress the forest
peopl e, 111 know enough to turn around and go hone!"

The pal ace of Pasha Balik was wi thout doubt the |argest and nost inpressive
building in all of Zazesspur. At its core was a sumer pal ace built by

Al ehandro Il1l1. Amazingly, it had escaped the destruction of the royal

fam | y—foll owed by the denolition of nost of the royal properties—virtually
unscat hed. Wen Balik cane to power he'd taken it over, bought up the
surroundi ng | and, and expanded the original buildings into an enornous narble
conpl ex ringed by even nore spectacul ar gardens.

One of the newer additions was a | arge chanber suitable for neetings of state.
Here net the Council of Lords—a dozen nen and wonen of nobl e rank—o hear

i mportant cases, debate policy, and make decisions that woul d address the good
of all the people of Zazesspur. At least, that was the Council's original and
stated intent. The Council, inspired by the [ords who rul ed Waterdeep, had
been created shortly after the downfall of the royal house. Though it was

i ntended to be the ruling body, npst of its nmenbers canme to view their seats
as stepping stones toward greater power. In recent years, however, the Counci
had done little nore than carry out the will of the pasha.

Bali k was a vain man who all owed hinself to be seduced by the notion of his
own i nmportance. He had grown increasingly deaf to the voices of the coalition
of southerners, royalists, and nerchants who had brought bimto power. Sel dom
t hese days did he hear anything but his own inclinations. *
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Today, however, Pasha Balik seenmed unusually willing to listen to counsel
"You are all aware of the growing threat fromthe el ven people," he began
"Caravans ransacked, trade lost, farns and trading posts attacked. W will set
all other business aside and consider how best to deal with this problem"”
Lord Faunce, one of the few nobl enen present who had actually inherited his
title, rose to speak. "Wat do the elves have to say about this matter?"
"That is something none but the gods can tell you. The El ven Council has been
destroyed, the settlenment burned to ash," supplied Zonguiar, a priest of

| hnater, speaking this dire news with |ugubrious relish

Lord Hhune, guildmaster, rose to his feet. "My lords, nust | rem nd you that
in less enlightened tinmes an effort was nmade to push the elves fromthis
country? Their | ands were seized, nany were slain, sone were pushed deep into
the forest. | speak for patience and urge forbearance," he said passionately.
"At the very least, let us take tine to exanmine the reports against the elves
and see if perhaps the tal es have grown sonmewhat in the telling. To nove too
qui ckly would certainly result in a waste of fighting men and nost likely in
t he deat hs of many innocent elven fol k!"

A few of the other |ords exchanged arch | ooks. Hhune had been quite young
during the less enlightened times" he spoke of, yet few present doubted that
he woul d not have been anbng the nost zealous in carrying out his king's
desire to extermi nate the elves of Tethyr. But ever changeful were the wi nds
of fortune, and few anpbng them could match Hhune's skill as a social weather
vane. For the nost part, they admred himfor it.



Even so, the Marquessa D*Morreto couldn't resist putting in a dig. "The
menories of the elves are long. It may well be that they act in retaliation
for the wongs done them" she suggested piously.

"We do not even know that the elves are truly responsible!" thundered Hhune.
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"But if not, then who? And why would so much be laid felsely on the elven fol k
of Tethir?" asked Lord Faunce.

"That is precisely what | intend to find out,"” Lord Hhune said grimy. "I wll
learn what there is to know of this matter, and I will pass this know edge on
to you." He paused to give weight to his next words. There are those in this
 and who can find answers to any question. | ask your indul gence only in the
matter of time."

The Council considered this in silence. Al knew that Hhune referred to the
secret and dreaded Knights of the Shield; nmore than a few suspected he had
ties to this shadowy group. \Watever the case, they were content to | eave the
troubl esone elves in his hands. As the Marquess had pointed out, there was no
one among them who had as nuch at stake in this matter as did Hhune.
Fortunately for Lord Hhune, there was not one anmpong them who under st ood
exactly what it was that he planned to do, or what he held at risk.

None, that was, but the lord' s bodyguard—a tall, heavy-chested man with a

bl ack beard, cold gray eyes, and a fl ower-shaped scar on one cheek. As this
man |istened to Hhune's inpassi oned speech, he passed a hand over his bearded
lips to hide a gri mce—er perhaps a smle.

Twel ve

It was difficult to surprise an elf at any tinme, and al nost inpossible to
creep up on a green elfin his own forest stronghold. Yet the Iythari were
called "silver shadows" for good reason. In his lupine form Gananede noved
nore swiftly and silently than the wi nd—hot even the | eaves rustled when he
passed. And Arilyn, who rode upon his back with her arms flung tightly around
hi s massive silver neck, thought she knew why this was so. The |lythari wal ked
bet ween worl ds, even when their feet trod upon the solid face of Toril

They reached the outer boundaries of the Talltrees settlenent |late that day,
slipping easily past the | ayers of secrecy that enfol ded the elven village.
The forest had strange mmgi cal properties, Gananede had told her, that
distorted the senses of outsiders. Arilyn could hold her direction as well as
nost rangers, but even she felt oddly disoriented as they neared the hidden
village. Nor were these the only magical barriers. Twin
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dryads—beauti ful sylvan creatures who were not quite either human or

el ven—peeked out at them from behind a stand of beech trees. Any nal e who
wandered near this lair would have the i mage of wondrously beautiful dryads
gi ggling behind their white hands as his last nmenory of this part of Tethir
forest. A male who fell under a dryad's charmusually awoke, dazed and utterly
| ost, under some unfanmiliar tree. When at |ast he found his way back to
settled |l ands, he invariably |learned that as nmuch as a year had passed wi t hout
| eaving a single footprint upon his nmenory. It was a gossamer web that the
dryads wove, but a powerful one.

Beyond the dryads' grove, not even silent Gananede coul d escape detection.
Shar p-eyed el ven warriors wal ked the surrounding forest. Qther sentries, the
birds and squirrels that chattered and scolded in the trees, carried warnings
that were heard and heeded by the elven folk. Arilyn noted the subtle changes
in the song of forest birds that no doubt announced their comn ng

"They know we're here. You might as well let nme down," she said quietly. The
lythari cane to a stop; Arilyn slid down and rose to her full height. She
snoot hed down the vest of elven chain mail, adjusted her swordbelt, and then

squared her shoulders for the trial ahead.



Lifting her chin to an angle that approxi mated that of a proud elven courtier
Arilyn placed one hand on the Iythari's pale silver shoulder. "Here we go,"
she murmured. "We should be fine, but if things start getting hostile I want
you out of here like a flea off a fire new."

Gananede cast an exasperated | ook up at her, his blue eyes stating beyond
doubt what he thought of her chosen figure of speech

A wy grin brightened Arilyn's face—and di ssipated a bit of her tension. "How
i ndelicate of me, bringing up fleas," she said with nock gravity. "Nearly as
t hought| ess as nentioning heartburn to a red dragon!"”

"Are you quite through?" the Iythari inquired patieatly.

"Or would you like to compound the insult by scratching behind ny ears?"
Arilyn's shoul ders shook in a brief, silent chuckle. "I neant what | said,"
she repeated, suddenly serious. "Get out at the first sign of trouble.”

"And what of you?"

What i ndeed? she repeated silently.

"If I fall, try to reclaimnmy sword at sone later tine. | knowthis is asking
a great deal of you, but if you were to ask anything of the forest elves, they
woul d surely give it. | would not ask, but mine is a hereditary blade, and its
magic will continue as long as there is a need for it and a worthy descendant
to wield it. Wien its purpose has been fulfilled, it will go dormant."

And until that distant day—and perhaps far longer than that, Arilyn added
silently—her spirit would be inprisoned wthin!

"A hereditary sword. Then you have children?" Gananede inquired

It was a | ogical question, but it struck Arilyn like a kick to the gut. She
had never considered that particul ar aspect of the noonbl aoVs denands, for she
had never given a nonment's thought to the possibility that she m ght bear
children of her own. Arilyn knew all too well the anbiguity that defined a

hal f-elf s existence, and she would not wi sh this upon another. Nor would any
child of hers be a likely candidate for the noon-blade. As far as Arilyn knew,
she was the only noon-blade wielder in the entire history of these ancient
swords who was not of pure moon-elf heritage. Not even \, a full-blooded elf
of anot her noble race—+the gold elves, V or the green, or the sea fol k—had
every held such a £ sword and lived. Wat chance would a child of hers >; have
agai nst the noonbl ade's silent test? And knowi ng what she did about the nature
of the el fshadow, how coul d she pass such a sentence al ong? | medi ate deat h,
or eternal servitude. It was not much of a | egacy.

Even if her offspring should claimthe sword and fail,
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that death woul d not purchase her freedom The noon-bl ade she carried was of

t he Moonfl ower clan, and the line would not die with Arilyn. The gods only
knew how many unknown royal aunts and uncles and cousins she had runni ng
blithely about on distant Everneet!

VWhi ch brought her to a second disturbing realization: since she had no
children of her own, she would have to name a bl ade heir from anong her
nmother's kin. It occurred to her, for the first tinme, that the ties between
her and her nother's people were far nore conplex than their common

bl oodl i nes.

"Lanruil," she blurted out, renmenbering a nane from her nother's |ong-ago
tales. "Prince Lanruil of Everneet, youngest son of Am aruil and nother's
brother to me. | name himblade heir. There are 'doors to the gate' on
Evermeet. If | fall, see that he gets the moonbl ade."

Gananede gazed up at her, purely elven wonder shining through his wolflike
features. "You are of Am aruil's bl ood? Wiy have you never spoken of this?"
Even the lythari were not inmune to the power of the queen, Arilyn thought
bitterly. What was it about Am aruil that inspired such reverence?

"Maybe | don't like to brag," she said shortly. "But cone on—they know we're
here, and they're probably wonderi ng what's keeping us-"

Toget her they wal ked for several hundred paces. Gananede stopped suddenly and
for HO reason that Arilyn could ascertain.



"Look up," he advised her softly.

Arilyn did so and found that she stood in the center of what appeared to be a
thriving settlement. The elven village itself was a wonder. Small dwellings
had been fashioned high in the trees, connected by sw ngi ng wal kways. So
cleverly did the settlenent blend hi with the forest that no one could see it
unl ess he stood in its mdst and | ooked strai ght up—which, unless one had the
benefit of a lythari escort, was about as likely to occur in the natural
course of
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things as a sal ad-eating troll
This, then, was Talltrees. But there was still no sign of the elven

i nhabi t ants.

"Where are they?" she said softly.

"Al'l around. Read themthe queen's proclamation,"” he urged her

But the half-elf shook her head. That was Am ariuTs plan, and by Arilyn's
estimation it had little chance of success. The offer of Retreat was a | ast
resort. She would earn her freedomfairly, and she would do it in her own

f ashi on.

"People of Talltrees,"” she called in a clear, ringing alto, speaking in the
El vi sh common tongue. 1 amconme to you from Am aruil, Lady of Everneet, Queen
of the Elven Island. WII| you hear an anbassador of the queen?"

There was no sound to herald their com ng, but suddenly the forest around her
was alive with watchful, copper-skinned elves. Were they had been a noment
before, Arilyn couldn't say. She herself was considered skilled in matters of
stealth, but these folk were of the forest, and one with it.

Their garb was sinple and scant, fashioned al nost w thout exception fromthe
forest's bounty: tanned hides, rough linen beaten and woven fromw ld fl ax,
ornanents of feather and bone. But there was nothing primtive or crude about
these green elves. They were an ancient people with ancient ways. Arilyn they
regarded with detached, wary curiosity, but nost gazed at Gananmede with an awe
t hat approached reverence. It was likely the first time nost of them had ever
| ai d eyes upon one of the elusive silver shadows. This nmeeting, Arilyn
suspected, would be a tale they would pass down to their children's children
A tall male, whose features struck Arilyn as oddly famliar, stepped forward
with the dignity of a stag. |ake nbst of the green elves, he was lightly clad.
H s ruddy skin was painted with swirling designs of greens
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and brown, and his dark brown hair was worn | ong and plaited back

"I am Rhot hom r, Speaker of the Talltrees tribe. For the sake of the noble

| ythari who has seen fit to lead you here, we will consider the words of

Am aruil of Everneet."”

Consi der. For the sake of the lythari

That was not exactly welcoming, but in truth Arilyn took a certain perverse
satisfaction in the rare lack of enthusiasmthis male showed for the elven
queen.

But now came the tricky part. Propriety demanded that she give her name, her
house, and her credentials. Since she was woefully short on all three, she
woul d sinply use what she had, followthe elf s |ead, and hope for the best.

Arilyn pulled her noonblade, lifted it high in a sweeping, formal elven
salute, and then went down on one knee before the Speaker. "I am Arilyn
Moonbl ade, daughter of Z Beryl of the Monflower clan,"” she said, using the
name her nother had taken in exile. "As sworn swordmai den, | have forsaken
clan ties to take the name of the ancient and magical sword I carry. Wrd of
your troubles has reached Everneet. In the name of Queen Amaruil, | offer ny

sword and mmy life in defense of your tribe."

Wth these words she laid the noonbl ade at the green elf s feet.

For a | ong nonment Rhothomir regarded her in silence. "Evermeet's queen sends
us a single warrior?"



"What woul d your response be if she had sent a thousand?" Arilyn retorted.
"What benefit would there be if so many feet were to tranple a path through

t he woodl ands, a path so broad your enemes could walk in confort to your very
door? Wth the help of ny friend, Gananede of the Greycloak tribe, | have |eft
a path that none can follow "

A moment's silence. "You walk silently, for a n"tel-que'tethira? he admttedly
grudgi ngly, using an Elfish
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word that roughly translated as "city-dweller." He considered the matter for
anot her span of several monents, then turned away.

"Take up your sword and |l eave this place as silently as you came. W have no
use for it, or you."

"No. "

A silent ripple of astonishnent ran through the elven assenbly. Apparently,
such a direct challenge to the Speaker's authority was an uncommon event.

An elven femal e wal ked to Rhothom r's side, her black eyes fixed upon Arilyn
and the watchful iythari.

"Do not send them away. Think, Brother. If the silver shadows would fight for
us, how quickly we could deal with those humans who defile our forest!"
Arilyn's eyes wi dened. She had never heard that voice, but sonehow she knew
it. It belonged to a femal e assassin who spoke only in whispers, one who used
cosnetics to dimthe luster of her skin and to transform her elven features
into the exotic al nond-eyed beauty of a wonan of the far eastern |lands. The
silk turban had conceal ed ears as pointed as those of a fox, as well as

gl eam ng chestnut hair that was now pulled back into a single braid. If there
had been any doubt in Arilyn's mind about the elf woman's dual identity, it
woul d have been renoved by the sight of the tatoo on her bare shoul der: the
stylized, graceful formof a hunting ferret.

The Harper also heard the dual nmeaning in the elf wonan's words: peopl e of
human bl ood defiled the elven forest, but for the sake of an alliance with the
lythari, Ferret would consider accepting Arilyn's presence and her secret. But
if the elf wonan were to reveal Arilyn's true nature, Prince Lanruil would
fall heir to the noonbl ade at once! The sanctity of Talltrees, though honored
by the presence of a Iythari, would be deened profaned and put at extreme risk
by a hal f-elfs presence. They m ght even attack the lythari who had brought
her here, thinking hima traitor to elvenMhd. No matter what el se came of this
nmeeting, Arilyn
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vowed, she woul d see that Gananede escaped safely.

Since Arilyn was still on one knee, she was roughly at eye level with the

wol f1i ke being. She turned to gaze into Gananmede's eyes. " Speaker Rhothomr,
listen to your sister's counsel. | have asked the lythari of the G eycloak
tribe to cone to your assistance," she said, her eyes pleading with her friend
to play along. The nobl e Ganamede will |eave now to hold council with his

peopl e as to what m ght best be done."

The Iythari gave her a searching | ook. She responded with a faint smle and
nod that suggested all would be well.

After a noment, Ganamede inclined his head. "I will ask them" he said softly,
but his eyes were deeply puzzled. He turned and loped silently off into the
forest.

Arilyn rel eased her breath on a long, silent sigh of relief She hated
deceiving her friend. Fortunately, Gananede seened to have taken her request
at face value. He was disappointed in her, that she apparently did not
understand the nature of the lythari folk. Even so, he would do as she asked,
t hough he knew what his people's response would be. Better that than letting
hi m know how t enuous her own position was.

As soon as Gananede was beyond reach, Arilyn reached for her sword and stood.
She net Ferret's steady gaze. |If there was yet any hope of forging a link with



the green elves, it would be here.

"I can offer more than a possible alliance with the lythari. Mst of you have

not fought humans. | have. | know their ways, their world, their tactics."

"There is sonething in what you say," Rhothomr adnitted. He turned to his

sister. "You are the |ore-keeper; you have nore know edge of the humans than

any of us, as well as the elves who |ive beyond the forest. Wat do you say?"

"I would speak with this one alone," Ferret said. "There are things we should

know about her and about the sword she carries. W all have heard tal es of

such
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swords. It may be that this noonbl ade was forged for just such a task."

There is great risk in accepting outsiders," the Speaker said.

"And we will weigh the risks along with the benefits. Let ne speak with this
moon el f, and judge whet her what she offers is worthwhile."

After a noment's deliberation, Rhothomr agreed. Ferret strode over to a stout

oak and tugged one of the vines that entwined its trunk. A |long | adder

unrol l ed, spilling down fromone of the dwellings overhead. The elf wonan

indicated with a deft, inpatient gesture that Arilyn should ascend the | adder

Wth Ferret close behind her, the half-elf nmade the dizzying clinmb into trees.

The dwel ling was small and sparsely furnished: a bearskin served as a bed

some large clay pots held personal effects; a few garments hung from pegs on

the wall. The elf motioned for Arilyn to take a seat on the bearskin and then

seated herself on the floor, as far away as the small room permtted.

"How is it that you know a silver shadow?" Ferret demanded.

"We are friends fromchildhood. | freed himfroma snare.”

"I'n Tethir?"

"No. In the Geycloak Hills, a place many days' travel to the north of here.

Gananede's tribe takes its name fromthose hills—er perhaps it is the other

way around. Lythari can travel far distances in ways that seem magi cal, even

to an elf," Arilyn added, anticipating the elf wonman's next question

Ferret's gaze slipped to the sword at Arilyn's side. "Howis it that you carry

one of these swords? It is alive—+ sawit glow wi th magi c when we fought in

the Harper's room"

"Yes. That was a very convincing death scene,"” Arilyn added dryly. "As for the

sword, it cane to me as such a blade conies to any who wields it. It was

passed down to
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me fromny nother, Z beryl."

"But how is that so? No noonbl ade has ever before been turned to evil!"

"Nor has this one," Arilyn said softly. "It cannot shed innocent blood. If you

would like to test this in conbat, | would be happy to oblige you."

The chal l enge hung heavy in the silence that followed. "What are you?" Ferret

said at last. "Half-elf assassin, or noble elven warrior?"

"What are you?" Arilyn countered. "Wen last | saw you, you were three against

one, fully prepared to kill a good man for the sake of a few gold coins."

Ferret |eaned forward. "You know t he Harper? Were is he?"

"Far beyond your reach,” Arilyn said coldly.

The el f woman gazed thoughtfully at Arilyn for several nonents; then a slow,

taunting smle spread across her face. "Well, well. The half-uwtt is not so

cold a fish as she appears! This Harper, this human, what is he to you?"

"I don't see how that could possibly interest you."

"Ch, but it does. As it happens, the People have a use for just such a hound

as a Harper. Even if we could push the human invaders fromthe forest, what is

to stop themfromreturning? No, there is sonething nore at work here. The

tri be needs soneone who can sniff out the trail to its source.”

"And that's what you hoped to do in Zazesspur? By nurdering the business

rivals and faithless nistresses of any man who could afford your services?"

Ferret's gaze did not falter. "Those, and others of my own choosing," she said



candidly. "I worked for myself and on behalf of my People. Those whom I

t hought to be enemies, | killed."

The two femal es regarded each other in silence for a long monent. "There is
something in what you say," Arilyn admitted. "There are things at work here
t hat nust be understood. Had Danil o not been forced from
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Zazesspur, he and | could have worked toget her—he anong the humans, | anong
the People. | will find my way to the source of Tethir'e troubles, but part of

that answer nust be found in the forest."

"So you al so are a Harper," Ferret said thoughtfully. "That would explain
much. Do you think what is said of the People is true?" she demanded in an
abrupt change of nood.

"I must know," Arilyn said sinply. "It nmay well be that your people have
provocation for all and anything they have done, but you must understand that
t hese attacks—whether true or contrived—an bring only nore trouble to the
forest elves."

She held up a hand to silence the angry tirade that Ferret clearly had ready.
"You spoke of pushing the human invaders fromthe forest. | nust know of this,
too. This would be the first step: stop them and then follow then* trail back
wherever it might go. If there is a plot against the elves, the conspirators
will be dealt with."

Ferret considered this. "If you are a Harper, why do you claimto be
Everneet's anbassador ?"

Arilyn took the copy of the queen's pronouncenent from her pack and placed it
on the floor in front of the green elf. Ferret picked up the parchnent and
read it slowy.

"Evermeet's queen thinks we would Retreat?" she said scornfully.

"And the Harpers think you should conprom se with the humans of Tethyr,"

Arilyn added with equal feeling. "I know that neither path will serve the
forest folk; yet I"'mobligated to act on behalf of both Am aruil and the
Harpers. If you give nme a chance, | believe | can do better. | have already
said how. "

Ferret tossed the royal pronouncenent aside and asked casually, "Tell ne one
thing nore: do you have any idea how the others would respond, if | should
ever speak of your true nature?"
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"I have nanmed ny blade heir,"” Arilyn said sinply.

This answer brought a small, tight snmle to the green elf s face. "Very well.
I will keep your secrets for now. Do what you can, Harper and half-elf, and
know that if the People are well served I will fight at your back."

Arilyn nodded, accepting Ferret's words—and the threat inplicit in them At
any time, the elven assassin could betray her or, nore likely, kill her

A light tap at the open portal forestalled any answer Arilyn m ght have given.
Both fermal es turned toward the sound. A young green elf fermale with gl ossy

bl ack hair and frantic bl ack eyes peered into the room

"You are needed, Ferret,1* she said quickly. "I bring word of battle; it is
dire. The humans have brought magic to the forest. They have captured some of
our people, and our warriors fight them hand to hand. They are sorely

pressed.”
Ferret |leaped to her feet and snatched a quiver of black arrows froma peg on
the wall. She took a thick handful of arrows fromone of the clay pots and

handed themto Arilyn, who had also risen fromthe fl oor

"You have a chance to prove your worth to the People, sooner than you m ght
have anti ci pated. Know that one human nore or less is of no consequence to
me, " she said coldly.

"Understood," Arilyn agreed. She took the arrows and foll owed the ninble el ves
down to the forest floor

Perhaps forty elves were gathered there; the rest of the village, the young



ones and the aged, had vanished into the trees. Arilyn's gaze swept over the
warriors, taking note of their weapons and the totem aninals tattooed onto
their shoul ders. These totems and spirit guides said much of an elf e skil
and character.

"I have several fire-forged short swords and daggers in my packs. You are a
strong hunter, and you, and those two fenal es standi ng together," she said as
she renoved t he weapons and tossed themto the ground.

The elves she'd indicated eyed the fine weapons wth
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interest, but all cast inquiring glances at Rhothomr.

"What do you know of human magi c?" he asked Arilyn.

"Not hi ng good. "

The answer came from her before she could consider its inmpact, but it brought
a grimy anmused smile to the face of the elven | eader. "But you have faced it
in battle?"

"Many tines."
Rhothomr turned to the assenbled warriors. "Ferret has made her deci sion.
add to it ny own: the noon elf will lead this battle. Pick up your swords."

Arilyn accepted command with a curt nod, then turned to the raven-haired elf
worman who had brought word of the battle. "How far?"

"Two hours' run, maybe |ess”

And then she was off, running like a rabbit through the thick foliage. The
others fell in behind without sparing so much as a glance at their new war

| eader. Nor did Arilyn expect otherw se. She worked al one nost of the tine,
but she had | earned much from observing sone of the best |eaders the northern
| ands had known. There were times when the best thing to do was shut up and
fol | ow.

And so she did, running as lightly as any green elf, toward what she suspected
woul d be the first of nmany such battles.

Thirteen

The clash and the cries of war-fere rang through the forest, speeding the
footsteps of the green elves who ran toward battle. True to her word, Ferret
stayed at Arilyn's back, running as softly as a shadow. The Harper did her
best to ignhore the threat the elf woman posed, so that she might concentrate
on the battle before her. The sounds conming fromthe val e ahead—the cl angi ng
of swords, the grunts and screans of pain, the horrible, hate-filled oaths
hurl ed by the human fighters—prom sed that the battle would be difficult and
ugly.

Arilyn pulled to a stop sonme hundred yards fromthe battlefield, just as the
first of the Talltrees warriors nocked an arrow and sent it hurtling into the
mdst of the wild nelee. Before the first arrow found its mark, the elven
archer followed with a second. Both arrows di sappeared in a burst of white
light, just short of their target. "Hold!" shouted Arilyn, flinging out a hand
toward the other ready archers, for at |east six other elves had
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bowstri ngs dr awn and arr ows r eady for flight. Something in her
tone and her face stopped them

Before the elves' horrified gaze, twin bolts of arcane lighting sizzled back
toward the first archer. The white lines of fire engulfed the elf. A brilliant
areola flared around him briefly, and then it was gone, |eaving nothing of
himbut a flurry of black ash.

"They' ve got a Halruaan w zard," she told Rhothom r—and the watchful Ferret—n
a grimtone. That's bad."

The Harper quickly took stock of the battlefield. There was a small open area,
thickly shaded by the giant trees that ringed it and crowded with nmen and
elves in fierce hand-to-hand conbat. Mre than two hours had passed since
Talltrees had received word of the battle, and by all appearances it had raged
wi t hout pause since that tine. The ground was tranpled and bl ood- soaked; few



of the conbatants had escaped wounds, hi the center of the battlefield, five
or six elves had been manacled with foot-hold traps and were crowded toget her
This, Arilyn reasoned, was the bait that had lured the green elves into open
conbat. Five nmen, three of them swordsnmen and one an archer, stood over these
prisoners. The other, the only unarmed person on the field, had to be their
wi zard. The arnor he wore was nore affectation than protection. The odd
ensenbl e—net al - studded | eat her augnented with metal shoul der plates, chest
guard, and cod pi ece—eould only have cone fromthe inagination of a Hal ruaan
artificer. Around this inner group, standing in a circle with their backs to
the captives, was a ring of well-trained swordsnen. These engaged the el ves,
all of whomfiercely tried to break through to their kindred. The | one human
archer in the center of the circle was able to easily pick off any el f who
managed to get past the outer perineter

Arilyn glanced at the ground in the battlefield s center; no spent elven
arrows lay there. Nor did any of the humans bear arrow wounds. Cearly, the
el ven archer who had just perished by magic fire was not the first to
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nmeet this fate. There were limts to the nunber of tines a wizard could cast
such a powerful spell; this one probably had sone sort of device that stored a

nunber of fire-arrow spells, or that put a sphere of protection around him
Such things were not conmon., not even in magic-rich Halruaa, but neither were
they particularly rare

Arilyn thought fast, then turned to the elves clustered behind her. "Wo's the
best archer anobng you?" she demanded of Rhothonir.

The Speaker pointed with his bowto one of the fighters—a male, taller than
nost of the green elves and marked by his autumm-col ored hair. "Foxfire, our
war | eader. None can match his bow. "

"Call him" she said tersely.

Rhot honmir lifted one hand to his mouth and | et out a high, sharp call, like
that of a hunting eagle. The red-haired elf tensed, hesitated, then backed
away fromthe fighting. He turned and ran toward the waiting elves. H s black
eyes w dened in astoni shment when they settled upon the nmoon-elf woman.

"How many shots can you get off in one breath?** she asked. "Three? Four?"
"Six," he answered reflexively.

Arilyn grimaced. That's pushing it. Four's about my limt. Here's what | want
you to do: shoot four bolts straight at the wizard, then get the hell out of

my way. The returned fire will keep himbusy and take out some of the nen
guar di ng your people."
" How—

Before the elf could give voice to the question, Arilyn answered it. Her
nmoonbl ade flashed fromits sheath, slicing up toward the male's face. He
flinched away instinctively and rai sed his dagger to parry the blow. Not fast
enough. Arilyn conpleted the stoke, reversed her sword' s direction, and

sl apped his dagger out wide with a one-handed backstroke. As she conpleted the
counter-move, she stepped in close and held a snall object directly in front
of the elf s eyes. It was a feather, one tha”i ad
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been hangi ng from his headband just a nonent before.

"Fast sword," she said by way of explanation

"Four bolts," Foxfire agreed, his black eyes bright with astoni shed

admi rati on—and the begi nni ng of new hope.

"Here's the plan,” Arilyn said quickly, turning to the other elves. "Foxfire
and | will give the wizard sonething to think about. The Halruaan will be

di stracted, but just for a nmoment. Fm going to charge him As soon | as begin
to nove, you need to do two things: cut nme a path through that circle, and
take out the archer in the mddle as well any guards who still stand. CGot it?"
Foxfire pointed out four of the warriors. "Bows ready. Aimfor the humans who
are fighting Xanotter and Hawkw ng, then shoot for the guards. Name your man,



first and second.”

The elves quickly called off descriptions of their chosen targets, then turned
intently to the moon elf. Their war |eader's excitenment seemed contagi ous;
apparently if Foxfire was willing to follow the nmoon elf's instructions, they
woul d do |ikew se

"Several fighters need to follow ne into the breach,” Arilyn continued. "Turn
the battle inside out; engage themfrominside the circle.™

"You woul d have us surrounded?" denanded Ferret suspiciously.

"She woul d present our archers with the humans' broad backsi des as targets,"
Foxfire corrected her with a grin. Still smling, he turned to Arilyn and held
up four black arrows. "I amready to begin."

The Harper nodded and lifted her noonbl ade into guard position. Foxfire went
down on one knee before her and pulled back his drawstring for the first shot.
Bl ack lightning streaked toward the Hal ruaan wi zard, followed by a second bolt
and then two nore, faster than Arilyn would have believed possible. The arrows
burst into flame just short of the wizard. As Foxfire dove to one side, Arilyn
gritted her teeth and prepared
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to neet the first sizzling line of force. Black lighting to white—the
transformati on happened al nost too quickly for the eye to absorb

The nmoonbl ade flared with eldritch blue light as the first magical attack
seared toward its wielder. Deftly Arilyn parried the bolts, one after another
nmovi ng her sword just slightly to neet each one and to send them shi mering
back toward the astoni shed w zard.

I mredi ately Arilyn kicked into a run. She heard the ping and whine of the

el ven arrows that flashed past her—al nbost cl ose enough to touch—as she ran
toward the humans Foxfire had pointed out. One of them a large man with a
badly cut face and bl oodstai ned beard, dropped his sword to clutch at the pair
of arrows that suddenly sprouted fromhis throat. He fell forward. Arilyn

| eaped over his prone formand hurled herself, sword | eadi ng, at the Hal ruaan
The wi zard was surrounded with a blaze of his own magical fire, but the sane
amul et that protected himfromarrows kept the lightning fromblasting him It
nmerely set fire to his magic shield. Wthin his gl owi ng sphere, the w zard
began the casting of yet another spell

Arilyn did not fear the fire—ene of the noonbl ade's ancient powers was a

resi stance to flame. Her noon-bl ade plunged into the arcane fire, and white
lightning |icked up her sword to stop at the gl owing noonstone inits hilt.
Arilyn felt no pain, but a twinge of worry began to gnaw at the corner of her
m nd. Her sword did not pierce the gl owing bubble.

She flung the nmoonbl ade out wi de and at | east managed to thrust the w zard's
hands apart, to interrupt whatever dire casting he planned to unleash upon the
ekes.

G owering, the wizard conjured a sword of his own and |lunged at her. Hi s bl ade
did not pierce the glow ng sphere, either. Apparently the w zard's field of
protection kept everything but magi c from passing through. Unfortunately,
Arilyn had none to hurl.

But she noted how his sword thrust pressed
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line, causing it to bulge out toward her. A plan came to her—a variation on
the nobst basic and dirty trick in a gutter fighter's repertoire. It was well,
she thought wyly, that no one woul d expect such an attack fromthe nobl e noon
el f she appeared to be.

She darted in, sword held high. The wi zard parried; sparks flew, even though
their blades were far fromtouching. Again Arilyn | ashed out, and again,
nmeasuring each tinme the di stance between his sword and the point where hers

cl ashed against the protective shield. It seened to be | essening with each
stroke, and the fire dimming. That nmeant the final attack she had pl anned
woul d not be a killing stroke. Even so, Arilyn was willing to bet that it



woul d put the wizard out of action for sone tine to cone.

Hol di ng her mpoonblade firmy in both hands, Arilyn swng upward, catching the
wi zard's fire-enshrouded bl ade and throwing his armup high. She continued the
swing in a tight, abrupt downward arc, pivoting her body to one side to foll ow
t hrough. The noonbl ade's point drove into the ground; Arilyn |eaped, kicking
out hard to the side and pushing herself off the enbedded sword.

She aimed directly for the wizard's netal cod piece, and her aimwas true.
Though the fiery shield kept her boots from connecting directly with the
arnor, the wizard' s shrill bellow announced that the fire had done its work
wel | enough.

Arilyn scranbled to her feet and yanked her sword fromthe ground, blinking in
t he sudden darkness that followed the dissipation of the wi zard' s shield.
Apparently the surge of pain had sufficiently disrupted his concentration to
di spel the protection. The w zard danced and howl ed, torn between renoving the
hot armor—and in the process searing his magic-w el ding fingers—er |eaving the
cod piece where it was and suffering a somewhat nore personal injury.
Utimately, his devotion to his Art took second pl ace.

"Figures," Arilyn nuttered as she turned to survey
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the battle. The wizard frantically cast aside the steaming nmetal and fled
stunbling into the forest, and she let himgo. He wouldn't be casting any nore
spells today, and the elves faced a nore i mredi ate threat.

One of them a female who was little nore than a child, had faced off agai nst
a swordsman who was easily four tinmes her weight. The girl had the advant age
of speed and stami na—targe dark circles stained the sides and front of the
man's tunic, and his breath came in |loud, snorting gasps—but still she was at
a di sadvantage in ternms of strength, experience and—pst inportantly at this
cruci al noment —+each.

Even as Arilyn turned toward the duel, the swordsman |unged at the elf maid's
throat at the same tinme as the girl thrust toward his belly. She had a dagger
he held a hand-and-a-half sword that could run her through before she even
cane cl ose

Arilyn darted in and thrust her noonbl ade between the two conbatants, catching
the I onger blade and forcing it up. The elf child ducked reflexively, but she
did not turn aside her thrust. Her dagger plunged deep; she wenched it free
and whirled to face the nearest human, leaving Arilyn to finish the man or |et
himdie in his own tine.

The green elves, Arilyn noted, did not intend to take prisoners.

Even as this thought forned in her mnd, a few humans broke ranks and fled
into the forest. One of them stopped suddenly, his head jolting back and his
arms outflung. Several arrows bristled fromhis back

"Foxfire, no! Let themgo!" Arilyn shouted as she turned toward two nore
conbatants. There was a nonent's hesitation; then she heard the shrill,
birdli ke command that called off the vengeful elves.

Arilyn prodded the swordsman with the tip of her blade, drawi ng himaway from
t he wounded and exhausted el f woman he was battling. The nman whirled, |unged,
and |l unged again. A ranger, Arilyn noted wth disgust,
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catching a glinpse of the unicorn pendant he wore at his neck—+the synbol of

t he goddess M elikki. There were few humans she held in higher regard than
rangers, and none that she despised nore than those handful of noble
woodsnen-warriors who had forsaken their path.

This one fought in the style of the Dal el ands—a single sword, a quick and
aggressive attack. Arilyn fell back a step, drawi ng his next attack. Rather
than parry it when it came, she | eaped back. The sudden and unexpected | ack of
resi stance threw the swordsman of f - bal ance for a nmonent. That was enough
Arilyn spun away fromhis attack, pivoting on her outer foot and sw nging her
sword up and around as she circled behind him She brought it down, hard, on



t he back of the man's neck. The noonbl ade cut through bone and flesh in a
single strike, beheading the faithless ranger

"Gve ny regards to Melikki,"* Arilyn nuttered darkly and then turned to | ook
for another fight.

There was none. All around her the elves were tending to their wounded,

cl eaning their weapons, collecting their spent arrows. Ferret, however, stil
had the Iight of battle in her black eyes; she canme at Arilyn like a stooping
fal con.

"Way did you | et them go? What base treachery is this? They will be back; they
are too near Talltrees!"”

They had to go," Arilyn said calmy, stooping to clean the former ranger's

bl ood from her sword. "El se, how would we follow themand find out to whom
they reportr

Again the elves | ooked to Foxfire. He nodded, not once taking his eyes from
the nmoon elf. "That is good counsel. Faunalyn, Wstari—you follow them and
report what you learn.”

The two scouts left at once to do his bidding. Foxfire cane over to Arilyn and
of fered her his hand. She took it and allowed himto help her to her feet.

"I have prayed to the Seldarine for guidance, and this is how they have
rewarded me," he said with a smle
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"Only one god, the patron of the forest, would answer me so well; Rillifane
Rallithil himself must have sent you!"

"Actually, that would be Am aruil Monflower. Not that there's all that much
di fference between the two," Arilyn said dryly as she tugged her fingers free.
To her surprise, this irreverent comment brought a grin to the green elf s
bronzed face. She liked that. He had a steady nerve in battle but also
possessed a warnth unusual anong the al oof and insular People.

As Arilyn watched Foxfire nmove about the battlefield, she understood why this
elf was a | eader anong his people. There was a natural charisma about him an
aura of confidence and energy that was contagi ous. They respected him that
was plain, but there was nore than that. Arilyn noted that Foxfire had the
gi ft of making each individual his eyes fell upon feel as if he or she were

t he nost val ued person beneath the stars. He greeted the adol escent elf maid
with a warrior's handcl asp, which Arilyn suspected would pl ease the fierce
child nmore than any praise. And he let each elf tend the task to which he or
she was best suited, giving no conmmands where none were needed. The young
femal e-+he one who had brought word of the battle to Arilyn and Ferret—waas
obvi ously sone sort of healer. She noved from one wounded elf to another
judging the severity of their wounds and giving orders regarding their care.
Foxfire had little need, it seemed, to stake out territory of his own for the
sake of pride or status. Wat needed to be done was done as best it m ght;

t hat was enough

Enough? It was a danmm sight nore than nost | eaders acconplished, Arilyn noted
with ever-grow ng admration.

Later, after the wounded had been tended and litters fashi oned from skins and
poles to carry those who could not walk, the elves set out for Talltrees.
Despite the success of her battle strategy, the elves seened wary of Arilyn.
She heard the whispers that explained her presence anong themto those who had
not witnessed her arrival—-and noted wyly how frequently the word
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*lythari" cane into these expl anations.

After a while Foxfire nmade his way to Arilyn's side. Al though he did not seem
to share his people's reservations, it was obvious that he was aware of them
"Your ways are strange to us, and the forest folk are slow to accept that
which is new," he said softly. "But in tinme, they will accept you as a

| eader. "

"Not a | eader. An advisor. The People follow you."



The elf considered this, then accepted with a nod, apparently seeing the
wi sdom of the arrangement she suggested. "How did you know what to do in
battl e?"

"I know these nmen. Not these very ones,’
of the breed."

"You are a warrior of Everneet. Howis it that you know t he ways of

hurmanki nd?" he asked.

Arilyn was not one for tal king, but she found she did not mind his questions.
Unli ke Ferret's, these bore no note of accusation, but a genuine interest. "M
clan is from Everneet, but | have lived all ny life upon the mainland.'

"Yet you do the bidding of Evenneet's sovereign. Your devotion to Queen

Am aruil must be great indeed," he said sol emmly.

Arilyn did not mss the faint twinkle in his eyes, however, that narked his
words as teasing. Nor did she nmiss the subtle question that |ay under his

wor ds.

She did not answer at once, for nothing that cane to nmind would ring true.
From the corner of her eye she glinpsed Ferret, who followed her like a
shadow—+ar enough away to eschew suspicion, but close enough to cone to the
aid of her tribe's war leader if Arilyn should |lift a treacherous bl ade

agai nst him She renmenbered something Ferret had said earlier that day, when
she had unexpectedly spoken up in Arilyn's behal f.

"I have a duty to the elven people, and all ny life |I have done what | coul d.
This task, however, was laid upon me by the sword | carry. It is a matter of
destiny," she said quietly.
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The words were true; the fact that she was trying to avoid her |ikely destiny
was one of those small details best |eft unexanm ned. Foxfire accepted her

expl anation without further questions. He pointed to the trees ahead, and to
the thin wi sps of smoke curling up toward the stars.

Talltrees," he said with quiet satisfaction

Contained in that word was nore than Arilyn could expl ai n—+ore than she had
ever experienced. Never had she called a place hone, not in the sense that
Foxfire expressed with a single word: a yearning satisfied, a journey ended, a
pl ace to which a person bel onged.

And a wondrous homeconming it was. The elves who had stayed behind came to
greet their warriors with an outpouring of enotion that woul d anaze anyone who
ever had thought of elves as cold and al oof. Among their own, in the security
of Talltrees, the green elves showed a warnth that amazed Arilyn.

The wounded were tended first and the warriors fed; then all the tribe erupted
into cel ebration. Those who coul d dance did so, to the pul sing of resonant

ski n-covered drum and the haunting rmusic of reed pipes. Skin of berry wine,
potent and deceptively sweet, were passed fromelf to elf.

At last the revelry subsided into a contented calm Rhothomir called for the
lore-talker to tell the story of the day's battle.

To Arilyn's surprise, Ferret stepped forward. It still seenmed odd to Arilyn,
who was accustonmed to hearing the femal e speak in whispers, to hear that | ow
and resonant voice. But the elf woman's | ove of story, and her duty to her
role, was soon apparent. Ferret told the story of the battle, sparing none of
t he pai nful detail s—although Arilyn thought it odd that she did not give the
nanmes of the elves who were slain. Nor did she omt the contribution that
Arilyn had nade. It was a fair and evenhanded account, told with a flair any
bard m ght envy. *
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Seeing Arilyn's puzzlement, Foxfire |eaned in close to whisper, "The tine for
mourning will come with the dawn, or perhaps the day after—er perhaps not at
all. The spirits of the green elves are slowto |eave their forest honme; we do
not name them as | ost who are still anong us."

Arilyn merely nodded, hoping her silence would signify respect rather than



extreme lack of interest. The afterlife was not a matter she cared to discuss.
Fortunately, Ferret had bowed to the request for another tale.

"In a time beyond the years of any here, our people wal ked beneath a forest
far different fromthe one we now call hone," she began. "Cormanthor, it was
called, and in its shadows thrived an el ven ki ngdom of such m ght and wonder
as this world has never known. But even there the elves glinpsed the com ng
twilight. The world changed, and Cormanthor fell

"The Peopl e who survived were forced to flee. Many retreated to Everneet, but
there were tribes of green elves who would not forsake the |and named Faerfin,
in honor and in nmenory of the first elven home. These faithful scattered over
the land, carrying with them seedlings fromthe sacred forest, the children of
the mapl e, the oak, and the elm W wal k beneath these trees today, the
children's children of Cormanthor

"Nor were these green folk the only ones who wi shed to keep alive that which
was Cormant hor. There were nany Peopl e, sone of the moon and the gold races,
who continued to wal k upon Faerun. One of these is remenbered with honor by
all the People of Tethir: the nmoon fighter Soora Thea, who carried a sword of
Myt h Drannor.

There was in times past an evil race of beings, neither human nor ogrish, that
made war upon the forest fol k. Their power cane from a vast inage of stone,

t he hideous inmage of a creature fromthe dark planes. Long ago these people
fell, but at certain tinmes their restless undead ventured fromthe gorge in
whi ch they once bad
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lived to make war upon the goodly folk. Wth themwere fearsone creatures from
the dark planes. Fromall sides these creatures pressed the elves, and for a
time it seened as if the fall of Cormanthor would be a nightmare relived. But
Soora Thea was a mghty war |eader, and it is said she had the power to
conmmand the silver shadows. In the final great battle, the undead creatures
and their Abyssal allies were utterly destroyed.

"What becane of Soora Thea, we do not know. Unlike the green folk, she was a
travel er, and her honme was all of the land. But before she left Tethir, she
prom sed that in times of greatest need, and for as long as the fires of Myth
Drannor burned within her sword, a hero would return to the People."

Ferret turned her burning black eyes directly upon Arilyn. There was not hing
to be added, but the half-elf understood at |ast why Ferret had accepted her
presence here. Even nore than npost elves, these folk revered the silver
shadows. The very possibility that Arilyn might command the Iythari gave them
hope and awoke in themthe strength that could be found only in ancient tales
and traditions. She could see it in their eyes—the bright hope that spilled
over into a uniquely elven display of joy.

The drums and reed flutes took up the refrain again, and every elf who could
stand whirled into the.dance. Foxfire pulled Arilyn to her feet and into his
arnms. She rewarded his hospitality by treading squarely on his toes.

"I nmove better with a sword in ny hand,” she said ruefully.

Foxfire tossed back his head and | aughed. "If you dance half so well as you
fight, you will have grace enough to charmthe entire Seldarine."

Arilyn smled. Speaking of charm this one had it by the bucketful. MA silver
tongue is rare anong the forest folk. | was given to think that you preferred

plain words," she teased him *>
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"Then | shall speak plainly. I amglad you have cone,"

The intricate pattern of the dance changed, and Arilyn was whirled away into
the circle. The elves spun and dapped, draw ng down the starlight, weaving it
into threads of nmagic with their music and dance.

Lake the stardust spoken of in a lullaby, the nystic dance settled upon the
elves and lulled themto repose. The wounded who coul d not dance rested
confortably, many smiling softly as their unseeing eyes gazed upon pl easant



and heal i ng nenories. Mdst of the children had slipped deep into reverie, and
their parents bore themquietly away to their rest. The cel ebrati on ended, not
in a drunken stupor as did so many human revels, but on a note of quiet

exul tation.

Arilyn treasured the nmonment of peace as a rare gift. Along with the elves, she
qui etly made her way to her resting place.

A small dwelling had been given her, and as she clinbed the | adder it began to
occur to her just how tired she truly was. She stripped off her clothes and
washed fromthe basin of mint-scented water that had been left there for her
Bef ore sl eeping, she pulled on fresh | eggi ngs and a tuni c—l othes better
suited for fighting than sl eeping. But not even the peace of Talltrees could
erase the habits of a lifetine, or the nenories of the many tinmes she had

| eaped frombed to battle.

One final preparation remained. Arilyn took from her pack the mask Ti nker sdam
had made for her, and she pressed it carefully to her upper face. Should
anyone happen to | ook upon her, they would see not a slunbering half-elf, but
a noon elven warrior in well-deserved reverie.

Despite all that had happened, despite the success in battle, and despite
Ferret's tales, Arilyn knew what woul d becone of her if the green el ves
realized that a human's daughter slept anong them

The dance was | ong finished and nost of the elves had retired, but for sone
reason Foxfire did not share
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their calm He felt unaccountably restless—excited, perhaps, by the first rea
hope he had felt for nmany days. He had managed to hide his grow ng despair,

but not until now did he realize how heavy the burden of it had been.

He noticed that Korrigash, too, seened i mune to the magic of the star-web
woven by the dance. The dark-haired hunter sat al one by the enbers of the
cookfire, staring at the few pinpricks of light |eft anong the coals.

Korri gash was one of the elves who had been caught in the traps, and his pride
was no doubt nore sorely wounded than this |l eg. Tamara insisted that Korrigash
woul d soon wal k and run and hunt as well as ever he had, but Foxfire knew how
unwel come the prospect of even a brief period of inactivity nmust be to the
hunter.

Foxfire wal ked over to sit at his friend' s side. Immediately Korrigash fixed a
concerned gaze upon him

"She is an outsider,"” he said wi thout preanble. "Nothing good can cone of it.
The war | eader frowned, realizing that Korrigash spoke of Arilyn but not
under st andi ng the apparent depth of his Mend's concern. "How can you say that,
after what you saw? She turned the battle.”

"True enough. But | was not speaking of battle."

"Ah." Foxfire turned aside to stare into the fire. His friend s concerns were
of a more personal nature, had nore to do with Foxfire's fascination with the
moon elf. It was well that not everyone in the tribe had eyes so sharp, else
his own position as war | eader would swiftly be brought into question
Accepting a nmoon elf as battle | eader was one thing; a nore personal alliance
was sinply out of the question.

Foxfire reached over and patted Korrigash's shoul der, accepting his counse

wi t hout responding to it.

In truth, he did not know what his response should be. Yes, the noon elf was
very different. But so were arrow and bow, and yet they worked together to

bet orre
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nore than what either might be alone. His duty was to his people: could he
turn away from anythi ng—er anyone-who m ght aid then?

Foxfire rose and bid goodnight to his friend. But the cal mof reverie el uded
him and he wal ked through Talltrees until the song of the night insects had
dimred to a nurnur. Shortly before dawn, his restless path brought himto the



base of Arilyn's tree.

After a noment's hesitation, he began to clinb the | adder to her dwelling.
There were plans that nust be made. He had much to learn of her, and she of
hi m

But he saw at once that Arilyn still rested. A surge of disappointnment flowed
through him but no elf would disturb the reverie of another except in the
direst of emergencies. For several nonments, however, Foxfire gazed upon his
new advi sor.

How strange were the noon folk, with their cloud-colored skin and eyes the
shade of a sumer sky! Iferhaps their colors were a sign of how far the
city-dwel ling elves had renpved thensel ves fromthe earth. No |longer did the
tints of earth's browns and coppers and greens |inger about them It was said
that of all the races of elves, the moon folk were nost |ike humans. He coul d
see that in Arilyn. In many ways she resenbl ed a human wonan, al beit one far
nore delicate and beautiful than any Foxfire had seen in the narketpl aces
during those years when the El manesse still traded with the humans.

She stirred, as if somehow the intensity of his gaze had pierced her dreans.
Yet if that were so, why did she seem distressed? He wi shed her not hing but
good. She tossed her head back and forth as if in denial and spoke a strange
nane wi th such pain and confusion that Foxfire could not help but flinch.
After a few nmonents, the painful reverie subsided, and her breathing returned
toits odd rhythm deep, slow and soft.

Foxfire froze, easing his thoughts away slowy so as not to disturb her
Quietly, thoughtfully, he nmade his way down to the forest floor, to await the
conm ng of the dawn.

Fourt een

Lord Hhune paced angrily about his chanber, keenly aware that the anused gaze
of the nercenary captain followed him This only made hi m nore wr at hf ul —Aot
only had the man overstepped his bounds, but his insol ence was beyond beari ng!
"You understand what you have done, do you not? The | oggi ng operation cannot
continue! The noney | have lost, the wealth |I have yet to |ose, is beyond
reckoning!"

Bunl ap seemned singul arly unconcerned by this outburst. "You have your private
navy. The risk of acquiring nore ships is far greater than the benefits.”
This was true, but Hhune did not care to hear it froma hireling. "Your task
was not to start a war, but to protect the foresters fromthe elves!"

"Which is precisely what | have done," the captain said coolly. "Do you think
there is but one band of elves in all of the Forest of Tethir? W subdued the
Sul dusk tribe, but did not wish to risk word of your activities
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reaching the stronger and nore warlike tribes to the north and west. What
better way to keep these el ves out of your business than to busy themw th
other matters?"

"The plan is all well and good, but its execution is utterly out of control,"
Hhune said. "You raised too nuch trouble with the elves, and now it has becone
a matter that demands resolution. Wat if there is all-out war and the pasha
of Zazesspur sends armed nmen into the forest? What if nmy |logging activities
cone to light?"

"There are still trees enough in the forest. It's not likely an invading arny
woul d notice that a few have gone mssing," the nercenary retorted. "And if
so, what of it? You' ve covered your backside with so many | ayers of paper that
you couldn't feel the Iash of a whip through themall! Even if the |ogging
operation were di scovered, no one could trace it past those hol di ng conpani es
of yours."

"W take no nore chances. C ose up the |ogging canp at once."

"And the elves?" Bunl ap said.

Hhune shrugged. "The el ves al ways have been and always will be. Let themnelt
back into their shadows. | have bought a bit of time with the Council of
Lords, before that time is up, the troubles will stop and the attention of the



people will be drawn to other matters. Are we clear on this?"
"Ah, but there we have a problem"” Bunlap said in a snmug tone. "Certain
things, once set in notion, are difficult to stop. The farnmng fol k north of
Port Kir live in nortal dread of elven attack. Business in Msstone has {alien
of f, except for the hiring of mercenary guards. | can't seemto get enough of
my men up there to satisfy demand. And | notice that you yourself are
preparing to travel northward with far nmore than your usual guard," Bunl ap
added.

"It is ny customto attend the sumer fairs in \Waterdeep,
"I have my responsibilities to the shipping guild to tend."
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"Ah, yes. Conmmerce. And how does overland trade fare these days?"

The guil dnaster glared at the man. "Not well,"” he adm tted.

Bunl ap tsk-tsked. **A shanme. | would hate to see you | ose your position in the
shipping guild. Not to mention the negative inpact upon your future prospects
when word spreads that these elven attacks are actually in retaliation against
atrocities committed against them atrocities in which you played no small
part."

"Do not presume to blackmail me," Hhune said coldly. "You are as deeply
involved in this as | am You cannot fling stabl e-sweepings wthout the scent
clinging to you!"

Then | see no reason why we should not both continue to profit,"'

Hhune said stiffly.

the nmercenary

returned. "I will close down the |ogging canp, send the hired foresters back
to the Vil hon Reach, and nan the canp as a second base of operations. My nen
will take on the elves, and take out the elves. Once tins is done, your
problemis solved. Your precious trades routes will be hanpered only by the
usual bandits and brigands, and the villages and farms will have only the
petty noblemen to tornent them In short, life in Tethyr will return to
normal. | gain a second stronghold and settle a few personal scores. And you,

my friend, can take whatever credit for sudden cal mthat suits your

pur poses—and gi ve whatever explanation far it that you like."

"I'f you think to defeat the elves in their own forest, you are utterly mad,"
Hhune scoffed. "That was attenpted; the best the arny could do was to drive

t hem deeper into the trees.™

"Granted, the total destruction of the elves is little nore than a pl easant
fantasy. Yet | shall do nmy small part. And frankly, who will know the

di fference, but for you, me, and the few el ves that survive?"

Hhune t hought this over. It was not an ideal situation, but it was a workable
conpromi se. It would feot be
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the first time he had been pressed into shady alliances or forced to work
outsi de the bounds of law, nor would it be the |ast.

After Tethyr's civil war, |laws were passed in Zazesspur, as well as in severa
other cities, that strictly limted the arns and forces that any citizen
guild, or private group could maintain. It was quite illegal for Hhune to own
the type of fast, maneuverable, and well-armed vessels that could protect his
mer chant ships from piracy. Hhune consi dered these | aws unreasonable, so he'd
found ways to circunvent them Yet within the very guild he strove to protect
were those who would gladly betray his activities in the hope of clinmbing to
his position. Guild nonies were carefully nonitored, and enbezzl ement was out
of the question. And although he was a wealthy nman, it was not within his
neans to finance the sort of fleet he needed. It had occurred to himthat the
resources he needed were close at hand: the ancient trees of the elven forest.
Logging in the Forest of Tethir had been forbidden for as |ong as human nmenory
stretched back. Perhaps because the strictures against this were so deeply

i ngrai ned, Hhune found setting up an operation to be far easier than he
expected. First came the chain of nerchants and nmessengers and conpanies t hat
stood between himand the hiring of foresters fromdistant reaches of the



Vilhon to the east. This had gone well, until attacks by the eastern tribes of
el ves had brought logging to a standstill.

That was when Hhune had hired Bunl ap, and the man had proven his worth ten
times over. The mercenary captain had at his disposal a veritable arny, as
well as an information network as efficient as any affiliated with the Knights
of the Shield. The captain's know edge of river traffic was such that |oggers
could find brief windows of time to float the cut |unber downriver. At a point
just south of the Starspire Muntains, belowthe river's fork on the southern
shore, the Iogs
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were netted, |oaded onto wagons, and brought in overland until they met up
with the trade route west of Ithnong and east of the ruins of Castle Tethyr.
Fal se papers clainmed that the ogs come fromthe forested south. Hhune "paid"
for the logs and nade a nice profit selling the lunber to a shipyard in Port
Kir. He then used the funds—ander the guise of several blind compani es—to pay
for his fleet of illegal ships.

It was a good plan, and so far all had gone well. But keeping this information
fromhis guild, fromthe Knights of the Shield, and fromthe officials of
Zazesspur was becomi ng an increasingly delicate bal ancing act. One, Hhune
feared, that Bunlap nmight well upset. It was best to give the man his way in
this matter.

"Do what you will with the forest elves," Hhune said coldly. "As you have

poi nted out, | do not care what becomes of them Do whatever is needed to see
that the trouble dies down soon, but do it quickly and quietly."

"Agreed," Bunlap said and rose to leave. It struck the nercenary captain that
this was a prom se easily made. |ndeed, the task would be far easier than the
foolish merchant thought. In the tunmultuous climate of Tethyr, a few runors
served remarkably well to create panic. Let sone new and different sort of

di sturbance arise, and the "elven threat* woul d fade soon enough. Especially
consi dering that Bunlap and his men were the source of nost of it!

It was also ridiculously easy to draw the elves into conflict. They were
protective of their own and their forest. Threaten either one, and the

| ong-eared idiots came at a run

Bunl ap | ooked forward to hearing Vnenlar's report. If all went as he, Bunlap
had pl anned, he woul d have satisfaction enough to justify the gold the

Hal ruaan wi zard was costing him

As he strode toward his waiting horse, Bunlap absently traced the scar on his
face, a gesture that was fast becoming a habit. No anmpbunt of gold would settle
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that particular account. There were sone matters that could be paid only in

bl ood.

That, he would have in plenty. Wien he was done with the Sul dusk tribe, every
elf in Tethir would flood to his new stronghold to take their vengeance.

And he would be nore than ready for them

The days passed quickly in the forest, for there was much to be done. Arilyn
found that though the elves were superlative archers, they had little

know edge of the various human styles of swordplay. They were quick, agile,
and utterly fierce in battle, yet these things were no replacenent for

know edge.

She spent much time drilling those who possessed bl ades, and encouraged the
producti on of other weapons. The forest people | ooked with horror upon the
crossbow, but she stubbornly insisted that the artisans of the village fashion
as many copies of hers as possible. As days slipped by, Talltrees began to
acquire a considerabl e arsenal: spears, javelins, bone daggers and throw ng
kni ves—anyt hi ng and everything that could be used as a weapon.

This worried Rhothomir, who saw, as the inevitable end of all this, a huge war
that his people could not w n.

"It is not our way, attacking the humans in |arge numbers. And why should we?
It is utterly foolish to go agai nst so nany."



"W do not yet know how many we must fight," Foxfire reasoned. "You speak as
if the humans were of one mnd and purpose! It may be that our foe can be
overcome. If not, at least we are better prepared to keep themfromthe
forest."

And so it went, at great length. Arilyn kept away fromthe arguments, letting
the el ven war | eader speak for her. She had enough to occupy her time without
dealing with the tradition-bound Speaker
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Chi ef anobng her probl ems, oddly enough, were her nost avid supporters. There
wer e anong the younger elves many who appl auded her vision; Hawkw ng and
Tamsin were | eaders anong them This worried Arilyn nore than it reassured
her. The sheer power of the hatred these elves held for all things human did
not bode well—-not only for her own safety, but for theirs. The Forest of
Tethir was vast and deep, but the sinple fact of Iife was that its boundari es,
now defined by human farns and roads and towns, were shrinking. This was to be
a battle, not a crusade. The best that Arilyn could hope for was to buy nore
time for the forest folk, tine for themto enjoy the peace and beauty of their
ancient ways, time in which they could | earn new ways, perhaps conme to terns
somewhat with their human neighbors. In this Khel ben Arunsun and the Harpers
had been correct: there was no way to push back the humans except to nove back
the hands of tine itself.

So she was nore than a bit concerned to see Tansin and his crowd gathered
together, talking with an excitement that fell just short of a fever pitch
She strode into their mdst and drew a long, relieved, breath. The scouts had
ret ur ned.

"Go get Foxfire and the Speaker," Arilyn bid one of the younglings. He hurried
off, to return in nonents with the ol der el ves.

Faunal yn, a young female well naned for her doelike eyes and tawny skin, spoke
with great excitement. "W foll owed the humans, as you said. They travel ed
south, past the spring pool and out of the forest. W followed themstill, k"
she added in a voice still rounded with the remenbered wonders of the outside
world. "There is a vast dwelling of wood and stone. They went within."

"A fortress?" Arilyn asked sharply. "Was it on a low cliff, overlooking the
river?"

The el f woman nodded, then recoiled with surprise when the nmoon elf let out a
sharp and earthy curse,*
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"Do you know this place?" Foxfire asked her, taking her arm and draw ng her
asi de.

"I"ve been past it. Just barely. The local lord is a nercenary by the name of
Bunl ap. Nasty piece of work."

Foxfire stared at her. "You are certain of this?"

"Ch, yes," Arilyn said dryly. "I spent a small fortune naking certain of the
fortress and its defenses. OF course, at the tinme I was just planning howto
get past it, not how best to attack."

"Attack," he repeated softly, shaking his head as he tried to absorb this.
"Can we do such a thing?"

The Harper sighed and dug one hand into her hair. "Gve nme a fewnmnutes to

t hi nk about it, would you? |I don't happen to have a plan in mnd just yet."
"If you are to consider this matter, there are things you should know, "
Foxfire said in a sonber tone. 1 have net this Bunlap. He clains to seek
justice for elven wongs, yet fromall | know it seenms he is bent upon

bl ackeni ng the nanme of the People. Wiy this is so, | cannot guess. But he has
reason to hate me—he bears ny mark on his face."

He took a black arrow fromhis quiver and showed Arilyn the mark upon it—the
stylized design of the flower fromwhich he took his name. "I carved this onto
hi s cheek."

She | ooked sharply at the elf. "You couldn't have told ne this sooner?"



Foxfire shrugged, but he | ooked a bit sheepish, "Once the humans | eave the
forest, they are all but lost to us. It did not occur to ne that you m ght be
able to trace this man to his lair."

"Hrm Do you know anything el se that night be of interest?"

He hesitated for several nonents before answering. "You may wi sh to speak with
Ferret. She has lived anong the humans, trying to find just such answers as we
now seek. It is not w dely known where she went, or how she passed the nonths
away. Pl ease trust ne when
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| say that it is best left this way. There are those anbng us who do not
approve of her nethods, and yet others who would be too quick to intate

them ."

Arilyn nodded, for she understood this matter far better than he knew "I'l|
do that. What else?"

The tribe has been willing to undergo your training. They have made your
weapons and woul d use themin defense of their honme. But | do not know whet her
they woul d | eave the forest and foll ow you—er ne, for that matter—nto battle.
It is not our way."

"And yet your people have done just that in the past," Arilyn nused. Sonething
fromFerret's tale clicked into place in her mnd—an incredible possibility
that m ght just galvanize the forest folk. "I need tinme alone to think about
these things," she said abruptly. "Wiere can | go where | will not be

di sturbed? It is inportant.”

"I'f you like, | nyself will stand guard bel ow your dwelling. None wll pass,"
Foxfire said, looking a bit puzzled by her vehemence.

Arilyn noted this, hut did not take tine to respond to his unspoken questi ons.
She strode over to her tree and clinbed the |adder to her small dwelling.

Al though it seenmed rude to do so, she pulled up the | adder after her and | aced
shut the deerhide flaps that covered the small w ndows.

When all was secured, Arilyn pulled her noonblade fromits sheath and held it
up before her face.

"Come forth," she said softly, steeling herself for the appearance of her

magi cal double. The ghostly mist swirled up fromthe elven sword, quickly
taking the formof its half-elven m stress.

"What is it that you seek to do, and to undo?" the el f-shadow asked, but there
was a note of reproach in her voice

"I need to call you out in battle,"” Arilyn said, ignoring the elfshadow s
rhetorical question. O course the thing knew what she planned—t was her

al beit a straight-laced and rather too noble version of herself. "Actually,
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I mght need to call all of you—all the elves who ever have w el ded t he sword.
Can this be done?"

The el fshadow cl early had not expected this response. *Only once before, but
yes, this is possible."

"Good," she said briskly. "I need to infiltrate a fortress. There are nine of
you, and one of ne. That's enough to start a pretty good fight and to get the
doors open."

"You must realize that there are risks," the shadow cautioned her. "Calling
forth all the el fshadows takes a trenendous toll upon the sword' s w el der. Not
even Zoastria, who endowed the noonblade with the elishad-ow entity, called
forth her own double nore than a few tinmes."

"Which brings me to ny next question,"” Arilyn said. "Zoastria and Soora Thea.
Is it possible that these are one and the sane?"

"I do not know. Would you like to speak with her?"

Arilyn took a |l ong, deep breath. This was the nonent she had | onged for—and
dreaded—si nce she had first | earned the secret of her noonblade's magic. It
was m nd-boggli ng enough to regard her own image as the entity of the sword.
The possibility of conversing with the essence of an ancestor was utterly



beyond her imagi nati on. And not just some unknown ancestor—the essence of her
own mot her |ived within the sword!

Yet as nuch as she longed to see Z*beryl again, Arilyn was not entirely sure
how her nmother would react to Arilyn's quest to avoid the destiny the

nmoonbl ade had chosen for her. Arilyn was well accustoned to being considered
| ess than adequate, for she had grown up a half-elf in an elven settlement.
But never once had she seen di sappointnent in her nother's eyes. She was not
certain she could bear to witness it now

Yet Zoastria she coul d—and nust—onfront.

"How is it done?" Arilyn asked.

"The sane way you called me forth. But the power of the sword is dimnished
when you call forth the others. You
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will be at risk in ways to which you are not accustoned."

Arilyn accepted this with a nod, and then once again lifted the sword. "Cone
forth, you who were once Zoastria," she said in a firmvoice.

Again nmist rose fromthe ancient blade, and as the elven formtook shape
Arilyn's heart seemed to turn to stone in her chest. This was the very form
she had seen in the treasure chanber—the slunbering ancestor who haunted her
dr eans.

But oddly enough, the shadow of Zoastria did not appear to be nearly as solid
as Arilyn's double. She was ghostly, insubstantial-—ot at ah* the heroic
figure needed to lead the elves to victory.

"What do you want of me, half-elf, and howis it that you command the sword of
Zoastria?" the el fshadow demanded in a tone of voice that Arilyn knew all too
wel I . She had not expected to confront such scorn from her own ancestor, nor
woul d she yield to it.

Arilyn squared her shoul ders and faced down the mi sty imge. "You are
Zoastria, who bore the sword before ne. Are you also the noon fighter known as
Soora Thea?"

"Once. Thus did the forest folk say ny name, for the | anguage of Everneet was
beyond their grasp."
"You are needed again,’
of their hero."

But the image of Zoastria shook her head. "You know so little of the sword you
carry. | cannot; | can only appear as you see nme. O all the sword' s powers,
the ability to call forth the el fshadow essence is the weakest. You shoul d
know that, to your sorrow," she added sharply.

Arilyn's cheeks burned, but she did not respond. For as |ong as she drew
breath, she would grieve for the evil use nmade of her el fshadow by her forner
mentor and friend. The gold elf Kym | N nesin had wested control of the

el f shadow fromthe sword and turned it—and therefore, Arilyn—ento an
assassin's path. *
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Arilyn said softly. "Their descendants need the return
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"Why not? Why are you different fromthe others?" the half-elf demanded
"Because unli ke nost of the noon fighters, | did not die," Zoastria said. "It

is possible to pass on the sword to a blade heir without tasting death. This
is not a choice lightly nade, but | nmade a pledge to return and this is how it
is honored. There are others who have done this. Doubtless, you have heard

| egends. "

The hal f-elf nodded. Stories of a sleeping hero who would return in a time of
great need were told fromthe Monshaes to Rashenen. And now she under st ood
why all these stories had in common an ancient, nystic sword.

"But there is a way for me to honor ny pledge," Zoastria continued. "Elfshadow
and m stress must agai n becone one. This cannot be while that which | once was
sleeps in arich man's vault. Unite the two, and I will be as alive as ever
was. "

The hal f-elf nodded slowy. "lIs this your wi sh?"



*What question is this? Better to ask, is this ny duty? If there is no other
way, then call me forth. | will cone."

And with that, the ghostly image dissipated and flowed into the sword.
Arilyn's own shadow di sappeared with it.

Arilyn slid the noonbl ade back into its sheath and consi dered what she had

| earned. To retrieve the slunbering Zoastria would be no easy task and was not
one she could attenpt anytinme soon. As her ancestor advised, she nust try to
find anot her way.

Hasheth |l eft his horse at the public stables and set off down the docks of
Port Kir on foot. The dock area was not the safest place to be, not even
during daylight, but Hasheth wal ked al one with his confidence utterly intact.
Had he not spent tine anong the assassins of Zazesspur? Though his
apprenticeship mght have been brief and ill-fated, he had | earned enough to
be awar ded
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hi s sand- hue sash. He might not have notches on his blade to mark successful
kills, but he could throw the unbl ooded kni fe hard and straight.

He had anot her weapon as well, one keener still, which he was honing with each
day that passed. Hasheth had little doubt that his wits were equal to anything
t he docks of Port Kir mght serve up

H s surroundi ngs grew increasingly rougher as he nade his way toward the sea.
Smal | shops offering oddities of every description gave way to
rough-and-tunbl e taverns. Before | ong the wooden wal kways grew narrow, and

bet ween t he boards he could see the dark water of Firedrake Bay |apping at the
shore. As he neared his destination, the stench offish becane overwhelmng. In
open war ehouses on either side of the dock, nen and wormen went about
processing the day's catch, seemingly oblivious to the piles of discarded
shel s and shrinmp heads and fish innards that were heaped around their boots.
Hasheth lifted one hand to his nose and picked up his pace. At the end of this
dock was the Berringer Shipyard. It was here that all his work had |l ed him

For days he had exam ned Lord Hhune's nany books and | edgers, carefully

pi ecing together bits of information and i nnuendo—even findi ng and deci phering
some outright code. It had been a wondrous puzzle that led himat last to this
pl ace. Al that remained for Hasheth to acconplish was to discern the purpose
of Hhune's schene, and then to find some way to turn it to his own benefit!
Berri nger Shipyard was a bustling, noisy, snelly place, not at all what the
young man had expected. He bought his way in at the gate by using a copy of
the credentials that Hhune had supplied to one of the many merchant conpanies
t hat purchased ships for him

Hashet h wandered about, taking note of all. Deckhands by the dozen grunted and
sweated as they rolled i Mmense logs fromfl at-bottomed barges onto a | arge
dock. These | ogs were then handhewn, the outer wood fashioned into
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pl anks and beanms and the heart of each shaped and snoothed into a strong, tal
mast. Sone pl anks, previously cut, soaked in an enornous vat of seawater mni xed
wi th some unspeakably vile-smelling concoction. Wll-softened pl anks had been
cl anped onto curved franes so that they mi ght take on the needed shape as they
hardened and dried. A half-built ship rested on enornous trestles, |ooking for
all the world like a well-picked skel eton. Three finished ships stood in dry
dock.

The quality of work at all stages was well within the high standards expected
of Tethyrian craftsmen. The ships were trimand sl eek and showed every pronise
of remarkable speed. But it was the ironworks that inpressed and enlightened
Hashet h.

He stood and gazed at the trio of ships, to which several smths were adding
fittings and weaponry. These were to sail with an inpressive arsenal

balti stae and catapults provided a considerabl e anmount of firepower. Rows of
iron-tipped bolts stood ready by each ballista, and piles of grapeshot—spiked
iron balls linked with chai n—aoul d prove deadly when hurled fromthe catapult.



This, then, was it—the answer Hasheth had been seeki ng. These three ships were
surely destined to beconme part of a private fleet of fast, heavily armed ships
that could escort merchant vessels safely through pirate-infested waters or

bl ockade a har bor.

Hashet h woul d have appl auded either use. As head of the shipping guild, Lord
Hhune had responsibilities and, perhaps, higher anbitions. And so did he. It
was a shame that one of these ships nmust be sacrificed, but a man nust be
prepared to pay for his anbitions. The fact that he was using another man's
coin woul d nmake it considerably easier

H s questions answered, the young man hurried back to the inn where he had
rented a room From his pack he took a new suit of clothing. The finely nade
dark garments of a prosperous merchant had been fashioned by the tail or who
made all of Lord Hhune's clothing, as
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wel |l as that of his boot-Ilicking scribe, Achnib.

Hashet h pasted a thick nmustache onto his Iip and slicked back his hair with
scented oil. He even swathed his mddle with rolls of cloth to help

approxi mate the scribe's spreading midsection and stuffed a bit of resinous
gum bet ween teeth and cheeks to pad his face a bit. Wen all was in readiness,
he slipped fromthe inn and made his way back to the docks—and to a dark and
dangerous tavern at the very edge of the black water

This drinking hole suited his purpose perfectly. The crudely lettered sign
outside | abeled it The Race," a nane taken from the channel of swi ft w nds and
dangerous waters that led into Firedrake Bay. Those ships that entered Port
Kir ran a gauntlet of Nelanther pirates, a few of whom were bold enough to
cone ashore. Runor had it that they drank here.

Hasheth found a corner table near some likely-Iooking toughs, one who sported
a beard divided into twin prongs, the other of whomwas nore or |ess

cl eanshaven. A barmaid with an al e-soaked bodi ce and worl d-weary eyes cane
over to take his order

"Wne, if you please,"” he denmanded in an initation of Achnib's pinched,

guerul ous tones. He dropped his voice a notch or two. "I al so need passage to
Lantan, if such can be arranged.™

The nmen at the next table exchanged gl ances. One of them propped his boots up
on the enpty chair at Hasheth's table.

"Coul dn't hel p overhearing you. Mght be that we could do the arrangi ng you
wer e speaking of ."

Hashet h darted wary gl ances left and right, then | eaned forward. "From
Zazesspur? | would be grateful to you if this could be arranged, and swiftly."
"Ch, well, from Zazesapur," the other man said with nore than a bit of
sarcasm "That's too easy by halt Sure you don't want to set sail from
Evermeet, while you're at it?"

Tve business to attend in ny hone city," Hasheth

Si | ver Shadows

287

said stiffly. "It should be concluded in ten days or so, and | need to | eave
qui ckly upon its conclusion. Can this be done?"

"Maybe, but it'll cost you. What were you thinking of paying?"

"I will pay you with information," he said in a low, furtive voice. *Tell ne
what cargo you prefer, and | can nane you a likely ship, tell you her route
and the strength of her crew. The nerchant vessel will be guarded, but | can
find out the name of the armed ship and hel p you place your own men upon it.
Take over the escort ship, and the caravel and her cargo will be yours as
well."

The first pirate picked at his teeth with a dirty fingernail as he considered
this outrageous scenario. "And how woul d you be knowi ng so nuch? Wat's to say
that this information you' re eager to pay with is worth nore than clay coi ns?"
Hasheth took a scrap of parchment and a bit of charcoal pencil fromthe bag
tied to his augnmented waistline. He scraw ed a nane and title on the sheet,



then passed it to the nen. They | ooked at himand burst into raucous |aughter
"What do you take us for, a coupla priests? Wwo learns to read but

sandal -footed priests and w de-ass cl erks?" hooted the bearded pirate.
Nonet hel ess, he picked up the bit of paper and pocketed it, as Hasheth had
hoped he mni ght.

"My name is Achnib," Hasheth said with as nmuch dignity as he thought the man
he imtated could nuster, "and | amchief scribe to Lord Hhune of Zazesspur."
"Hmm " This information seenmed to inpress the pirate. "But why the ten days,
especi al | y?"

"My lord is away on business. It behooves ne to renove nyself fromthe city
before his return.”

The nmen chuckl ed. "Been skiming, have you? Well, Lantan's a good place to be
t aki ng your coins. There's noney to be made in sone of them new weapons comi ng
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out off the island. Get in on the business early, and you'll likely do well."
"I require passage, not advice on ny investnents," Hasheth said in a haughty
tone as he began to rise fromhis chair. "Do you wi sh to do business, or shal
| 1 ook el sewhere?"

"Haul in your sails a might, lad," the bearded pirate said dryly. "You want to
go to Lantan. Tell us what you know, and if it holds water then maybe we can
see about getting you there."

This was precisely what Hasheth had hoped to hear. Let them ask questions
about Achni b—the nore the better

When the arrangenments were conpl eted, an el ated Hasheth made his way back
toward the inn to rid hinmself of his borrowed persona. He was not so enanored
of his success, however, that he did not notice the two men | oungi ng agai nst
the alley-side wall of a shop. They fell into step behind him obviously
considering the well-dressed and portly young man to be a ripe, easy nark.
Hasheth's lip curled with disdain. These clods did not even know how to tread
silently—the first |lesson given to fledgling assassins. He did not slow his
pace, did not react at all until their sudden, board-thunping rush began. Then
he whirled, tossing his assassin's knife with a quick, underhand snap. The

bl ade spun once and then sank into one thug's gut with a wet, neaty thud.

The other man | acked the presence of mind or the rapid refl exes needed to halt
his charge. Hasheth let himcome, stepping aside at the |ast nonment and
extending one rigid forearm elbow braced agai nst his waist. He caught the
second thug slightly below his center. The man's heavier top half flipped
forward over Hasheth's arm The thug crashed heavily into the wooden dock
leading with his teeth.

Bef ore the stunned nman coul d nove, Hasheth st ooped beside himand pulled a
rusty, pitted knife fromhis belt. He snatched a handful of the thug' s greasy
hai r, yanked
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back his head, pressed the edge of the knife to his throat and then—hesitated.
The young man was pl eased that the skills he had |earned in his training
served himso well on the street. But he was young, and he had yet to kill a
man. He glanced at his first victim noted the red bubbles fornmng at the
corners of the man's gaping nouth, and knew this would hold true only for a
few nonents nore. But this second man—he was al ready down and dazed. WAs there
truly a need to kill tw ce?

Hashet h needed only a nonent to think. He was dressed as Achnib, a man too
soft and sl ow to have done what he hinmself had just acconplished. If word of
his feat should spread, it mght jeopardize the plans he had laid this night.
The possibility was slight, but it was there. That was enough

The young man pul |l ed the dagger hard and fast, curving his hand back and
around as he had been taught to do. Blood spurted forth in a pul sating geyser
but not so much as a drop of it stained Hasheth's hands.

Hashet h stood and regarded his handiwork. His tinme in the assassins' guild had



served himwel | —hot even an assassin of the Shadow Sash rank coul d have
handl ed this matter nore snoothly. It was just as his royal tutors always

cl ai mred—Ao know edge is truly wasted

The young man wal ked the few paces over to the first dead thug and ripped his
dagger free. He wi ped the blade clean on the corpse's tunic—er as clean as it
was likely to get on the filthy garnent—and slipped it back into his belt.
Later, when he reached the solitude of his hired room he would carve two

mar ks upon it, the first of what Hasheth expected woul d be nany.

Thr oughout that night and into the next day, Arilyn could think of little but
her strange conversation wth
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the magi cal entity of her noonblade. If the elves must fight, and if they
woul d not follow the | eaders they had, then would she not have to find thema
| eader they would follow? Try as she m ght, she could think of no other
solution to the problem

There was sonet hi ng about Talltrees, however, that acted as a balmto her
troubl ed thoughts. Each day was |onger than the one before, and the tinme of

m dsunmer was fast approaching. The summrer solstice was a time of celebration
for all elves, but Arilyn had never seen such joyous anticipation as that

whi ch gripped the elven settlenent.

Twi | i ght of nidsunmer eve cane |ate and softly, with a deepeni ng of gol den
green light. Wth it cane those woodl and creatures who would cel ebrate with
the elven tribe. There were fauns, small feral folk with wild thatches of
hair, furred hindquarters and | egs that ended in dainty cloven hooves.
Satyrs—targer, nore ribald relatives of the fauns—eane as well, already ful

of mead and high spirits. Several centaurs, grave and dignified even in this
nost j oyous season, brought gifts of fruit and flowers to their elven hosts.
There were pixies and sprites and other fey creatures for which Arilyn knew no
nanmes. And there were others who seened to be there one nonent, and not the
next. At mdsunmmer, she reasoned, the walls between the worlds were so thin
that even a half-elf mght catch glinpses through the veil.

Al joined in the feasting and the sharing of sumer mead, a wondrous honey
wine distilled fromflowers and fruit. No green elves kept bees, but they
carefully harvested a part of that stored nectar that they found in holl owed
trees, adding to it the essence of wild raspberries and el ven magic. The
result was far fromprimtive. Arilyn would easily place the nead al ongsi de
the best el ven wi nes she had tasted.

At a certain, very prescribed point in the cel ebrati on—when the elves were
growing merry and before the satyrs were entirely given over to

i mpul se—the*ni d-
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sumer prayers were chanted and sung. The el ves venerated the Sel darine,
particularly the god of the forest, but honmage was al so paid to the gods of
their visitors.

At last the nmusic began. Alilting tune played on panpipes was the traditiona
invitation to dance. As the merrymekers joined in, so did other instruments:
pi pes, shaken bells, and pul sing druns.

For a while Arilyn only watched. There had been m dsumer festivals in
Evereska in the days before her nother's death, but she had been deened too
young to take part. Nor would she have been wel coned to many of the

cel ebrations. Anong the elves there were subtle, sacred overtones to such

ti mes that none other could share. Yet there was that about the nusic that
drew her steadily closer to the dancers.

Arilyn had never quite understood the nystic fascination the elven people had
wi th dance, nor was she particularly skilled. Yet at the urging of Hawkw ng,
her protege turned nmentor, she had dressed in a filny green gown made for
dancing away a warm sumer's night. It was by far the loveliest thing Arilyn
had ever worn. CGossaner-soft, |ight enough to float around her as she noved,



it captured the clear, fresh green of a perfect sumrer day. It was also the
scanti est costume she had ever put on; the skirts were short, and her arms and
| egs were bared for dancing. At Hawkwi ng's insistence, Arilyn wore a weath of
tiny white flowers in her hair and had left her feet bare. Qddly enough, al
the elves were dressed in sinilar fashion. There was no deerskin tonight, no
ornanents of bones or feathers. It seenmed as if the folk of Tethir had stepped
back for one night into a still nore ancient tine.

Hawkwi ng had al ready joi ned the dancing, wearing proudly the enerald that had
been Arilyn's midsumrer gift to her. Mst of the gifts exchanged were sinple:
fruit or flowers for the nost part, but the nenory of the purely fem nine joy

this gift had ignited in the girl-child s eyes warmed Arilyn still. She
worried for the
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child; Hawkwi ng was too young to hate so passionately and to kill wi th such

ease. It was good to see the girl whirling in Tanmsin's arms, |aughing as gaily
as if she truly were the carefree mai den she shoul d have been. The sight was
well worth the cost of the emeral d—yet another of Danilo's costly tokens. As
she enj oyed Hawkwi ng's happi ness, Arilyn doubted Danil o woul d di sapprove of
the use she'd made of his gift.

The child caught Arilyn's eye, and her thin face lighted in a snmle. Hands
outstretched, she ran to the moon elf and pulled her into the dance. The
circle began, the final dance that would cel ebrate the solstice. Arilyn noved
along with the others, not caring that her steps were not nearly so light or
intricate as those of the fey folk. There was sonething about the festivities
t hat made such matters uninportant.

Arilyn allowed herself to be swept away in the peace and joy that the circle
dance wove around themall, knowi ng that this would be the | ast part of the
festivities in which she would join.

Among the el ves, midsunmer was a tine when narriages were cel ebrated and

| overs rejoiced. Children born of this night were considered a speci al

bl essi ng of the gods. Even those el ves who had no special partner often sought
out a friend with whomto share the magi c that was ni dsunmer.

It was al nost inpossible not to. As the cycles of the noon pulled on the
tides, the inexorable wheel of the year drew themall into the cel ebration
Fauns slipped away into the shadows, two by two. Pixies and sprites flitted
off like paired fireflies, at this sacred tinme, each to his own.

Arilyn pulled away fromthe circle slowmy, for she was loath to end the rare
and wondr ous conmuni on she had known this night. A light touch—startling

agai nst her bared shoul der—-had her spinning about, hand at the hilt of the
sword she was pl edged to wear even on such a night.

She turned into the circle of Foxfire's arms. He did

not speak, but his eyes were dark with unm stakable invitation

Instinct and habit took over; Arilyn went rigid and began to pull away.
Foxfire placed a gentle hand at the small of her back, stopping her retreat.
The night is short,” he said quietly, the traditional phrase exchanged between
the [ overs or conrades who shared the gift of m dsummer.

Arilyn's breath caught in her throat as the full inmpact of the elf s
invitation swept her. In Foxfire's eyes, she was worthy of this nost elven of
cel ebrations, which was not only nmerrymaki ng, but also a sacred union with the
| and. She had never dreaned of such acceptance into the elven worl d—had never
consi dered such a tiling to be possible. The tenptation to be what he thought
she was was too great for the lonely half-elf to bear

For the first tine in her life, Arilyn did not draw away.

"The night is short," she agreed.

Korrigash and Ferret watched as their war |eaders slipped away into the forest
together "It is not right," the male said, his face deeply troubled. "Are not
you and Foxfire prom sed?"



"For many years," Ferret agreed, her black eyes unreadable. "But what of it?
As long as those two win battles, | care not what el se they do."

"But Foxfire is my friend, and in this he does danger to hinself."

"How so?" Ferret said sharply. For many days she had kept a gimet eye on the
hal f-elf. To all appearances, Arilyn's actions ran the course her clains had
laid out. But Ferret could not rid herself entirely of the fear that Arilyn

woul d fall back into the role she had played with such skill anong the hunans.
It seened possible to her
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that once the two were alone, an assassin's blade would find Foxfire's heart.
But such was not Korrigash's concern. "For good or ill, a bond is fornmed

between a nale and maid. Never is this nore true than at m dsumrer. The People
foll ow Foxfire now, they mght not if he aligns hinmself too closely with the
noon el f."

"And if they do not follow Foxfire, then you will lead," Ferret said calmy,
reassured by the hunter's words. "Let this thing fall as it will. But cone,"
she said in an abrupt change of nood, "the night is short."

"But you are promised to Foxfire," Korrigash protested. Cearly, he was both
troubled and intrigued by her suggestion.

"He is otherw se engaged," the femal e pointed out. "Consider it practice, in
case you are required to take his place el sewhere.”

The hunter began to protest, but his words wandered off uncertainly and then
ceased altogether. The nagic of m dsumrer was al ready upon them

Foxfire gazed up through the thick canopy of the forest, watching as the

sol stice noon sank low in the sky. Her pale Iight seemed to |inger on the
long, white linmbs still entwined with his. He dropped a kiss—soft as a
butterfly's wing—en the closed eyelid of the sleeping half-elf and wondered
what he shoul d do next.

He had suspected before, but now he knew beyond doubt: whatever she m ght be
in her heart and in her soul, Arilyn's blood was hah7 human. No elf slept as
she did.

As war | eader, Foxfire was pledged to follow Rhothomr. He m ght argue with

t he Speaker—and he did so far nore than did any other elf in the tribe—but he
respected the older male. He owed himthis know edge. By every tradition of

t he el ven people, he was bound to tell himwhat he knew of the newconer in
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their mdst. But how could he, know ng Rhothonir as he did? To the Speaker

all humans were enemies, and hal f-elves were an obscenity, an abom nation. He
woul d probably order Arilyn slain even if there were no threat to the tribe.
And now, during this troubled tine, neither Foxfire's influence nor argunents
woul d save her.

And what of Arilyn herself? How would she react if she knew her secret was
out? Here, also, Foxfire had little doubt of the outcome. She would flee the
forest, and that he could not bear. She nust not know he had caught her in

sl unber.

But how coul d she not? Foxfire did not know how it was with sl eep—perhaps it
was |ike reverie, a state that was entered slowly and in deepeni ng stages. She
had just drifted off nonents before. Perhaps he coul d ease her awake, using
her own astonishing i nnocence as an ally. She was unfanmiliar with her own
responses—Foxfire marveled that this could be so—but perhaps she woul d
confuse a nonent's sleep with the wondrous, |anguid haze that followed their
private cel ebration.

CGently, deftly, he began to coax her back toward awareness. Her sky-col ored
eyes opened and grew wary.

Foxfire smled. "I accept that the ways of the Seldarine are a mystery, but
never did | understand why the goddess of |ove and beauty is of the noon
people. Now | understand, for in you | have seen her face."

There was not hi ng di si ngenuous about his words—he nmeant them exactly as he



said them-but there was a second | ayer of meaning hi dden beneath. He saw it
catch flame in Arilyn's eyes. The goddess Hanali Celanil was the epitonme and

t he essence of an elven female. No words coul d have expressed nore strongly
his regard for Arilyn as a lover, or his acceptance of her as an elf. He hoped
fervently that she heard the tribute in his words, and not the lie.

And so it was. Her white arns cane up around his neck, and the magic of

m dsummrer began for them again.

Fifteen

Kendel Leafbower slipped into the dockside tavern known as the Dusty Throat
and nmade his way through the throng of sweaty, hard-drinking patrons toward an
enpty seat at the far corner of the bar. Not to his liking was the rough
crowd, ' ' or the bitter ale, but he was tired and thirsty after a |ong
day's work on the docks of Port Kir. The Dusty Throat was renowned for the
ribald wit of its barmaids and the vigorous brawl s that broke out al nost
nightly. Indeed, the tavern had been closed for nearly a tenday followi ng a
particul arly spectacul ar fight and was just this night resum ng business.
Despite the obvious dangers, this particular tavern was favored by nany of
Kendel 's fell ow workers, so he felt a bit safer here than he mi ght have

ot herw se.

The recent brawl had left a nunber of new marks on the battle-scarred tavern
Two of the supporting beans had been gouged deeply and repeatedly at a height
of about three feet off the floor. To Kendel's eyes, the befcns
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resenbled partially felled trees. The danage suggested the work of either a
very tall beaver or a very short woodsman. There was a splinter-edged hole in
one wooden wall at about the sane hei ght and about a foot across, which

af forded the patrons a glinpse of the wine cellar and gave the resident rats a
conveni ent wi ndow from which to peek out at the patrons. A |large section of

t he bar had been replaced, and the |light wood was a nmarked contrast to the
ol d, ale-stained counter. Several of the chairs were obviously new, and the
splintered rungs on perhaps a dozen nore had been bound with string in a
make-do attenpt at repair. Even the stone hearth, a massive thing that spanned
the entire west wall of the tavern, had not gone unscathed. There were severa
deep chips in the stones, all of which were starkly obvi ous agai nst the
snoke- bl ackened heart h.

Nor had the tavern's enpl oyees escaped injury. The burly cook stood at the
heart h, haranguing the halfling hel per who struggled to turn the spit and
basting a roasting |l anb with one hand. Hi s other armwas thickly bandaged and
supported by a food-stained sling. The appearance of the hideous hal f-ore who
did odd jobs and heavy lifting was rendered even nore disreputabl e than usual
H s snoutli ke nose had been splattered flat across his face, and his badly
swol len jaw was nmottled with shades of purple and the ugly yell owgreen of a
fadi ng bruise. He | abored noisily to draw air through his swollen nouth, and

t he jagged shards of broken teeth were clearly visible with each rasping
breath. One of his | ower canine tusks was missing entirely, making his

appear ance oddly | opsided. Even sone of the barnaids bore the lingering marks
of battle, including blackened eyes, torn knuckl es—and triunmphant smrks.

This was by far the nobst extensive damage done by any tavern braw in Kendel's
menory, which was |ong i ndeed. He noticed all of these things in a gl ance.

Port Kb* was a dangerous place, and those who wi shed to survive learned to
sharpen their senses and keep alert for signs of danger
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Kendel was al so keenly aware of the fact that he was conspicuous even in this
crowded taproom Mbst native Tethyrians had olive skin, dark eyes, and hair
that ranged from chestnut to black. Mst of the sailors and dockhands who
packed the tavern were heavily muscled fromtheir labors. In stark contrast to
his fell ows, Kendel had red-gold hair, sky-colored eyes, and a pal e skin that
no amount of southern sun could darken. He was strong, yet he renai ned



slightly built and stood no nore than a hand-span or two over five feet. He
was, in short, an elf.

"Widdl e / have?" demanded an exceedingly deep, gruff voice from somewhere
beyond the counter.

Puzzl ed, the elf |eaned forward and peered down over the bar. daring at him
was the upturned face of a young dwarf with a short, dun-colored beard and a
face as glumas a rainy norning.

"An el f! Well then, no need to be telling ne," the dwarf continued sourly.
"The ale here's too rough fer the |ikes of you, so yer wanting a goblet of
bubbly water. O mebbe some nice warmmnilk."

"Or perhaps elverquisst," Kendel suggested coldly. The delicate appearance of
the elven folk often led other races to make such assunptions, while in
reality, elven wines and liquors were anong the nost potent in all Faerun
"Ch, elverquisst, is it? Sure, this place's got barrels of fine elven wnes,"
the dwarf rejoined with heavy sarcasm "And the privies out back is full to
overflowing with jools, too, if n you get ny neaning."

An involuntary smle tugged at the corner of Kendel's lips. He shared the new
bar keep' s dubi ous opi nion of the Dusty Throat's wi ne cellar. And although he
hi nsel f might not have phrased his criticismin quite the same manner, he had
to agree the dwarfs conpari son was apt.

"Truth be told, wouldn't be m nding a big nug of that elverquisst stuff neself
ri ght about now," the dwarfcon-
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tinued in a wistful tone. "Now there's a drink that can strip paint an' melt
scrap netal!"

"I"ve never heard el verquisst described in quite those terns," Kendel replied
mldly. "You have troubles that require drowing, | take it?"

"Aye."

Bel atedl y, the dwarven barkeep seemed to recall both his duties and the dour
reputation of his people. He closed his nouth with an audible click and
snatched up the bar rag draped on a small, squat keg behind himWth this he
began to wi pe the counter, hopping up repeatedly as he took one sw pe at a
tine.

The el f suppressed a smle. "You mght pull the keg closer to the bar," he
suggested. "That mi ght make your duties easier, as well as enable you to see
the patrons.”

"Ain't nobody here worth seeing,” grunbled the dwarfj but he pronptly did as
Kendel suggested. After a nmoment, he clinbed onto the keg and thunked a frothy
tankard down before the elf. "Ale. It ain't good, but it's the best this place
has got. Me, | find ale tastes better w thout the seawater what they add to
stretch it out!"

Kendel accepted the drink with a nod and took a sip. It was indeed better than
any he'd ever tasted in the tavern. In return, he slipped a small silver coin
fromhis pocket and slid it toward the barkeep. The dwarf fielded it with a
qui ck, insouciant sweep of the bar rag.

"Can't be letting themsee it, or they'd have it fromme faster'n a drunken
halfling with a willing maid. The folk what run this place is mghty quick to
take coins what ain't theirs."

"You' ve been robbed?" Kendel asked cautiously. It was not wise to inquire too
closely into the troubles of others, yet he felt inexplicably drawn by the
bar keep and charned by his grumpy overtures. Such friendliness was rare in
Tethyr, especially to an elf

"Robbed? You might say that," the dwarf retorted. "I cone in here, sane as
you, to wet my throat after a long day." Afleeting grinlit his face with an
unexpect ed
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touch of nostalgia. "Though truth be told, the day weren't no hardship on ne.
The Foam ng Sands—ever beared tell of that place?"



The el f nodded, for the reputation of that exclusive bath and pl easure house

stood tall in the city. He did not credit the dwarfs claimas entire truth,
however, for the Foam ng Sands was well beyond the neans of dock workers and
bar keeps.

"Had me a pocketful of gold and a fistful of silver," the dwarf continued
wistfully. "Earned the gold, mnd you, with ten years of hard | abor, and the
silver were a gift and rightfully mne. Spent every one of themsilver coins
at the Sands, and counted it a bargain. Then | come here. Afore | even
finished one nmug the fight started. Good thing |I was feeling unconmon nell ow,
or | mghta done considerabl e danage. "

"To all appearances, you did well enough,"” Kendel nurmured. "Your gold, | take
it, went toward repairs?"

The dwarf snorted. "Wat they took fromnme was enough to build a new pl ace
fromcellar to chimey, with enough left over to hire half the girls who work
the Foam ng Sands to tend tables! Then they say it weren't enough, and the

| ocal |aw of course backs 'emup. So here | am working off the rest. Been
here fer days, and seens like | can't get ahead nohow. Seens |ike |I traded one
ki nda sl avery fer another,"” he concluded glumy.

Kendel received this pronouncenent in silence, for it would hardly be wise to
voi ce his outrage. Slavery was not uncomon in Tethyr, but the thought of this
oddly charming dwarfs being held in servitude was particularly galling to the
elf. Tinmes were difficult in Tethyr, especially for those fol k not of human

bl ood.

If there was any benefit to a long life, Kendel nused, it was the ability to
see the wheel of events turn full circle, again and again. This was also, in
many ways, a curse. In Tethyr, this was perhaps doubly true.

Kendel had cone to Tethyr before the grandsire of any human in the room had
wai l ed his way into the worlft. He
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had built a home and raised a fanmly, only to have his property seized when

t he humans in power decided that no elf could own |l and. By his sword and his
strength he had rebuilt another life, his fortunes rising along with those of
the royal faction for which he fought. Then the nmood of the Tethyrian kings
shifted, and vicious pogrons deci mated even the nost |oyal elven fol k. Kende
had survived; the royal famly had not. For years an egalitarian fervor had
gri pped the | and, extending even to nenbers of other races. Once again Kende
had thrived, only to see the cycle of public sentiment whirl back toward | ow
ebb. Three years ago, he had been a nerchant. Now t he best work he could find
was as a dockhand.

The el f sipped at bis ale, but though he was deep in his nenories, he did not
negl ect to watch for possible dangers. Fromthe corner of his eye, Kende
noted the group of men that pushed their way into the room Five of them al
nmercenaries. He knew the breed well enough to recognize themat a glance; they
were marked by a swaggering gait that bespoke bravado, but which also
suggested a certain lack of purpose or direction. Masterless nmen, for the nopst
part, |ooking for a reason to fight and therefore to live.

But these men seenmed to be an exception; they had purpose enough. Al four of
t hem pushed their way through the crowd, com ng straight toward the place
wher e Kendel sat.

The elf surreptitiously |oosened the dagger he kept strapped to one thigh. It
had been many years since he'd had to use it, but elven nenories were long. If
he were required to fight, he felt confident he could make a good accounting
of himsel f.

"I know you," one of the nmercenaries proclained in a |oud voice, pointing a
beefy finger in Kendel's direction. "You' re one of themwld elves what
attacked the pi pe-weed farm south of Mbsstone. Burned the barns to the ground,
they did, and sl aughtered the whole famly and nost of the farmhands."
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In the suddenly silent room Kendel swiveled to face his accuser. "Not so,
sir," he said evenly. "If there is any quarrel to be had with the el ven
peopl e, you would do better to seek it anobng the Forest Fol k. Surely you can
see by nmy hair and ny skin that | amnot one of them"™

"Well now, | don't know about that," another of the mercenaries put in. "l
seen a red-headed elf anmpbng the raiders. Wrd has it he cut his mark onto our
captain's face. For all we know, you m ght even be him"

"That is not possible. |I have not left Port Kir for many nonths," the elf
protested. Tve worked the docks since early spring. There are men here who can
vouch for me!" Kendel |ooked around the room seeking confirmation

There was none. Even sone of the nen who |lifted al ongside himday after day
sat in stolid silence, their eyes averted.

But the elf s words elicited a burst of raucous |aughter fromthe mercenari es.
"Hear that, boys?" one of them hooted. "He works the docks, if you please! If
any of you ever laid eyes on a nore unlikely dockhand, 1'd surely like to hear
tell of it!"

By now it was clear to Kendel what path this confrontati on would take. He had
pl ayed this scene before, albeit upon different stages. A farm a palace, a
counti ng-house, a tavern—t was all rmuch the same in the end.

The elf s gaze renmained cal mand even, but his fingers closed around the grip
of his dagger. If he struck first, and struck fast and hard, there was a good
chance he could to work his way to the door

A good chance—that was nore than he usually had. He woul d escape, and then he
woul d rebuild, as he had so many tines before.

"I beared tell there was elven slaves working that farm agai nst what passes
fer lawin this land," observed a gruff voice frombehind the counter. "If you
boys was smart, you might not be so quick to claimfighting to keep 'em
there."”

The nercenaries exchanged startled gl ances. There
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cane the screech of wood draggi ng across wood, and a dwarf with a dun-col ored
beard popped into view and affixed the men with an accusing glare. The

nmer cenari es exploded into |aughter.

"A dwarf! And here was ne, thinking we was hearing the voice of the gods!"
hoot ed one of the nen.

"He's a bit short for a god," noted another nman, grinning w dely when his
dubious witticisminspired a new burst of mrth.

"M nd your affairs, dwarf, and let us tend ours,"” growl ed the |largest man
anong them The dwarf shrugged and lifted both hands in a carel ess gesture of
agreement; then he hopped down off the keg and di sappeared. The nercenary

| ashed out with one foot, kicking the stool out fromunder the elf

Agi |l e Kendel was on his feet at once, his dagger bright and ready in his hand.
Hi s attacker reached over his shoulder, drew a broadsword from his shoul der
sheath, and closed in.

Fortunately for the elf, the crowds put his attackers at a di sadvantage. There
was little roomfor the swordsman to maneuver, and Kendel was able to parry
the first of several thrusts. But only the first few Wth the ease of
frequent practice, the patrons pushed the tables and chairs against the walls
to clear an inpronptu arena. Many of the others, especially those who stil
bore the scars of the last brawl, made hastily for the exit.

Kendel soon found hinmself faced with five nmen and an open field. The bar was
to his back, and the mercenaries surrounded himin a senmicircle. Swrds drawn
and confident leers twisting their faces, they began to close in.

A trenmendous crash ripped through the om nous silence of the tavern. The

dwar ven bar keep expl oded through the wooden wal |l under the bar counter, head

| eadi ng and held down |like that of a rammi ng goat. It occurred to Kende
suddenly how the large hole in the wall of the wine cellar had cone to be.

254

The Harpers



Bellowing a cry to his god of battle, the dwarf barreled straight toward the
| argest nercenary. H's head connected hard, significantly below the man's
swor d- bel t.

The nercenary's eyes gl azed, and his sword clattered fromhis hand. His lips
fluttered soundl essly, and his hands | owered to grasp at his flattened crotch
After a noment's silence, he tilted and toppled like a felled tree. A small,
hi gh- pi tched whi nper wafted up fromthe fl oor where he |ay.

But the dwarf suffered no ill effect fromthe inpact. Few substances on al
Toril could rival a dwarven skull for sheer durability. He staggered back a
few paces, rebounded off the bar, and sprinted across the roomin search of a
weapon. The patrons parted before himlike cockroaches scattering froma
suddenly lit torch, and the hearth came into full view. Before it stood the
benmused cook, who bal anced on one armand hip a large platter holding a | eg of
freshly roasted | anb.

The dwarf headed for the hearth at a run. On the way, he grabbed a cloth that
had been left on a table and wapped it tw ce about his hand. Then he seized
the leg by the joint and whirled back toward the battle. Using the roast neat
as a club, he ainmed a hard upswi ng at the nearest nercenary.

The man got his sword down to neet the unusual weapon, but the blade sank to
the hilt in the tender neat and did not seemto slow the dwarfs blow in the
slightest. Up swng the leg of lanb, driving the hilt of the sword into the
man's face. There was a crunch of bone as the hilt struck and shattered his
nose, then a splat as the sizzling nmeat slapped into the man and spl attered
himwi th hot juices. Howing, pawing at his ruined nose and blinded eyes, the
nmercenary reel ed off.

"Waste o' good food," muttered the dwarf. Nonet hel ess, he tossed the | eg of
lanb to the floor so he could tug free the sword. The weapon was too | ong for
himto use, but judging fromhow well the elf was hol d-

Si | ver Shadows

265

ing forth with just a dagger, he figured his new friend would know t he use of
it well enough.

Bet ween parried bl ows, Kendel glanced toward the hearth as anot her dwarven
battle cry ripped through the tavern. Hs new ally held a sword before him
like a lance, hilt braced against his belly, and was already well into another
charge. The dwarfs chosen mark turned toward the | ow pitched shout and neatly
si dest epped. The dwarf coul d not change course in tine to hit his origina
target, but his sword plunged deep into the protruding belly of yet another
nercenary.

"Qops," murrmured the dwarf, but he quickly made the best of his nistake. He

| eaned into the sword and began to run in a circle around the inpal ed man,

| ooking for all the world like a farmhand pushi ng one of the handl es that
turns a mllstone. The sword tore through the man's flesh with sickening ease.
H s insides spilled forth, and he slunped, lifeless, into the spreading pile
of gore.

The el f, neanwhile, |eaped forward to parry a blow fromthe first man, a

vi ci ous downward sweep that would have felled the dwarf. He caught the man's
sword on the crossguard of his dagger, but the force of the blow forced himto
hi s knees.

Before the nercenary coul d di sengage his sword for another strike, the dwarf
cl osed in. Reaching high over the joined blades, he delivered a punch to a
point just below the nman's rib cage. The man's breath wheezed out in a single
gusty rush, and he bent double over the kneeling el f.

The dwarf seized the man by the hair and forced his head up. "Seens |ike we
finally see eye to eye," he quipped, and then he smashed his fist into the
nmercenary's face. Once woul d have been enough, but the dwarf hit himagain
just for the practice. Casually he shoved the insensible man asi de and picked
up his fallen sword.

"Use this one, elf," he advised Kendel. The other's a finer weapon, but youl
find the grip a mte slippery.”
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The elf seized the offered sword and | eaped to his feet, whirling to neet the
final challenger and slapping his dagger into the dwarfs hand. But the | ast
standi ng nercenary did not |ike his chances against these two. He slid his own
sword hastily into its scabbard and bolted for the door

"After "im" bellowed the dwarf, kicking into a run

Kendel hesitated and then followed suit. He had drawn steel against hunman

sol diers; the penalties would be stern. Werever this dwarf m ght be going
woul d certainly be safer for himthan Port Kir. And it occurred to Kendel that
the journey nmight well be worthwhile in itself.

He found the dwarf in the courtyard, bouncing wildly as he sat atop the
struggling nmercenary. Kendel strode over and placed a blade at the man's

t hr oat .

" "Bout tinme you got here,* grunbled the dwarf as he rolled aside. This one's
junpi er than a bee-stung horse. On yer feet," he instructed the nan. "Start
aVal ki ng east down the street. |I'mbehind you, and if you run a step or sing
out fer help, FIl dig this fine dagger into yer backside."

"What do you plan to do with hin?0 Kendel asked as he fell in beside the dwarf
The dwarf pursed his lips and considered. Truth be told, I"'ma'getting mghty
tired of all that's been going on in these parts. |I'mfor going back to the
Eart hfaat Mountains and ny kin, but first I'mthinking we should take this
scum back to whatever pond he's used to floating on. Fd like to neet the man
who hired him" he said in a voice full of grimpromse

"Why?" Kendel asked, surprised.

"I been a slave fer ten years. Mre, if n you add the days | was forced to
work in that sow s bowels of a tavern. Didn't nuch like it. Don't much |ike

t he i dea of anybody, not even thempixie-licking wild elves, being forced into

slavery. | wanna know the who and why of it. Hred swords don't come cheap
and taking elves as
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slaves can only bring a keg of trouble. There's cheaper and easier ways of

pi cki ng pi peweed | eaves. Sonething else is going on."

Kendel eyed the dwarf with new respect. Seldomdid the insular dwarven people
consi der the well-being of other races. He was also a bit shaned by the dwarfs
concern. He had long heard tales of the forest elves' troubles, but had been
unwilling to get involved. To many hunmans, an elf was an elf, and incidents
such as the one in the tavern were far too common. Yet here was a dwarf, ready
to go to the aid of the forest folk.

"I's that why you fought in the tavern that first night?" he asked softly. "In
def ense of a bel eaguered el f?"

The dwarf snorted and prodded at the nmercenary with the tip of the dagger

They spoke ill of me nother," he said. They shouldn't ought to do that."

"I ndeed they shouldn't," Kendel agreed. "You did well to defend her honor."
"And her nane," the dwarf added. "Seens like | do nore'n ny share of that.

See, me not her passed her nane along to nme. | wear it right proud, but not
everyone sees things the sane.”

"Ah. My nane is Kendel Leafbower," the elf said, curious as to what the dwarfs
nane m ght be and hoping to speed the introductions.

"And | be called Jill," responded his new friend, shooting a cautious,
sidelong |l ook up at the elf. H's expression dared Kendel to coment.
That expl ai ns nuch,” murrmured Kendel solemly. "In Elvish, the word 'Jill

nmeans fearsonme warrior,’ he lied hastily, for stormclouds were already

gat hering on the dwarfs brow

"Aye, that she was," Jill said happily, his ire forgotten. The nanme come down
through the clan to male and femal e alike. And odd enough, it seens |like every
mal e dwarf who bears it fights better 'n nost."

"Probably because you have nore practice," the elf
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observed; then he winced as it occurred to himhow the proud dwarf m ght take
t hese words.

But to his surprise, a deep runble of |aughter shook the dwarfs belly and
rolled upward in waves. "Aye, there's sonething to that," Jill admtted

The new friends shared a conpani onable grin and set off with their hostage at
a brisk pace toward the east, and whatever answers might await themthere.

Si xt een

After his meeting with Lord Hhune, Bunlap set off for his fortress with a new
contingent of hired nen and a dark heart full to overbrinmring with plans for
t he destruction of the elves who had taunted and el uded himfor far too |ong.
One of his new enployees, a priest of Loviatar whose fascination with the
concept of suffering lay well beyond the bounds of orthodoxy, had agreed to
acconpany him eastward and interrogate the slain elves that Vhenlar and his
men had retrieved. In tinme, they would strike the elves in their npst secret
pl aces.

But the nercenary captain was none too happy with the news that greeted him
upon his arrival. Mst of the menbers of his |ast war band had died in the
forest, and his best archer had been stuck nore tinmes than a seanstress's

pi ncushi on. The expensive Hal ruaan w zard still |ay abed, suffering froml ow
spirits and unspecified injuries. Wrse, Vhenlar had not nanaged to retrieve a
single | ong-eared corpse for the priest to interrogate.
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"Leave 'emor join 'em That was the choice we had," Vhenlar inforned his
captain. "I say we |eave 'em al together—and forever—and | et well enough
al one. "

"In due tinme," Bunlap informed him staring moodily at the forest.

"What's to be gained from goi ng on?" pressed Vhenlar. The | ogging operation is
over. You got your noney out of it and came away clean. Wat nore do you

want ?"

"It's a personal matter— the captai n began

But Vhenl ar wasn't having any of that. "Not again! |'ve seen you plunge
headfirst and neck-deep into trouble one tinme too nmany. | didn't spend four
years dodging the Zhents just so | could live the rest of ny years | ooking
over my shoul der for vengeful elves. 1've had a bellyful. Gve ne ny pay, and
' mgone."

The captain shook his head, not even bothering to | ook at the angry archer
"Three nore battles. That's all it should take. The first will be a m nor

skirm sh. Then it's on to the |logging canp. A d Hhune put a fair amount of
money into it. That site is strategic and it's ours. W can even pick up the
| unbering trade, once things cool down a bit, only there will be no need to
split the proceeds with anyone else. You could retire a very, very rich man."
"I"mnot going back into that forest," Vhenl ar began

"You won't have to. You can fight this one in your preferred fashi on—rom
behi nd the parapets, shooting down at the attackers. For this you need not

| eave the safety of the fortress.”

The archer considered this. "How are you going to arrange that?"

"We wait," Bunlap said sinply. The elves will come to us, of that | am
confident."

"Don't suppose you'd care to tell me why."

The nercenary captain fixed an icy glare on his longtime associate. 'Tou do
renenber the Harpers, do you not?" A

Vhenl ar groaned. The secret society known as the
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Har pers was devoted to thwarting the plans of the Zhentarim curbing the
anbitions of ruthless and powerful men, and just generally being a boil on the
backsi de of any man out for a bit nore than what the neddl ers considered to be
his fair share. "They're snooping into this nmess?"



"Indeed. It is well that | returned to Zazesspur. Word is that a Harper agent
bungl ed his cover and managed to slip out of the city just ahead of the |oca
assassins. | asked around and | earned there was yet another Harper in the
city, at least until just recently. The elf worman who slipped right past our
fortress with that clever little snoke screen is one of their nore troubl esone
agents. You m ght even recall the nane: Arilyn Monbl ade?"

"Not the one they say snuck into Darkhold and killed old Cherbil N mtr

The sane. She knows who | amand, if she neets up with the forest elves in
time, they'll figure out between themthat the source of their troubles lies
behi nd these fortress walls."

"Ch, she's met up with them" Vhenlar retorted. "She's a gray elf, right? Wth
a magi c sword? Well, she was right there with the wild elves, telling 'em what
to do. And they were listening, though never would | have believed it. But for
her, they would have killed us all!"

"Al'l the better. You can be certain that elven scouts followed you here.

expect they'll cone calling in force anytine now. And that is where your
skills with the bow cone into play. Kill ne a certain noon el £ and you're free
to go where you want," Bunlap concluded grimy.

The archer nodded, but in truth he had little faith in the other man's
assurances. Nor could he nuster a shred of enthusiasmfor the coming battle.
Havi ng faced those elves and that Harper wench, he had no desire to do so
agai n anytime soon. Not one night passed by but he didn't relive the elf
worman' s blue-fire charge, or awake sitting bolt upright and drenched in sweat,
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dream ng of enenmi es he could never see or touch, but who constantly surrounded
hi m

Yet what choice did he have? Vhenlar woul d be forced to fight the wild el ves
until he was either slain or went mad. Bunlap would not let himgo until his
desire for vengeance was sl aked. And fromall that Vhenlar had seen of his
captain, that was not likely to happen easily ... or soon

Several days after the midsummrer celebration, Arilyn wal ked off alone into the
forest. The key to the Iythari's den, the wooden pipe that approxi mated the
call of a lythari, was gripped in one fist. \Wat she intended to do was not
easy, but she saw little choice.

The half-elf went as far out into the forest as she dared. Even now, she
easily got turned around in the magic-laden area surrounding Talltrees. She
rai sed the wooden sumoner to her |lips and sent a |ong, nournful call wavering
t hrough the trees. Choosing a fallen log as a likely seat, she sat down to
wai t .

Arilyn was not certain Gananede woul d even answer the sumons. The young

| ythari had been puzzl ed, perhaps even hurt, by her apparent inability to
understand the gift he had given her in taking her to the lythari den. Nor
could she explain to himthat she'd had no real intention of asking himto
recruit his peace-loving people to join the green elves' battles. In
suggesting this to Rhothonmir, she had been buying tine, purchasing Gananede's
safety. But how could she explain this when it was precisely what she now

i ntended to do?

"Arilyn."

The hal f-elf spun toward the soft voice and found herself nearly nose to
muzzle with the silver-furred | ythari

"I heard a strange story in Talltrees," she began w thout preanble. The green
elves tell of warrior who saved their tribe a few centuries back. It turns out
tha*tbis
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warrior was one of ny ancestors, Zoastria. Soora Thea, they called her. Wrd
has it that she commanded the silver shadows. Is it true your people once
allied in battle with the forest fol k?"

"Once, long ago," Gananede agreed reluctantly. "But the evil that cane to the



forest in those long-ago tines was great, one that threatened its very fabric.
Undead abom nations, creatures fromthe dark plane, and an orcish tribe that
fought for them battled for no purpose other than the pleasure to be found in
the death of elves. These creatures were an ul cerous grow h upon the |and, and
so the lythari fought until the enemy was no nore."

The humans we're dealing with now are none too pleasant either,” Arilyn

poi nted out.

"Even so, humans are intelligent folk, and there is nuch good anong them From
time to time the lythari strike against an evil individual—a rogue human, if
you will, and sonetinmes even against an elf. But to do battle with many
humans? How can we be certain the good are not slain along with the evil?"
"Sometines you can't," she admtted. "At tinmes Fve resented ny sword for
judgi ng those who fece ne, but its a confort to know that because of its
magic, | can't accidentally kill an innocent. Mdst warriors don't have that
advant age.

"I'f you will not fight," she added with a sudden surge of inspiration

"perhaps you'd consent to scout? Surely there are many 'doors to the gate' in
the forest. You could slip in and out and give us a better idea of what we
face. "

The Iythari considered her suggestion. "It is as you say. Yes, | will do this,
and bring word to you of threats against the green folk. It is not much, but

it may help."

Arilyn smled and placed a hand on her Mend's furred shoulder. "It's quite a
bit, and nore than |I like to ask of you."

"I know this," Gananmede replied softly. "For a tinme |
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doubt ed your purpose. But |ike us, you also wal k between two worlds. It is not
an easy thing to do, and sonetines others, who see through only one pair of
eyes, do not understand.”

"Sometines | don't understand, nyself,"” Arilyn admitted.

The wol flike elf placed his nuzzle on her shoulder in a rare caress. "In tineg,
you will. And when you do, | will take you where you need to go."

And then he was gone, bounding off through the trees with eerie silence.
Arilyn puzzled briefly over his words, then set them aside for nore practica
and i mredi ate concerns. Despite her words to her friend, what Gananede offered
woul dn't be nearly enough. Scouting would be hel pful, certainly, but wthout
the silver shadows beside them it was unlikely the wild elves would venture
beyond the boundaries of their forest.

And unl ess they did, and unless they won, Bunlap and his nen would continue to
press and harass the el ves.

It was clear to Arilyn that the Harpers' original goal of conmpromise with the
humans was out of the question. Briefly, she wondered what Khel ben Arunsun
woul d think if he knew he'd urged her to make a deal with a former Zhentil ar
soldier. This nuch she had | earned of Bunlap when she'd researched his
fortress's defenses. The Zhentarimwere devoted to evil gods and their own
personal profits, but they often showed a special enmty against the elven
people. Arilyn knew enough of Bunlap and his ilk to know that his war agai nst
the elves was not due to a m sunderstanding, nor was it solely for profit. It
was a vendetta.

And it was taking a grimtoll. Before her arrival in the forest, Talltrees had
been a thriving settlement. Now, fewer than a hundred el ves remained to the
tribe.

Perhaps it was tinme to present Queen Amlaruil's invitation to Retreat to
Evermeet. Arilyn doubted the felves
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of Tethir would accept, and after nidsunmer, she understood this better. They
were bonded to the land, as firmy rooted in their forest as any of the
ancient trees. Even so, they should be given the option. There was not hi ng



else for themto do. They were too few to fight al one.

O were they? Talltrees was one settlenent, its inhabitants one clan of one
tribe. Surely there nmust be others! The Forest of Tethir was a vast place, and
the elves of the El manesse tribe were rel ative newconers. There were ot her

el ves who had been living in the forest fromtine beyond nmenory. Surely now
they woul d come together to fight a common eneny! As Arilyn considered this
noti on, she becanme nore and nore convinced that this was the path to take.
Excited, she returned to Talltrees and sought out Foxfire. To her surprise,
the war | eader was not encouragi ng.

"Yes, there are other tribes, and many cl ans anong each tribe," he said
cautiously. "Many of the El manesse cl ans were sl aughtered during the reign of
the royal Tethyr family. There are small groups here and there, but they are
too few and too far renoved fromus to be of nuch assistance. There is a small
conmuni ty of El nmanesse on Tethyr Peninsula, and other clans that live in the
forest to the southeast of Tradeneet. These elves are unlikely to aid us. In
many ways their interests are tied nore tightly to those of the humans. They
trade with the farmng folk who live to their east, and they carry goods north
on the sane path used by the caravans of humans and hal ftings. \Wen the
troubles started, we sent scouts northward to see if these folk were the
source of the problem" Foxfire paused for a wy snmle. "Oddly enough, our
scouts met with a delegation they had sent to inquire the sane of us!"

"But how many are there?" Arilyn pressed.

"There are perhaps two hundred elves in the northern forests, the border

| ands, and the towns," Foxfire
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said. "Sone are nmoon folk or gold elves who nostly dwell in towns. There are a
nurmber of half-elves as well, but these seldomcone to Tethir. Then there are

a few solitary elves scattered about the forest: druids, skin-walkers,

possi bly even sone outl aws."

The Harper considered this. "But what about the Sul dusk tribe?"

"You know nore of Tethyrian history than nost," he commented. "The river that
waters half of Tethyr bears the name of the Sul dusk people, yet few people
know of their existence. They are nore renote than npost of the El manesse, in
inclination as well as in distance.

"Do you find the folk of Talltrees nore insular than the noon people?" he
asked abruptly, not waiting for or expecting an answer. "So |likew se do we
find the Suldusk. In times past the clans of these two tribes rai ded back and
forth. In recent centuries we have agreed to abide by the peace and keep our
di stance. No one even knows how many of the Sul dusk remain. Even if we were to
seek help fromthem we would find none."

Arilyn threw up her hands in exasperation. "Fine. So we just sit here and |et
Bunl ap’'s men whittle us down, a few each battle?"

"There is sonething el se to consider," the elf said with obviously reluctance.
"Perhaps the humans should settle with this Bunlap. They have | aws, do they
not ?"

"Lots of them but not the means to enforce them" Arilyn said glumy. "No
our best chance is for ne to take out Bunlap and scatter his men. At the very
| east, | can keep them busy and out of your hair until | think of something
better to do." She nodded decisively, then turned and began to stride away.
Foxfire stared after her, bemused by her quicksilver decision. At nonents |ike
this, the half-elf seened utterly foreign to him utterly human: inpetuous,

i mpatient.

He decided it did not matter

The green elf jogged to Arilyn's side. "Tell me what
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you need, and I'll see that you get it."
She smled thinly. "Several nice pelts would be a good start. | could al so use

some dried trail food—211 be traveling fast and the less tinme |I spend hunting,
the sooner H get there.”



Tou will not go alone,” he told her. "I will go, and Ferret as well."

Arilyn hesitated for nonment, then nodded. She still didn't like or trust the
el f woman, but Ferret had proven to be an effective assassin. The wild elf
femal e possessed deadly skills that night prove valuable, as well as no

di scernible scruples. Both would be useful qualities for the m ssion ahead.

As it turned out, there were four who set out on the three-day journey to the
southern parts of Tethir. Hawkwi ng demanded to cone al ong and, though Arilyn
had reservations, she had to admit the young elf held up her end of the | oad.
Hawkwi ng was anong Arilyn's finest students and had proven herself in battle
nore than once, but the Harper was not entirely certain the elf maid would
performas well once they were outside of the forest. The girl was too

i npetuous, utterly without fear or forethought. But as Arilyn had begun to
realize, she had to accept whatever allies in this battle she could find.

The sout hward j ourney passed quickly, and shortly after highsun of the third
day the four stood beneath the open sky. A streamran southward fromthe
forest. Arilyn set a path along this waterway, which quickly broadened and
deepened as it neared the place where it would join the northern branch of the
Sul duskoon. They wal ked along this tributary for several hours nore before the
Harper indicated a halt.

"See that hillock up ahead?" she asked, pointing. "It has been hollowed out to
make a dwelling. See the etunplike chimey and those doors along the side?"
The green el ves squinted, then nodded uncertainly. Al the fey folk had in
some neasure the gift of perceiving
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hi dden doors, but this skill was sel domused by the forest-dwelling folk. In
the forest, they could find a trail that would be invisible to the best hunman
ranger, but out here, Arilyn's eyes were sharper than theirs.

"This is an outpost for the fortress. The nen stationed here control trade
com ng and going along this branch of the river. There are too nmany of them
for us to fight, and even if we could attack in |larger nunbers than we have,
they'd still have the advantage of position and arms. So this is what well do.
First, gather sone poles and |ash together a raft. FIl need those pelts," she
sai d, nodding to the bundle Foxfire carried on his back

The el f shoul dered off the skins and watched with interest as Arilyn took two
small vials fromher pack. The Harper carefully sprinkled sone browni sh powder
on one pelt, then doused it with liquid fromthe second bottle. That done, she
pressed the two pelts together. This she repeated with each skin until they
formed a small stack. She tied the bundle securely with a Iength of rope from
her pack. By then Ferret and Hawkw ng had finished their raft and come over to
wat ch.

"I"'mgoing to put this bundle on the raft and ride, alone, past that
encanprment. As a noon elf, |I'mthe nost human-1|ooking anong us," Arilyn said,
forestalling Hawkwi ng's ready protest. They'll think me a trapper, floating
goods downriver to the nearest tradi ng post."

She ran a hand lightly over the glossy pelt of a river otter. "I doubt they'l
l et me pass by without demanding a few of these beauties as tax. Mre than
likely, they' Il shoot me out of the water and take the whole pile.

"But no matter how bad it | ooks, stay out of sight," she cautioned the elves.
"FIl hit the water as soon as | can and swi m away. Wen the nercenaries take

their plunder in to exam ne, they'll have a nasty surprise. Any one of those
pelts, pulled away fromother others, will trigger an explosion that should
bl ow the top off that hillock." *
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"Expl osi on?" queried Hawkw ng.

"A sudden blast, like lightning," Ferret explained tersely. "Like that human
wi zard threw at us in the forest. | didn't know you could cast such spells!"”
she demanded, turning accusingly on Arilyn.

"I don't," Arilyn retorted. "This isn't even magi c—although it's nuch the
same in many ways. | just happen to have an associate who enjoys finding new



ways to blow things up."

"Li ke tossing a torch into rising swanp gas?" Foxfire asked.

"Exactly," she agreed, relieved to have an explanati on of al cheny the others
could understand. "After the explosion, well revive a few of the survivors. W

pi ece together uniforns, boats, passwords—anything that will help Ferret and
me get closer to the fortress.”
The hal f-elf slipped off her chain mail, cloak, and boots and stashed themin

t he bushes near the stream Not only would it be difficult to swimwearing
such garments, but glittering arnmor and boots of elvenkind were not exactly
the type of gear a poacher mi ght wear!

Arilyn hesitated a nonent before adding the rest of her disguise. She'd grown
confortable in her elven role, and she was none too eager to take on anot her
But she'd fought the nen of Bunlap's fortress before. It was likely that few
nmoon el ven fenal es passed by, and any one might |eave an inprint on their
menori es—especi al |y one who had handed them a rather enbarrassing defeat.

So she took a tiny pot of dark unguent from her pack and spread the cream over
her face. She snoothed her hair down over her ears and tied it back at the
nape of her neck with a bit of |eather thong. Her pack yielded a rough cap
tightly rolled, which she shook out and placed | ow over her eyes. She | oosened
her shirt and let it hang over her swordbelt, then rolled up her leggings to
her knees. That finished, she placed one hand on her noonbl ade and brought to
m nd a gangly, sun-browned
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human | ad. The trio of gasps fromthe elves told her the blade had done its

t ask.

One of Arilyn's predecessors had endowed the sword with the ability to cast

m nor gl anmours over the wield-er. It was a slight effect, a small shifting of
perception. Arilyn had learned to work with the noonbl ade's magic to create a
nunber of personas. Part of the transformati on was done with small changes of
costunme, and she had learned to minic the stance and novenents of each
character type she portrayed: a human |ad, a courtesan, a gold-elf priestess,
and perhaps a half-dozen nore. But to the wild elves, her transformation from
moon el f warrior to adol escent Tethyrian poacher must have been as
startling—and as foreign—as anything a human wi zard m ght acconpli sh!

But there was no tine to soothe their surprise or explain the sword' s power.
She ordered themto take cover in the bushes and to follow al ong out of sight.
As soon as her conpani ons were away, Arilyn tossed the furs onto the raft and
waded into the stream She knelt on the raft and began to guide it downriver
with a | ong pole.

She was al nost abreast of the hillock when the first arrow cane at her. It
went wide, but the visibility fromthe narrow strips of wi ndow carved into the
barracks was such that she doubted the archer would know the difference. Wth
a cry of feigned agony, she toppled off the raft and into the water

Sound travel ed well under the water, and as Arilyn clung to the rocks at the
bottom of the river, she heard the puzzled oaths of the nercenaries who' d cone
out to finish off the poacher, only to find no trace of him Arilyn watched as
they caught the raft and pulled it ashore, and she bl essed Bl ack Pearl, her
hal f-sea-elf friend, for the gift of the anulet that enabled her to stay
under wat er .

But it occurred to her, belatedly, that she should have explained this bit of
stored magi c to her comnpanions.
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Apparently the adnmonition to stay hidden and qui et regardl ess of how things
appeared to be goi ng had not been sufficient for the [ oyal Hawkwi ng. Arilyn's
bl ood chilled as a long, shrill cry filtered down to her through the water.
She'd heard the elf maid's battle yell often enough to know what it was.
Arilyn braced her bare feet against the stones and pushed up with all her

m ght. She broke the surface of the water and swam for shore so that she could



join her friends in battle. Were Hawkwi ng went, the others would surely
fol | ow.

The hal f-elf splashed ashore, drawi ng her sword as she cane. The scene before
her was not encouraging. At least thirty nmen poured fromthe barracks—far too
many for the four of themto handle. Arilyn kicked into a running charge. Even
so, she could do nothing but watch as the fierce elf child went down,
clutching at the bright ribbon that a mercenary's sword had opened al ong the

I ength of her fighting arm

But Hawkwi ng was nothing if not resilient. She rolled aside, slapping her
dagger into her other hand as she went. The elven girl came up with a fire in
her eyes that no anount of blood could quench—nAot hers, and certainly not that
of her enem es.

Arilyn reached the nearest of the mercenaries and delivered a vicious
backhanded sl ash. The man got his sword up in tine to parry, but the speed and
force of her bl ow knocked the weapon fromhis hand. The half-elf stepped back
then lunged in, her sword driving precisely between the man's third and forth
ribs and into his heart. She pivoted slightly, putting the soldier's body

bet ween herself and the charging attack of a second man. She planted her foot
in the dead nmercenary's niddl e and ki cked himoff her blade—and into the
second man's path.

The charging nmercenary couldn't pull up in time, and the sword he held before
himin a lancelike attack thrust deep into his conrade's body. Arilyn circled
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around behind the confused human with three quick steps. Wth a mghty,
choppi ng bl ow she severed his spine before he could withdraw his bl ade.

She whirl ed, moonbl ade hel d before her in guard position, to face the approach
of a third man. This one nmoved with a light, neasured tread and wore an
expression of suprene self-confidence. He smirked as he raised his sword in a
parody of the salute that would begin a gentleman's duel

A nobl eman's son turned soldier-of-fortune, Arilyn reasoned, one who was
prepared to anuse hinmsel f at the expense of the commonborn |ad before him In
short, an idiot.

Arilyn let out a brief; disgusted hiss. She parried the rogue nobl eman's first
| unge, countered with a quick underhand sweep—which was al so deftly
parried—and followed up with a flurry of ringing exchanges. He met each of the
thrusts and returned as often as he parried. The man was good, but not nearly
as skilled as he seened to think he was.

The hal f-elf spun, faked a stunble, and went down on one knee with her back
toward him To all appearances, it would be a fatal funble. She coul d al nost
feel his supercilious snmle as he raised his sword for the killing bl ow.
Arilyn listened to the whistling sweep of the descendi ng bl ade; then, at
precisely the right noment, she lifted her noonbl ade up hi gh overhead to neet
it. She leaped to her feet and turned hard to confront him pushing their
joined bl ades around and down as she canme. The speed of the unexpected attack
threw t he swordsman of f-bal ance. Arilyn, however, |ashed up high and hard,
severing one of the man's ears as the noon-blade flashed up over his head. Her
opponent how ed with pain, but only briefly, for Arilyn pivoted to the |eft
and swept the nmoonbl ade across in a hard, |evel stroke. The man's head rolled
from his shoul ders.

Arilyn continued the swing, pulling her right el bow
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back until her two-fisted grip was tightly pressed agai nst her right shoul der
She face off against the nearest man and stepped toward him her left foot

| eadi ng and sword thrusting out straight and hard toward his throat. He could
not even lift a blade in tine to parry.

Pul ling her sword fromthe dead nman's throat, she spun about to see how her
conpani ons were faring.

Not well. Hawkwi ng was down, and Ferret was pressed on all sides. The elven



war | eader was doing his best to work his way through to any one of the

bel eaguered femal es, but he was badly out nunbered. Even if he'd been fighting
one-on-one, Foxfire's bone dagger was not designed for battle against tenpered
steel .

As if in response to her thoughts, the elf s dagger shattered under the attack
of a mercenary's sword. The elf |eaped aside, agile and quick, but several nen
closed in, and Arilyn knew he could not [ong avoid them

Her next response was pure instinct. She held her bl oodstai ned bl ade high and
shouted a command to the nagic inmprisoned within: "Come forth! Al of you!"

At Arilyn's summons, magic expl oded fromthe noon-bl ade—a white, swirling m st
that rose into the air with a force and fury rivaling that of a waterspout at
sea.

Every conbatant on the field froze and stared at the brief, spectacul ar

mani festation. Then it was gone, and in its place stood several battle-ready
elven warriors, each arned with a sword identical to the noonbl ade that had
called themforth. These advanced on the befuddl ed humans, and the battle
began anew.

For a nonent Arilyn could do nothing but gaze in awe at her ancestors, all the
el ves who had wi el ded her noponbl ade since the days of its forging in |ong-ago
Myt h Drannor.

There was Zoastria, tiny and waithlike—+he nost insubstantial of the

el fshadow warriors. The elf woman's angul ar face was a mask of frustration as
she sl ashed at the human nercenaries with her sword, a
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sword that drew no nore blood than would a breath of wind. Yet Zoastria's
efforts were not without effect. The mercenaries shrank away in terror from

t he ghostly elven warrior—and onto the bl ades of the others.

A tall, ancient elven w zard, his long white hair a mass of tiny braids, held
hi s shadow nmoonbl ade out at armi s |length, point-down, as if it were a nmage's
staff. The sword blazed with blue fire, as did his eyes and the fingertips of
his outstretched hand. Pinpricks of blazing eldritch |ight darted toward the
nmercenaries like vengeful fireflies.

A small, slight nale elf held his sword with two hands, yet he w el ded the
single blade with a dizzying speed that brought to mnd the dual swords of a
bl adesi nger's dance. The crest on his tabard, a bright-plummaged bird rising
fromflames, proclainmed himto be Phoeni x Moonflower, the elf who, centuries
before, had inbued the sword with its rapid strike.

Another male elf, this one with, flanme-colored hair, w elded a shadow sword
that flickered and seared with arcane fire. Heat rose fromthe bl ade, which
glowed a red so intense that it brought to mnd a dwarven forge. Arilyn
recogni zed himas Xenophor, the elf who had lent the power of fire resistance
to the bl ade, and she watched in awe as he fought, for his shadow noonbl ade

| eaped and darted and licked like wildfire in a capricious w nd.

There was a tall, rangy elf woman who seened oddly devoid of color. Her skin
was starkly white, her eyes and hair the color of jet, her |eathers and boots
a dusty bl ack. There was nothing col orl ess about her fighting, though. Never
had Arilyn seen anyone fight with such bloody fury. And there were others as
wel | -Arilyn's own el fshadow and two mal es, one snmall and fierce and the ot her
taller than the rest and gol den-hai red.

Al this Arilyn noted in an instant, for the churning battle did not allow for
| ei surely study of her elfshadow allies. But as her well-trained m nd took
note of the
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shadow warriors and the general course of battle, her eyes instinctively swept
the fierce group for a glinpse of a face she had | ast seen when she was only a
child—that of her mother, ZTteryl.

A tall, thick-bodied man reeled toward the Harper, his hands clutching at his
torn and bl oody jerkin. Arilyn shoved him aside and | ooked up into the face of



his killer.

An icy fist clutched at Arilyn's chest as she gazed upon her nother. She was
as beautiful as Arilyn renenbered—as tall as her daughter, with the sanme mlky
skin and gol d-fl ecked bl ue eyes, but her small, fine-featured face was crowned
with a cloud of thick, wavy hair the color of spun sapphires. Beautiful, yes,
but grimand terrible. This was not Z*beryl of Evereska, the |oving nother and
patient instructor of swordcraft This was the elf Z*beryl had once been
Amestria, daughter of Zaor and Am aruil of Everneet, crown princess of the

el ves, battle wi zard, and warrior. And this was the face Amestria showed to
her eneni es.

The regal elf woman rai sed her bl ood-drenched sword and pointed it at Arilyn.
To the stunned half-«lf, the gesture seemed om nous, accusing. Amestria
spoke, but only a word: "Beware!"

Arilyn heard the ringing clash of steel on steel, so dose and so loud that it
seened to echo through her bones and teeth. Instinctively, she raised her
noonbl ade and whirled toward the sound.

Her own el f shadow st ood behind her, shadow sword uplifted in a defensive parry
agai nst the broadsword that would have cleaved Arilyn's head from her

shoul ders. The man who held the sword was easily the size of Arilyn and her

el f shadow conbi ned. G inning with sadistic delight, he forced the joined
swords downward, pressing Arilyn's shadow slowy to her knees.

The hal f-elf recovered her wits and |unged forward. Her noonbl ade dug between
his ribs; she wenched it out and plunged it in again. Arilyn's el fshadow
threw
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aside the dying man's sword arm and wheel ed away to find another fight.

Arilyn took a deep steadying breath and nade a qui ck survey of the battle.

Al t hough she now understood that her nother's el fshadow had nmeant to warn her
of the danger behind her, she could not rid herself of the feeling that

Z' beryl —1o0, from now on she woul d forever be Amestria—was ashaned of the
course her daughter and bl ade heir had taken. Arilyn's nother had willingly
enbraced the service and the sacrifice required of those who w el ded a

nmoonbl ade, as had all the elves who now fought. Was Arilyn, a mere half-elf,

i ncapabl e of such nobility?

Instinctively, the Harper knew this was not so. She woul d do what she nust for
the elven People, as she always had. |If that meant giving up her dream of
freedom fromthe demands of the noonbl ade, then so be it. She would serve the
sword, throughout eternity if need be.

Wth new resolve, Arilyn waded through the fighting toward the place where
young Hawkwi ng had faltered and fallen. But her own arns seened nunmb and
heavy, and the noonbl ade refused to nove at quite its usual speed. Too |late
she renenbered the warni ng her own el fshadow had gi ven her: she could not
expect both to call forth the magic and wield it.

She nmanaged to bl ock a chest-high thrust and then flung the attacking bl ade
asi de. But a second nercenary got through her guard—rot with a sword, but wth
a mailed fist. The blow struck Arilyn's jaw hard and sent her reeling to her
knees. It was then she saw t he wound that had at |ast brought Hawkwi ng to
ground.

The elven girl lay on one side, staring forward with a single fierce black
eye. Fromthe other protruded the hilt of a dagger

For just a nonent, grief clenched Arilyn Iike a giant fist, squeezing the
breath from her body and stealing her will to fight. It was just for a second,
but even that
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was too nuch. A shadow fell over Hawkwi ng's body; Arilyn | ooked up into the
poi nt of a nocked and ready arrow. This man had seen her fight; apparently he
was not going to chance facing her sword.

Before he could release the arrow, a large mssile hurtled over Arilyn's head



and toward the archer. The man staggered back, and the arrow soared upward in
alinp and harmess arc. Arilyn stared at the horrid, sticky ness that had
taken the place of the archer's head.

"I say, that was a good one," announced a satisfied male voi ce behind her
"Custard and cream | should think, and a vast inproverment in matters of size
and aim Though to be quite frank with you, ny dear, the spell for Snilloc's
Cream Pie was rather a benign missile for this blighter. Not his just desserts
at all, you should pardon the expression."

The tone was fam liar—a cultured and | azy-soundi ng tenor—but oddly enough, the
words were spoken in the Elvish tongue. Arilyn whirled, staring up in
horrified silence into the handsone, smiling, human face of her Harper

partner.

She knew at once how he'd cone to be here, though never for a nmoment had the
possibility occurred to her that such a thing nmight cone to pass.

Bach wi el der of a noonbl ade added a power to the sword. Two years past, Arilyn
had done the sane, renoving certain restrictions so she m ght share the

nmoonbl ade and its magic with her partner. Never once had she suspected that in
doi ng so, she had created an el fshadow entity that |linked Danilo to the magic
swor d—and condemmed himto her own fate

"Ch, my goddess,"” she said in a despairing whisper. "No, Danilo. Ch, not you
too."

Sevent een

After several hours, the darkness that had cocooned Arilyn's mind since the
battl e began to di maround the edges, and bright, blinding colors seeped in to
whi rl and dance madly behind her cl osed eyelids.

The hal f-elf groaned and tried to 1 ' sit up. Strong and gentl e hands
pressed her back down. "Not yet," Foxfire told her. "You drai ned your
nmoonbl ade' s magi ¢ for Hawkwi ng*s sake, and for us all. Mich strength was taken

fromyou, as well."

Hawkwi ng. Menory returned in a vivid, horrible rush. Arilyn turned her head
away, unwilling to let her elven friend witness the grief and guilt the elf
mai d's death brought her. Perhaps, if she had not drained her own strength to
call forth the elfshadow entities, she could have nade her way to Hawkw ng's
side in tinme to save her

"You m ssed the best part of the fight," announced Ferret's voice, wild and
exultant still fromthe excitenment of battle. "Never have | seen such
warriors! N ne
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chanpi ons on a field at once! Wo could stand agai nst such a force, and who
beneath the stars would not follow then? It was a marvel | will [ong
remenber. "

"The shadow warriors returned to the sword at battle's end," Foxfire added.
"Al'l but one—the tall gold-elf w zard who carried you here. He woul d not
return unl ess he had your direct command, or, at |east, reasonable assurance
that you were safe. Although in the case of that one, | do not know what m ght
be consi dered reasonable,” he added in a wy tone.

Arilyn"s lips twitched in an involuntary smile. She knew at once the true
identity of the wizard of whom Foxfire spoke. In a few terse words, the wild
el f had sketched a remarkably accurate picture of the Danilo she knew a

st ubborn, exasperating soul who would have his way no matter what and who
usual |y took center stage while doing so. On the other hand, he was al so
perhaps the nost caring, intuitive, and gifted human she'd ever net. O course
hi s shadowspirit could recogni ze the problenms inherent in show ng these el ves
his true face, and certainly he was skilled enough in the magical arts to cast
such an illusion over hinmself. Despite all, Arilyn could not help but be
anused by the inmage of Danilo as a gold-elf wi zard. That was a role he would
certainly play to the bal cony seats! The gold elves were widely considered to
be the nost beautiful and regal of the People. Knowi ng Dan as she did, Arilyn
coul d guess that his shadow took on this guise with typical flanboyant el an



The warnt h these thoughts brought her was rapidly chased away by the chilling
menory of what Dan's shadow meant, and the realities of the battle they had
fought. Danilo's spirit had been condemed to serve the moonbl ade. And
Hawkwi ng was dead.

"The gold wi zard left you a nessage," Ferret said, cutting into Arilyn's grim
t houghts. "He bid you remenber the legend |l ore spell, which you heard when
first you and he sought the answers to your noonbl ade's magic."
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The el f woman began to recite words that Arilyn only dimy remenbered, words
that the archmage Khel ben Arunsun hinself had coaxed fromthe nmoonbl ade nore
than two years before

"Call forth through stone, Call forth fromsteel. Command the mrror of
nmysel f, But ware the spirit housed w thin The shadow of the elf

"He said to tell you that you cannot call the shadow warriors again w thout
great risk to yourself," Ferret continued. "It is a shane. Wth themto |ead,
the Talltrees clan could face nearly any foel"

"Never beared tell afore that elven folk feared to go into battle," taunted a
gruff, vaguely famliar voice. "You couldn't be gittin' soft. Yer too

di ng- bl asted scrawny fer that!"

After a noment's shock, Arilyn placed the deep tones with a face—that of a
young dwarf with a short, dun-col ored beard and an unusual zest for both
rowdi ness and romance. Yet how could this be? Wen |ast she'd seen him the
dwarf was reveling in the luxuries afforded by the Foam ng Sands, and was
washi ng away the nmenories of ten years of servitude with as much warm
bubbl i ng water and hal f-clad womren as his coins would buy him

"Not Jill?" Arilyn whispered. She struggled to sit, to open her eyes, but
could not yet do either

The sane," the dwarf said gruffly. "Hold still, now. Yer wigglin' around |like
a wormon a hook, and with no fish to show fer yer efforts. Rest. That were
some fight, though sorry to say oP Kendel and | missed the best of it."
"Kendel Leafbower," supplied a soft, mnelodious elven voice. "At your service,
Lady of the Monbl ade."

Arilyn recogni zed the noon-el ven clan nane. The Leaf bowers were renowned as
travel ers and fighters.
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Such an elf was an unlikely conmpanion for the dwarf. "How did you cone to be
here, Jill?" she nurnured.

"Well now, that's a story," the dwarf admitted in a conversational tone.
"Leave it to say that Kendel 'n me borrowed sonebody's hired sword and
persuaded himto head fer home. This is where he brung us—a bit too late for
the fight, like |I said, but soon enough fer himto die with people he knew.
More'n he had comin' to him by nmy way of thinkin',

"Kendel and you," she repeated, sonewhat benused by the idea of a dwarf and a
nmoon-el f warrior on such friendly ternmns.

"Yep. You nmight say himand ne is tighter*n ticks," Jill agreed happily,
"though no one what beared us talkin' on the way east m ghta guessed it.
Argued like brothers, we did, about which of us would git to kill the hired
sword and when he'd git to do it. Never nmeant a word of it. But fun it were!"
he concl uded gl eeful l'y.

"I see the gold-elf wi zard spoke truth," Ferret broke in coldly. "He said you
knew this dwarf. You' ve strange allies, Arilyn Monbl ade."

"You're not fer knowing the half of it, elf woman," the dwarf retorted. "
been in nore fights than you' ve had tumbles, an' | thought | seen it all. But
never once have | seen an elf ghost come to the aid of the Iiving! Are you

t hi nking that the ghost of that liddle blue-haired elf wonan follered you from
the treasure roon?" he asked Arilyn. "Mdrodin's Beard, ifn you could put sone
starch in that one, she'd be worth fighting!"

Yes, Arilyn admitted silently. That was precisely what she nmust do. Perhaps



she could not call forth the el f-shadow warriors again, but she could restore
to the forest elves a hero they knew, one they would willingly foll ow She
woul d have to, as Jill so aptly phrased it, "put sone starch" back into the
el ven battle | eader Zoastria. It was tine to reunite the elfshadow with the
sl unmbering formof her ancestor.
But first, she had to regain her own "starch."
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Arilyn willed her swirling thoughts to find focus. She noted that her cheek
was pillowed on sonething deep and fragrant, |ike noist velvet. Mss. The air
was cool here and heavy with magi c she had not been able to sense a fortnight
ago. These things could nmean only that they were back in the forest.
"Did you bring her home?" she whispered, thinking of the fallen Hawkwi ng. In
her time in Tethir, Arilyn had come to realize that the ties between the el ves
and then-forest went too deep for death to sever. The green elves returned to
the forest in ways that could not be understood or explained, and she needed
to know t hat Hawkwi ng would find rest beneath the trees.
A long, heavy sil ence answered her question. "Wen your strength faltered, so
did the shadow warriors,"” Foxfire said at last. "Mdre nmen cane fromthe
fortress, and we were forced to flee. A choice had to be made between the
living and the dead. Do not grieve for Hawkwi ng: she is free."
But she was not.
The spirit of the elven girl wandered the battlefield. She was dazed and angry
and confused, though the battle was |ong over. The call of Arvandor was sweet
and strong; still nore conmpelling were the rhythms of the forest, heard and
felt and understood as never before.
Yet the child could respond to neither. She had been torn fromlife too soon
and though her existence had not often been easy or happy, she was not yet
reconciled to leaving it behind.
Thus it was that the priest of Loviatar had an easy tine finding the elf
mai d's wandering spirit. An unseen hand reached out, seized the girl, and
pul l ed her into a shadowy gray realm
Hawkwi ng' s untamed spirit rebelled against this captivity, but these were
fetters that even a will as strong
K as hers could not break. The entity that inprisoned her
J' was powerful but tw sted; a cold, salacious soul that

reveled in the wounds of the girl's discarded body and
the frantic terror of her captive spirit. The ugly soul of
this bei ng—a human, a priest of sone sort—was nade
all the nmore terrible for the inpenetrable coating of
smug piety that arnored it.
"You must answer nme what | ask you," his voice demanded, speaking in a
| anguage Hawkwi ng had never before heard but found that she coul d understand.
"Behold this man's livid scar. W is the elf whose mark this is?"
Hawkwi ng had no intention of responding, but the priest took the answer from
her mi nd.
"Foxfire, an El manesse of the Talltrees clan,"’
"Where does this elf reside?"
Again the elven child refused. But it mattered not. The secrets of the hidden
stronghol d poured fromher. She could no nore stop themthan she could conmand
the wind or rain.
And so it went, for as long as the gray-soul ed priest
r desired to contain and conpel her spirit. At last he was
| done with her. Hawkwi ng tore free and flung hersel f
| away fromthe inquisitor's casual cruelty. Nothing the
elven girl had endured hi H e had narked or bruised
her as deeply as this captivity of her essence and the
pl undering of her tribe's secrets. But though she was

the priest's voice said al oud.



;; frantic and half mad, she set a true course for the elven
woods and hone.
There she had found sol ace before; in time, perhaps, it would conme to her
agai n.
Fi ndi ng an agent of the Knights of the Shield was not BOdifficult a thing to
do, provided one knew how and where to | ook. Hasheth suspected he could | earn
a great deal of information in the clandestine shop of one of
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Zazesspur's coi n brokers.
A very profitable and unofficial market in Tethyr dealt in the trading of the
country's various coins. There were many types of gold pieces used throughout
the and. Many of the larger cities and even sone of the nore powerful guilds
or noblemen nminted their own coins. The value of these rose and fell with the
changing tides of fortune. Predicting how a given currency mght fare, and
tradi ng coins in specul ation of these changes, was a thriving business in
Tet hyr.
Most nmerchants and nakers of policy argued that there was no real difference
in these currencies. The cities with nore valuable currencies tended to pay
hi gher wages and charge hi gher prices that those whose coins enjoyed a | esser
reputation. In the end, they reasoned, the value of these coins in barter for
goods and services was about the same throughout Tethyr and its nei ghboring
l ands. This was true enough, as far as it went, but this argunent ignored a
simpl e and rather obvious fact that occurred to remarkably few of Tethir's
coi n brokers.
Many of these coins, though quite different in value and purchasi ng power,
cont ai ned about the same anount of gol d.
Thus it was that a bag of a hundred Zazesspurian gulders, while nearly tw ce
the value of a bag hol ding an equal nunber of the zoth minted in Saradush,
wei ghed al nost the same. There were in Zazesspur two, perhaps three brokers
who woul d buy up the |lesser coins, then nelt and recast them as nore val uabl e
currency. The services of these enterprising souls also cane in handy when one
had ot her reasons for changi ng the shape of one's wealth. Prine anong these
were the personal coins, either stolen or given in paynent, that were
extremely difficult to pass in comon trade. At tines, possession of such a
coin could be deadly.
The Knights of the Shield often ordered gold coins to be placed on the eyelids
of those slain by their agents. So
difficult was it to spend these coins that beggars and pi ckpockets would often
pass such a corpse and | eave the treasure untouched, rather than risk the
Kni ghts' retribution. There were, however, sone peopl e who hoarded these coins
and used themin a specialized systemof barter. To an assassin or a hired
sword, a cache of Knights' coins was a mark of prestige that brought in other
lucrative assignnents. Such a coin could al so be redeenmed for favors or
i nformation that far surpassed the value of the gold it contained. And from
tine to tine,

assassins incurred expenses—such as the need for a new
identity or a swift departure to a distant port—that
demanded that such coins be nelted down and nade
into nore widely accepted currency.
During his time in the assassins* guil dhouse, Hasheth
A had | earned the nane of a wonman who provided such
*. services. He went to her now, riding one of his |lesser steeds so as not to
attract undue attention in the trades
. quarter of the city.
The establishment he sought, unaccountably nanmed ? the Smiling Smithy, was the
sort of shabby place that |. replaced cast-off horseshoes and reattached the
broken j; prongs of pitchforks. The sole proprietor and craftsperson I; did



not exactly meet the expectations suggested by the | sign outside her shop.
Mel i ssa M ningshaft was a short, ':'e squat wonan singularly lacking in either
physical :': beauty or social graces. She was hal f-dwarven, or per-| haps a
quarter-breed, yet she was nearly as stout and ;. heavily nuscled as any
full-bl ooded dwarven smith. !... Her features brought to mnd a dried apple,
her graying brown hair was scraped back into a tight bun, and to ; call the

[ unpy, anple formthat strained the seans of f her brown |insey gown

"shapel ess" would be erring on the side of conpassion

At the nmoment, the smithy's thick and scul pted arnms were bared to the el bows
and glowing red fromthe warnth of the forge and fromthe effort of punping

t he bell ows which fanned and coaxed the blazing fire.
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Mel i ssa gl anced up when Hasheth entered, scanned himquickly fromhead to
foot, and then harunphed.

"I would like to trade sonme coin," he said, placing a | eather bag on a stout
trestle table that held some of her tongs and hammrers.

"Fer what ?" she demanded gruffly. "Yer horse throw a shoe?"

Hashet h had expected this response. Melissa was extrenely particul ar about
those to whom she sold her finer skills. The dwarf woman was capabl e of maki ng
shrewd, clandestine deals and forging incredibly accurate counterfeit coin
nmol ds, but if this were to becone wi dely known, she'd be forced to spend too
much tinme and effort guarding the wealth hidden in the walls and cellars of
her hunbl e shop and hone.

But Hasheth had credentials of a sort. He pulled his sand-hue sash fromits
hiding place in his sleeve and placed it beside the bag of coins.

"I wish to trade standard Am danters for other coins," he said. "And nothing
so common as gulders or noleans. | will pay twi ce the trade weight for any
coi n you possess that bears the mark of the Knights of the Shield."

Melissa |l et | oose a burst of sardonic laughter in rmuch the same way that an

i rascible dragon mght blow forth a puff of snobke. "Yer actually |ooking for
t he Kni ghts? Poor sod! | give you three days afore they cone | ooking for you."
Actual |y, Hasheth was rather hoping to nmake contact before nightfall. "Have
you any such coi n?"

"A couple,"” she adnmtted, squinting at the young man as she wei ghed and
nmeasured the worth of his personal nmetal. "But that'll cost you four tinmes
trade weight."

"I said two; that is nore than fair."

"Fair? That ring on yer little finger's worth nore Anm danters than you coul d
stuff in yonder coin bag, and ne living here in this sorry excuse for a shack
You call that fair? Three times trade weight."

"Two and a half."

"Done," she said and spat into the fire. Hasheth was not certain whether this
gesture was neant to punctuate the closure of their deal or to show contenpt,

but he was willing to let it pass.

Mel i ssa pushed past himand di sappeared into a back room She returned
promptly and tossed two large gold coins on the table. "Yer in luck. | was
gonna nelt these -; down for moleans cone norning." < Hashet h pi cked up

the first coin and exam ned the markings. It was definitely a Knight's coin,
but he could not place it to any particular individual. The second coin
yielded a bit nore information

"These will do. You'll find slightly nore than two and \ a half tines the
trade weight in that bag." £, The coin broker dunped Hasheth's danters onto
the $-- table and counted themtw ce, then nodded. "Good to do | business with

you, boy, but truth be told, | don't expect |; to again. Baby assassin or no,
you might as well stuff a | .fireball in yer pants as travel with them coins
in yer H pockets. You won't be com ng back." J "I thank you for your

concern,"” he said coldly. Til be ~certain to nmention you, should anyone give



nme trouble H about these coins."

| P Melissa snorted, for the young man's threatening vj' retort was no nore
than bluster, and they both knewit. 4 The snmithy had clients who held an
interest in protect-|ing her privacy. Anyone who attenpted to betray her j£
was |ikely to become a notch on an assassin's blade, or gto be discovered with
| arge gold coins, very much like fjftie ones Hasheth had slipped into his bag,
wei ghi ng ypown his eyelids.

Hasheth left the smithy, reclaimed his horse, and set Joff at a brisk pace for
the stables. He would change to a | ore suitable nount, and then he would pay a
visit to |flie gentl eman whose coin he had purchased.

But first, he had to devise sone pretense. It would be |feurly easy, as Lord
Hhune's apprentice, to be granted

The Harpers

an audi ence. But first, Hasheth wanted to figure out sone way to insinuate
hinself into the society of the Knights, sonething that would buy him
menbership into this exclusive and powerful group

The Harpers were all fine and well, and they seenmed to cone up with coin when
they required it, but fromwhat Hasheth had observed, nost of their agents
were not concerned with amassi ng personal wealth or power. Al told, the

Kni ghts of the Shield was a society far nore suited to his anbitions. Hasheth
was determined to find a way in, and he would count the cost—whatever it m ght
be- —a bargai n.

Ei ght een

Nearly two days passed. The forest elves seenmed quietly inpressed with Kende
Leaf bower, for the nmoon elf had picked up considerable skill at woods |ore
during his four centuries of life. He walked __ nearly as silently as a

forest elf, and he hunted gane for the small group while the others stayed at
their canp to guard their noon-elven battle | eader

Jill spent much of the tine teasing Ferret, nuch to the anusement of Arilyn
and Foxfire. It quickly becane apparent to everyone but Ferret that the dwarf
was flirting outrageously with her. As she watched Jill's avid pursuit of the
el f woman, Arilyn was remi nded of a question that often occurred to her when
she saw a form dog chasing a horse-drawn cart: what would he do i £ by chance,
he succeeded in catching it?

She read in Foxfire's twi nkling eyes thoughts simlar .to her own. And behind
the laughter in his eyes lurked : the nenories of their own tines together
Thi s nade
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the course before Arilyn even nore difficult, yet it steeled her resolution to
followit. Foxfire was dear to her; she would do what she nust for himand the
Peopl e.

And so, as soon as Arilyn felt strong enough to travel, she announced her
intention of returning to Zazesspur

"It was your idea," she retorted when Foxfire tried to di ssuade her. "You
brought up the fact that this Bunlap and his nen are a matter for the hunans
to deal with. Let ne find out who holds this hound' s |eash, and then let the
humans take care of their own problens."

Tin going with you," Fterret declared, her black eyes daring the half-elf to
ar gue.

Arilyn didn't bother to try. For what she had in mnd, tw people would be
needed. And she was certain Ferret woul d give her enthusiastic support to the
plan Arilyn had in m nd.

She was going to bring Soora Thea back to the wild elves.

Jill, however, had al ready divined her purpose. "Yer not thinkin' to go back
into that pink prison, are you? Yer plannin' on bringin' out that sleeping elf
worman, aren't you? You are," he added with disgust. "I kin see it in yer face.
Vell, I"'mnot fer goin with you."

"I wouldn't ask it of you,"’
pal ace. That is enough."

Arilyn said gently. "You spent ten years in that



"You think I'mow ng you fer springin' ne outta that trap," the dwarf
continued ranting, as if he hadn't heard a word she said. "You and this
scrawny female can't fight yer way outta there alone, and you can't be totin'
that liddle sleeping elf woman back to the forest, jest the two of you. Now,
I"mnot wantin' to speak for Kendel, here—=

"I will cone, too," the nmoon elf said quietly.
"Never said | was goin', nowdid I?" Jill grunmbled. "But since this
di ng-bl asted el f here has gone and signed hisself up, | suppose | gotta go

al ong and | ook out fer him Gets into fights, he does, w thout never once
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stoppin* to think on whether or not he can win 'em"

Td be happy to have you both," Arilyn said. "And you needn't enter that

pal ace. You two can wait for us outside and hold the horses.™

"Horses! | rode nme a donkey this far, and 111 be a one-headed ettin if n Fl
trade himin fer one o' themlong-legged hay-eaters," Jill said darkly.

"In that case, we'd better |eave at once," Ferret observed, not recognizing
the bluster behind the dwarfs gruff arguments.

But at Foxfire's insistence, Arilyn agreed to wait until norning before
setting out. They settled down to rest for the journey ahead. Soon Jill was
snoring lustily, and the practical elves Ferret and Kendel were deep in
reverie. But to Arilyn's eyes, the usually serene Foxfire seened restless,
preoccupi ed. Wen the first flickering lights of the firebugs announced the
com ng night, he asked Arilyn to walk with him

The People face many battles ahead,"” he said sonberly. "Wthin the forest, |
am an abl e commander. The El nanesse have not suffered raids by other tribes
for many years, and even the ores know to keep a wi de berth from our hunting
| ands. But these new troubles are beyond ne. You are needed here. Do not stay
long fromthe forest."

"A few days, no nore," she promised him "But there are things |I nust do that
can be acconplished only in the city. As | said before, we must know why
Bunl ap does what he does. |In Zazesspur | have contacts; FIl get to the bottom
of this problem"”

"I believe you will. We work well together, you and |," he agreed.

Suddenly Foxfire stopped and faced the half-elf, taking both her hands in his.
"There is sonething | nmust say before you go. W do well as we are, but |
woul d make our partnership deeper. How rmuch nore could we acconplish if we
could speak mind to mnd, sense the other's thoughts and plans wi thout words?
Enter with
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me into rapport, Arilyn, and when you return fromthe city, stay with me in
the forest for all time!"

Arilyn stared at the elf, too dunbfounded to speak. Rapport was the npst

inti mate bond between elves, one that would |ast for the remainder of their
nortal lives. It was uncommopn even anong the People, and al nbst unheard of for
an elf to establish rapport with a human. She was not even certain that she,
who was only hal f-elven, was capable of this nystic elven bond.

And to her astonishnent, Arilyn realized she did not really want to try.
Foxfire was a noble elf, admrable in all the ways that she valued. He was

al so a good and true friend, and she cared deeply for him But though she
loved the elf, the idea of entering into such a bond with him seemed wong. It
was not in her to do. Foxfire was everything Arilyn had ever thought she

want ed, but for some reason it was not enough

There were no soft words to explain these things to the elf. The only
alternative nethod of respondi ng was considerably [ ess noble, but it was al
that came into the half-elf s mnd. And so Arilyn prepared to do what many
anot her decent woman had done under similar circunmstances: lie through her
teet h.

"You do me nore honor than you know," she began, starting with words she could



speak in all sincerity. "I admre how deep your devotion to your tribe runs.
And you are right. W would do rmuch better as battle |leaders if we could know

each other's mnds wthout words." "Do not for a moment think | suggest
rapport only for the benefit of the tribe," Foxfire said with a little snile.
"I't would be no hardship for me to enter such a bond." "Nor to ne," she told
him "But |I cannot. |... | have already joined with another."

Foxfire stared at her for a long nmonent. "But how is this possible? Unti

m dsunmer' s eve, you were a maiden stilll"

"Well then, what of the twi n-born?" she counteijed. "They formrapport from
birth. There are many neans of
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est abl i shing bonds. As precious as midsumrer was to nme, there are other things
inlife equally worth sharing.”

Under st andi ng cane in bl eak waves into his eyes. "I see. Forgive nme," he

nmur mur ed.

She pl aced one hand on his shoulder. "There is nothing to forgive, only thanks
to be spoken for the honor you have shown ne."

He nodded and covered her hand with one of his, accepting her decision with
grace. "It is late, and the norning will conme all too soon. You must rest if
you are to travel," he said.

They made their way back to the place were Ferret and Kendel rested in
reverie. But Arilyn did not sleep, nor, she suspected, did Foxfire find his
way into the fey repose of the elves.

The two el f wonen and their odd escorts travel ed east along the forest*s
line—a |l onger path, but Arilyn wanted to put as nuch space as possi bl e between
them and Bunlap's fortress before entering open terrain. They travel ed on foot
the first day. Then Arilyn, in her guise of human | ad, slipped into a farmng
village and bartered sonme of her emergency coin for a trio of sturdy

hor ses—and a donkey for Jill.

Arilyn set a fast pace through the foothills, heading for Tinkersdam s hi dden
lair. The task ahead was tailor-nade for the special skills of the eccentric
al chem st. There were tinmes that called for subtlety and finesse; this was not
one of them

They pressed their mounts as fast as Arilyn dared—and Ferret would all ow-and
they reached the entrance to Tinkersdami s cavern in the mddl e of the night.
Arilyn led the way through the curtain of pines into the cavern and then down
t he wi ndi ng passages toward the lair.

Ti nker sdam was awake and at work, as Arilyn had anticipated he would be. The
al chem st had little regard
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for schedul es of any sort. Here, in a cavern deep within the hills where there
was no natural light to mark the passing of tine, he was even saved fromthe

m nor annoyance of day and night.

When the four travelers entered the alchemst's lair, they found himlying on
hi s back under a | arge wooden contraption that had the size and appearance of
a carriage. H's plunp, bowed | egs stuck out fromunder it, and his feet were
dangerously close to a simering kettle.

Arilyn reflexively reached out to nove the hazard away, but two things quickly
occurred to her: Tinkersdam m ght appear preoccupi ed, but he was al ways

i ncredi bly aware of his surroundings. He would be less likely to kick over the
kettle than a halfling would be to skip dinner. Secondly, there was no
apparent reason why the kettle should be simering. It hung on a tripod over
the bare stone of the cave. There was no fire beneath it, not even a pile of

gl owi ng coals. Ergo, whatever was in that kettle was better |eft alone.

"So you' re back," Tinkersdam announced, not bothering to come out from under
his current invention. "Brought friends, | see.”

The hal f-elf stooped down and peered at the al chem st, who was busily
connecting an odd network of tubes and vials. Arilyn did not want to think



about what explosive force he mght have in mnd to power this strange
conveyance. Tve got a job for you," she said.

"As you can see, |'ve got one at the nmonent," Tinkersdam pointed out.

Wrds danced ready on Arilyn's tongue: the inportance and urgency of the task
ahead, the inpact it would have on the elven folk, her own desperate need to
free her Harper partner, if not herself, fromthe servitude demanded by the
sword she carried. But none of this, she knew, woul d have the slightest inpact
on the al chemi st.

"How woul d you like to bl ow up a palace?" Arilyn asked casually. *
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Ti nkersdam | ooked at her at last with the expression of one who hardly dared
to hope he m ght have heard aright. "How would | like to? As in, what method

would | prefer to use?"
"Bad choi ce of words," the Harper agreed dryly. "You can use any nethod you
like, but there nmust be enough of an explosion to throw all who are within the
pal ace walls into confusion. The expl osion nust conme frominside, and it mnust
happen quickly, so as not to alert whatever passes for a city guard in
Zazesspur these days."

The al chemi st scooted out fromunder the carriage, bounded to his feet, and
bustl ed over to a table. Mittering all the while, he began to toss

odd-smel ling powders and tip flasks of liquid into a | arge cal dron, worKking

wi th apparently indiscrimnate haste.
"I'"ve been wanting to try this for years,'

he said happily, briskly stirring

all the while like a goodw fe beating a batch of biscuits. "Ch, |'ve run the
odd small test or two, but nothing truly substantial."

"That mansion you rendered into rubble in Suzail —that wouldn't by any chance
have been one of those small tests?" Arilyn asked cauti ously.

"Ch, yes, indeed. I'mlooking forward to seeing what this can do when given a

bit of time and space. What pal ace are we destroying, if | night ask?"

"The hone of Abrum Assante.”

"Not the master assassin?" demanded Ferret, speaking for the first time since
they had entered the cavern. "Are you utterly noon-nmad?"

Arilyn turned to the incredul ous elf. "Assante has something we need. You
renenber the story you told of the Soora Thea, the hero who will return? Well,
she can and will, but first we have to get her from her resting place—n
Assante's treasure chanber."

The elf s eyes lit with hope and then bl azed at this sacrilege. "So that is
what the dwarf has been bl at hering about! The Iiddle blue-haired elf woman,'

i ndeed! O
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course | will help. But you said the expl osion nust come fromwthin the

conpound. How is this possible? Its defenses are nearly proverbial!™
Arilyn quickly outlined the story of her previous mssion and described the
water-filled tunnel they would need to swmto get in. "But we cannot take her

out the sanme way. W will have to go out by the front door. And the only way
to do that is to create enough chaos to convince Assante that he nust use his
escape tunnel. W will await himthere and persuade himto see us safely out
of the conpl ex."

"And then he will die," Ferret added. "I can think of no nan who would be nore
dangerous if left alive to nurse such a grievance. Even within the safety of
Tethir, | would be ever |ooking over ny shoulder! But what then? How are we to
carry the sleeping hero into Tethir?"

"As luck would have it," Arilyn said dryly, "I have a friend working in the
shipping guild. He will help nmake the arrangenments."

"Here you are," the al chem st said, handing each of the elf wonmen a snall
bow . Arilyn glanced at hers. It appeared to be fine Shou porcelain, and
around its rimwas painted a ring of fire-breathing serpent dragons. A clear,
waxy substance, still sonewhat pliable, filled the bow, and a cotton w ck



thrust up fromit. At the bottomof the bow was a |layer of nulticol ored
crystals.

"To all appearances, a candl e,
the fire burns down?"

Ti nker sdam shrugged. "An hour. Perhaps a bit |less. Just be sure you are well
away fromit when it ignites. And put the bows so that the fuchsia dragon—see
that one over on the side?—points in the direction in which you want to direct
t he nost damage. "

"Assante's pal ace is fashioned of Halruaan marble, and the walls are a good
foot thick. Are you sure these two will be enough?” *e

The al chemi st's face took on a pinched, peevish
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expression. "Five of them would destroy a good part of the city! Wiy is it
that the ignorant and the uninforned insist that anything of Hal ruaan make has
an edge on the rest of the world? Bah!"

An idea, one that Arilyn would have dismissed as insane in | ess desperate
times, leaped into her mnd. The rivalry between Lantan's priests of Gond and
the artificers of Halruaa was | egendary.

"How woul d a Hal ruaan wi zard prepare a fortress for attack?" she asked.
"Badly," Tinkersdamsaid with a sniff of professional disdain. "An artificer

m ght do sonewhat better, but even so!"

"You could anticipate such traps and di spel then? O course you could,” Arilyn
said quickly. "All right then, here's what we're going to do. W four nmust go
to Zazesspur to tend to Assante's palace. W will then return here, pick you
up, and take you to the battle. Can you have ready the things you'll need?"

"I expect so," the alchenist said absently, his attention turning back to the
wooden conveyance. "You m ght pick up a fewthings for me in the city. Sone
coal, some powdered sul phur, a good-sized bag of alum and a jar of pickled
herring. Lunch, you know," he added by way of explanation

Arilyn swallowed a snmile and led the way out of the caves. If it was herring

t hat Ti nker sdam want ed, she'd see that the Harpers and Am aruil bought the

al chem st his own fleet of fishing vessels! Provided, of course, that any of

t hem survived the mission ahead.

By early morning they were in Zazesspur. Jill and Kendel took off to the parts
of the city where non-humans woul d be | ess conspi cuous. The two el f wonen nade
their way to Hasheth's hone. Before they'd reached the outskirts of the city,
Ferret had paused to

298

The Harpers

Si | ver Shadows

29ft

don the di sgui se she used to wal k anong the humans. For sone reason, in her
face paint and jewelry and silken clothes Ferret | ooked even nore feral and
deadly than the elven hunter and warrior that she truly was.

"Who is this friend of yours?" the wild elf asked in a | ow voice as they
strolled along the broad streets, to all appearances, two el egantly clad wonen
out for a norning pronmenade.

"Hasheth. A son of Pasha Bali k"

"Ah. The Harpers have many threads in their webs," Ferret said approvingly.
"But | have seen this human; he is very young, is he not? Not quite a man."
"He is not quite a friend, either," said Arilyn with a rueful smle. "But he
hears many things and passes nost of themalong. And he is becoming skilled in
the sort of intrigues such as we m ght need."

She opened the gate to a small nmarble town house and | ed the way through the
smal |l garden that fronted it. They were met at the door by one liveried
manservant and ushered into a sitting room by another, who advi sed them that
the young master had recently arisen and would be with them shortly.
Apparently, Arilyn noted, Hasheth's fortunes were on the rise.

After a few nmonents the young prince joined them He greeted Arilyn with a bow

Arilyn said with adm ration. "How | ong before



and slid an appraising gaze over the silk-clad Ferret.

"Your business in the east is conmpleted? This visit is, | hope, a celebration
of your success?"

"Not quite yet. We need sone information. But first, how goes your

apprenti ceshi p?"

"Very well, actually,"” Hasheth said in a snug tone. "Hhune is an anbitious man
who carries out some rather audacious plans.”

"Just remenber that one of those plans was the attenpt to oust your father,"
Arilyn said, hoping to tenper the young man's admiration of the lord. From
what she had seen of Hhune, he was not particularly worthy of such adul ation
"I will remenber and be on ny guard,"” he said in a conciliatory tone. "But
tell me what you need to know, and | will begin the search."

"I need anything you can get on a nman who goes by the name of Bunlap. He has a
fortress on the northern branch of the Sul duskoon.™”

"The nane is already known to me," Hasheth said with satisfaction, delighted
to be a step ahead of the Harper. "He is a nercenary captain fromthe northern
| ands. There is nuch demand for his services. His nen are well trained and as
loyal to their captain as is reasonable. My Lord Hhune occasionally enpl oys
his men as personal or caravan guards.”

"What is Bunlap doing in the Forest of Tethir?"

"That, | cannot tell you. He is not supposed to be in the forest proper. His
men are supposed to guard the | ogging canp from attacks."

Ferret leaped to her feet as if she'd been shot froma balista. "A | ogging
canp? Wiere is this place?"

“In truth, I do not know The records say the |logs are shipped from sout hern
[ ands. "

The el f woman shook with repressed fury—and sonethi ng deeper than rage. "I
woul d see somet hing that was built of these | ogs. Now"

Hashet h scowl ed, unaccustomed to being spoken to in such a tone. But Arilyn
nodded, and the young man wal ked fromthe room He returned with a polished
circle of wood, sonme three feet across, that was in the process of being made
into a small gaming table. This he placed on the floor; then he shot an
inquiring glare at Ferret.

The fenmale paid himno heed. She let out a small, strangled cry and fell to
her knees beside the wooden circle. Her fingers traced the narrow rings,
lingering at the pattern of tiny eyes that peppered the intricate grain.
Finally she lifted grimy furious eyes to Arilyn.

"This tree was ancient when the hills of Tethyr were popul ated only by wol ves
and wild sheep! There are few
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trees of this age in the southern |l ands. This has to have been taken fromthe
elven forest!"

A heavy silence fell over the room "I'mno expert in |ocal ordinance, but I

know that's hideously illegal,"” Arilyn said. "Wy would Hhune take such
chances?"

"It may be that he does not know the origin of the lunber," Hasheth suggested
qui ckly.

"I doubt that. Well, Ferret, it's not hard to guess what your next target will

be," Arilyn said griny.

"Hhune," agreed the el ven assassin.

"But first we need your planning expertise," Arilyn said, turning to the tense
young man. She described the m ssion and what they needed of him Hasheth
agreed to all, but there was a distracted, mechanical quality to his responses
that Arilyn heard and m strusted.

When their planning was conplete, the young man wal ked the wonmen to the front
gate. On inpulse, Arilyn turned to Hasheth and said softly, "Listen, | don't
particularly |ike Hhune, but as |ong as he keeps away fromthe forest and the



elves I"'mcontent to let himlive. Do this: find out why Hhune is taking such
a risk and who m ght be at the head of it. If there's a way to stop this

wi t hout killing your new enpl oyer, well do it."

"I will do what | can," Hasheth agreed at once.

He stood at the gate for a long tinme after the half-elf and the exotic
courtesan had | eft, pondering how best to handle this new wrinkle. O course,
he could arrange matters so that Arilyn and her associate never found their
way out of Assante's stronghold. That would be sinple. A few words from him
describing the plans of a Harper within their mdst, would surely buy himhis
coveted menbership into the Knights of the Shield.

But there was no knowi ng what Arilyn had told her superiors, or whether the
Harpers woul d send agents to replace her. Hasheth did not want any neddling
northerners digging into Hhune's affairs or taking his place as Harper

i nformant. No, Arilyn nust be protected.

But he could not allow her to harm Lord Hhune. The

nmerchant was too pivotal a part of the plans Hasheth had made for his own
future. Certain sacrifices must be made, and the plans nade a bit nore

conpl ex, but surely, Hasheth concl uded confortably, such was not beyond a nan
of his abilities.

The Iythari slipped fromhis den through an eastern door in the Forest of
Tethir, one he had not used for many years.

This door took himto the easternnpst reaches of the Sul dusk hunting grounds,
near the edge of the forest's boundaries. Gananmede sel dom canme here, for the
wild elves who |lived anong these ancient trees had little use for anyone
outside their tribe. There were few wild elves as hostile and reclusive as the
Sul dusk.

Even so, Gananede had promised to | ook out after the interests of all the
green elves. In his wlflike form he padded silently southward to the Sul dusk
settl enent.

The terrain here was nore uneven and wild than hi the western parts of the
forest. The trees grew upon tall hills filled with caves and punctuated by
rocky cliffs and ravines. To Gananede's eyes, it was nore |like the forests of
the far Northlands than those of nost of Tethyr. Indeed, here the first

ref ugees from Cormant hor had settled so nany years ago. The trees they'd
brought fromthe elven forest still watched over the |and.

The Sul dusk, however, had |ived beneath the trees of Tethir for tinme out of
menory. Their tribe had been there to greet the refugees from Cormant hor —+he
el ves who, in tune, had becone the El manesse tribe—and they had received the
gift of seedling trees fromthe northern forest. But rel ationships did not
remai n cordi al between the tribes. There had been centuries of raiding,

foll owed by an uneasy truce. For nany years there had been no contact between
the tribes at all.
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Even the Iythari clans did not hunt Sul dusk | ands.

Gananede' s sharp ears caught a distant sound—faint, but alien to the forest
and therefore keenly audible. The Iythari clinbed a large hill that |led toward
the settlement. Fromthere he would have a view of the valley bel ow. Although
it was heavily forested, he mght catch a glinpse of the source of the

di st ur bance.

Running lightly, the elf in wlf formcrested the hill and came to a stop at
the edge of a cliff. He stood, stunned, gazing out over the valley. \Wat had
once been a wondrous elven forest was ravaged and stripped of |life and nagic.
Massive tree stunps dotted the |land. The thick foliage had been burned away so
that the dead trees could be nore easily dragged to the river for transport.
Gananmede shook his silver head in denial. How could this be? The fierce

Sul dusk el ves woul d never allow their home to be ravaged. Not while they
lived, at |east.

The Iythari spun and ran for the elven settlenment, which was hidden in a
valley not far fromthe devastated forest. He stopped | ong before he reached



it, halted by the scent of sorrow and death and despair. He crested the hil

t hat overl ooked the Sul dusk valley, finding what scant cover renai ned.
Cautiously he crept closer, for he had to know what had becone of the Sul dusk
f ol k.

For a long tine Gananmede stood gazing upon the ravaged Sul dusk | and. Then his
silver form shi mrered and di sappeared, and he stood on the charred circle on
two legs, a solem, silver-haired elf. This he did w thout thought, driven by
a deep and conpel i ng need.

In his wolf form Gananede coul d not weep.

Ni net een

Bound together at the wist with Arilyn's anul et of water breathing, the two
elven females entered the well that was Abrum Assante's escape tunnel. Wile
the giant shrinp went into a feeding frenzy over the ham hock Ariryn had
thrown them she and Ferret swam qui ckly upward. They

* bobbed to the surface of the water, cautiously scanned the , pink-marbled
tunnel s for guards, and then clinbed out

As soon as Arilyn unfastened the amulet from around

their wists, Ferret toweled the water from her hair and

then bound it up in a turban. She shook out a nunber

of veils fromher pack and draped them over her nearly

naked form Her role was to place Tinkersdam s candl es

tin the upper palace. Dressed as a Calishite courtesan

:ahe could do so without attracting nmuch attention. A

*new face anong Assante's wonen woul d be nothing : unusual; his harem was
extensive, and the wonen 'apparently cane and went quickly enough. After all,
guardi an shrinp nust be fed!
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And while Ferret set Tinkersdamis destructive candles hi place, Arilyn would
go about the task of stealing the slunbering Zoastria from Assante's treasure
r oons.

When Ferret was safely away, follow ng the palace map Jill had drawn for her
t he Harper drew her sword and strode toward the door to the first treasure
room As before, three guards barred the way. Arilyn didn't slow her pace, but
cane on with deadly intent.

Two of the guards rushed her. Arilyn ducked under the first swing of the
scimtar, and came up, twisting into a lunge at the second man. He parried her
attack and shoved hard enough with his sword to send the nmuch snmaller female
reeling back. Instinctively, Arilyn raised her blade overhead to nmeet his next
sl ashing blow. She did not stop it so nuch as catch the blade with her own and
press its attack slightly to one side.

The wicked scimtar continued its descent, cutting deep into the first man's
shoulder. H's scimitar clattered to the floor, his sword armruined, and his
life's blood flooding the pink marble of the floor

Arilyn continued her turn, slashing across the wounded man's throat as she
went. She then whirled upon the dunbfounded swordsman who had hel ped to fel
his own conrade. In three strokes, her sword found his heart. Yanking her

bl ade free, she advanced upon the final man.

"Open the door or die," she said succinctly.

The guard did not need tine to ponder his choices. He pulled a ring of keys
fromhis belt and tossed it to Arilyn. She caught it and tossed it back

"No. You." She renenbered all too well the |aborious task of disabling the
devices that trapped the |ock. There was no tune for such precautions this
tine.

Fortunately for her, the guard did not know of the nagical traps. He slipped a
huge iron key into the latch and turned it. As he did so, Arilyn stepped back
A flare of arcane light ripped through the® halls. Arilyn shielded her eyes,
but not before she caught a



glinpse of the guard's bones, gleanming weirdly through his flesh as his body
jolted and shook. Finally he fell, charred beyond recognition, his skeletal
fingers still clutching the white-hot key. The door swung open as he fell
Arilyn stepped over the body, ignoring the dry, brittle crunch as she
accidently trod on what had once been a hunman hand.

She nade her way directly to Zoastria's resting place and lifted the dusty lid
of the glass tonb. As she gathered the tiny elf wonan in her arns, as one

m ght hold a sleeping child, the first of Tinkersdam s expl osions ripped

t hrough t he pal ace.

"An hour, maybe less," Arilyn muttered sarcastically, quoting Tinkersdam and
wi shing the al chem st possessed a nore preci se awareness of tine's passing.
She headed toward the door with Zoastria cradl ed agai nst her chest, dodging a
gauntl et of falling treasures as she went. All around her, statues toppled,
and shelves | aden with treasures rocked and crashed to the floor. As Arilyn
ducked out of the path of a falling suit of arnmor, the second explosion hit,
this one nore powerful | than the first. The trenors knocked Arilyn to her
knees, «.but sonehow she kept her hold on the sleeping elf woman. As she
staggered to her feet, she blessed the fact that Zoastria had been snall and
slight.

Dust and small rocks rained down on her as she hurried back to the well.
Ferret was already there, her knife pressed to the throat of an elderly
Tethyrian man. As they had anticipated, Assante realized that expl osions of
this magni tude woul d destroy many of his defenses, and he had cone to the

| ower levels of his palace to avail hinself of his escape tunnel

The pal ace is coming down," Ferret lied fiercely. i "Those expl osi ons were but
the first of many. Take the 'fastest way out, and take us with you, and you
have a [chance of Living through this. When we are beyond the i pal ace

grounds, you will be set free. If you call out for
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help or try to attack us, I will kill you at once, and we will take our

chances w t hout you as hostage. Do you understand?"

The former assassin nodded slightly; even so snall a novenent sent a thin |ine
of blood running down into his shirt. Assante set a course through the halls
and up sweeping marble stairs. The noise that assaulted them as they entered
the main hall rem nded Arilyn of a cavalry charge at the heat of battle.
Scream ng, draggi ng wounded friends or gathering up arm oads of possessions,
Assante's retainers frantically sought escape fromthe burning building. Since
so nmuch enphasi s had been given to keeping unwanted visitors out, the doors

| eading in and out of the palace were few In the confused rush for these
exits, many peopl e had been knocked down and were now being tranpled
underfoot. Those who retained their bal ance surged toward the doors, too
frantic to notice that their feared naster was ampong t hem

Ferret gave the knife at Assante's throat an encouraging twitch, and the
mast er assassin waded out into the chaos and confusion. To Arilyn's disgust,
the assassin did not hesitate to use his knife on his own people. Indeed,
Assante cut a way for themthrough the milling throng, killing with brutal
efficiency and then clinbing coldly over the bodies. He would certainly have
tried to turn his blade upon his captors, old as he was, but for one
precaution Arilyn had insisted upon: both she and Ferret openly wore their
Shadow Sashes, flaunting their rank among Zazesspur's professional assassins.
Only a fool would challenge two such seasoned killers, and Assante was no
fool. He would wait for his chance and then strike. She only hoped Ferret had
gai ned enough experience to realize this and to strike first.

Once outside, they nmade for one of the bridges that spanned the reflecting
pool. Unfortunately, so did nost of the survivors. At Ferret's urging, Assante
shouted repeatedly for his people to make way, and they did so.
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Now t hat they were beyond the crunbling pal ace, their panic was |esser than



their deep-seated fear of their master

But the danger to the escaping elf wonen was all the greater. Wthin the walls
of the palace, the screans and cries had reverberated into a deafening
cacophony. Now that Assante could be heard, now that the crush was | essened
somewhat, his plight would not go unnoticed. Surely some of his guards would
nmove to his rescue, and neither Arilyn nor Ferret had hands free for such a
fight.

Ferret, apparently, had come to the sane concl usion. As soon as they neared

t he pool, she shoved Assante viciously away fromher, pulling the knife at his

t hroat back toward her as he fell. Hi s body splashed into the "water" with a
si ckening hiss, and bl ood rose to bubble and pop on the surface of the acid
pool .

Arilyn grimaced, for Ferret's action was shortsighted. Wthout Assante to use
as a shield, they were virtually defensel ess.

The Harper turned back toward the palace just in time to see a guard rushing
at them his scimtar lifted high overhead in preparation for swft
retribution. She | eaped forward, twi sted to one side, and kicked out as hard
and ae high as she could considering the precious burden in her arns. The kick
landed firmy in his chest. It was not nuch, but it stunned himand halted his
nmonentum | ong enough for Ferret to join the fray.

The green el f | eaped forward and thrust her knife into the guard's throat. She
twi sted the bl ade, yanked it free, and then hurled it at a second guard.

"Run!" she denmanded as she tore the sword fromthe dead nman's hands.

Arilyn did so. Ferret held the curved bl ade before her, waving it nenacingly
at those who'd halted at the far edge of the bridge. Then she lifted the sword
hi gh and hurled it—not at the guards, but into the deadly pool. A spray of
acid splashed up into the crowds, droplets that
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woul d tunnel through flesh and sinew and bone, causing incredible agony as
they left behind indelible scars, or blindness, or death.

I gnoring the screans, Ferret turned and ran after Arilyn.

It was not difficult to | eave the conmpound' s gardens. The gate had been
shattered by the first rush to escape, and the panic wthin was nothing
conpared to the confusion outside Assante's conplex. It seemed as if all of
Zazesspur had conme to see the excitenent.

Arilyn pressed her way through the mlling crowd to the carriage Hasheth had
arranged for them which waited three streets east and away from nuch of the

turnmoil. Kendel Leafbower sat in the driver's box, cloaked and cowed to
conceal his elven nature.
Jill leaned out of the carriage and took the slunmbering elf woman from

Arilyn's arns. The Harper snatched up a cloak, draped it over herself, and
then clinbed onto the box beside Kendel. She took the reins fromhis hands and
shook them briskly over the horses' back

The dwarf, neanwhile, had deposited Zoastria gently onto the carriage seat and
extended a brawny hand to Ferret. The wild elf hesitated only a nmonent, then
grasped the offered wist as the carriage lurched off. Jill tugged the wild
elf inside with an ease that nearly pulled her armfrom her shoul ders, and
brought her tumbling into his Iap.

"Well, now," the dwarf said happily. "I knowed you'd cone around to ny way of
t hi nki ng sooner or later!"

They were an odd conpany, these six travelers to the Forest of Tethir. There
was a priest of Gond, who was a bit grumpy over havi ng been persuaded to
abandon his traditional yellow tunic for the nore practical browns and greens
of forest garb. There was a noon elven nmaje, who wal ked as silent as a shadow,
and a dwarf whose
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smal | boots thunped and cracked with every step. Then there were two el ven
fermal es, one of the forest folk and one of the nmoon people, and the slunbering



el ven hero whomthey carried between themon a litter

Four days' travel l|lay between themand Talltrees, and Arilyn made good use of
the tine laying plans for the battle to come. All had a part to play, even the
dwarf. Arilyn was past worrying what the forest elves would make of such
strange allies. Al that nattered was w nning freedom<for them and also for
Dani | 0. How she woul d acconplish both these goals was not yet clear to the

Har per, and these thoughts wei ghed heavily on her as they made their way

east war d.

At last they neared the elven settlement. Arilyn and Ferret placed the litter
on the ground to rest for a noment, but Ferret stopped in nmidstretch and |et
out a strangled cry. She set out for the settlenent at a run

"Stay here," Arilyn infornmed the others, and then she sprinted off after the
frantic el f.

It was not |ong before she saw what the green elf had envisioned. Were the

el ven community had been was only a barren, blasted circle, too eerily precise
to be anything but the result of a wizard's fire. The destructi on had been
swift and terrible. Although nost of the circle had been reduced to gray ash,
here and there bits of charred trees and the remants of elven dwellings |ay

in tunbled piles, little nore than glowing coals that Arilyn knew could not be
guenched until they had burned all they touched into oblivion. Here and there
wi sps of snoke still rose fromthe rubble as the wizard's fire conpleted its
gri mworKk.

Talltrees was no nore.

Twent y

For several angui shed nonents the el ven feral es regarded the snoking ruins of
t he forest stronghold

"They are not all dead, ny clan,"”

1 Ferret said in a dazed voice. __ "Sonehow nost of them escaped, and they
are even now nearby."

Arilyn did not need to ask how she knew. In tines of great stress, even those
el ves who were not joined in special nmystic bonds sensed things that their
eyes and ears could not possibly have told them

The green elf lifted her hands to her nouth and sent a high, ringing call out
into the ruined forest.

The survivors of the Talltrees clan cane quickly, but their eyes were gl azed
with the pain of their loss, and they noved as if their |inbs were heavy and
nunbed by grief and exhaustion.

Ferret ran to her brother and fell into his arns. Khothomr enfol ded her to
him but he | ooked over her head, his eyes seeking out Arilyn. *
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"How did this happen? How did the humans find this place?" he demanded.

The answer canme to Arilyn quickly, painfully, like the stab of a knife.
"Probably they had a cleric," she admtted. "Sone priests can force the spirit
of the slain to answer questions. Hawkwi ng fell near the human fortress; we
could not bring her back into the forest. Al that she knew, they now know. "
The elves stared at Arilyn in horrified silence. Wat she described was an
unspeakabl e abomi nation. No elf would willingly disturb the course of
another's afterlife.

"You have brought this violation upon Hawkwi ng, and this |oss upon us all,"
one of the females said in a | ow voi ce.

"You | ed Hawkwi ng and the other elves fromthe forest,
had not, this would not have occurred."”

Dark murnmurs rippled through the el ven assenbl age. Arilyn could not fault
them The forest folk were battered and bel eaguered, and in times of peri
they would naturally fall back into old ways. As an outsider, a nmoon elf, she
was an object of suspicion. Arilyn wondered, briefly, what they would think
when they nmet Jill and Ti nker sdam

"W foll owed your plans; we listened to your words," the Speaker said
solemmly. "And in doing so, we have suffered. You nust |eave this forest at

added another. "If you



once and never return.”

"You woul d |l et her go?" one of the elves demanded incredul ously. "Wat is to
keep her fromleading still nmore humans to us? She nust not |eave; she nust
not live! The tine has come for the clan to protect our own!"

The tine has come,"” announced a ringing voice, "for the children of Tethir to
unite, and to fight. You will not harm Arilyn Monbl ade. "

The elves turned as one toward the source of this pronouncenment. At the edge
of the blasted clearing stood Gananede, his silvery fur nearly the shade of
the ash
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that drifted through the air. Even now, in their grief and | oss and anger, the
sight of one of the elusive Iythari east a spell of wonder over the forest

el ves.

As soon as all eyes were upon him the lythari lifted his silver nuzzle and
sent a long, undulating call into the forest. Then he wal ked to Arilyn's side.
H s wolflike body shimered briefly with silvery light as he shifted into his
el ven form

As if fromone throat, a gasp of wonder and astoni shment rose fromthe el ven
clan. None of them had ever seen a lythari in elven form Gananede stood tal
and proud at Arilyn's side, one hand resting on her shoulder in a gesture of
friendship and support. In his other hand he held an el ven bow. H s silver
hai r was bound back, his angul ar face painted for battle in the custom of the
forest elves.

One marvel followed another. In swift response to bis call, a dozen enornous
silvery wolves slipped into the clearing and formed a semicircle around the
moon el f and her lythari protector. These did not transform but their strange
bl ue eyes net those of the forest elves with firm purpose. The nmessage was
clear: no one would nove against Arilyn unless they were willing first to
fight the silver shadows.

"I have conme fromthe Sul dusk |ands," Gananede said, speaking into a deep and
profound silence. Their settlement has al so been destroyed, but they did not
fare as well as you. Those elves that yet live are wetched captives, held in
cages at the edges of the ravaged forest. Beyond that, near the banks of the
river, is the human canp." He turned to Arilyn. "You know t he ways of hunans
better than any anong us. If you will lead us, we will follow, and we w ||
attack."

The El manesse have troubl es enough of our own,* Rhothomir protested angrily.
"W cannot be expected to go to the aid of the Sul dusk!"

Gananede turned a steady gaze upon the Speaker. After a nmonent, Rhothomr
dropped his eyes, visibly
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shaned. If the Iythari were willing to | eave the forest to aid the Sul dusk,
how coul d they do | ess?

There is nore," the Iythari said. The humans have been cutting the ancient
trees, burning | arge sections of the forest lands. This threatens all the
children of Tethir. Once before our tribes united to stop a great evil. This
we nust do again."

Ferret came to the center of the blasted clearing, her eyes blazing with
fervor. "And so we shall! Some of our elders renenber the battle of which this
| ythari speaks. They nust al so remenber Soora Thea, who led us to victory!
Today will legend be given life. Gone, all of you, and see the hero who has
returned.”

Cauti ous hope began to dawn in the eyes of the elven folk. But Arilyn did not
mss the fact that many of themstill regarded her with distrust, even hatred.
They woul d not soon forget the destruction of their hone. Nor were they in any
frame of mind to accept a hunman and a dwarf into their mdst.

She tapped Gananede's arm jerked her head to indicate that he and the ot her
lythari should follow, and then took off at a run for tile place where Jil



and Ti nkersdam waited. The lythari shimered into wolf form as he followed
her, his clan hard behind him

They found the al chenist seated on a log, his head in his hands and a forlorn
expression on his plunp, sallow race. If there was no work to be done and no
property waiting to be destroyed, Tinkersdamwas utterly at odds wth hinself
Jill was seated beside him sipping experinmentally at a flask of sumer nead
he'd nanaged to talk away from Ferret. Kendel was nowhere in sight. The dwarf
and the Gondsman | ooked up as Arilyn approached. Both did an astoni shed doubl e
take at the sight of the enornmous wolves running silently at her heels.

"No time to explain," she said. Tinkersdam clinb onto this lythari's back
One of the others nust take the dwarf£ and sonme of you go into the forest to

| ook for a moon elf male with red-gold hair and blue eyes. He's
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probably hunting. Take all three of themnear to the place where the battle
will be. Await us there. But | swear by Gond's gears, Tinkersdam if you bl ow

up sonething before we join you, you' re on your own from now on!"

The al cheni st rose, shrugged, and shoul dered on his massive pack. He cl anbered
awkwardly onto the lythari's back. Jill followed suit, albeit with a string of
grunmbl ed curses. The two |ythari disappeared into the forest, stunbling a bit
beneat h their | oads.

They di sappeared not a nonent too soon. Ferret burst into the clearing, the
Peopl e of Talltrees cl ose behind her.

The el f woman stopped and pointed to the sleeping figure of Zoastria.
"Ysaltry, Nimretar, you fought under Soora Thea's command. Cone forward and
say whether or not this is she.”

Two elderly elves cane forward. They gazed for quite sone tine at the elf
woman's still face, renenbering ancient tinmes and |ong-ago battles. Finally,

t hey nodded

Ferret |l ooked to the half-elf. "Begin,'' she said urgently.

Arilyn slowy drew her noonbl ade and held it up high before her. Faint blue
light dawned in the nmoonstone in its hilt and spread down the shining | ength
of the bl ade. Those el ves who had never seen the magic sword in battle
excl ai med softly.

The significance of it was |lost on none of them Al had heard the story of
Soora Thea, the hero who slept. Al of themknew Arilyn carried a noonbl ade.
Slowy, the realization cane upon themthat the sword in her hand was the very
one their ancient hero had carried.

The know edge of this, and the wonder of it, burned bright in the eyes of the
survivors of Talltrees. Even so, Ferret spoke the words aloud in the ringing
tones of a lore-talker.

"For hundreds of years, it has been said anbng us that for as long as the
magic fire of Myth Drannor b”rns within this sword, a hero will return in
times of great-
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est need. Once before Soora Thea led our tribe in battle. She will conme again,
now, this day, in response to the call of her clans-daughter.”

Taki ng the cue Ferret provided, Arilyn noved to stand behind the slunbering
el f woman. The light fromthe noonbl ade fell upon the still face and set the
sapphire braid sparkling. The half-elf took a deep breath and then spoke into
t he expectant silence.

"Come forth, you who were once Zoastria, known to the people of Tethir as
Soora Thea. Your time has come again.”

M st rose fromthe blade and swirled over the formof the slunbering elf.
Zoastria's el fshadow, pale and insubstantial and waithlike, stood before the
forest folk.

As all eyes clung to the spiritlike form the essence of the elf woman slowy
began to take on substance. The ghostly outline filled in, gradually becom ng
as solid and nortal as any of the forest folk. Yet she stood |ike one caught



in atrance. Her eyes were closed, her body still. Her face warmed, changing
fromthe color of snowto that of pearl. At |ast her eyes opened and settled
upon the people of Tethir.

Zoastria's gaze swept the assenbled elves, conming at last to rest upon the

wi zened faces of the two elders. She strode forward and cl asped the wist of
the aged Ysaltry in a warrior's greeting.

"I remenber you well, Ysaltry, daughter of Amancathara. And you, also,

al t hough your name conmes not readily to my tongue. You both fought bravely in
a tine long past. Your wi sdom and your nenories are needed now. W have much
to teach your people before battle,” she announced in a firm comuandi ng

voi ce.

The eyes of the forest folk darted toward the place where the elf wonan's

sl unbering formhad rested but nonents before. Arilyn stood there with a
guenched and silent noonbl ade held in her two hands, but the litter before her
was enpty. Shadow and substance Kad agai n becone one.
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Sil ence, conplete and profound, gripped the elven people. Then Rhot honmir went
down on one knee before the tiny nmoon elf warrior. As one, the people of
Talltrees dropped to kneel upon the forest floor, pledging to follow the hero
who had returned.

The rest of the day passed in council neetings and frantic preparation as the
el ves prepared to march on the | ogging canp. Even the lythari clan |ingered
nearby, listening to the planning. Each person had a role, and all sensed the
need to nesh their actions with those of their new allies.

Finally, with the comng of night, Arilyn and Ferret at last had a chance to

| earn nore about the destruction that had taken place in their absence. They
sought out Foxfire, and the three withdrew to the shadows of the elves'
makeshi ft canp. The elf wonen shared a roast haunch of rabbit—the first food
either of them had eaten that day-as they listened to his grimstory.

The humans came upon us nore suddenly than | woul d have thought possible,"”
Foxfire said quietly. "They knew t he way, and they had been forewarned of al
our defenses. Their wi zard killed our scouts, even blasted the dryads' trees!
There were spells of silence about them | think. If not for the warnings of
the birds, they m ght have come upon us, as well. W were able to retreat into
the forest before the wizard' s fire was unl eashed upon Talltrees, but barely."
"How di d you escape pursuit?" Ferret asked.

They did not pursue."

Arilyn caught the note in Foxfire's voice, the unspoken fear in his eyes. "You
believe that we are being baited, drawn into a battle of their choosing."

The war | eader met her gaze. "That is so. The humans did this once before.
They laid waste to Council d ade and left sone of my own arrows anong the

sl ain. They

| et us know where they could be found, and they waited in anmbush for us." He
paused. There is a matter that lies between nme and the human | eader. This
attack has his stanp upon it."

"What this tine?" she asked softly.

For a long nonent the wild elf did not respond. "I have told you that | carved
my mark upon the face of the human known as Bunl ap. The body of one of our
scout s—tl eeya Morni ngsong—was | eft just beyond the circle of ash. My mark had
been cut into her cheek."

Arilyn | eaned forward and placed both hands on the wild el Fs shoul ders. "If
the gods are kind to you, you will never cone to understand evil nen as well
as | do. But you may believe what |I'm about to say to you."

The mal e nodded for her to continue.

"When in Zazesspur, | learned that this man, Bunlap, was hired to guard a

| oggi ng canp fromthe Suldusk. It would not surprise ne if this task proved to
be far nore difficult than he had anticipated. It is likely that the early



battles with the Sul dusk tribes ignited his hatred of all elves. You see only
the part of the flame he turns toward your clan. No doubt there are others in
the forest who wonder what they m ght have done to deserve such hatred

"I have known many nen |ike Bunlap. There is never a single, sinple

expl anation for the evil they do. So please, nmy friend, do not take nore of
this upon you than you need to carry," she concluded softly.

Foxfire lifted a hand to touch her cheek. Thank you. | wll think on what you
have said. But come—we should join the others at council."

The Harper nodded and rose to her feet, noving with her customary deci sion
toward the council fire. But Ferret caught the male's arm before he could
fol | ow.

"When | ast m dsummer was upon the forest, we were pledged to one another," she
said softly. "Have you forgotten this so soon?"

Puzzl ed, Foxfire gazed down into the elf wonan's bl ack eyes. "W were very
young when we spoke our
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pl edge, and since that day our feet have taken us down different paths. It was
you who asked to be rel eased, before you went among the humans.™

"I cannot regret what was done for the clan,” Ferret said. "But you forget the
reasons why we pledged to each other, so many years past. | amlore-tal ker and
sister to the Speaker; you are war |eader. Together we woul d have brought
strong children to the elan, elves who would in turn |lead the People. If you
do not soon choose a suitable mate and produce heirs, you will not remain |ong
as war | eader. You are needed, and you nust think of the clan."

"Ah." At last Foxfire understood the elf woman's concern. "And you fear that
if I were to choose Arilyn, the clan would not accept the children of a noon
elf in our mdst."

Ferret nodded. "That is part of it. There are things about our new battle

| eader that you do not know. She and | have net before, in the humans' city.
You nust believe ne when | tell you she is not what she appears to be."

"I see," the male said slowy. He studied the elf wonman for a noment,
marvel i ng that she, too, had | ong known and kept Arilyn's secret. But then, as
he considered the matter, it was not so surprising after all. Ferret was
utterly single-sighted in her desire to serve the good of the forest elves,
even if that meant allowing a half-elf into the elven stronghold and keepi ng
that secret from her own brother

"So you know Arilyn is half-elven," he said bluntly. "And knowing this, now
that you have al so conme to know her, does it truly make any difference?"

A startled expression crossed Ferret's face, once when she realized that
Foxfire already understood Arilyn's true nature, and then a second tinme as she
gave consideration to his question

"No," she said in a wondering tone. "No, | suppose that it does not."

Then her face softened, and she placed a hand on Foxfire's arm "There is one
thing nore, sonething I had not thought to tell you. For all the truth in what
you say, the half-elf is not for you. She |oves another. A human."

"This | also know," the male said softly. "But |I thank you for your concern
Cone. W should join the others.”

The el ves drew near the circle and entered into a heated debate concerning the
best strategy for dealing with a human w zard.

Arilyn nodded to her friend and then turned back to the discussion, for init,
she saw an opportunity to explain Tinkersdam s presence at the coning battle.
*You have all witnessed the damage the human w zard inflicted. Not only the
destruction of Talltrees, but the way he could turn elven arrows back agai nst
their archers. | magi ne what such could do if he had tine to prepare for battle
in a place of his choosing! The spells he could cast, the traps he could |ay?"
Several of the elves nodded grimy. None who had fought that first battle
woul d forget the sight of their kindred burned to cinder in the span of a



hear t beat .

"I know soneone who can spring these traps and best the wizard in battle. He
is a human, a scholar, and a priest of a goodly god. He has been an ally of

m ne for many years. Even the lythari accept him They have taken him ahead to
the battle site, along with two warriors to protect him so he can scout and
prepare.”

"A wise precaution," Foxfire said quickly, seeing the grimces on the faces of
nost present. "Even in the days of Cormanthor, humans fought beside the People
agai nst a comon evil."

1 will speak truly. This man is nothing |ike the humans of ancient Myth
Drannor. He has no love for the elven people or our way of life," Arilyn said
with all candor. "But neither does he bear us any ill will. He does hate al

t hi ngs Hal ruaan, and you can be assured that he will make this fight against
the wi zard his own!"

"So be it," Zoastria said, and the others, still awed by
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the return of their ancient hero, were content to accept her word as final
The el ves debated briefly about the best way to approach the Sul dusk | ands.
Less than two days' march to the east lay the valley known as the Swannmay's
G ade. Here was the largest lake in the forest, and fromit a small river
wound its way toward Sul dusk territory. They could build rafts and fl oat
downstream nore rapidly than they could wal k. It was agreed that they woul d

| eave at first light, after a night spent in reverie, neditation, and prayers
to the Seldarine

When the chorus of norning birdsong began with the first few tentative,

somol ent chirps, the elves were already on the nove. They followed the trails
the retreating humans had left, not a difficult thing to do.

As usual, Tamsin had gone up ahead to scout. He had not cried back a warning,
but none of the elves doubted that he had come to grief, for his sister Tanara
suddenly stopped wal ki ng and cringed, and placed both hands over- her eyes.

A silence fell over the elves, for what could the fey femal e have seen that
woul d cast such desol ati on over her, but the death of her tw n-born brother?
Tamara's shoul ders rose and fell in a long, steadying breath, and she lifted
her eyes to Foxfire's face. "It is as you have said. The humans are luring us
to them They will be waiting for us, and for you. Come. You will not want to
see this, but you nust."

Several hundred paces down the trail, a sapling had been stripped of its
branches and turned into a post. To it was tied the body of an elf. Not

Tamsi n—this one was a stranger, a Suldusk elf, dead for perhaps three days.
Fl i es buzzed about the body, lingering on the shape of a flower that had been
cut into one of the dead elf s cheeks.

"How many nore elves mark the trail south?" Tanmsin murrmured in a despairing

voi ce. "How many nore will die in captivity before we reach the southern
forfcst?"

Si | ver Shadows

321

Gananede, who had returned to the El manesse with the dawn, padded over to
Zoastria's side. "I have seen the human camp,” the wolflike |ythari said.

"Their nunbers are far greater than ours, and they have had tinme to set up
defenses. Qur only hope of prevailing—and freeing those el ves who have not yet
been sl ain—+s surprise. | have spoken with ny clan. The lythari will take you
between the worlds to a place much nearer the canp than the Swanmay's d ade—a
day's wal k, no nore."

"The humans have had nore than three days* head start," Rhothomr observed.

"Even so, they will not arrive at their canp | ong before we do and will surely
not expect us so soon. They will no doubt have scouts watching for our

passage. Wth what you suggest, we could slip past unseen and catch the hunans
utterly unaware! If your clan is willing to take us, we accept nost

gratefully."



The el ves set about dividing into small groups so they could travel with the
dozen or so lythari through the gates to the battle site. Foxfire was anong
the first to go, as was Rhothomr. It seened best to send the | eaders first,
but Zoastria waved aside her turn and notioned for Arilyn to come with her
The two el ven femal es wal ked away fromthe others. \Wen they came to a small
cl eari ng beneath the shade of some ancient oaks, Zoastria cane to a halt. The
battl e comes sooner than | had expected," she said abruptly. "It is tine."
Arilyn gazed down at the smaller elf, not understanding. She followed the elf
worman' s gaze to the noonbl ade on her hip.

"You have worn it well, for a half-elf," Zoastria admtted. "But ny tinme has
cone again. | will have nmy nmoon-blade returned to ne."

Twent y- one

Arilyn stared at her ancestor, dunmbfounded by this demand. She had not
foreseen this result of raising the sleeping warrior

"The moonbl ade has accepted ne as its wielder. The sword and | are joined!**

she protested. "I cannot turn it over to another as if it were no nore than a
common weapon!"

"Only one can wield the sword," Zoastria said sternly. "If you have anot her
weapon, drawit, and we will let skill decide the matter."

The half-elf rejected this notion at once. As nuch as she adnmired the elf
worman's skill at arns, Arilyn suspected she could best Zoastria in battle. And

she had not restored this ancient elven hero to the denoralized El manesse only
to destroy her now Nor had she ever once thrown a fight. This Arilyn sinmply
could not do, not even for the sake of the forest folKk.

Zoastria nust have seen some of this in the hajf-elfs eyes, for she quickly

of fered anot her suggestion. "O fol-
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| ow your heart's desire. Gve the sword to ne willingly and be free of the
nmoonbl ade once and for all. In relinquishing the sword to a former w el der—and

its rightful owner—your duty to the People would be honorably fulfilled, and
your pledge to the noonbl ade's service would be returned to you."

As the half-elf pondered this unexpected solution, an enornous weight |ifted
fromher heart—and the void was filled at once with a strange sense of sadness
and loss. "And the power with which | endowed the sword?" she asked
tentatively.

"I't would be renpved. If this is your wish, we will proceed."

"One monent," Arilyn murmured. She drew the sword and held it, savoring for a
nmonent the only link she had ever had with her elven heritage. As nuch as she
feared the noonbl ade, and resented and at tines even hated it, she never

t hought she woul d be called upon to give it up. Yet this she would do, for the
good of the elven People, and for sake of the beloved spirit that would

ot herwi se be trapped within.

Arilyn squared her shoulders and lifted the noon-bl ade high one last time. She
envi si oned her eldritch double, and also the second shadow that she had

unwi ttingly consigned to the service of the blade. Then she commanded themto
conme forth.

The paired el fshadows poured fromthe bl ade and took shape before her

Arilyn's throat tightened as she | ooked upon Danilo's mrror inmage. She
wondered, briefly, if her friend woul d have any know edge of what had
transpired in the woodl ands of Tethir. Before she had | earned of her own

el f shadow, and when the entity of the sword was under the control of her
teacher, Arilyn had often been beset by dreans whenever the el fshadow was
called forth to do Kym | Ninmesin's bidding. She only hoped that in his dreans
Dani | o under stood what she was about to do and why.

Taking strength fromthe warnth in his gray eyes,
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Arilyn thrust the noonbl ade back into its sheath and unbuckl ed her swordbelt.
She handed it to her ancestor.



Zoastria drew the sword in a snooth, famliar novenent. The blue fire in the
enspel | ed noonstone flared high and then subsided. The sword had accepted anew
its former wielder. And one of the runes magically engraved upon the

bl ade—that which 'marked the power that Arilyn had added to the sword-began to
bl ur.

As Zoastria murrmured the bonding ritual that Arilyn had never been taught, the
hal f-el f watched as her mark upon the elven sword faded utterly away—and as
her el fshadow and Danil 0o's, hands entw ned, dissipated |like mst.

"Thank you for seeing nme, Duke Henbreon," Hasheth said as he settled into the
chair the great man had offered him It was a heady experience, being in the
presence' of so powerful a man, and Hasheth did not mnd very nuch that
another man's worth had purchased this privilege for him It would not always
be so.

"You said you have word from Hhune. |Is there trouble in Waterdeep?"

"Not hi ng beyond the ordinary," Hasheth replied, sincerely hoping this would
prove to be true. "As you know, Lord Hhune has taken upon hinmself the burden
of finding a solution to the problem presented by the forest elves."

At | east, Hasheth added silently, that is what | would do in his position. The
young man doubted the other Knights of the Shield knew of Hhune's illega
activities in the elven forest, or that they woul d condone them How better
for Hhune to keep such know edge fromtheir eyes than to offer to handle the
matter hinsel f?

"It seens Hhune has confided in you," Duke Henbreon observed, testing the
boundari es of “t he young man's know edge.
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"I am his apprentice,’
teach.”

There. It would be inpossible to say nore plai nl y—unl ess he abandoned any
attenpt at subtlety—that he was being initiated into the secrets of the

Kni ght s.

The Duke nodded thoughtfully. "And what has Hhune | earned of the elven

troubl es?"

"The el ves of Tethir are being despoiled. Their ancient trees are cut for

[ unber, their people slain. This is the work of a petty warlord, a nercenary
captain by the name of Bunlap. The elves have sworn a bl ood oath agai nst him
They will not cease their retaliatory strikes until this nman lies dead."

"And this |unber?"

"I't has been shipped to Port Kir through a nost ingeniously twi sted route. The
nmercenary realizes an enornous profit. This he uses to raise an ever-bigger
arnmy to bring against the forest elves and perhaps for other uses, as well.
Much of the lunber has nmade its way to a shipyard, where it is made into swift
and wel | -armed ships. This Bunlap is a dangerously anbitious nman."

Hashet h | eaned forward, his eyes w de and earnest. "I am young, Duke Henbreon
and perhaps not ready to trace the path of such a nman w thout |eaving marks
that betray ny own passing. It may be that Bunlap has | earned of ny efforts.
He may make sone attenpt to inplicate ny lord in this, as retaliation. | have
reason to fear he has found an acconplice in this work-—someone cl ose to Hhune.
| have not yet learned the name of this villain. But | pray you, let ne
continue to seek his identity. If the Knights look too closely into Hhune's
affairs, this traitor may fear discovery and take flight."

The Duke regarded himsonberly. "There is wi sdomin what you say, as well as a
nodesty becoming to a® man of your years. You do well to bring this matter so
openly before me. It will be as you have asked. The Knights will |eave Hhune's
traitor in your hands. But as for this Bunl ap—where can this man be found?"
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"He has a fortress near the nouth of the Sul duskoon's northern branch. The

| oggi ng canp is nmuch farther to the east, where the river and the forest
touch. "

Hasheth said sinply. "I wish to learn all he has to



A frustrated grinmace twi sted the Duke's face. "The Knights of the Shield do
not have an army to send agai nst hi mover such distances!"

"An assassin, then," the young nan suggested. "I know of one who will do the
task well and take word of its conpletion to the elves. She is half-elven, and
eager to see that peace is nmade between her nother's folk and her father's. To
this end, she has received assurances fromthe forest folk that the death of

Bunlap will end the troubles.™
This was, of course, an utter fabrication, but Hasheth assured hinself that
the end result would bear out his words as true. After all, Arilyn had set her

sights on the destruction of the |ogging operations. To do so, she would have
to renove Bunlap fromthe picture.

"See to it and report to me when all is done," the Duke said.

Hearing the di smissal, Hasheth rose and wal ked from Duke Henbreon's chanbers,
doi ng his best to hide his elation.

The interview had gone far better than he'd hoped. Just a few nore steps and
he would be firmy in the graces of Hhune, Henbreon, and the Knights. And the
only cost would be Hhune's fleet of ships.

A bargain, by Hasheth's eyes.

The followi ng day, the forest elves and the |ythari gathered in the hills
beyond the Sul dusk settlenment. They would attack with the dawn, and there were
still many preparations to make, and plans to lay, for the battle ahead.

The nost difficult of the tasks before them would be
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rescuing the captured elves. By the best estinmates of their |ythari scouts,
perhaps fifty elves of the Suldusk tribe remained alive. It was hard to judge
their numbers with any certainty, for they were huddl ed together in cages
built upon the ruined ground, from branches torn fromthe pillaged trees. The
human canp was split, with sone nen guarding the captives, and others canped
near the river. Accordingly, the elven forces would have to be divided.
Despite the grimnature of the task before them the elven folk could not help
but |1 ook with benmused wonder upon the strangers in their midst. Kende

Leaf bower they accepted readily enough, though his obvious friendship with a
dwarf was beyond their understanding. It was the human who npost fasci nated

t hem

Ti nker sdam kept to hinself, nuttering and fussing with the collection of pots
and vials and powders that he'd carried with him The elves had all heard
Ferret's story of the destruction his concoctions had unl eashed anong t he
humans in Zazesspur, and even Tansin, perhaps the nost xenophobic elf anmong
them was nmore than willing to I et Tinkersdam go about his business

unhi nder ed.

Arilyn felt rather useless amd the quietly intense preparations. |In many ways
her part in this battle was over. Through her efforts the |lythari had joined
the forest elves, and Zoastria had returned. The half elf had also secretly
sent Gananede into the forest, seeking allies anbng the fey forest
creatures—those folk who were so reclusive that even the elves could find them
only if they wished to be found. The Iythari knew all the secrets of the
forest. Even so, Arilyn felt little hope that Ganamede woul d succeed in
gaining recruits.

She also felt oddly inconplete wi thout the elven sword at her hip, for she had
not been w thout the noonbl ade since her fifteenth year. Nor did she have a
sword with which to replace it. Such weapons were scarce anong the forest

f ol k.
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This lack did not escape Foxfire's notice. "You cannot go into battle without
a sword," he insisted.

Arilyn shrugged. Tve got a dagger. That'll do |ong enough for ne to di sarm one
of the humans." She attenpted a smile. "I'Il try out a few of their swords and
keep the one | |ike best." ,



"But even so, you nust have a blade. If not for yourself for the good you

m ght do the tribe—+he People,"” he corrected hinself. There were now t hree

el ven races uniting in preparation for battle, and the once reclusive

El manesse were learning to expand their concept of comunity. "Not one anong
us can match your skill, not even Soora Thea!"

Foxfire nodded toward the tiny moon elf ferale, who was denmpnstrating an
attack sequence to a small group of young adult elves.

But Arilyn shook her head. "No, her technique is far cleaner and nore polished
than mne could ever hope to becone. If there is any lack, it is because the
nmoonbl ade has grown in power since she last wielded it. At |east four elves
have carried the noonbl ade since Zoastria passed it on, and each added a power
to the sword's store of magic. Truth be told, noonbl ades are becomi ng pretty

dammed hard to handle," she concluded. "I doubt there are nmany |left that stil
hold their magic."

"And fewer still who can manage such magic," Foxfire reasoned. "The tal es say
such a sword will consunme anyone unworthy who draws the blade. It nust take

great courage to accept a noonbl ade."

The half-elf merely shrugged. She was not being nodest. She had first drawn
the sword wi t hout knowi ng any of the inplications.

"I have often wondered about the power you gave to your sword. They say this
gift is not a deliberate choice, but rather the true reflection of the

wi el der's needs and talents,"” he observed.

"Or mssion," Arilyn added. "Sonetinmes the nmagic conmes in response to a sudden
chal | enge. One of ny

Si | ver Shadows

329

ancestors found hinself in a disagreenment with a red dragon and ended up
endowi ng the sword with fire resistance. |Inagine his surprise when he woke up
and found hinmself alive after that battle!"

The green el f chuckled. "So that was how you endured the wi zard's fire bolts.

| have seen the sword cast a gl anobur over you, and | have seen the uncanny
speed with which it noves. Which of these was your gift?"

"Nei ther. A noonbl ade can be handl ed by only one person,” Arilyn explai ned,
"and that can cause problens if you ve got a partner. My gift was to share the
bl ade and its magi c, should he have need of it."

"Ah. This explains much," Foxfire said.

Arilyn cast hima quizzical |ook

"During the battle at the river, | was hard pressed by the human fighters," he
began. "Yet | saw the shadow warriors cone forth from your noonbl ade, and

noti ced that one anong them was not elven, though he quickly chose to appear
so. | did not understand how this could be, until you told me you had joi ned
wi th another in rapport.

"Do not | ook so startled,” he said, smling a bit at the stunned expression on
the half-elf's face. "As you yourself told ne, there are nmany ki nds of

sharing. The gift of your mponblade to this human was the deepest bondi ng of
any you could have offered him It reflected, as you have said, your deepest

wi sh. And perhaps it was a needed thing, that the noonbl ade should do this.
You were not able to see your need for this human or to find your own way to
him"

The half-elf stared at her friend, utterly dunbfounded by his words—and by the
realization that she could not dispute them The power she had given the
noon- bl ade was one of rapport, and her heart—and her sword-had chosen Danilo
to share this nost elven gift! How strange, that the well-intentioned lie she
had offered as a balmto Foxfire's pride should turn out to be sinple truth!
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Poxfire's smle was slight and rueful. "You are not the first to bond with a
human in one way or another. There is sonething about themthat draws many of
the People. There was a song sung anong the elves of Trademeet about this very
thing. I do not remenber the words, but for the last line."



"How brief their flane, yet how bright they burn!" Arilyn recited. "Yes, |
have heard it sung."

"And you know the words of this song to be true, as did your nother before
you," he added softly.

Arilyn jolted as his nmeaning struck her. "You know. You know | am half-el ven.
You have known for sone time!"

"Alnost fromthe beginning," the elf agreed. "At first | did not speak for the
same reason that Ferret held her silence: it seenmed the best way to serve the
clan. You were needed. Then | kept silent for your sake, and for ny own. Very
soon | realized your being half-elven was not inportant to nme, nor should it
matter to any of the People. Your soul is elven, else you could never have

wi el ded a nmoonbl ade or sought another in rapport. That you have chosen to
share that bond with a hunan does not change your elven nature or belittle
it."

For the first tine in her life, Arilyn truly understood the di chotony of her
own nature. "Thank you," she whi spered.

Foxfire placed both hands on her shoul ders. These were things which needed to
be said. W go into battle tonorrow. You know what faces us, and you al so know
I nyself must face Bunlap. He will die, or he will be avenged. Either way,
this matter nust end.”

A slight rustle fromthe forest beyond caught the ears of both elves. They

| ooked up into the bearded face of a centaur

Arilyn remenbered himfromthe el ves' midsumrer celebration. He carried a | ong
spear and wore an expression of grimdeterm nation. Apparently Gananede had
been convi nci ng when he carried her nmessage to the other peoples of the
forest! *
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"W came as soon as we could," the centaur announced, speaking the Elvish
| anguage in a deep, grave voice. "I am Nesstiss, and there are ten centaur
warriors with me. It may be that the fauns will come as well, but do not

expect to see themuntil battle. To whom do we report?"

The appearance of the elusive centaurs gal vani zed the army of forest people.
Their grim quiet determ nation shifted toward fierce glee, even exhilaration
Shortly before dawn, they gathered for the attack, hiding among the trees that
lay just beyond the portion of the forest devastated by | oggers.

The scene before themwas |ike sonething fromthe nost desol ate reaches of the
Abyss. The rich undergrowth of the forest had been burned to ash, from which
bl ackened tree stunps rose |like giant mushroons. An oppressive aura of despair
hung Eke a shroud over the land. Yet even this stirred the children of Tethir.
The ruined forest was a grimrem nder to all of why they fought.

Arilyn took her place with those who woul d nake the first surprise charge.
Their numbers | ooked pitifully few to her eyes, and she inagi ned how their
attack woul d appear to the nmercenaries. On inpul se, she reached into her pack
for the vial Tinkersdam had gi ven her nore than a nonth before—the concoction
he'd made fromthe shrieker nushroons.

She shook the vial and unstoppered it, shook a few drops onto a square of
linen, and hurried over to the centaur captain.

"Nesstiss, give me your hoof," she demanded. The centaur | ooked surprised, hut
he obligingly bent one leg. Arilyn stooped and wi ped a bit of the potion on
the hoof. "Now put it down, as gently as possible."

Nessti ss eased down his hoof. The crunch of a pebble beneath it was magnified
to a startling rattle. He | ooked at Arilyn with wonder.
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"Five centaurs, charging the canp fromeither flank," she said with a grin.
"I't"ll sound like a cavalry charge. That ought to wake up the mercenaries!"”

She caught Zoastria's eyes upon her. The elf wonan nodded in sol erm approval .
"Anoi nt the hoofs of the others, quickly," she said. "Centaurs, do as Arilyn
suggests. Attack fromboth sides, startle the humans, and send themtoward us.



Then circle around to the back of their canmp and continue to press them"
Arilyn notioned for the centaurs to get into position; then she handed anot her
bit of linen to the nearest elf and indicated that he should hel p. Wen the
centaurs were ready, she went over to Zoastria.

"There's a drop or two left in the vial. You have heard how it increases
sound. Drink it, and your conmands will be heard over any battle," Arilyn said
softly.

The tiny elven warrior took the potion w thout hesitation and tipped back her
head. Arilyn reclainmed the enpty vial and stepped back into the ranks of

el ves.

Zoastria faced the assenbled forces. Her eyes blazed as they swept the lines,
connecting briefly but intensely with each one there. Then she drew the

nmoonbl ade with a slow, deliberate flourish. The centaurs lifted their Iong
spears into position, each |ooking very much |ike a | ance-bearing knight and
fearful warhorse, conbined into one being.

The elven battle | eader spun toward the encanpnent and whi pped the sword
forward, signaling the attack with a battle cry that rang over the hills like
a dragon's roar.

I mredi ately the centaurs kicked into a charge. Hooves poundi ng, the two snall
bands swept out w de and descended upon the canp |ike sumrer thunder. The
ground shook beneath them magnifying their charge into that of a vast arny.
In response, the nmercenaries poured fromtheir tents, half dressed and
fumbling for their weapons. Again Zoastria shouted, and the first wave of eWs
ran
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t hrough the deforested grounds toward the still-benused hunans.

As he ran, Foxfire fitted an arrow to his bow and sighted down the nearest and
nost deadly target. Two hi deous ore-human hybrids charged forward to neet the
el ves. Their speed was astonishing, their battle-axes held high. Foxfire ainmed
for the slower runner. H's arrow took the creature through the throat. The

hal f-ore plunged to the ground, and as he fell his up-held axe bit deep into
the back of his conrade.

"One arrow, two half-ores,"” Arilyn comrended hi mas she passed, her hands
enpty but for a single |ong dagger

The hal f-elf was not skilled enough with the bow to shoot while running, but
she was the only one there who knew of that |ack. Every menber of the

El manesse tribe was a hunter trained to shoot with deadly accuracy while
runni ng down prey. Black arrows rai ned down upon the nercenaries, sending them
fleeing for cover.

But there was none to be found. Already the centaurs had circled around to the
back of the canp and were pressing the humans forward. The cries of men who
died on the ends of centaur spears mingled with the clash of swords against

t he oak-staffed spears as their conrades sparred agai nst the centaur warriors.
A tall human stal ked through the encanprent, his dark cloak flow ng behind him
and a | arge, broad-bladed sword in his hand. He smacked a retreating fighter
with the flat of his blade, roaring out orders until the chaos settled into
sone senbl ance of order. His nercenaries fornmed into ranks and raced forward
to meet the elves hand to hand.

Arilyn picked her first opponent, a |large man who was equi pped with a fine
Cornmyran sword and very little else. Shiftless fromslunber and clad only in
wool en trews, he had managed to pull on only his boots before battle. She
charged straight at him her dagger held |l evel before her. The man saw the
charge and the gleanming hilt in her hand, but he could not judge the length
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of the weapon. Ten inches of steel, held at just the right angle, could give
the illusion of a sword.



The man parried with an upward sweep—ene that fell several inches short of
Arilyn's oncom ng bl ade. She hurled herself at him thrust the dagger into his
belly with one hand, and grabbed the wist of his sword armw th the other
Tearing the dagger free, she twi sted her body toward him She yanked his arm
down, bringing her knee up hard to neet it just behind the wist. The bones of
his forearmgave way with a brutal crack

Arilyn rolled clear of the falling man and came up with his sword in her hand.
She whirled and lifted the sword high to nmeet the downward sweep of a

battl e-axe. At the | ast nonent she renenbered that the weapon in her hands was
not elven steel. She pushed the direction of the parry closer in toward her
opponent, so that she bl ocked the wooden haft of the axe, rather than its

bl ade.

It was a well-done inmpulse, for surely the axe woul d have shattered the

sl ender Cornyran sword. As it was, the force of the bl ow pushed her borrowed
bl ade to the ground. Before the axeman could lift his weapon for another
sword-shattering blow, Arilyn kicked out hard over their joined bl ades and
caught himjust above the belt. The nman fol ded; she danced aside and fi ni shed
himw th a quick stroke.

Near by, one of the elves was fighting toe-to-toe with a nuch |arger human, a
rough street fighter who wi elded two | ong knives. One of the bl ades sl ashed
through the elf s defenses and tore open his shoul der. The human gri nned

wi I dly and drew back his other knife for a killing stroke.

Arilyn's first lunge knocked the attacking knife out wi de. She body- bl ocked

t he wounded and rmuch snaller elf, sending himreeling out of the |line of
battle so that she mght take his place. Facing the street fighter, she
feinted high. He crossed his bl ades before his face to ward off the bl ow
Arilyn continued the attack, her bor-

rowed sword diving in over the joined blades, pinning theminto place, and
pressing them down. The man jerked his knives free of the sword with a shriek
of netal, a novenent that sent both arnms out wide and left his torso
unprotected. The half-elf's sword plunged deep between his ribs. She lifted
one foot high and kicked the inmpaled fighter off her blade, then turned to
find anot her foe.

Not all the forest people were faring so well. Sone of the humans had broken

t hrough their ranks and were formng a |ine between the elves and the cover of
the forest. They had apparently | earned the danger of engaging the forest folk
amd the trees and did not intend to be pressed that far northward.

Seeing this, Foxfire | ooked about for the nercenary captain. He caught a
glinpse of a swirling dark cloak. The human was battling one of the centaurs
who, al though bl eeding from several wounds and bereft of half his spear, stil
parried the man's broadsword with a broken [ ength of oaken shaft.

The el ven archer lifted his bow for the shot. The bl ack bolt skinmed between

t he conbatants and grazed Bunl ap's face—as Foxfire had intended for it to do.
The human let out a roar of anger and pain. He clapped one hand to his

bl eedi ng, scarred cheek.

The centaur made use of this opportunity to cl obber the man across the

shoul ders with bis staff. Unfortunately, the creature's wounds had stol en npst
of his strength. Bunlap whirled back toward the centaur, sw nging his sword
viciously as he went. The bl ade sank deep into the centaur's body, cutting a
deep and deadly furrow between his manlike torso and his equi ne body. Seeing
that this particular battle was over, the mercenary turned to search for his
el ven tormentor—and his | ong-sought prey

Foxfire was easy to pick out fromanong the forest elves. He had deliberately
left his auburn hair unbound, and for once its bright color was not di mred by
t he
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usual ornanents of feathers and woven reeds that hel ped himblend with the
forest.



The elf met the human's col dly furious gaze and then began to back into the
forest. On his signal, the elven warriors slipped away fromtheir individua
battl es and began the retreat.

The nercenaries pressed themthrough the razed ground but cane to a stop at
the tree line, as they had been ordered and drilled to do. Their eyes turned
to their captain, who stood over the body of the centaur, his black beard
sticky with his own blood and his hate-filled eyes fixed upon the forest.

Bunl ap did not need long to decide. "Pursue," he said, and then he hinself
strode toward the forest in search of the eh7 who had marked him ... and
revenge.

Twent y-t wo

Ti nker sdam had never considered hinself in the role of war |eader, and he
found he did not nuch like it. The elves with him twenty or so, had been
ordered to follow his instructions, and they were quick to do so. That nuch
was fine. But he had no gift for stealth, no love for the insects that ignored
the elves to buzz around his coppery hair, and a remarkable | ack of tolerance
for sonething in the forest air. H's nose itched, and he felt distressingly as
if he m ght sneeze at any nonent.

At least his little band had surprise on their side. The mercenari es woul dn't
expect them for another day or so. Tinkersdam hoped this also nmeant that their
dammabl e Hal ruaan wi zard woul d have no nore than the rudi nentary defenses in
pl ace.

The Gondsnan called a halt, spat out a tiny flying insect, and squinted in the
direction of the captured elves. He could see no evidence of nechanical traps
or triggered devices. Probably the idiot wizard relied on
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his fire magic spells to forma defensive perineter

Ti nkersdam snil ed slyly. So be it. Such spells were |ike a door—and a door
meant to shut intruders out could also be used to close the nercenaries in.

He took a coil of twine fromhis belt—the thin, alnost transparent "spider

sil k" ropes Arilyn had used to good effect for many years. It was one of his
earner inventions. The thought of testing it hinself was actually rather

pl easant .

"See that tree, right by the edge, the one marked with yell ow paint for
cutting? Affix this twine to an arrow, and on nmy mark shoot it over that
branch. It should fall into that cage, just short of the captives. Shoot high
the angle of the rope has to be steep. Can you do that?" he denmanded of one of
the el ves.

The archer nodded and did as he was bade. His arrow streaked into the |ofty
tree, a shimmering thread trailing behind it, and traced an arc down toward
the captive elves. The captive elves acted as if they did not even notice, but
one of themsurreptitiously fastened the end of the line firmy to the bars of
t he cage.

"Ch, fine. Well done all around,"” Tinkersdam said happily. He took fromhis
bag several snmall wood-and-netal devices and a jar of cream "You know what to
do with these. Get up the tree, hook the top wheel over the rope, and grab the
handl e. You'll slide down the rope fast. This ointnent is for the return trip.
Sticky hands. You'll be able to clinb the rope better. Take it with you, and
get those folk up the rope. You, you, and you four—clinb that tree and help
get the captives away into the forest. The rest of you, wait. Wen the others
attack the canp, we also attack."

The el ves nodded. They had not long to wait for the signal. A pealing elven
battle cry undul ated through the forest, followed by a thunderous, rolling
char ge.

"Essence of Shrieker Mushroom " the al chemi st nmuttered thoughtfully. "Yes,

i ndeed—an excellent result."”

As planned, his band |l eaped to their feet anc
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hurling the small, hard pellets Tinkersdam had given them snall, fetid

m ssiles of sulfur and bat guano m xed with substances that were particularly
sensitive to the presence of Halruaan fire magic. Sone of these pellets fel
to the ground, as harm ess as pebbles. O hers struck unseen barriers. These
expl oded into walls of arcane fire, walls that rippled about to encircle the
encanprent in a flam ng palisade

Through the licking flames they could see the sil houettes of frantic guards
mlling about in search of sone escape. Sone tried to rush through the fire.
The walls merely bul ged, and then snapped back into place.

"Ch, splendid," Tinkersdam said delightedly. "Neatly penned. Very tidy. A fine
result!”

He watched as six elves, one after another, rapidly slid down the steep rope
and into the flam ng enclosure. There came a splintering crash as they broke
t hrough the top of the wooden cage, and then the clash of sword on sword as
some of the elven warriors held back the guard.

After a few nmonents the first of the captured elves cane into view, clinbing
up the rope hand-over-hand into the trees. Tinkersdam counted as they cane.
One after another, forty-seven bedraggled el ves made their way up into the
safety of the trees. Fierce yells and the sound of intensified battle within
the fiery enclosure suggested that some of the Sul dusk el ves remai ned behi nd
to aid their rescuers and perhaps to avenge their captivity. By Tinkersdam s
estimation, the operation would soon be over

"Ch yes indeed, an excellent result,” he said with satisfaction

Foxfire raced off into the forest, leaping lightly over fallen trees and
dodgi ng | ow branches. He had al ready chosen his ground: a small |evel clearing
not far from
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the ravaged logging site. It was a good place for battle. H's people could
take to the trees and fight fromcover, and he could at |ast face the human
who pursued him

When he reached the clearing, he stepped behind a thick cedar and waited. He
coul d hear Bunl ap's approach-heavy iron boots crunching the foliage, his
breath coming in short, furious bursts that whistled out frombetween his
clenched teeth. Foxfire tensed in readiness. H's would be the advant age of
first attack.

But sone instinct, perhaps born of hatred, sharpened the human's senses. Wen
Foxfire | eaped out fromhis hiding place, Bunlap did not so much as blink, but
i nstead hurled the knife he had back and ready.

Foxfire | eaned aside with elven speed and agility. The knife that would have
found his heart buried itself instead in the nuscles of his arm For a nonent
the eh7 felt nothing but the thunp of inpact. Then pain, white-hot inits
intensity, seared up his arm He swayed and reached for the tree to steady

hi nmsel f.

The human canme on, sword in hand.

The El nmanesse fled into the forest, the humans foll owi ng themlike hounds

ni pping at the heels of a hare. Indeed, the nmercenaries had little choice in
the matter. Eight of the centaur warriors still stood, and their spears
pressed the humans relentlessly northward. And | oath though they were to fight
the elves amid the trees, they were |l ess eager to face the wath of their
capt ai n.

Vhenl ar, his | oaded bow ready in his hand, was one of the last to pass the
tree line. He was less afraid of Bunlap than the others, and in sone ways he
woul d have preferred to take his chances with those deadly horse-nen than to
face the elven archers again. The prospect of venturing into Tethir's deep
cool shadows, every one of which mght hide a wild elf, chilled himto the
soul .
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He did not get quite that far



A stand of ferns exploded into novenent, and fromit |eaped the nost

ast oni shing creature Vhenl ar had ever seen. Shorter than a halfling, the
creature had a naked, manlike torso atop hindquarters rather |like those of a
stout, two-legged goat. WId brown hair erupted fromthe creature's head and
fell to his shoulders, where it mngled with an equally ranpant beard.

A faun, Vhenlar realized with awe. He lifted his bow and took aim The arrow-a
stol en elven bolt—streaked toward the creature's throat.

The faun snorted and nmade a lightning-fast grab for the arrow. He fielded it
wi t hout blinking. Before the stunned Vhenl ar could absorb this astonishing
parry, the faun | eaped at him

The Zhentish archer went down, his hands flailing as he tried to push the
smal |l warrior off. A sudden bright pain exploded in his gut and seared its way
up into his chest. The fiaun | eaped up and danced away into the forest.
Vhenl ar | ooked down at the black shaft protruding fromhis body. A wy, bitter
smle twisted his lips. Although this was not quite the end he'd i magi ned for
hi nsel f, sonmehow he'd known fromthe first that one of those elven bolts would
turn on him There was a certain perverse satisfaction in being proved right.
Dar kness, deep and sw ft and conpelling, surged up from sprmewhere within the
nmercenary's soul, drawi ng himdown toward oblivion

Beneath the shadows of Tethir's trees, Zoastria faced off against a pair of
swor dsnen. The noonbl ade in her hand flashed and darted and thrust with

ast oni shing speed. Terrifying speed, and a power that lay on the outernost
boundaries of the elf wonman's skill and strength.
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The force behind each stoke, each lunge, nearly tore the sword from Zoastria's
hand. Keeping her bal ance was difficult. Mre than once she had overextended
and presented an opening to the humans' bl ades. Her arms and shoul ders bl ed
fromseveral small wounds. |f not for the uncanny speed of the noonbl ade's
strike, which allowed her to quickly cover such |apses, she |likely would have
been sl ain.

The hal f-elf had adnoni shed her to hold the sword in a two-handed grip, else
it would be too difficult to control. Zoastria, in her pride, had ignored the
war ni ng.

From the corner of her eye she caught a glinpse of the half-elf just as she
ran a half-ore fighter through. Not bothering to retrieve the blade fromhis
chest, she ripped the sword fromhis hand and turned to nmeet the next attack
The tiny noon elf darted between the two nen, ducking below the instinctive
sweep of their blades and whirling back to lunge at the man to her right. She
got in below his guard; the noonbl ade sank easily between his ribs.

But the man was not through just yet. As he fell, he lashed out with his
sword. Zoastria was in too close for the edge to find her, but the hilt and
crosspi ece struck her hard across the face. Her head snapped painfully to one
si de.

The elf threw hersel f sideways so that her continued nmoti on woul d absorb sone
of the force of the blow She hit the ground hard, spat teeth, and rolled to
her feet. Dragging the increasingly heavy nmoonbl ade up into guard position
she faced down her second opponent.

Bef ore she could strike, a stunning jolt tore through her from behind. She

gl anced down at the bl oody arrow protrudi ng from her body.

Wth a yelp of triunph, the swordsman haul ed his bl ade up and across his body
fin* a backhanded sl ash. Zoastria raised her head and prepared to neet death.
A sword flashed in over her shoul der and dove toward
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the swordsman. It pierced his | eather gauntlet, plunging deeply between the
twin bones of his forearmand pinning his armto his chest.

Thin but strong arnms gathered up the elf woman and bore her away fromthe
fighting. Zoastria |ooked up into the eyes of her half-elven descendent.

"That arrow has to conme out,"” Arilyn said, placing her hand on the crinmson



shaft.

"Do not," the elf wonan replied as fiercely as she could in her fading voice.
"It has pierced a lung. If you remove it, | will die all the faster, and there
are things that nmust be said. | nane you bl ade heir. Take up the noonbl ade
once again and finish this fight."

Wth those words, Zoastria seized the arrow and tore it free. Bl ood bubbled
fromthe corner of her lips, and her head slid linply to one side.

Arilyn stood, staring down at the elf woman. Zoastria had aped her own death
so that her blade heir could claimthe sword. A noonbl ade coul d have but one
wi el der.

The half-elf turned and strode to the place where the noonbl ade had fallen

I ndeci si on shi nmered over her, for neither of her choices |ooked pronising. To
take up the blade was to willingly enbrace untold centuries of

servi tude—perhaps an eternity's inprisonment—to the noonbl ade's magic. There
was al so the very real possibility that the sword would not accept her this
time, for she had rejected it and turned aside fromthe elven sacrifice it
required.

The sounds of battle tore Arilyn's gaze fromthe sword. Al around her, the
forest folk fought fiercely for their home. Yet the humans were many, and the
out come of the conflict by no means certain.

I nstant death, or eternal servitude.

Arilyn stooped and seized the bl ade.

Twenty-t hree

A flash of vivid azure magic burst fromthe noonbl ade, enveloping Arilyn in a
flair of arcane energy. And then it was gone, as quickly as it had cone.

The noonbl ade had recl ai med her. Wthout pause for reflection or regret, the
hal f-elf flung herself toward the nearest battle. A dozen or so nercenaries
had surrounded a pair of elven femal es, who stood back to back and held off
the taunting bl ades of the humans as best they coul d. The hunmans were toying
with their captives. The fenmal es' clothing hung about themin ribbons, and
their coppery skin was marked by nmany shall ow cuts. Mre painful to the proud
el ves than these wounds was the indignity of their situation. Arilyn saw this
in her elf-sisters' eyes, and she burned with wath at the | ewd, taunting
comments that the captive elves, mercifully, could not fully understand

Arilyn stal ked in, her noonbl ade held high over her right shoul der. Wt hout

br eaki ng step, she slashed into

Si | ver Shadows

345

the neck of the man to her left, cutting himnearly to the bone. She pivoted
wi th the backswi ng and knocked the sword fromthe hand of the nman on her
right-hand side, then ran himthrough before the surprise of the attack could
wi pe the | ascivious sneer fromhis bearded face. She heaved him off her bl ade
and into the reflexive grasp of the man behind hi ma short, slight youth who
st aggered under the weight of his dying conrade.

For a nonent the young nercenary could not use his sword. One of the elf wonen
sei zed the opportunity. She darted forward and drew her bone dagger across his
wi ndpi pe.

*Down!" Arilyn shouted in Elvish as she slashed forward. The elf worman dropped
and rolled as the magi c bl ade whistled in over the young man's head—and cut a
deep and bl oody path through the eyes of the nercenary who approached from
behi nd.

Ei ght nmen still stood, eight against three elven fenales. No | onger were the
nmercenaries quite so cocky. There was an el ement of vindictive fury to their
fighting that brought to m nd wi cked children, outraged when the puppies they
tormented ni pped at their fingers.

Arilyn winced as one of the elf wonmen was disarnmed, alnost literally, by the
brutal stoke of a broadsword wi el ded by a man nearly thrice her weight. Two of
the nmen | eaped at the wounded fermal e and westl ed her down. One of them pinned
her arms, and the other opened her belly. Ginning fiendishly, they left her
there to die slowy.



Arilyn's first thought was to end the elf woman's agony as quickly as
possi bl e. Yet she could not. Pressed as she was by the remnai ning swordsnen,
she could not get through with the merciful gift of death. And the elf wonman
who still fought at Arilyn's side was not rmuch better off than her kin. She
bled freely frommany wounds, and her face was nearly gray under its coppery
tints. Arilyn noted with sudden sharp horror the softly rounded swell of the
elf s belly. The female carried her
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unborn child into battle; there were two nore |lives soon to be |ost.

The hal f-elf nudged the swaying female sharply. "To the trees, while you stil
can!"

"I will not |eave you alone," the elf insisted.

Arilyn hesitated for only a monent. The warning that Danil o' s shadow doubl e
had sent her rang loudly in her mnd: she could not call forth the el fshadows
again without grave danger to herself. Yet in truth, what risk was this, to
one whose life was already forfeit to the service of the noonbl ade?

"Come forth, all of you!"™ Arilyn shouted.

She parried an attack even as the nmists that presaged the el fshadow entities
poured fromthe sword. Then the startled humans fell back as they regarded the
eerie mani festation taking shape before them

Ei ght el fshadow warriors, apparently as solid as life and armed with el ven

bl ades, stal ked toward the dunbfounded humans. One of them a tiny,

bl ue-haired femal e, slipped an arm around the pregnant elf and hel ped her
toward the safety of the trees. Arilyn saw this and took confort in the

know edge that Zoastria was still watching over the forest People.

Then the noonbl ade's mists seened to close in around Arilyn, and the

bl ood- soaked earth wavered and tilted strangely as it floated up to neet her
Arilyn scanned the entities of the noonbl ade and then turned her rapidly
failing gaze on the sword in her hands. As she slid inexorably into the
darkness, a tiny snile lifted the corners of her lips. Danil o' s double was not
anong the warriors, nor had her rune of rapport reappeared on the sword.

What ever her fate, Danilo had been freed.

The appearance of the el fshadow warriors brought new strength to the weary and
out nunbered elves. Fromhis corner of the battle, Kendel Leafbower | ooked
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wi th awe upon the white-haired mage who bore down upon a pair of half-ore
nmercenaries, his outstretched hands crackling with eldritch energy and the
many braids of his hair swirling |like the snakes of a vengeful medusa. At the
sight of this new and fearsone warrior, one of the burly creatures let out a
strangl ed whi nper of fear, dropped his sword, and ran for the trees.

It was not among his nmore intelligent decisions. Roaring out an oath to

Morodi n, the dwarven god of battle, Jill leaped into the half-ore's path-and
onto the high, thick stunmp of what had until recently been an ancient tree.
This brought himnearly eye-to-eye with the larger fighter. Jill evened the

score conmpletely by Iifting his axe high overhead. It plunged in deep between
the fleeing half-ore's eyes, cleaving his skull as easily as a goodw fe m ght
slice through a sunmer nelon

"Hee hee!" exulted the dwarf as he hopped down fromhis perch. H's battle glee
qui ckly turned to frustration, however, for his axe refused to cone free of
the thick skull. Jill planted one booted foot on the fallen half-ore's chest,
the other on his ruined forehead, and tugged and grunted for all he was worth.
None of this avail ed.

Bef ore Kendel could call out a warning, a spear-w elding human closed in on

t he preoccupied dwarf. He thrust the tip of the spear deep into the thicket of
pal e brown beard, forcing the dwarfs head up and back

For a nonent Jill froze. H's eyes sought his elven friend, and he nmade his
farewells with an apologetic little shrug.

But Kendel was not prepared to | ose his odd conpanion. Inspiration struck; he



pointed toward the captive dwarf. "Jill!" he shouted desperately. "The dwarfs
name is Jill!"

A smirk crossed the mercenary's face. "And what of it?" he said,

m sunderstanding the elf s ploy. "I've nothing nore against killing ne a
femal e dwarf than a male, though may Cyric take me if | can tell the
difference one fromt'other!"
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Storm cl ouds began to gather on Jill's craggy face. "I ain't no ding-bl asted
female!" he roared in a voice that plunbed depths no human mal e coul d reach
"You human nmen got the eyesight of a nole and the git-up of a gel di ng—o
wonder yer wi menfolk is takin' up nore cormmon with the |ikes of elves and
hal f1ings!"

The insult seened to strike the mercenary in a sensitive spot. "Jill?" he
repeated, this time in a cruel taunt.

The single, sneering word at |last had the desired effect. Gal vani zed by the
famliar insult, the dwarf reached forward and seized the shaft of the spear.
He | eaned back and then ripped the weapon to one side, ignoring the strands of
dun-col ored beard that were torn out by the V-shaped prongs of the iron point.
Then he lunged at the weapon and bit clear through the shaft.

Before the man could recover fromthe surprise of this unusual counterattack
Jill chewed lustily and then spat a nouthful of oak splinters into the man's
face. He | eaped at him the broken spear head held |like a dagger. The man
stunbl ed and went down under the fury of the attack, and found hinself
securely pinned to the ground by nearly two hundred pounds of irate dwarf.
"Jill was me mother's name," the stout little warrior growl ed and t hen drove
t he spear horme.

The dwarf hopped to his feet and wi ped his bl oodstai ned hands on his tunic.
Still in the throes of his own peculiar battle frenzy, he stonped a coupl e of
times on the dead half-ore's head. The skull gave way conpletely, and the axe
slid free with ease

Kendel made his way quickly to his friend's side. The battle is not yet over,"

he said with a grin. "Cone . . . there are many introductions yet to be nade."
Under st andi ng—and a touch of wy hunmor—fIlooded the dwarfs slate-gray eyes. He
responded with a deep-throated chuckle and fell in beside the elf.

"Ch, but that were a smart one," he said adnmiringly as they trotted toward the
nearest skirm sh. "Yer a quick-thinkin' one in battle, scrawny elf though you
m ght be. Me kin's gonna |love hearin' this tale, once we finish this business
and get us under the Earthfast Muntains. Cone to think on it," the dwarf
added, a specul ative tone entering hie voice, "I got me a right pretty little
cousin you mght like to neet."

Kendel blinked, astounded by the dwarfs invitation to acconpany himto his
ancestral hone, by the cozy welcone Jill obviously anticipated for them both,
and by the somewhat daunting prospect of being expected to court a dwarf maid.
And oddly enough, to the honel ess and di senfranchi sed el f, there was an odd
appeal in all of it.

"Her nane woul dn't happen to be Jill, would it?" he asked casually as he
raised a sword to neet an onrush-ing nercenary.

The dwarf scowl ed and stepped into the path of the chargi ng human. "Yeah," he
said in a belligerent grow. "And what of it?"

Bunl ap advanced on the wounded el f; his bearded face twi sted in a hideous
parody of glee and his sword held high and back. Foxfire's torn and bl eedi ng
sword armrefused to respond. He seized his sword in his other hand and
managed to bring it up. The parry was weak, but it turned aside the first

bl ow.

The man thrust in again, high, with a quick, stabbing novement. Foxfire
parried again, this time nore surely. For several mnutes they fought, the

bl ows ringi ng harder and com ng faster.



But the | oss of blood was beginning to take a toll on the el£ H's vision swam
and the human's sword darted in over his guard to cut a deep line across his
chest. Foxfire lunged at his opponent; Bunlap danced back, and the elf fel
facedown onto the ground.

The expected killing stroke did not cone. A heavy, iron-shod boot stanped hard
on the elfs | ower back
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sendi ng waves of agony shimrering along every nerve. Dinly Foxfire felt the
man's sword cutting deep and burning |ines upon his skin. Apparently Bunl ap
intended to nmark the elf as he hinself had been marked. He took his tine,
cutting his signature with painstaking care and a sadistic pleasure as
tangible to the lading elf as his own pain.

Suddenly Foxfire heard a startled oath. The heavy boot that pinned himto the
ground was gone.

The elf lifted his head, shook away the haze of pain and blood. To his

ast oni shment, Arilyn stood between himand the human, an elven sword held in a
t wo- handed gri p.

"You again," Bunlap said in a |low, om nous voice. "CGet out of ny way. This elf
is mne."

"I think not," the elf woman said coolly. She nmet the mercenary's first

vi cious stroke and parried it with a circular sweep that sent his sword arm
out wi de.

Bunl ap stepped in close and delivered a bare-knuckled punch to the elf's
beautiful face. She reel ed back, shaking her head as if to clear her vision
Then she ducked as he brought his sword whistling down and across. It was a
near mss. A thick | ock of her wavy sapphire hair fell to the ground.

The el f woman straightened to her full height and got her mponbl ade back out
in front of her. She lunged, turned the lunge into a feint, and then | unged
agai n, the noves coming so close together that Bunlap was forced to retreat.
He responded by landing a brutal kick to Foxfire's ribs.

The beautiful face of his el ven opponent darkened with outrage. She sl anmed
her sword into its ancient sheath and | eaped forward, her hands reaching for
Bunl ap's wrist.

The attack was unexpected. Surprising, too, was the female's next nove.

Hol ding fast to the man's sword arm she pivoted so that her back was pressed
agai nst

him Then she | eaned forward at the wai st, yanking down hard on his arm as she
did so. Bunlap sonersaulted over her and | anded heavily on his back. H's sword
clattered to the ground.

GowWing like an enraged bear, Bunlap rolled onto his stomach and sei zed the
el f woman's ankles. Wth a quick jerk, he pulled both feet out from under her
Wth elven agility she tw sted and managed to ge+ her hands under her as she
fell. This broke her fall somewhat, but did nothing to free her fromthe
vengef ul human's grasp

Bunlap rose to his knees. Wth a quick, vicious novenment, he twisted the elf
worman so that she slamed down onto her back. He jerked her toward himand
then fell forward to pin her body to the ground.

He was a large man, well over six feet tall, and his heavy-nuscled bul k

wei ghed cl oser to three hundred pounds than two. No fenmale, no matter what her
skills in battle, could free herself from such bonds.

Bunl ap propped hinmself up on one elbow. Wth his free hand, he struck the
worman across the face again and again. He took his time, leaving livid red
welts on the pale skin but never hitting with enough force to break bones.
Thi s was vengeance of another sort, and one best taken slowy.

At first the elf wonan struggl ed beneath him her hands pushing at his chest.
Gradual ly, the fight went out of her and her eyes—edd, gol d-flecked bl ue eyes—
becanme di stant and unfocused. Bunlap had seen such things happen before.



Terror did odd things to wonmen. Such w thdrawal was not all that unusual. And
so he did not wonder when her |ips began to nove in a soft elven chant, or
noti ce that her hands, which had fallen linply to her sides, noved in slight,
subtl e gestures. Arcane gestures.

Bunl ap noticed none of this. His thirst for vengeance had given way to a
darker emption. He tore aside the elf woman's outer tunic, grimacing as he
gathered up in
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both fists the fluid, silvery mesh of the elven chain mail that |ay beneath.
It was at that nonment that the elf woman finished her chant. Eldritch energy
poured fromher, and the netal of her sword and her armor glowed with white
heat. Bunlap screaned with agony and rage as the waves of power jolted through
him yet try though he m ght he could not release his grip on the deadly el ven
mai | .

He was not aware of the noment when the killing surge stopped, nor did he know
how t he el f woman nmanaged to get out fromunder him Wen he cane to, he was
on his knees, his blackened hands held before himlike the claws of a charred
bi rd.

"Armyourself," the elf wonan said in a | ow, nusical voice. "If you've any
honor, stand and fight."

Bunl ap | ooked up into the eyes of the elf woman and at the point of her sword.
Both gl owed with angry, arcane blue fire. He found he had no desire to fight.
"Wth these?" he demanded as he held up his ruined hands. "How can you speak
of honor ?"

"I give you the opportunity to die on your feet with your sword in your
hands,"” she said. "It is nore than you deserve. Refuse, and | will cut you
down where you grovel."

The utter contenpt in her tone stirred the proud nan into action. He seized
his sword, accepted the searing pain of contact, and rolled to his feet.
Bunl ap was a hardened nercenary. He'd killed his first man at the age of
thirteen and since then had won his living by the sword. But in his nearly
forty years of constant fighting, never had he faced a swordnaster to match
the one before him

Cold, grim inexorable, the elf woman worked his sword down with each stroke
and parry and thrust. Finally she forced the point of his blade to the ground.
Wth a quick nove of her booted foot, she stonped on the blade and tore it
from his blasted hand.

Hol di ng his gaze, she ran himthrough the heart.

Al this Foxfire witnessed as if he were watching through snoked gl ass. He
could not nove, could do nothing to stop his enemy fromharmng the el f wonman
he | oved above all others. Unreal, too, were the noon elf s ministrations when
she turned and stooped beside him

Gentl e hands hel ped Foxfire to sit against a tree, probed his bruised ribs and
pronounced them whol e, bound his wounds, and held a water flask as he drank
When at | ast the haze of pain began to dim the elf wonman took his face

bet ween her hands and turned it toward her

Wth a start of wonder, Foxfire realized that this was not Arilyn at all, but
someone |ike enough to her to be a twin. Only the hair—the rare color of spun
sapphires—and the slightly nore angular |ines of her face, distinguished her
from her half-elven descendent.

"For all you have done for mny daughter, | thank you," the elf woman said in a
voice like wind and nmusic. "You have shown Arilyn that she possesses an el ven
soul . Tell her that her nmother is proud. Tell her she and I will be together

again, in service to the People for as long as we are needed, and in Arvandor
when our task is conpleted. Tell her this! |I would speak to her nyself," the
el f said with obvious longing, "but to come to her again would hasten our
reunion, and that | nust not do. Arilyn is needed by the People. You will tell



her these things?"

Foxfire nodded, and the beautiful noon elf dissipated |ike m st at highsun
Fear filled the green elf s heart; once before he had seen the shadow warriors
di sappear during battle, after the fall of the noonblade's mistress. He
struggled to his feet and staggered toward the glowing Iight that heral ded
Arilyn's sword.

The nmoonbl ade | ay on the bl ood-soaked earth, its arcane blue fire di nm ng
rapidly. Its wielder had fallen
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nearby. Oddly enough, Ferret knelt beside the fallen warrior, cradling her
raven head in an oddly protective gesture. Around them stood a circle of
exulting warriors: green elves, both El nanesse and Sul dusk, centaurs, fauns,
Iythari, even a battered and broadly grinning dwarf

Ferret | ooked up and met his gaze. "The battle has been won, and Arilyn
[ives!™

Twent y- f our

After the wounded were tended and the dead returned to the forest, the sylvan
fol k began the northward trek. By common agreenent, they would rebuild,
formng a settlenment at the Swanmay's dade (__ that woul d enbrace
El manesse and ' ' Sul dusk alike. After the battle, the wi sdom of joining
t oget her had been clear to them all

Arilyn and GCananede wal ked together. The half-elf was still weak from her
ordeal and thinner than ever, yet she was strengthened by the success of her
m ssion and the sweetness of the nmessage Foxfire had given her. Neither she
nor the Iythari were nuch given to talk at any time, and each had a heartfu
of matters to treasure and contenpl ate.

Once again, Arilyn found she had to ask her friend for help. This was beconing
easier for her to do. In the conmunity that had devel oped anong the forest
people, it did not seemintrusive to ask for or to offer assistance.
Especially now, when all the fey folk were united as never before.
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"Before | take ny leave of the forest elves, there is one nore thing | nust
do," Arilyn said. "You told ne once that a tinme would cone when | nust wal k

between ny two worlds. For this, | need your help."
Gananede stared at her for a nmonent; then he nodded in understandi ng and
approval. "I will take you to Everneet," he agreed

Queen Amlaruil started as the ring on her small finger emtted a silent alarm
She had worn the ring for many years; it warned her when sonmeone entered the
magi cal gate on the far side of the pal ace grounds. It also would transport
her there, instantly, along with whoever happened to be at hand. But even if
she went al one, the elven queen did not fear. She was no fragile figurehead to
be cozened and protected; she herself was one of the powerful safeguards that
kept Everneet secure. Am aruil knew the ancient high nagic of the elves and
carried the special power of the Seldarine. Few were the forces that could get
beyond Everneet's form dabl e queen

She nodded to her scribe and her honor guard and then touched the ring. The
four elves energed at once in a deep, forested gl ade. There were two figures
waiting there: a large, silver-furred Iythari, and a tall and sl ender noon
elven female. As yet, neither had perceived the queen's arrival.

Arilyn | ooked with wonder at her ancestral home. A few butterflies fed upon
the flowers that dotted the neadow grasses, and the ancient oaks that
surrounded the gl ade were robed in the deep enerald hues of late sumer. It
was a scene such as might have been found in the virgin forest of many a | and,
except for an aura of eldritch energy as pervasive as sunlight.

"Everneet," Arilyn whispered. "

"I will leave you here and return when you are ready
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for ne,
spoken.
Arilyn felt the tingle of magic at her side and gl anced down at her noonbl ade.
A faint blue mist rose fromthe bl ade.

Her eyes followed it, then wi dened in astoni shnent. The m st reached out I|ike
reverent fingers to touch a shimering oval gate. Arilyn had seen it only once
before, but she knewit well. It was the power that her nother had

i nadvertently given the noonbl ade—a |ink between the worlds of elves and
humanki nd.

"Who are you, who dares trespass upon this place?"

The question might have seemed harsh, but for the sheer beauty of the voice
that spoke it. Arilyn's throat tightened. The voice reached deep into her
menory, recalled the lullabies her nother had crooned to her as a child.
Liquid starlight—for sonme reason that was how Arilyn remenbered her nother's
voi ce. This one had the sane |inpid, shimering tones.

Arilyn turned to face Am aruil Moonfl ower, Queen of Everneet.

It was the elven ruler's turn to jolt in astonishnent. "Ammestria?" she

whi spered in a voice filled with | onging and awe.

This startled Arilyn, for she did not think she | ooked nmuch |ike her nother

I ndeed, the queen quickly realized her m stake and conmposed her features back
into the mask of regal serenity. Nor was Am aruil nuch like Amestria, Arilyn
noted. The queen's features were nore delicate, her hair like silk and flane.
She was tall, taller even than Arilyn, with a pale, otherworldly beauty that
rem nded Ajilyn of the Iythari fermales. And although Amestria's inclination
had been to be nearly aa solitary as her daughter, the queen was acconpani ed
by a pair of gold elven guards and an elderly nmoon elf mal e—hro doubt an

advi sor or a scri be.

At | east they had one thing in common, Arilyn nused: each had seen Amestria
in the other. She herself would
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never have believed it possible, and she doubted the el ven queen woul d ever
accept the link between them So be it. She herself had matters to tend.

The Harper drew the noonbl ade and fell to one knee. She placed the elven sword
on the grass at Amaruil's feet.

"I am Arilyn Monbl ade, daughter and bl ade heir of Amestria of Everneet. As
long as the fires of Myth Drannor burn within this sword, it will serve the
Peopl e and their rightful queen.™”

There was a long silence. The elven nonarch stood |ike a statue of marble and
nmoonst one. Arilyn understood. All noonbl ades were pledged to the People, yet

t he queen could hardly accept the sword w thout acknow edging its w el der

Wth her next words, however, Arilyn gave the proud queen a way out. She took
Am aruil's commi ssion, given her by the hand of Captain Carreigh Macunail, and
pl aced it beside the sword.

"I have fulfilled ny duties as ambassador of Evernmeet and have conme to give ny
report."

"Ri se, and speak," the queen said at |ast. She waved the guards back and bid
the elderly scribe to take a seat on a fallen |og.

Arilyn gave a conci se but thorough accounting of the events in the Forest of
Tethir. When she fell silent, Amaruil asked her a nunmber of questions.
Finally the queen nodded.

It is not the task | gave you, but nonethel ess you have done well."

"Then permit me to nanme nmy fee" Arilyn said evenly. "Carreigh Macunail

i ndi cated that he'd been enpowered to approve any request | mnight make.
certainly have no objection to such generosity, but in the future, you m ght
want to fill in a figure before signing the note."

This seemed to amuse the queen. "You are definitely Amestria' s daughter," she
said wyly. "She was ever one to speak her mind. Yet | see that there is nuch
of
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your father in you, as well."

"What you see before you is ny doing," Arilyn said in a calm even tone. "I am
not a soup, made by tossing a little of this and that into a pot. As for ny
father, we net for the first time but three winters past." She paused and
touched the gemin her restored noonbl ade. "You and yours made certain of
that."

There was no accusation in her voice, just a statement of fact. By the decree
of Am aruil, the noonbl ade had been dismantled and the sword and stone divided
between Arilyn's nother and father. This had kept the dangerous elfgate from
becom ng as powerful as it mght have been, but it had al so robbed Arilyn of
her famly and the know edge of the sword's true power.

The queen's gaze did not falter. "I suppose you've wondered why we never
sought you out after Amestria's death.”

"No. "

Am aruil raised one brow. "You're not going to make this easy, | take it. Very
wel | —aor would | in your position. It is known that those of m xed bl ood are

banned fromthe island ki ngdom You nust understand. Everneet is the |ast
retreat, our only secure refuge fromthe incursions of humanity. Many of the
Peopl e, particularly the high elves, fear our culture is giving way to that of
the humans. Hal f-elves may in thenselves be no threat, but the synbolismis
too powerful. W cannot make exceptions, not even in your case. Perhaps
especially in your case."

"Yet here | am" Arilyn pointed out.

"Yes." The queen was silent for a |ong nonent, and the gaze she turned upon
the half-elf grew nore searching. For the first tinme the queen's features
showed a touch of regret. "You have done remarkably well. To my know edge, no
one has ever before had to discover a noonbl ade's powers al one. Had we known
you possessed the potential to wield the noonbl ade, we woul d have taken

anot her course. W knew, of course, that
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Amestria's bl ade woul d pass to you, but we never expected you to ..
"Survive?" Arilyn finished dryly.

"Few el ves are up to the demands of an ancient noon-bl ade," the queen pointed
out. "Mst have lain dormant for centuries, and only a handful of the swords
retain their power. Many elves refuse their inheritance, with no dishonor. It
was not unreasonable for us to assune that a half-elven child would be unequa
to the challenge."

"But you let me try, fully expecting that | would be slain. | drew the

nmoonbl ade that first time knowi ng nothing of this, or of the hidden

requi rements of the sword."

"And had you known all, would you have done differently?"

The question was shrewd, and Arilyn was nmonmentarily startled by the queen's

i nsight. Qbviously, she could not deny the truth in Amaruil's words, and she
responded with the gesture of a fencer acknow edging a hit.

"What was done is done, and | amcontent to leave it so," Arilyn said. "But
there is a reason why | speak of these matters now. M nother spoke often and
fondly of her youngest brother, and so | have named Prince Lanruil as ny bl ade
heir. WIIl you tell himof his inheritance and see that he is properly

prepared to receive it? | took up the sword unprepared. | would not see

anot her do |ikew se."

The queen stood in silence for a long nonment. "It will be done. On behal f of
my son, | thank you for showing himthis honor." She paused, as if considering

what to say next. "You were speaking of your fee," the queen pronpted, clearly
eager to once again put the conversation, and the extraordinary half-elf, in
terms she could understand and control

Arilyn met her gaze squarely. "I want a vast tract of land to the east of the
Forest of Tethir, stretching from
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the borders of Castle Spul zeer to the origins of the Sul duskoon Ri ver. Have
your agents—er the Harpers, or whoever you pl ease—ebtain the land."

"Your fees are high," the queen conment ed.

The wealth of Everneet is fabled to be beyond reckoning. And you did say that
| could name ny price."

The queen gave her a searching | ook. "And what will you do with these | ands?"
In response, Arilyn dug one hand into her bag and drew out a handful of seeds:
wi nged mapl e seeds, pine cones, acorns.

For a | ong nonent, the queen and the half-elf held each other's gaze. "It wll
be as you have requested. The lands will be ceded to you to do with as you see
fit."

Arilyn bowed and wal ked to the place where Ganamede had di sappeared.

*One nore thing," AmMaruil said softly. "In behalf of the People, | accept
your fealty and your sword. May you al ways serve them as well as you have

t oday. "

The half-elf turned to face the queen. She drew her noonbl ade and saluted in a
uni quel y el ven gesture of respect.

The two el f wonen stood for a noment gazing upon one another, but there was
nothing nore that either could say. They were unlikely to meet again, and

Am aruil could in truth give the half-elf no nmore acknow edgnment than this.

Yet it was nore than Arilyn had anticipated, and she was content.

As if sensing that her task was done, the silver wolf appeared. Arilyn slipped
with himback into his veiled world, and to Tethir beyond.

And behind her, the elven queen stared thoughtfully at the shinmering gate
that had brought the half-elf to Everneet. Since she was ever the queen, part
of her mind dealt with practical matters. It had never occurred to her that
the Iythari might be able to access this particular gate. Although no |ythari
had ever « proven traitorous, safeguards must be taken
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Am arui |l stooped and picked up the comrission the half-elf had | eft behind.
She absently unrolled it and gl anced at the el egant script. Her eye settled on
a certain curving rune, and a jolt of astoni shment shook her. A subtle,

skillful turn of the quill had transfornmed the half-elf s chosen nane
"Moonbl ade" to "Moonfl ower," the clan name of the royal moon elf famly
"Captain Macumail," Am aruil murmured, recognizing at once the source of this

forgery.

The outrage she expected to feel at this sacrilege sinply did not cone.
Amestria was | ost to her, but her daughter's daughter was a credit to the
People . .. and the clan.

"Arilyn Moonflower," the queen repeated softly. Although she realized no elf
on Everneet could ever hear her speak these words, they felt right and good
upon her |ips.

At dawn, several days hence, the survivors of Zoastria's Stand stood together
at the eastern boundaries of Tethir. They all came: the green el ves—both

El mnesse and Sul dusk—the lythari, even the fauns and centaurs. Only Jill and
Kendel Leafbower were nissing, for now that his self-assigned task had been
conpl eted, the dwarf was eager to see his kinfol k once again, and the two had
departed the eveni ng before.

Al'l who gathered carried the grandchil dren of Cormanthor—seedlings fromthe
ancient trees that in centuries to come would extend the wondrous forest for
mles. It was a small thing, perhaps, in the face of all that the sylvan fol k
had I ost and all that they would continue to endure. But each tree was a
living link to their beloved forest and a synbol of the new coalition between
the tribes, the lythari, and the other sylvan creatures. They who had nerely
endured, would now rebuild.

And so they worked together throughout thai |ong
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day, with a harnony rare anong the forest folk. Wth the com ng of night, they
retreated to the familiar haven of the trees.

When the evening neal was over and the songs and tales fell silent, Foxfire
sought out Arilyn and asked her to walk with him They wal ked in silence unti
they found thensel ves back in the seedling forest. It was an oddly appropriate
pl ace, one that ningled new begi nnings with ancient and cherished nenories.

"I have a nmessage for you from Rhothomr," he began. "It is not one he could
easily give hinmself, so | offered to speak for him This | do with all ny
heart."

"Speaker for the Speaker now, are you?" she teased him The elf smled
faintly, but he would not be deterred.

"The People of Tethir offer you a hone in their mdst. Join the tribe and |ive
beneath the trees your own hands planted. This is your place," he concl uded

softly.
"There is a part of ne that would like to accept," she said with conplete
honesty. There is a part of me that will remain. But | ook around you," she

sai d, sweeping a hand toward the fledgling trees and the little nounds of soft
earth where the sylvan fol k had pl anted seeds of hope.

"You will live to see these trees grow. | amhalf-elven, Foxfire, and | wll
be gone before the branches of these two oaklings nmeet overhead. There are
things | nust do el sewhere. Like the lythari, it is given to nme to walk

bet ween two worl ds. You have shown nme that ny soul is elven and have hel ped ne
to know that ny path and ny heart lie with the humans. But | can pronise you
this," she vowed as she drew her noonbl ade fromits ancient scabbard. "As |ong
as the fires of Myth Drannor burn within this sword, a hero will return to the
Forest of Tethir in tinme of need.”

She showed himthe bl ade, and the bright new rune that blazed upon it, and

then she slid the nmoonbl ade carefully back into its place. "It is given to ne
to add a

964

The Harpers

power to the sword. This is it: when the people of Tethir are in need, the

wi el der of this blade will cone. But nost likely, it won't be ne. My life will

not be that long, and I w sh you to have peace long after | have joined ny
ancestors."

Foxfire nodded and then gathered her into his arms. Arilyn went to him
renenberi ng everything, and regretting nothing. Her elven soul would al ways be
linked to this forest. Perhaps, in sone future age, she would return, her
essence giving strength to the el ven sword. But as she had said to her dear
friend, her heart |lay el sewhere, and so did her path.

Twenty-five

It was after m dsummer when Lord Hhune's carriage rolled through the northern
gates of Zazesspur. He had enjoyed a very eventful interlude in Waterdeep, the
rival city to the north. Granted, some of his plots and plans had w thered on
the vine. It did not appear as if the northern outposts of Zazesspur's thieves
and assassins guilds would take hold—a pity, for these were favored tools of

t he Knights of the Shield. And he, Hhune, had been | abeled as a nmenber of this
hostil e group and barred from Wat erdeep. The Knights had al so lost their
capabl e agent in Waterdeep. The Lady Luci a Thi one had been unmasked and
exiled. It would be many | ong years before the Knights of the Shield again
managed to place an informant so high in Waterdhavi an society.

Even so, Hhune felt certain he could turn these | osses into personal gain.

Al t hough he could not enter the northern city again, there was to be no

di sruption of shipping between Zazesspur and the north. And
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Wat erdeep was still reeling froma series of disasters: crop failure,

i ncursions of nmonsters stripping the forests of gane and the fields of cattle,



political uncertainty. Zazesspur's goods and surplus crops would find an
eager, al nost desperate market. Finally, he had with himthe deposed agent,
and he had spent nuch of the trip southward nentally devising various uses for
her .

Lucia Thione, formerly the ranking agent of the Knights of the Shield in the
north, was a rarity in Tethyr: a surviving nenber of the old royal famly

al beit a very distant relation. The tide of royalist sentinent in Zazesspur
was swel ling, and who knew what heights an anbitious man night reach with such
a consort at his side? In addition to her purple blood, she was a woman of
rare beauty and keen busi ness acunmen. At one tinme, Hhune woul d have counted
hinsel f lucky merely to spend tine in her conpany. He was ecstatic to find her
utterly in his power!

O course he had said nothing of this to her. Lady Thione fully expected to
nmeet her death hi the |land of her forebears, and she had spent the trip trying
to subtly insinuate herself into Hhune'a good graces. It was gratifying to
hiro to have this beautiful, nobly bred woman pursuing his fevor, and he
intended to allow her to work for it!

Eager though he was to install his "guest" in his country estate, Lord Hhune
set a brisk pace for his town offices. Business must al ways cone before

pl easure. He strode in, nodded to the clerks, and called for his scribe.

To his surprise, the young Calishite brat—the royal apprentice Bank's men had
saddl ed himw th—anme to his bidding.

"Good day, Lord Hhune," Hasheth said. "I trust that your business in the
Nort hl ands went wel | ?"

"Where is Achni b?" Hhune demanded.

The lad's face darkened. "He is dead, ny lord,"” he said bluntly. "My al
traitors and thieves neet the same end. But you need not hear of this fromny
lips. Wrd of

your approach reached us this norn. Duke Henbreon awaits you in your office."
Hhune's boots suddenly seened rooted to the floor. Am d the changeful wi nds of
Zazesspurian power, the Duke stood as unbending as a sycanore. Hi s was an
ancient famly with vast wealth, and he hinself was a grave, distinguished man
whose i npeccabl e sense of honor and duty extended to all he did. Therefore,
Hermbreon tended to view his position in the Knights of the Shield as nobl esse
oblige. He was al so one of the nost inportant |eaders of the group, Hhune

rem nded hinself as he shook off his immobility.

The duke stood as Hhune entered the room and gave himhis hand. "You have
performed a great service to the people of the city."

"I live to serve," Hhune said snoothly, but he cast a quick sidelong glare at
hi s young apprentice. Hasheth gave hima subtle nod, as if encouraging himto
pl ay al ong.

"As you requested, Lord Hhune," Hasheth began, "in your absence | strove to
ferret out who anong your nmen mght be in | eague with the Nel ant her pirates.
It was Achnib, as you suspected. Two of these pirates are even now hi the
city's dungeons—en who have sworn that Achnib hired them paying with

i nformation of shipping schedul es and routes.

"Nor was that his only crine. He was stealing fromyou, skimmng the profit
fromthe caravans and hoardi ng coin. Wat he planned to do with such is beyond
belief."

"Achni b was al ways anbitious," Hhune said in a sage tone, hoping this would
fit into the incredi ble scenario the younger man was weavi ng.

"The scribe was not content with selling information to the pirates. He began
to traffic in armed ships with a ; warlord known as Buniap. Wrse, there is a
faint trail | which attenpts to place this crime at your door."

"I ndeed?" Hhune managed, marveling at the young | nan's audacity.
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I ncredi bly, Duke Henbreon seemed to swallow the absurd recitation. He rose and



extended a hand to Hhune.

"By your efforts, the city has gained use of a fleet of sone fifteen ships.

Al Zazesspur owes you thanks."

Hhune nmurmured a response and saw the duke on his way. Then he turned an

om nous, narrowed gaze on his apprentice.

"Much of what | told the duke was true," Hasheth said earnestly. "Achnib was
skimmi ng, and he was in |l eague with the nmercenary captain. But he lost his
nerve and hoped to scuttle away in the confusion after your involvenent wth
Bunl ap and his | oggi ng operation became known. He attenpted to buy passage to
Lantan. To protect your interests, | had both Achnib and Bunlap killed, and
turned the ships over to the Lords' Council as confiscated goods. They woul d
have found out about them regardless. Better this way, and be a hero rather
than a culprit.”

"You seemto be unusually loyal," Lord Hhune pointed out suspiciously.

"What good woul d have come to nme had you been brought |ow?" the young man
sai d, reasonably enough. "Besides, the Knights were pleased by ny initiative
and pernmitted me to enter their ranks, and so, in protecting your interests, |
served ny own."

Hhune shook his head, apparently stunned by all this. "Wat of Duke Henbreon?
How did you learn the identity of such a powerful man among the Kni ghts?"

"Pal ace intrigue," Hasheth lied, thinking of the coin in his pocket. He wanted
to i npress Hhune with his many connections and his own inmportance. "One of the
few benefits of being born a pasha's son. There is nore that you shoul d know.
The Harpers have been inquiring into your affairs. | thought it best that this
matter was concl uded, and quickly. The Harpers would not be contented as
easily as Duke Henbreon."

"Well done," exclained an anused fem ni ne*voi ce.

Hhune | ooked up; he had al nost forgotten about Lucia Thione. "You have a
talented new ally, ny lord. Perhaps you woul d consider another? Wth three
such mnds, what could we not acconplish in Tethyr?"

Hhune regarded the beautiful woman and the hawk-nosed youth and deci ded t hat
he coul d do worse

"Meet nmy new apprentice, ny dear,"” he said to Lucia. "And Hasheth, this is
Lucia Thione. Surely you recognize her famly's name and realize that it mnust
not be spoken outside of these walls—at |east, not until the nention of it can
advance the fortunes of us all."

For a nonent the trio regarded each other intently. Relief was bright in
Lucia's beautiful eyes, now that she knew what Hhune had in mnd for her. The
lord saw al so that she understood his purpose in making this introduction. The
know edge of her identity offered both potential power and grave danger—-and
the secret bound themtogether. It was a subtle way of accepting her offer
whil e rem ndi ng her that her fortune was bound indelibly with his. Hhune al so
noted the soft, warm |l ook the woman cast over the inpressed |ad; this anmused
him If Lucia was willing to use her charmto advance her position in Tethyr,
so much the better for him

"You shoul d not have killed Achnib," he told Hasheth nildly. "He was not
terribly intelligent, but neither was he personally anbitious. He carried out
his duties well enough, with loyalty usually found only in retainers with four
| egs and fleas. Such nen are hard to find. | thought you might kill him but
I'd hoped otherwi se. That is the only part of the test you failed, however.

Overall you have done well." ; "T-test?" faltered Hasheth.
"Of course,” the lord returned in an anused tone. Tou do not think | would
all ow you to give away ny entire 'fleet, do you? Mark nme, | am not happy about

the ship :you gave to the pirates, but you shall pay for it from|your
earnings. And other than that |apse, you did pre-Isisely as | had anti ci pat ed.
The fleet is now hi the hands
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of the Council of Lords. | could not keep it—the risks of discovery were too
great. But the nerchants of Tethyr will continue to benefit fromthe



protection the fleet offers, while the Council pays for its upkeep. And who, |
ask you, is both head of the shipping guild and a ranki ng nenber of the
council? Who will control this fleet?"

Under st andi ng—and f ear—began to enter the young nman's eyes as he realized he
was not quite as clever as he had thought hinmself. The realization that he had
been acting according to Hhune's desi gn—and no doubt with the lord in ful
know edge of his activities—both hunbled and horrified him

"But how— he began.

"How?" repeated Hhune coolly. "That is what you are here to learn. You have
made a good start. If you wish to become a ranki ng menber of the Knights of
the Shield, you will have to do better. You may start by telling ne about this
pretty Harper of yours and her plans for Zazesspur."

Arilyn said her good-byes to Hasheth several days after the final battle. The
Harper listened to his explanation of the situation, doubting nost of it but
willing to let the matter rest. She reclaimed her horse fromthe young man,
glad to be done with her sojourn in the southern city.

She had not particularly wished to return to Zazesspur, but Ti nkersdam had
elected to stay behind. He had acquired a taste for battle and deci ded that
tumul t uous Tethyr was as good a place as any to test his toys. Ferret, too,
had traveled with her to the city, intending to even a score with Lord Hhune.
Strangely enough, after a long and private conversation with young Hashet h,
she seenmed willing to abandon that notion

But that very night, at the hands of an unknown and unseen assassin, the reign
of Pasha Bank canme to an
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abrupt and bl oody end. It was runored that he had been betrayed fromwthin,
for no one saw the assassin cone or go. The only sign left behind was a | ong,
jewel -col ored scarf, such as that which nmight be used to fashion a lady's

t ur ban.

And the next norning, Hasheth became a full nenber of the Knights of the

Shi el d, having proved his loyalty by purchasing Hhune's safety at a cost many
men m ght consider too nigh

Arilyn left before dawn, unaware of the events of the night just past and the
changes that woul d soon sweep Zazesspur. Her heart was |ight as she rode
swiftly toward the north—and honme. For the first time in her life, she truly
knew where she bel onged.

The Harper had not gone far beyond the city walls when the she heard the
sounds of battle on the road ahead. Incredibly, a famliar tenor voice was
lifted over the clash of swords. She nudged her horse into a run

The words of the song became clear as she neared the battle. Set to a m|l

i nking tune, it was the sort of ditty she had cone to expect—and had | earned
to endure.

"We've cone to nourn the paladin, The best and noblest sort of man. Hi s way
was clear, his will was strong, But he's just as dead as if he'd been w ong!
"Al one he faced the orcish hoard, And, dauntless, drew his mghty sword. He
did not flinch, he did not blink. He surely did not stop and think!"

A famliar mxture of exasperation and elation flooded the half-elfs heart.
The irreverent song could have cone fromonly one person. Arilyn flung herself
from her horse
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and raced toward the fighting, her nmoonbl ade in hand.

But the battle on the road ahead was nmore comic than life-threatening. In the
center of the conflict stood Danilo, his arnms crossed as he observed the fight
between his small band of hired escorts and a group of woul d-be brigands. For
his part, he sang his battle song, which was probably neant to spur on the
fighting in classic bardic tradition. A though how this particular song m ght
have inspired anyone was beyond Arilyn's conprehension

Unawar e of the anused half-elfs presence, Danilo continued to sing:



"The halls of Tenpos opened w de;

Qur paladin was | ed inside.

He shares with all his noble creed,

And frowns on wenching, feasts, and nead.

"We cannot nmourn this hero's death, Though of his strength we are bereft. If
you rmust weep, weep for the god Who now endures this tiresone sod!"

Danilo did not content hinself with his bardic endeavors. Between stanzas he
cast small cantrips that threw confusion into the eneny ranks. Arilyn chuckl ed
as a brigand fell facedown on the dirt path, his boot |aces suddenly tied

t oget her.
The young mage | ooked up sharply at the rich, rare sound of elven | aughter
When his gaze settled on Arilyn, joy broke, like a sunrise, over his face. He

drew his sword and started fighting in earnest as he worked his way through
the circle of fighters toward her

Arilyn sighed. Danilo could handl e a blade well enough, but he was no
swordmaster. At the nonent she had no patience for prolonged battle. So she
drew t he noonbl ade, held it high, and let out a ringing battle cry in the

El vi sh tongue.
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The brigands | ooked up, startled by the fearsone sound. The addition of an
elven warrior to their foe was too nmuch for their faltering resolve. The band
scattered and nade for the hills to the east—where, Arilyn noted with a touch
of dark hunor, a certain al chenust awaited them all too eager for
opportunities to try out his latest |ethal devices.

The nobl eman put away his sword and cane swiftly toward her. Arilyn noted that
Danil o's face had been deeply bronzed by the summer sun, and he seened | eaner
hardened by life on the road. He | ooked considerably ol der, too, as if tine
had touched himin a way that a few nonths' absence could not explain. Arilyn
had no | ove for magic, but she recognized the mark that powerful spells |eft
upon those who cast them Apparently Danilo had not been idle during their
time apart. It seemed that when tales were told, they would be spoken both
ways!

There was sonething el se about himthat was different as well. Arilyn, who had
recently come into a know edge of herself and her path, recognized the peace
of a simlar understanding that |ingered about him Nor was there a hint of
pretense on his face. For once the mask he held to the world was utterly gone
and his heart was entirely in his eyes.

Danil o took her hands in his; this time Arilyn did not pull away,

"W neet as we parted," he said quietly.

"Pretty much,"” she agreed in a wy tone. "Why is it that | so often find you
surrounded by people who'd dearly | ove to see you dead?"

A fleeting smle touched his face. The curse of charm wealth, and fane, |
suppose,” he said dryly. "But enough jests. | have sorely nissed you."

Wth these words, he rel eased her hands and reached out to touch the enspelled
nmoonst one that was set into the hilt of her sword. It was a gesture he had
often made during the past two years. Suddenly Arilyn recognized it
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for what it was. It was the only caress she had permitted him his only
tangi bl e proof of the bond that |ay between them She wondered, briefly, how
much Danil o understood of her mmgical gift of rapport, or how he would fee
when he learned it was no longer there. But she nust tell him and at once. No
one coul d touch a noonbl ade but its wi el der, upon pain of death.

So she caught his wist firmy before he could touch the noonbl ade. "You

cannot," she said firmy. The power that enabled you to share ny blade is no
nore."
The bl eak, enpty look that filled his eyes snote Arilyn's heart. "It is no

nore, because it is not needed," she said quickly. "For what | can do nyself,
| do not need the noonbl ade's magic.1' O her explanations could cone |ater



this much she owed hi m now.

"Is it possible?" he murmured with wonderment. "Arilyn, | have waited two
years and nore for you to know your heart. M ne you already know+t is yours,
along with my life and ny soul ."

"Your heart | will take into my keeping, and gladly. But your soul," she added
with deep satisfaction, "is once again entirely your own."

For further adventures of Arilyn Monbl ade and her Harper partner Danilo
Thann, be sure to read El fshadow and El f song, both by El ai ne Cunni ngham
Harpers are being nmurdered, and all signs point to the half-elf adventurer
Arilyn Moonbl ade. Tornmented by dreans and stal ked by shadows, Arilyn rust | ook
to the past to discover the truth about herself and the magical elven sword
she carries. |Is she truly a nurderer, or is she about to become a victin®? The
El f shadow hol ds the key to the truth, but also bears the potential for

di saster.

(1 SBN 1-56076-117- 2)

When a mysterious spell falls over the bards of Waterdeep, rewiting both
their nusic and their nenories, archnage Khel ben Bl ackstaff Aruneun fears the
spell may be part of a larger plot. He calls on Danilo Thann, a Harper nage
and woul d-be bard, to confront the green dragon that holds the key to the
nmystery. Danilo joins forces with las old eneny, the rogue elf Elaith

Craul nober, an elven mnstrel with strange abilities, and a dwarf naid with a
deadly wit to solve the riddle of the Elfsong.

(1 SBN 1-66076-679-4)
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FANTASY ADVENTURE

Wl come to the FORGOTTEN REALMS, the | argest and nost detailed of TSR s
fantasy worl ds.

Look out fromthe high walls of Waterdeep, the sprawling, cosnopolitan Cty of
Spl endors. Beyond lies the Savage Frontier: the rugged nountains and endl ess
forests of the Sword Coast, wilderlands that cloak the crunbling ruins of

fall en kingdons.

Travel with the caravans that cross these dangerous | ands, headi ng east toward
t he ki ngdom of Cormyr, fabled real mof ancient forests, |land of chivalry and
romance. Stop over in the Dal el ands, hone of the crusty old w zard El mi nster
and the birthplace of many heroes and heroines. Then continue onward to

di stant Thay ... and beyond.

In your travels, you will encounter many fol k from hi ghborn to | ow. Anong the
beautiful and deadly Seven Sisters are Storm Silverhand, the silver-haired
Bard of Shadowdal e, and H gh Lady Alustriel, the gentle and just ruler of
Sttverynoon. A third sister is the Sinmbul, fey and wild-tenpered Wtch-Queen
of Aglarond. There are four nore sisters, each beautiful and powerful in her
own way.

If you neet themon the road, do not meddle with title mysterious Harpers, who
work to uphold freedom and the causes of good throughout the Real ns. You nay,
however, share a drink with the eccentric explorer Volo, and pick his brain
for a wealth of information about your next destination. Beware that
sinister-looking fellow in the corner of the conmon room He may be a
Zhentari m agent, gathering information for a tak&ver

of the Heartl ands.

Shoul d the surface world not prove exciting enough for you, make your way
beneat h Mount Waterdeep to traverse the niles upon niles of tunnels and
caverns known as Undennount ai n—but beware its deadly traps and skul ki ng
monsters. If you survive these hazards, press on to the subterranean city of
Menzoberranzan, home of the deadly drow and birthplace of the renegade Drizzt
DoTJr den

When you return to the light of the surface world, you may want to explore the
crunmbling ruins of Myth Drannor, a storehouse of |ost magic and deadly
nonsters in the heart of the vast Elven Court forest.

From t he dangerous sewers and back alleys of sprawing cities, to gl aciers,



deserts, jungles, and uncharted seas (above and bel ow the surface!), there's a
whole world to explore in the lands of the FORGOTTEN REALNS.
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